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To

Noah, Skye, and Sam





The best people possess a feeling for beauty, the courage to take risks, the discipline to tell the truth, the capacity for sacrifice. Ironically, their virtues make them vulnerable; they are often wounded, sometimes destroyed.

—Ernest Hemingway







PROLOGUE

HOMER, ALASKA

The young hunting guide froze mid-stride on the steep scree slope, one hand raised in a silent signal. Behind him, the two hunters stopped instantly, their bodies settling into practiced positions without conscious thought. Kevin Rhoads felt a surge of satisfaction, no need to explain, no need to remind them about noise or wind direction. In the vast Alaskan wilderness, the only sound was the September air whipping across the tundra.

Through his rifle’s scope, Jeff Simms studied the swaying cotton grass endlessly stretching toward snowcapped mountains. Chris Saunders lowered his binoculars and whispered, “We don’t see shit.”

“He’s not in sight yet,” Kevin murmured, his voice barely carrying over the wind. “Get into position. Jeff, prone position just north of that scrub bush facing south. Start scanning four hundred yards down, near the river’s bend. Chris, you’ll take the second shot when the second bear comes in from the west.”

The veterans exchanged glances. They hadn’t seen one bear, let alone two. But something in the young guide’s quiet confidence made them move without question.

Four days earlier, Kevin had been checking the oil on his father’s aging red-and-orange striped Piper PA-18 Super Cub fitted with thirty-one-inch Michelin Air tundra tires when he heard the sound of Howard Rhoads’s heavy footsteps. The familiar scent of aviation fuel and old leather filled the hangar, smells that had defined Kevin’s childhood growing up outside of Homer, Alaska, at his father’s R&R Hunting Lodge.

“Come on, Kev,” Howard said without preamble. “They’re veterans, and you’re the best I’ve got.”

Kevin had just returned from leading a group of middle-aged golf buddies from California on an elk-hunting trip. He’d spent four days watching them stumble through the camp, more interested in discussing if anyone had taken a shit in the woods than in tracking elk. In the end, Kevin had shot the only one, which he then had to butcher and pack out almost entirely on his own. Those nights, he’d sat alone by the dying fire, staring at the stars and wondering if this was all there was: leading wealthy tourists through the Alaskan wilderness, watching them pose over the fallen animals they hadn’t really hunted. The mountains felt smaller somehow when shared with people who didn’t understand them.

He’d been looking forward to going out with his friends before the start of senior year, but he heard the pride in his father’s voice. Howard didn’t ask for many favors. Kevin simply nodded and went to prepare the gear, checking his meticulously maintained Winchester Pre-64 Model 70 .375 H&H Magnum before stowing it in the plane. The rifle had been his grandfather’s, passed down through his father to him on his sixteenth birthday. Every nick in the stock told a story, every cleaning and maintenance session a ritual that connected him to the men who’d carried it before.

Later that morning, Howard drove the two clients to the landing strip. “You folks are in great hands; Kevin is my best guide,” Howard said. “Kev, come say hello.”

Kevin emerged from the rear of the plane where he’d been securing gear. He noticed the look of doubt that passed between the two men at the sight of the sandy-haired teen who was to be their guide for the next five days. He gave the clients strong handshakes and offered an easy smile. “Nice to meet you guys. We are going to have a great hunt. And don’t worry, seventeen is thirty-four in Alaska years.”

The cockpit was a testament to a bygone era, its panel adorned with weathered analog dials and gauges. Kevin ran his hand along the familiar worn leather of the pilot’s seat as he did his preflight check. This plane had been his classroom, where his father had taught him to read the sky and the mountain winds. The Super Cub was as much a part of their family legacy as the hunting lodge itself.

He set the two men up on the back seats formed by small cushions placed over plywood boards mounted to the floor. “You can push those backpacks farther back,” he said as they swung their day packs off their shoulders to sit down. “Hang on,” Kevin said, “you don’t have bear spray in there, do you?”

Chris looked up. “I do, yeah. My girlfriend made me bring it,” he added sheepishly.

Kevin laughed. “No, it’s a good idea. Just not a good idea to have a pressurized aerosol can of pepper spray inside a plane.” Chris was already rifling through his sack and handed Kevin a red canister marked “Grizzly Tough.” Kevin jumped down and strapped the canister to the wing of the plane.

Moments later, with steady hands that belied his youth, Kevin engaged the dual magneto engines, their familiar rumble vibrating through the fuselage. As he eased the throttle forward, the aircraft responded like an eager companion, gathering speed until its wheels lifted from earth to air in a graceful ascent. This was the moment he loved best: that perfect point between ground and sky where everything else fell away, where the world simplified itself into wind, speed, and adventure.

They cruised over the Gulf of Alaska, skimming Ushagat Island. After ninety minutes, Kevin signaled their descent. The small plane bounced down a dirt strip on Kodiak Island, their starting point 180 miles south of Homer. As they unloaded gear, Kevin noticed the way Chris and Jeff automatically divided their tasks, establishing a rhythm that spoke of years of practiced teamwork. There was no extraneous motion, no need for discussion. That first evening, as Kevin heated water for tea on their small camp stove, he again watched as they set up camp with precision. Gear was accessible but protected, and there were clear lines of movement between the tents, everything arranged with purpose.

The clients had come to R&R Hunting Lodge for what they’d called a “boys’ weekend,” but Kevin sensed there was more to it. He’d guided enough weekend warriors to recognize the difference between men playing in the wilderness and men who understood its rules.

On their second evening, Chris spoke up as they sat around the glowing embers. “The thing is, Kevin, it can be hard integrating back into civilian society after serving. It feels good to be out here, where the rules, I don’t know, make more sense.” Kevin nodded; it was the same reason he loved the clarity of the hunt. Out there, the truth wasn’t negotiable.

Three days into their expedition, they found fresh tracks imprinted in the mud. The prints were deep, defined, and unmistakably revealed their quarry: a mature grizzly. Kevin felt a surge of excitement. Chris and Jeff fell into formation behind him, reading his signs as naturally as if they’d hunted together for years.

They tracked the bear up a steep slope, and as the afternoon light waned, Kevin swallowed a grunt of pain. He gingerly pulled his boot from between two loose rocks and adjusted his stride without missing a beat. His father’s voice echoed in his head: “Pain is just information, son. What matters is what you do with it.”

The veterans exchanged a pointed look but said nothing, noticing the slight limp and how their young guide matched their pace step for step. His jaw was set with the quiet determination of a young man who had already weathered far worse in these mountains.

As they continued to trace the bear’s path, Kevin paused periodically to crouch, toss a handful of grass into the air to test the wind, and scan the horizon with practiced eyes. Keeping their trio downwind was crucial. A bear’s keen sense of smell was its most potent defense against hunters with long rifles. Each time he stopped, Chris and Jeff automatically spread out to cover the flanks, their smooth movements barely disturbing the morning mist.

Now, on their fourth day, Kevin crouched down, one knee on the spongy tundra. The cold seeped through his worn pants, but he barely noticed it. Like the weight of his grandfather’s Winchester on his shoulder, the discomfort was just another familiar part of the hunt. He studied how Jeff carried his .375 H&H Magnum, modified with a sub-one-pound trigger and fitted with a Leupold scope. The distance would be pushing the gun’s limit. Chris’s lighter .338 Winchester Magnum with its Swarovski Z5 scope hung ready at his shoulder. Both men handled their weapons with the same unconscious competence that came from understanding a rifle as an extension of oneself.

“Okay,” Kevin said, pulling his binoculars from his pack and handing them to Chris. “Just north of the large pine tree near the river’s bend.”

Chris looked through the binoculars, spotting for Jeff. “Near the big rock?”

Kevin clarified: “That rock you’re looking at is the bear.”

“How can you see that?” Chris muttered, adjusting the setting on the binoculars.

“Look, it’s moving around.” The enormous blond predator was unaware of the unseen hunters downwind. They watched him roll in the grass, get up, and repeat the roll.

“What is he doing?” Jeff asked.

“Doing? Um, I don’t know… bear stuff, I guess.” Kevin smiled.

Jeff looked through his Leupold VX-6HD 2-12x42mm scope while Chris called out distance and wind speed. Jeff held his position, relaxed, exhaled, and took the shot. The eight-hundred-pound grizzly dropped like the rock they had thought it was.

“Nice shot, bro!” Chris whispered, lowering his binoculars to high-five his friend.

Kevin interrupted their celebration, as he raised his own rifle into position. The Winchester settled against his shoulder, he spoke with calm authority. “Chris, grizzly two hundred yards to your right, up the hill, and moving toward us.” He kept his rifle pointed toward the bear but did not shoot. This was Chris’s moment.

Chris unshouldered his Winchester, took a knee in a practiced movement, took aim, and fired a hurried shot, hitting the bear in the upper shoulder. “Fuck,” he gasped. Before he could reload and fire off a kill shot, the bear fell onto all fours and, within seconds, was lost in the thick brush. “Fuck,” Chris said again. “I’m sorry.”

The hunters exchanged grim looks, and Kevin felt the energy shift. While their bear tags served a purpose in population management, this wasn’t how it was supposed to go. A majestic creature was now suffering somewhere in those woods. Without a word, they shouldered their packs, all thoughts of fatigue pushed aside. They had a solemn obligation to track that animal and end its suffering.

Kevin read the landscape, looking for evidence of the bear in the thick brush. Silently, the three hunters checked their weapons and headed up the slope toward the spot where the grizzly had disappeared into a patch of scrubby willows growing along the small tributary.

“Listen,” Kevin said, “I think you guys should wait here. The willows are thick, and we don’t want to make the situation worse.”

“Fuck that,” Chris said, his voice tight with responsibility. “I created this situation. I’m going with you.”

“We’re all going,” Jeff said. “We’re a unit now, bro.”

Kevin nodded in appreciation. “Okay, we stay close together, and if anyone sees any sign at all, raise a hand. We’re looking for trodden brush, drops of blood, anything at all. He was pretty badly hit; it shouldn’t be that hard to—”

Before he could finish, a low roar erupted directly in front of them, and a half-ton blur of fur and claws came crashing through the brush. Time seemed to stretch, yet everything happened at once. Kevin felt rather than thought, his body responding with the instincts his father had drilled into him since childhood.

“Jesus!”

Kevin had already knelt, aimed, and fired the Winchester with no more than ten yards between him and the bear. The familiar recoil of his grandfather’s rifle kissed his shoulder. The grizzly skidded to his death.

Jeff and Chris stood up, bits of tundra turf falling from their clothes, and began excitedly walking toward Kevin but slowed a few yards away, sensing from Kevin’s posture that something was wrong. Although his back was to them, the young guide took his hand off his rifle to signal stop. The most dangerous moment is right after you think it’s over.

Kevin’s eyes were now on the first bear, lying in the distance near the river. The wilderness was never still. One death was always another creature’s opportunity. Jeff and Chris stood still in their tracks, reading his tension like a signal flag. Kevin once again raised his vintage blue steel, moving the barrel with moderate speed from left to right, and squeezed the trigger. About thirty feet from the fallen bear, four hundred yards away, a white creature, headed for an easy meal, fell to the ground.

“Wolf,” Kevin said as he scanned for signs of the rest of the pack.

“Holy shit, Kevin.”

Kevin stood, lowered his rifle, and shrugged. “Wolves don’t shoot back.” Still favoring his left foot, he started walking toward the second bear to begin the butchering. The pain in his ankle was a dull throb now, but he moved with measured grace, determined to finish what they had started.

Following exhausting hours of butchering and trekking hides and meat back to the campsite, they stored the game in a large cooler, a safe distance from their tents and far from where they set up their campfire. That night, they cooked bear kabobs with onions and peppers Kevin produced from the last of his food supplies. “Brought these in case we had a reason to celebrate,” Kevin said, pulling a crushed cardboard six-pack of Alaskan Amber from under the pilot’s seat. As they sat around the fire, Kevin joined the veterans as they traded quiet jokes and comfortable silence, experiencing for the first time what he’d been missing in his solitary life on the mountain.

The following morning, Kevin once again willed the old bush plane back into the air and back to the airstrip near the hunting lodge.

That night at the lodge, Chris and Jeff returned from their rooms showered and shaved. They found Kevin sitting on the porch with his right leg elevated, an ice pack balanced on his visibly swollen right ankle. “Rhoads,” said Chris, “you should have said something.”

“It’s just a sprain,” Kevin said, smiling.

Jeff disappeared to the dining room and returned with three whiskeys. He handed one to Chris and one to Kevin. “To our underaged pilot, tracker, guide, and now friend. Thanks, Kevin. You are truly an excellent guide.”

Kevin reached underneath his Adirondack chair. He tossed an object to Chris. “Hey, don’t forget this—you might need it when you tell your girlfriend what happened.” Chris instinctively caught the object and looked down to see the red canister of bear spray.

“Fuck that, this thing stays here. Anytime I’m in bear country, I’m bringing my secret weapon: Kevin fucking Rhoads.”

“Seriously, Kevin, when you finish school, we’ve got some friends who could use someone with your tracking skills,” Jeff said casually, folding a piece of paper between his fingers. “The Unit’s always looking for guys who can read terrain like you.” He handed over the paper, with a number written in precise digits. Chris nodded, adding, “Not many people can move and shoot like you can. Reminds me of our old squadron commander.” The brief exchange carried weight. Delta operators rarely offered such invitations, and never lightly.

“I was just happy to be there with you. Thanks for a great hunt,” Kevin replied. But he carefully folded Jeff’s phone number and slipped it into his pocket.



MOSCOW, RUSSIA

“Don’t go in there,” Anya whispered, as her breath formed clouds in the Moscow winter air. “Pzhaluysta.” Please.

Sasha gripped her sister’s arm. “Ty sumashedshaya?” Have you gone insane? “We need to warn the people inside.”

It was one thirty in the morning on December 23, 2011. The two teenagers stood in the shadows across from the United Russia offices on Bolshaya Dmitrovka Street, less than twenty-four hours before the protest planned for Sakharov Avenue.

Moscow was a powder keg. The parliamentary elections on December 4 had been a sham. Everyone knew it. Putin’s United Russia party had claimed victory despite widespread evidence of fraud. The first wave of protests at Bolotnaya Square had drawn fifty thousand angry citizens. Tomorrow’s demonstration would bring twice that number.

But for Anya Magnitsky, peaceful protest was no longer enough.

She and her sister had joined Narodny Veter’s “People’s Party,” a radical splinter faction that had broken away from the more moderate Parnas coalition. While Parnas called for democratic reforms, Veter believed Russia could only be reclaimed from Putin’s oligarchs through direct action. In Anya’s eyes, Veter was a true patriot.

Anya had convinced her older sister to join the opposition with her after their father’s murder. Ilya Magnitsky, a tax lawyer, confidant of Alexei Navalny, had uncovered fraud involving high-ranking officials close to Putin. Magnitsky was arrested, tortured, and left to die in Butyrka Prison in 2009. His death certificate listed “heart failure.”

“We cannot let them keep pillaging our country,” Anya said, her voice flat. “Eto dlya ottsa.” This is for my father. “For Russia.”

Sasha let go of her sister, her eyes wide with realization. “Not like this, Anya. We’re better than them.”

Anya did not respond; her mind was fixed.

“Anya, there’s time to clear the building,” Sasha said, and before Anya could respond, she rushed across the street.

Anya watched her sister’s slender figure disappear through the entrance. She could picture Sasha moving quickly up the stairs to the second-floor offices, where Anya had planted the explosives earlier that day.

Sacrifices had to be made. This was war.

Anya removed the timer for the remote detonator from her coat pocket but did not stop the countdown. The tears streaming down her face froze against her skin in the bitter cold. She closed her eyes.

The silence was broken by a thunderous explosion that shook the entire block. The windows of the building shattered outward in a deadly shower of glass, flame, then smoke.

Twelve people died that night, including Sasha Magnitsky. The destruction was so complete the authorities never identified the dead. But they did find Veter, who did not live to testify, taking the identities of the members of his group to the grave. The next day, one hundred thousand Russians gathered at Sakharov Avenue in peaceful protest. Putin’s grip on power didn’t loosen.

Six months later, Anya watched the news of Putin’s inauguration for a third presidential term. Their attack had failed. Their movement was shattered. She made her decision. Anya Magnitsky would be buried, along with whatever humanity remained in her heart. With dedication, time, and a new identity, she would continue to fight for her country, even if it meant fighting from within.

The SVR was always looking for talented recruits. Especially those willing to do whatever was necessary for the motherland.





CHAPTER 1

LANGLEY, VA

Clear the room.” Alan Rexin burst into the operations center at CIA headquarters, the pneumatic door hissing shut behind him. The glow of two dozen monitors cast a pale blue light across his face. Eight technicians stood and began to exit. Rexin held up his hand. “Except,” he said, eyes finding the staff operations officer, “who handles Python?”

“I do, sir.” Rexin located the voice—a woman in her forties with silver-streaked hair pulled back in a tight bun, her desk crowded with half-empty coffee cups. She sat at a workstation in the lower part of the room, hand half-raised like a cautious student.

“You stay. Everyone else grab a coffee,” he ordered. The technicians climbed the short flight of stairs to the exit. Two people hurried into the room as the door closed behind them. The only sounds were the steady hum of servers and the soft clicking of the remaining technician’s keyboard.

Rexin, the deputy director for operations, stood at the head of a sterile conference table in the center of the mezzanine. He removed his jacket, hung it over the back of his chair, loosened his tie, and rolled up his sleeves. He raised his eyebrows at the newcomers and turned to the staff operations officer. “You too.” The officer, looking deflated, cast a questioning glance at his remaining technician in charge of the missing operative, Python, and left the room.

“Tom,” Rexin said, shaking the hand of Tom Hudgins, the deputy director of the Russian desk.

“Director Rexin,” Hudgins said. “This is Leslie Block, assistant director of Technical Services.” Rexin nodded at the woman and motioned them impatiently to the table, elevated above the three rows of computer stations, commanding a view of the video wall across the room.

“Is he dead?” Rexin asked.

“We are not sure, sir,” Hudgins replied. His wrinkled shirt and the deep circles under his eyes indicated that he had been asking the same question since Python missed his second check-in one day ago.

“Did he defect?” Rexin continued. He had seen everything in his twenty-five years of service.

“No. No fucking way! I recruited the kid. Daniel Komoroff is a true believer,” Hudgins protested, all deference to the director pushed aside as if his own loyalty were being questioned.

Rexin looked mildly amused by the outburst but continued down the list of questions he knew needed to be asked. “When was the last time he checked in?” The three division heads looked to the technician.

She turned to her monitor. “The last time we got a positive ping from Python’s device was three days ago.”

“What was his protocol?” Rexin pushed.

“We sheep-dipped Komoroff three months ago as a technician at MinskTech Labs, a Belarus-based financial systems support firm with a list of Federation banks as clients,” Hudgins said. “He had no contact with Moscow Station. We would get a ping every twenty-four hours if he logged into his laptop that day. That ping did not come two days ago.”

“So, what happened?” Rexin searched the faces of the three other people in the room.

“Sir, we don’t know,” Block said. “He was tasked with installing a Remote Access Trojan into every Federation bank on MTL’s client list. This specific RAT is the product of a collaboration between our technical division and the NSA, designed to provide us with a back door into the banks’ software and, therefore, into the flow of Russian capital. Once installed, the RAT malware allows the US to monitor and control the infected system.”

“Did we lose the RAT?” How bad is this? Rexin thought.

Block continued. “When the wrong protocols are entered into Python’s computer, a magnetic charge is released onto the hard drive, frying everything. So no, it wouldn’t be possible to retrieve anything off his computer,” she explained, adding, “The wrong protocol was entered yesterday. We were going—”

Block stopped mid-sentence as an older woman entered the operations center, with a noticeable limp, a cane in one hand, and a half-smoked cigarette in the other.

“Christ, what is she doing here? This isn’t a Special Situation,” Hudgins said, glaring at the newcomer.

“The DCIA thought King could be helpful here,” Rexin said, making further protest futile.

Cynthia King, director of Special Situations, nodded to the three gathered around the table, limped to the corner, and remained standing, letting a small stream of smoke curl from her cigarette.

An awkward silence hung momentarily around the table. “So, who is Python?” Rexin asked, bringing the focus back to the missing operative.

The primary monitor facing the table came to life as the technician brought up Daniel Komoroff’s file. A photo of a handsome young man filled the screen. Short-cropped black hair, thick brows, a strong jawline, and a mouth that curved naturally into a slight smile matching the confidence beaming from his dark, bright eyes.

Hudgins began, “One of our recruiters spotted him in his junior year at Yale. He was a double major in Russian language and cyber security. 4.0 grade point average. He also played hockey for them. Started as a freshman. Pretty good too. Just over six feet and all muscle. We had him at the Farm only months after he graduated.”

“That’s quick,” Rexin said.

“He was a natural. He grew up speaking Russian. His paternal grandfather escaped the Nazis in Odessa and moved in with his son’s family in suburban Chicago shortly after Komoroff was born, so they spoke Russian at home. The kid was a promising chess player when he was young. His grandfather taught him and taught him well.” He asked the technician to pull up the internal psychological assessment. The screen showed a detailed report prepared by the CIA’s Dr. Eleanor Damon, PsyD.

“Just the conclusion,” Rexin cut in.

Hudgins read the last lines. “The candidate has a profound sense of duty and responsibility, which we largely attribute to a substantial transference of survivor guilt, a psychological burden inherited from his grandfather’s traumatic experience as a survivor of the Holocaust. This experience has instilled in the candidate both a strong sense of moral obligation and high-level perseverance in response to the suffering his grandfather endured.”

Hudgins continued. “He excelled in all his training: dead drops, SDRs, technical infiltrations, shooting, parachuting, boat and small aircraft piloting, and other paramilitary skills in both urban and rural environments. What’s more, he loved it. He graduated top of his class.” Hudgins looked at the photo staring back at him from the monitor.

“We posted him in a number of embassies across the region.” He motioned to the tech to pull up a map of Eastern Europe. “He spent a couple years in Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and a couple other ’Stans to get his feet wet. We brought him back here for two years for more training. Once again, Komoroff performed. The kid was ready.”

There was a knock at the door. An administrative assistant came in, handed Block a folded note, and walked out. Block scowled. “The RAT installed at Bank Alta was discovered and neutralized.”

“Bank Alta?” Rexin asked, gleaning more information from Block’s defeated expression than he expected to get from his question.

“Alta was the last bank Komoroff infiltrated. It was the one we had been waiting for, the one we call ‘Putin’s Laundromat,’ ” Hudgins said in a monotone.

The technician sat forward in her chair. “Sir, when he installed the Bank Alta RAT, a dynamic target presented itself—a military-grade HSM, a Thales Luna Network module.”

“In English,” Rexin demanded.

“It is a hardware security module,” Block explained. “Used for encrypting classified financial operations.”

“And?” Rexin pressed.

“And Python discovered one in the server room and managed to clone it. Ballsy move,” Hudgins added.

“Did the kid have the clone on him when he missed his check-in?” Rexin asked.

“No,” Hudgins said. “We inserted a singleton for a pickup.” He motioned to the tech who pulled up a picture. “Kevin Rhoads. Former Delta, works in our Special Activities Center. We sent him on a round trip. We have the clone.”

Rexin already imagined the devastating call he would have to make to the young operative’s parents. It wouldn’t be his first. “God help him.”

Cynthia King tapped her cane on the concrete floor. “God can’t help him. That’s why I’m here.”





CHAPTER 2

AL-TANF, SYRIA

The smell of stale coffee mingled with sweet Copenhagen tobacco as Kevin Rhoads counted the red dots appearing on the map of Iran. One. Two. Three. Each mark from Whitney Skyler’s laser pointer represented another potential ambush point, another way this mission could go sideways. A hundred miles into denied territory, and their only backup plan was a local asset’s truck and their own ingenuity.

A fine moon dust coated everything in the briefing room: the plywood table, the scattered paper coffee cups, even the creased map spreads. Outside, a Black Hawk’s distinctive whoop-whoop cut through the thick Syrian air in the US military base at Al-Tanf.

At thirty-two, Rhoads cut a different figure from the typical operator. His weather-beaten “Homer, Alaska” cap held a pair of Oakley SI wraparounds, the brim shadowing thick sandy hair a shade lighter than his full beard. A worn “R&R Hunting Lodge” T-shirt hung loosely over his lean triathlete’s build: broad-shouldered but trim, under six feet and 170 pounds soaking wet. He’d learned long ago that in his line of work, being underestimated was an advantage.

“A hundred miles inside where?” Rhoads asked, although they all understood the answer. Around him, five other members of Omega, the CIA’s paramilitary direct-action unit, shifted in their seats. Each of them was a former Tier One operator, and each knew exactly what “inside Iran” meant: no backup, no second chances.

The fan overhead clicked rhythmically, stirring the maps spread across the table. Whitney Skyler, an analyst in the CIA’s Counterterrorism, Middle East division, stood at the head of the table, reviewing the undated mission brief. Orchestrating F3EAD operations had become her life: Find, Fix, Finish, Exploit, Analyze, Disseminate. The words had become a mantra; each successfully completed mission led to a new mission—rinse and repeat.

Skyler’s intelligence and attention to detail had earned Rhoads’s respect and the respect of the entire Omega team seated around her. In addition to her thorough reporting, she never hesitated to tell them what she did not know or to voice any concerns. This outspoken candor had made them come to think of “Sky” as one of their own.

She pushed a pair of sunglasses back onto her head, using them to hold her shoulder-length light brown hair out of her eyes. She tugged at her loose-fitting jeans. Three months of mess hall food and stress had stripped weight from her athletic frame.

“We’re following a trail of money that is funding terrorist activities, and that trail has led us to a rural area in Iran.” Skyler’s laser pointer drew a red constellation on the map behind her as she outlined the target area. The small town of Bimzortah in the West Azerbaijan province in Iran appeared as little more than a smudge on the satellite imagery, but it represented their best lead in months.

“Despite last week’s dry hole, we know from a single source, HUMINT, that Hamid Al-Din is here.” The words were bitter in her mouth. The intel wasn’t as solid as John Teabore, the chief of station, wanted them to believe. Still, she pushed on, detailing the compound’s layout, the suspected presence of family members, the warning signs about possible IEDs west of a walnut tree in the front courtyard. “We lost ISR coverage forty-eight hours ago and have not had an opportunity to reestablish contact.”

Teabore stood up and shot Skyler a stern glance with overworked eyes that swelled under black-rimmed glasses. Razor-thin, tall, and clean-shaven, his physical presence was in striking juxtaposition to the men of the Omega team. Rhoads had dubbed him “the Elf” due to his elven figure and the way his wavy hair framed a rather large pair of ears. “Gentlemen, this is our first chance in a long, long time to procure intel that will lead us to Al-Muwassil. Tonight’s target, Hamid Al-Din, is his brother. Hamid is a low-level drug runner and a wannabe terrorist. We have every confidence you will have no trouble getting in or out. This mission is a go.” He went on to remind the team that there would be no overwatch and no Quick Reaction Force. If the mission went sideways, the team would have to find their own way out of Iran.

Álvaro Diaz, the team leader, spit a stream of dark tobacco juice into his cup. “So why go to Iran for Hamid when his brother is the HVT?”

Skyler looked at Teabore, who nodded for her to resume the briefing. “It’s true, Walid Al-Din, aka Al-Muwassil, is the jackpot.” She pulled up an image of Al-Muwassil, the overweight HVT with an arrogant stare. “He is wanted for supplying money and other logistics to ISIS for IED production and weapons procurement. His nom de guerre actually means ‘the Facilitator.’ However”—she clicked on a second image showing his brother Hamid, younger and harder-looking—“if we grab Al-Muwassil’s brother and, more importantly, get hold of his brother’s tech, we believe we can use that intel to locate Al-Muwassil.”

“Let’s take another look at the compound,” Rhoads said, eyes scanning the SIGINT readouts and overhead imagery. It appeared to be a typical target layout: six-foot perimeter wall, dilapidated two-story structure that would need to be cleared room by room, probable choke points at the shed and outhouse. A rusting tractor in the wheat field could provide cover for squirters or an ambush element.

The team fell into mission-planning mode, discussing load-out and infil plans. Raven Group, composed of Rhoads, Diaz, and John Leary, would take point on breach and clear, while Shadow Group—Eric Park, Cole Swan, and Lou Mahoney—would cover rear sectors and handle any squirters. Standard kit would be supplemented with local clothing: long tunics and loose-fitting pants over their plate carriers and battle belts.

Lou Mahoney spit into his empty coffee cup. He had served fifteen years on the small mission unit, and weathered almost as many knee and back surgeries. “So, what’s the mission timeline look like?”

“Wheels up at 2200,” Skyler answered. “The bird will bring you to the Iraq-Iran border. There, you will link up with a local asset. We have used him before to get in and out of this remote border checkpoint. He has a trucking company and makes the cross regularly.” She turned back to Mahoney with a grin. “This being Mahoney’s last tour, he has been given the honor of choosing the code words.” A collective groan went around the room. “ ‘Tramps’ for initial contact, ‘Wolverine’ for mission go, ‘Storm’ for abort.”

“Cuz Tramps like us, baby, we were born to run,” Mahoney sang, his voice echoing off the plywood walls.

“I’m gonna miss you and your old white man music.” Diaz laughed, offering “Old Man Lou” a fist bump.

Skyler let the chuckles subside and continued: “If you are Storm, use the asset’s truck to get to the extraction point Alpha, and the bird will pick you up. You will still be in Iraq, and it should be just a long chopper ride home. If the mission is compromised after you cross…” She let the sentence hang.

“We improvise,” Diaz finished, spitting tobacco into his cup.

“Yo, Sky,” Eric Park called out, “be sure to tell your asset to keep both his hands on the wheel during linkup. If we don’t see two hands, his days as an asset are over. Forever.”

After everyone in the unit, regardless of seniority, had asked their questions, made suggestions, and agreed on a plan, they stood to go to their lockers, check their gear, and prepare for 10 p.m. wheels up. All items identifying them as Americans would remain at the base.

As the team left the room, Teabore motioned for Skyler to stay behind. “Ms. Skyler, the work you are doing is excellent. The team likes and respects you. It is, however, not appropriate for you to suggest to the team that the intel we are reporting isn’t current while we are briefing on a pending operation.”

“Sir, I don’t think—”

Teabore interrupted the junior analyst. “Whitney, what happened to your brother in Afghanistan was tragic and even possibly avoidable. But you need to keep your personal issues in check. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir,” she replied, blinking hard. Teabore nodded and left her alone in the conference room. Just the mention of her younger brother took Skyler’s breath away. She walked slowly out into the hall. Alex’s death had led her to join the CIA and to this position. And it was true that it made her feel directly responsible for the safety of the men she was briefing. But that didn’t change the fact that the intelligence they were basing this mission on was lacking. She saw Rhoads walking out of the team room.

“Rhoads, you have a sec?”

“Sky, what’s up?” Rhoads had never seen her flustered before and assumed Teabore had laid into her for her off-the-cuff opinion about the intel.

“Be careful tonight, all of you. The overwatch satellite was redirected to a different objective sooner than I’d have liked.” She lowered her voice and added, “I asked Teabore for more time on this one but was turned down.”

He looked at her with his easy smile. “Careful, there, Sky. The Elf has big ears. But thanks for the heads-up. We heard what you said in there. Don’t worry, we’ll watch our six.” He gave her a fist bump and added with a wink, “Remember, if it was easy, they would call the SEALs.”





CHAPTER 3

MOSCOW, RUSSIA

Mikhail Gusev hurried down Rozhdestvenka Street, his head bowed against the windy autumn morning, clutching his briefcase to his chest. As the door to Bank Alta swung closed behind him, the young manager pulled a phone out of the pocket of his heavy overcoat. “Lashkin,” Gusev’s voice crackled through the secured line. “I might have something for you. An American. A real estate investor from New York.” He walked to his small, stark office and hung his coat on the hook behind his door. “I think your superiors in ‘the Forest’ might be interested in this one.”

Fifteen blocks away, Ivan Lashkin sat up at the mention of the district home of the SVR. He had already lost interest in the early morning parade of escorts saying their farewells to wealthy foreigners from the monitors filling his gray metal desk. Sequestered in a small room in the basement of Moscow’s National Hotel, he felt like a forgotten prisoner buried behind the array of video screens and recording devices perpetually at work capturing the sins of local and foreign politicians and businessmen. The windowless room was cramped and dark and smelled exactly like the damp industrial carpet beneath his chair looked: out to impress exactly no one, as no one of importance would ever be found in “the Hole.”

The Hole was the name given by young staff officers in his position to the lifeless basement recording rooms scattered throughout the hotels and prominent businesses in Moscow. Being assigned to such a monitoring station was a clear sign that your future was not in your control. Escaping wasn’t easy, requiring either an elite connection or a collected pile of ruined reputations large enough to climb over on your own.

When he was first assigned to Moscow’s clandestine SVR’s Directorate S, Lashkin had imagined a far more prestigious position than that of a basement-bound pimp. He had pictured himself at the center of six-course dinner liaisons with diplomats and bankers. He had, after all, grown up a son of military privilege, the only child of the heroic Colonel Dimitri Lashkin. Colonel Lashkin had commanded a heavy artillery battalion in the Russian wars in Afghanistan, Chechnya, Ukraine, and Syria. The numerous medals that adorned his uniform completed the portrait of a battle-worn commander.

The colonel had been wounded in Chechnya pulling a team of young subordinates out of a burning tank. For that act of bravery, he had been bestowed with the Hero of the Russian Federation Award, the Federation’s second-highest honor. Rarely did high-ranking commanders in the Russian Ground Forces put themselves in harm’s way, particularly for expendable grunts. Someone had captured this act on video and posted it on YouTube, where it had been viewed over fifteen million times.

Ivan Lashkin had been shown this video hundreds of times, as if patriotic valor could be instilled in him simply by watching his father’s bravery. But even the Hole was preferable to being sent to his death in the hills of Chechnya or Ukraine. Subjected to endless retellings of his father’s war stories, he knew combat was to be avoided at all costs. The shared conviction that Ivan would not follow in the colonel’s muddy footsteps was one of the only things that father and son had in common.

As far as Ivan was concerned, the Russian Federation was simply a criminal organization disguised as a government whose primary aim was to enrich its most senior members. They, in turn, enriched their friends in positions of power.

Moscow’s National Hotel staff had looked the other way when an SVR technical team set up operations in a basement office, wiring specific suites with video and audio recording devices. After three months of mindless monitoring, Lashkin had realized he would need to take the initiative to get the attention of senior-level members of the SVR. During his free daytime hours, he began visiting banks throughout Moscow, directing the mid-level bankers to introduce their foreign clients to his newly formed escort service. The bankers were all too happy to curry favor with the feared SVR.

To his frustration, however, after twelve months and hundreds of recordings, Lashkin had little to show for his work. Yes, he had compromising videos, but they yielded no actionable intelligence. His father’s connections made him untouchable, but his superiors had generally forgotten about him.

Hearing Gusev mention “the Forest” was the first hope for a lead he had heard in months. “Govori.” Speak. An American in Russia looking for funds was exactly the profile he hoped to find, someone to get him promoted out of the Hole. “What did this American tell you?”

There was a rustle of paper as Gusev uncrumpled the handwritten notes he had hurriedly copied down after meeting with the American. “His name is Peter Michaels. He is a real estate developer in New York City. And he said that the…” He switched to English to read verbatim from his notes, “… the looming crisis in the capital markets has left him in a cash crunch on one of his larger deals. He said that he needs a cash infusion to complete the project.” He paused, waiting for Lashkin to tell him if this was indeed a worthwhile lead.

Lashkin shouted impatiently, “Da, prodolzhay uzhe!” Yes, go on!

“Yes, um, the developer has cross-collateralized his position with his other properties. And if his project stalls, he will be required to sell other assets or be forced into bankruptcy.”

“So, in other words, he is another name on a long list of overextended, over-leveraged, greedy capitalists,” Lashkin offered, more to whomever might be surveilling their call than to Gusev.

Gusev folded his notes and continued with more confidence. “What makes him particularly interesting to my superiors—and yours, I suspect—is that he does not care about the origin of the capital. ‘No questions asked’ were his exact words. As I understand it, there are people in ‘the Forest’ who would like to be part of this type of investment opportunity.” The executives at Bank Alta were always interested in foreign investments, but finding the right circumstances could be complicated given international regulations and sanctions.

“Can I assume he is looking for company tonight?” Lashkin asked.

Normally, there would be a reservation at the one-star Michelin restaurant in the hotel and a three-star “companion” waiting for a potential mark to dine with. But after a quick investigation, Lashkin surmised that this situation required a more seasoned touch. The real estate developer was twice divorced and a regular in the American gossip columns, every internet photo revealing a different fawning, beautiful young woman on his arm. To catch his big fish, the bait needed to be someone who could keep Michaels’s attention longer than a one-night stand, someone who could extract what was required from him in the long term. Lashkin instructed Gusev to invite Michaels for drinks at the bar at the National Hotel at eight thirty.

He looked through his portfolio of the women on his payroll, but none exhibited the combination of allure and sophistication he had in mind. He hesitated for only a moment before calling his superior, Alexei Morozov, head of Directorate S: Illegal Intelligence. It was better to ask for help than to risk Morozov discovering that Lashkin had failed on his own and let this prospect fall through the net. The director listened to the staff officer’s assessment of the developing situation. “It’s good you reached out, Lashkin. We need an officer for this” was Morozov’s immediate response. “I have the perfect person.”

With a flawless cover narrative, Anya Pestova had the unique ability to travel internationally without raising suspicion at passport control. British citizenship and a UK passport gave her the freedom to travel and the anonymity that other SVR operatives did not have. Adding to that, her beauty, along with an uncanny ability to assess her target, put Pestova in a different league than the girls who would spend their youths never rising above their roles as escorts and eavesdroppers. What’s more, her previous assignment had recently ended, and she was already in Moscow.

Morozov arranged for Lashkin to meet her at the Four Seasons Hotel lobby bar located around the corner from the National Hotel. Despite being prepared for the encounter, he was not prepared for the woman striding toward him across the reception area. Slightly older than the typical women he used, Pestova commanded attention in every room she entered. While younger swallows relied on dyed blonde hair, lip injections, and wardrobes that squeezed their bodies up and pushed their flesh out in all the desirable directions, Pestova did none of that. She rarely wore her long dark hair down, preferring it loosely pinned up. Her makeup was subtle and almost unnecessary with her high cheekbones, full lips, perfectly arched eyebrows, and long black lashes that framed hazel eyes. Her clothes were just revealing enough to make one wonder what was concealed beneath them.

Pestova, too, had heard of Lashkin and quickly dispensed with pleasantries as she led him to a quiet corner table in the back of the lounge. A waiter approached and took their order: He ordered an expensive vodka while she had sparkling water.

Once the waiter had delivered their drinks and was out of earshot, Lashkin began to lay out his plan. “This will be a long-term engagement. After you sleep with him and we record the whole event, we wait a number of weeks. I will be his contact on the business end. After let’s say six weeks, you will contact him and tell him you have missed your period.” Anya half listened, allowing the fool to finish. “Do you have any questions?”

Anya took the last sip from her drink and set it on the table. “This is what will happen,” she said sternly. “I will go alone to meet the American. Let me be with him for forty-five minutes. At that point, you will join us. We will sit at a banquette in the back. When I order the second drink, you can, rather you will, excuse yourself. There will be no video.” She pushed back her chair and, without waiting for the stunned Lashkin to reply, walked out of the Four Seasons on her way to the National.





CHAPTER 4

MOSCOW, RUSSIA

Peter Michaels fit in perfectly at the Alexandrovsky bar in the National Hotel in Moscow. Both the man and the lounge had been carefully constructed to project an air of confidence and wealth. The elegant white marble bar where he had been sitting for the past ninety minutes was cast with an amber glow from the backlit bottles lining the polished paneled walls. Likewise, from the outside, Michaels projected an image of success: A bespoke Leonard Logsdail suit complemented his well-kept physique. A muted burgundy Hermès tie looked expensive but not showy, like the Vacheron Constantin hand-wound eighteen-karat gold watch that peeked from his thick shirt cuffs. He had a not-so-subtle habit of raking his fingers through his wavy brown hair, styled to hide the fine lines he had recently noticed appearing around the corners of his eyes.

In truth, Michaels had been feeling neither confident nor wealthy, waiting alone at the extravagant bar with his eyes closed, tempted to rest his forehead on the cool stone surface. He was a man out of options. He had refused to see the writing on the wall and accept his attorney’s advice. In ninety days, Michaels would have to repay the principal balance of an $800 million loan to the bank or lose everything. This trip to Moscow was his Hail Mary.



Anya Pestova stood watching him from the arched entrance leading from the lobby. She caught the bartender’s eye and looked to where Michaels sat, checking his phone for the seventeenth time. The bartender nodded, and Anya began making her way slowly across the floor, aware of several pairs of eyes hungrily following her path. She stopped behind the American and took the briefest moment to arrange her expression, raising her eyebrows and cheeks into a polite smile.

He felt a hand on his shoulder and turned to see a pair of hazel eyes looking down on him. “Excuse me, Peter Michaels?” Strands of dark hair framed a face with flawless olive skin. The rest of her long dark hair was pulled into a loose knot at the base of her neck. A champagne-colored silk blouse was visible under a dark, fitted suit with a skirt that stopped just above the knee, where tall black boots began. Michaels shook his head slightly, trying to clear his previous thoughts and the effects of the scotch he had been drinking while waiting for his fate to be revealed.

“Yes,” he replied quizzically, still managing to flash his practiced smile.

“Lillian Montgomery,” the woman said with a polished British accent, slipping her slim, manicured hand into his grasp, leaving it there as she spoke. “Mikhailovich Gusev invited me to join you this evening, but I am sure you have already heard that Mr. Gusev won’t be able to make it. He sends his sincere apologies. I hope it’s all right; it will just be you and me tonight meeting with Mr. Gusev’s colleague from Bank Alta, Sergei Valinsky.”

Michaels, who had been checking his phone obsessively for the past hour and a half, couldn’t help looking down at the screen again. “I must have missed the message,” he said, setting his phone on the polished bar.

Pestova slid in next to him at the bar but remained standing. She pulled out her phone and placed it on the bar next to Michaels’s. “I have a small wealth management firm in London and am here in town for business. I was in Alta’s offices today, and Mikhailovich thought we should meet. I hope it’s all right.”

“Of course. It’s very nice to meet you, Lillian.” From his seated position, he was forced to look up at her.

She nodded in the direction of his nearly empty glass. “It looks like I have some catching up to do.” She turned to survey the bottles lining the wall behind the bar. “I don’t think I could drink another glass of vodka,” she mused and raised her hand in a subtle gesture to the bartender. “Two Old Cubans, please.” The bartender nodded and set out two martini glasses. He filled a crystal pitcher with bourbon and Prosecco and shook in a few drops of Angostura bitters. Turning his back to them briefly, he returned with two sprigs of fresh mint. He filled their glasses and added the garnishes to each. Lillian nodded her thanks to the bartender and carefully slid Michaels’s drink to him. “I make it a point never to leave a trip to Moscow without having had at least one of these.” She took a long sip and laughed lightly. “Who am I kidding? I never have just one. What do you think?”

Michaels took a sip. “Delicious,” he said. Lillian leaned toward him, her cheek very close to his ear. “I think we’re going to need another, don’t you? Sergei won’t mind.” Michaels merely nodded, willing his eyes to stay neutral. “Two more, please.”

By the time they finished their second drink, Michaels felt significantly more relaxed. He fleetingly wondered why Gusev hadn’t said he was sending someone else. But as quickly as concerns formed in his head, they seemed to dissipate. “So, tell me, Lillian, where in London are you from?”

“Sergei! There you are. We’ve been worried about you, haven’t we, Peter?” she said, ignoring his question and waving her hand toward the entrance to the bar. Michaels turned to see a tall, lanky man in a charcoal-gray suit striding toward them. Ivan Lashkin took Pestova’s proffered hand and kissed her lightly on both cheeks.

“Mr. Michaels, my apologies for being late. Sergei Valinsky, vice president at Bank Alta,” Lashkin said, extending his hand to Michaels. He took in the four glasses on the bar and the American’s slightly glazed expression. “We are all very gratified that you came to us to help finance what sounds like a once-in-a-lifetime real estate opportunity.”

“Come, let’s move to a table so we can all talk,” Pestova said, leaving the two men to follow her to the back of the bar, where a row of round bistro tables lined a burgundy leather banquette stretched across the length of the back wall. As Peter maneuvered himself into the banquette, a soft wave of contentment washed over him. This is a deal of a lifetime, he thought. And Bank Alta was, in fact, the fortunate investor to be involved in this deal. Yes, he realized. He was helping them. His earlier worries seemed ridiculous; everything now felt natural and perfect.

He sank back into the cushioned seat. A warm glow from the flickering tea candles on the cocktail tables and along the bar seemed to dance across the dark woods and deep reds of the furnishings. Pestova had slipped onto the banquette next to Michaels, leaving Lashkin to take a low stool facing them. She slid along the bench until her leg was pressed against Michaels’s.

Lashkin motioned to a waiter and ordered cured salmon and caviar blinis for the table. “And three vodkas, Black Label, chilled.” Pestova gave Michaels a conspiratorial wink.

“So,” Lashkin said, leaning in to be heard over the music pulsating from a speaker overhead, “Gusev filled me in about your project overlooking Central Park. And some of our clients who currently have investments in Manhattan real estate would welcome the opportunity to continue to invest there. If, of course, you can build what you say you can.”

Michaels sat forward. Even as he felt the edges of the room soften, he snapped into the speech he had given countless times to keep the deal alive: “I assure you, this will be the best and most exclusive project in New York City—one hundred percent first class. Imagine a six-star hotel in the lower portion of the building with a pool and spa on the sixtieth floor. A porte cochere for exclusive private entrance and a dining room for residents only.” As he spoke, he envisioned the project with such clarity it was as if it had already been built. “The views will sweep across Central Park.” Michaels continued describing his project, leaving out his desperate finances.

Five years earlier, Michaels had been the high bidder for a half-million-square-foot rent-stabilized apartment building located on the corner of Seventh Avenue and Fifty-Ninth Street. The building was a neglected rental, but its location overlooking Central Park made it a rare gem in the Manhattan real estate world. Since that first purchase, Michaels had quietly assembled the adjacent parcels through limited liability companies that masked his involvement to disguise his eventual ownership of the entire block front. When the final corner building came for sale, his acquisition completed a 950,000-square-foot assemblage that he intended to demolish and, in its place, develop the tallest residential building in Manhattan. The undulating lines and the gravity-defying movements of the tower he envisioned guaranteed an instant architectural icon. Michaels projected that the profits from the hotel and condominium project would come close to $2.5 billion. He had already practiced what he would say to potential buyers: “On a clear day, you can see your private plane landing in Teterboro and your estate in Easthampton.”

Maybe it was too good to be true. Michaels pushed aside the thought, but the Russian banker’s words hung in the air: If, of course, you can build what you say you can. In order to secure financing to make the final purchase, Michaels had put up his most profitable office buildings as collateral for an $800 million bridge loan. The institutional bankers in New York had been skeptical of his ability to empty the rent-stabilized building as quickly as his business plan required. They had insisted that he personally guarantee the timely return of the entire loan in addition to the physical collateral.

“This all sounds very impressive,” Lashkin said, with a thick Russian accent that countless hours of English lessons had not erased. “Assuming the numbers you provided are correct, I am confident we can provide you with the capital you need.” Michaels beamed. It felt as if someone had unlaced a corset in his chest. “And, as I mentioned, we have customers who would be interested in owning a piece of the ‘Biggest Apple’ when the project is complete. This means we can channel buyers to you and provide the construction loan.”

“Big Apple. We say ‘the Big Apple,’ ” Michaels heard himself say, quickly adding, “But actually, I like your term better.”

Pestova laughed lightly, briefly meeting Lashkin’s eyes. Lashkin smiled stiffly. “Big Apple, of course. But tonight, I propose we raise a glass to Moscow, Bank Alta, and you, Peter.”

“To Peter,” Pestova said, and gently clinked Michaels’s glass, leaning in closer still. Michaels felt the strain of the past month lift entirely. He was only vaguely aware of anything other than the pressure of Lillian’s thigh against his. He was certainly unaware that his drinks had included an extra ingredient, a microdose of methylenedioxy methamphetamine, commonly known as MDMA or Ecstasy. The SVR had installed its own bartender, a member of the surveillance team. And right now, the alcohol combined with the Ecstasy was having the desired effect.

The waiter appeared with a silver tray laid with blinis, cured salmon, and caviar. Pestova reached for a blini and artfully topped it with crème fraîche and a generous spoonful of caviar. “Peter, you must try some Russian delicacies while you’re here,” she said, feeding it to him as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

Lashkin straightened himself in his chair and set his glass firmly on the table. “All right, then. Peter, why don’t you have your team contact my analyst at Alta so he can review the transaction’s finances? We can get the logistics settled in the morning.”

“Oh, Sergei, always working. Can’t you see this is a time for celebrating? Isn’t that so, Peter?” She stretched her arm across the back of the banquette, behind Michaels’s head. “I think it’s time for another drink.”

Lashkin watched across the table as Pestova motioned to a passing server. This was his signal to exit, but he was unwilling to cede control of his mark to this woman. “Yes,” he said, “I think I have time for one more drink,” silently daring Pestova to contradict him. Pestova let her arm slip around Michaels’s shoulder and curled her fingers around a lock of his hair. “Actually, as Peter was describing his hotel, I was thinking maybe he’d like a tour of this one. Peter, what do you think?” Without turning her head, she added, “Will you be joining us, Sergei? I bet you know every inch of this hotel, from the rooftop… to the basement.”

Lashkin picked up his phone and made a pretense of scrolling through text messages, barely masking his fury. “Actually, I’m afraid you’ll have to excuse me. It seems my day is still not over. Mr. Michaels, I look forward to resuming this conversation in the morning. In the meantime, please enjoy the remainder of the evening. Compliments of Bank Alta. Good night, Ms. Montgomery. Always a pleasure to see you.”

Pestova watched him go. She knew that Lashkin was headed straight to the Hole to monitor the rest of her evening with Peter. But she also knew this was the fastest, most efficient way to get close to her mark. “So, what do you think? Would you like a tour, Peter?” A helpless expression washed over the American’s face as she slid out from the bench and smoothed her hand over her skirt.

“Thank you, yes, that would be—”

“Come, we’ll start with the spa in the basement. I always like to start at the bottom and work my way up.” She linked her arm through his and drew him close. “Do you know what’s at the bottom, Peter?” she said, her voice shifting from light and playful to a deeper register. “Let me show you,” she purred, leading him through the lobby toward the dark carved elevator doors. As the doors opened, she pulled him in and drew her arm from his. She backed to the far wall, leaning against it as the doors slid closed, pushing her hands flat against the antique paneling, her legs slightly apart. Just as Michaels took a hesitant step toward her, the doors opened, and damp, cool air filled his nostrils.

The spa was designed like a flooded subway station, with faded track numbers and a large clock adorning tiled walls surrounding a long swimming pool. Spa music and the sharp smell of chlorine and lavender mingled in the empty space. On the far side of the pool, semi-opaque netting hung across the entrances to small alcoves furnished with double chaise lounges and floor cushions. Pestova began walking toward one, and Michaels followed. Without warning, Pestova stopped, turned to him, and gently pushed him up against a column. The cold marble against his back matched the cool control in her eyes. With alcohol and drugs surging in his bloodstream, he struggled to hold her gaze, his confidence faltering.

In what felt like slow motion, Michaels reached his free hand toward her back, but Pestova grabbed his arm and, in one swift movement, spun him around and, sliding her hands to his hips, pressed her chest against his back. She unbuckled his belt with one hand and gently raked her nails up his back with the other. She twirled her long fingers through his hair until she felt the weight of his head fall back onto her hand. Just as he relaxed, she grabbed a handful of his hair and pulled, and at the exact moment, slipped her free hand under his waistband, her breath a long, slow release behind his ear as her fingers stroked and pulled until Michaels’s knees buckled. He groaned softly and leaned his forehead against the cool of the column. He tried to turn toward her, but she pressed him against the stone column and bit him gently on his neck. “Don’t turn around. I will be in New York in a week. You can see me then. It has been a pleasure meeting you, Mr. Michaels.”

Michaels remained leaning against the column, his pulse seeming to beat in rhythm to the receding click-click of Pestova’s boots echoing through the cavernous room. He half staggered to an alcove and sank into a chaise lounge. He was at once utterly uncertain as to what had just transpired and completely certain that this trip was the best decision he had ever made.





CHAPTER 5

IRAQ-IRAN BORDER

Elizabeth “Valkyrie” Sherman felt more than heard the subtle changes in vibration through her cyclic control. Every Black Hawk had its own personality, its own frequency. This one shuddered slightly at seventy-two knots and smoothed out at ninety. The seat transmitted every minute variation up through her body. A constant stream of tactile data told her exactly how her bird was performing. The glowing instruments filled in the technical picture: ambient temperature 92°F, humidity 15 percent, wind from the northwest at twelve knots, barely straining the Black Hawk’s twin T700-GE-701D engines. But on tonight’s mission she felt like a glorified bus driver with only one stop as she piloted the helicopter through the darkness over desolate, sand-covered Iraq.

Rhoads sat in the third seat of the Black Hawk, looking around at his teammates. They were each doing what they could to squeeze in a few last moments of rest. Cole Swan was humming a bluegrass song, unheard over the roar of the giant engines keeping the twenty-two-thousand-pound helo airborne. Eric Park was stretching his neck in wide circles. “Old Man Lou” caressed the cross he wore on a gold chain around his neck. Their team leader, Álvaro Diaz, who could fall asleep at a moment’s notice, had his head tilted back, bumping softly against the helo’s wall, his mouth agape.

Leary had his eyes closed, but his knee was bouncing, a sure sign that he was awake and tense. “Hey, Baloo!” Rhoads shouted over the loud hum of the helicopter. Leary opened his eyes. He was six feet four inches and 230 pounds of muscle, yet there was a gentleness to his demeanor that had earned him the Jungle Book–inspired nickname. “Remind me why you always smell so bad?” Rhoads said with a wicked grin, getting laughs from anyone who could hear. They could have all recited the answer by heart.

“Cuz I’m not kicking down doors in the middle of the night smelling like roses. This here is a tactical advantage, baby.” Leary lifted his arm, making an exaggerated sniffing motion. “Pure psychological warfare. And it’s good luck. I’m not washing anything until we head home.”

“More like chemical warfare,” Mahoney muttered, tucking his cross into his shirt. “Pretty sure that smell violates the Geneva Convention.”

Valkyrie spoke into her headset, “Ten minutes.”

Rhoads had concluded long ago that worrying about elements of the raid beyond his control was not productive. Instead, he focused on his deep knowledge about the men on his team. His method of preparation was to play out the entire mission in his head as if it were a movie, pausing the frames to see who would be where and how they’d play their roles. He knew how each member of his team thought, moved, and reacted under pressure. Most of all, he knew that whatever might happen, he would have their backs and they would have his. At this point in the mission, there was nothing more he could do but wait for the pilot to put the problem solvers on the ground. They were the problem solvers.

“Two minutes,” Valkyrie reported. Each man rose from his personal meditation and readied himself, performing final checks of his gear and the gear of the man sitting next to him: no lace untied, all belts secured, and everything in its place. Medical pouches and tourniquets were secured in their left pants pockets in case of an errant shot. Nothing within their control was left to chance.

The helicopter kissed the ground. The team members executed a well-practiced silent exit, spread out, and took a knee as the thundering propellers disappeared into the darkness. The six men waited for the dust to settle before assembling into position. They pulled gray breakaway dishdashas over their lightweight body armor, the ankle-length tunics specially designed to be pulled off with a single tug. Printed cotton keffiyehs were wrapped over their heads and faces. No words were exchanged as they moved down the dry riverbed to their rendezvous point to meet the asset waiting to take them over the border to Iran.





CHAPTER 6

BIMZORTAH, IRAN

Wooly Vrin! Wooly Vrin!” sounded a hoarse, heavily accented whisper from a lone dusty moving truck with Arabic writing and a faded picture of a wheat stalk on its side.

Diaz looked back at the rest of the team and shook his head. “This fucking guy,” he muttered and spit on the ground. They continued to approach the designated rendezvous point.

“Raven 2, check this asshole out. Everyone else, in position,” the TL commanded. Rhoads nodded, and approached the truck with his MK 17 suppressed rifle with Trijicon ACOG hybrid scope sights slung across his chest, the safety off. The other five team members spread out on either side of the road, offset to avoid cross fire should the driver try something stupid. The asset was waiting in the driver’s seat with both hands white-knuckled on the steering wheel. Rhoads knew his team had the driver zeroed. If the asset’s hands moved even just to wipe the sweat running profusely off his brow, he would not live to see the sunrise. Rhoads could see the fear in his eyes as he stepped to the vehicle.

“Tramps,” Rhoads whispered, half smiling. “I am supposed to say ‘Tramps’ first.”

“Yes, yes. Wooly Vrin,” the driver repeated, still holding on to the wheel for life itself.

“Raven 2, we are Wolverine,” Rhoads relayed to the TL through the 3M PELTOR ComTac microphone embedded in his tactical helmet. Diaz, still shaking his head, reported, “Wolverine,” to the TOC.

Like ghosts emerging from the ether, the five remaining team members appeared out of the darkness and approached the truck. The driver was patted down to make sure he was not carrying a concealed weapon or a transmitter. The dusty vehicle was then checked for any unusual devices. The truck cleared, the team climbed into the cargo section while Rhoads seated himself next to the driver. They made their way to the border in silence.



Just before 1:30 a.m., the truck approached the small, remote border crossing where two guards were stationed, both seemingly asleep in low wooden chairs on the Iranian side. The driver turned his headlights on and off three times, and then slowly drove the truck across the border toward the guards.

One of the guards stood, crushed out a cigarette with his boot, and stepped into the path of the headlights. As the truck slowed to a stop, Rhoads reached into a slit in his dishdasha and pulled out two brick-sized packages wrapped in brown paper with clear packing tape holding the heroin in place. Rhoads handed both parcels to the driver. He then removed his SIG P226 from his side, keeping it out of view of the border guard but making sure the driver was aware of the weapon in his hand. He tapped his comms. “We are at the border.”

“Good, good,” the driver said. “He is my cousin on my mother’s side. Wooly Vrin,” he added for good measure.

The driver climbed down from the truck and embraced the man three times. Rhoads could not hear what they were saying but watched as the driver handed the guard the four kilos of heroin, turned around, reentered the truck, and drove past the checkpoint.

After another thirty minutes of bouncing on the rock-strewn dusty roads, Rhoads said into his mic, “Approaching downtown.” The compound consisted of a dirt-packed yard with a small stone house, a few scattered outbuildings, and a couple of struggling trees, under which several dust-caked vehicles were parked. They had reached their target.

The driver stopped five hundred meters from the fence, just out of sight. Rhoads walked to the rear of the truck and pulled aside the tarp covering the back door. The team climbed down onto the empty road. Park took the driver’s keys and phone and instructed the asset to remain in the vehicle. “Stay low and wait here, X-Man. This shouldn’t take long.”

The asset climbed back into the truck and lay across the front seat, softly chanting, “Wooly Vrin, Wooly Vrin,” like a prayer. The team began its methodical approach to the target.

The dust barely stirred beneath their feet as they neared the compound, each step calculated to minimize sound. No stars were visible, but there was still enough ambient light for the team’s L3Harris GPNVG-18 night vision goggles to be effective. With four separate viewing tubes, the top-of-the-line NVGs provided an unparalleled field of view. Rhoads could taste the metallic tang of adrenaline mixing with the chalky desert air. His NVGs pressed against his face, the rubber seal collecting sweat in the still eighty-five-degree night. The world glowed in shades of phosphorescent green through the four tubes, turning the surrounding wheat field into an alien landscape.

“Hold,” Diaz whispered through the comms. A dog’s distant bark echoed across the plain. One bark. Two. Then silence. The team froze in place, each member settling into a defensive posture, weapons covering assigned sectors. Thirty seconds passed. A minute. Rhoads felt his heart rate settle. The weight of his kit, thirty-eight pounds of carefully distributed gear, lay heavily across his shoulders. Each item had been meticulously checked during prep: primary weapon, secondary, breaching charges, medical supplies, and comms.

“Move,” Diaz commanded. They soundlessly approached the two-story mud-and-stone house. Shadow Group took their positions around the perimeter, ready to engage any squirters. Ravens 1, 2, and 3 were the breachers tasked with getting into the compound. With the movements of a well-practiced dance, Diaz and Leary followed Rhoads toward the stone wall that formed the compound’s outer perimeter. Rhoads and Leary carried extendable ladders to maneuver over the six-foot barrier if necessary.

With a bolt cutter strapped to his back and explosive charges primed on his side, Rhoads approached the wall’s rusted outer gate. He extended his ladder and climbed up to peer over the wall. He flipped the hybrid scope into position for higher magnification. A single guard was sitting in a chair next to the front door with an AK rifle laid across his lap. A second guard rested against the gnarled trunk of the walnut tree that marked the no-go zone Skyler had pointed out. Both men lounged with their hands relaxed on their laps, without night vision equipment, unaware of the mortal danger they were in.

While Rhoads conveyed his sightings from his position on the ladder to Diaz and Leary below, Park, Swan, and Mahoney spread out like a fan at the back of the compound alert for any unexpected contacts. The dusty yard was dog-free, which boded well for their movements: there was no silencing a surprised animal except with a well-placed shot.

Rhoads adjusted his goggles, focusing on the old door at the building’s entrance, no hinges visible: The door likely opened in. He motioned Leary to climb up and with hand signals directed him to take out the guard under the tree. Rhoads would engage the sentry in front of the door. Leary extended his ladder. With feet firmly on the rungs, padded elbows braced on top of the wall, they peered through their red dot laser sites. On a silent count of three, they fired rounds into their targets with their suppressed HKs. The guards crumpled to the ground. Rhoads and Leary waited for a long minute after the shots. Satisfied there was no indication of movement, they slid over the wall and dropped to the inside of the compound. Rhoads crouch-walked to the closed gate and let Diaz through.

As the three closed the twenty-yard distance to the door, a figure appeared on the roof, spraying AK rounds into the darkened courtyard. Diaz, Rhoads, and Leary sprinted to the outer wall of the house and flattened themselves against it, hidden under the roof’s overhang, cutting off the angle of attack from the shooter on the roof.

“Contact on the roof!” Diaz reported. He pressed his body against the wall. “I’m guessing this is not a surprise party. Anyone have eyes on the roof?”

Park relayed softly, “Shadow 1, we have multiple contacts from the field; it could be two or three. We need to take care of this before we can maneuver to your position.”

“Roger that, Shadow 1.” Staying close to the wall under the overhang, Rhoads approached the door from the side in a breacher’s crouch, one knee to the ground, body away from the door. Leary stood beside Rhoads, guarding him, and Diaz stood behind Leary, watching the courtyard and protecting both.

Rhoads moved his hand to turn the doorknob, but it remained solidly closed. He motioned a no go to the easy entry, reached under his dishdasha, opened a Velcro pouch on his pant leg, and began attaching the C-4 charge to the weathered wooden door. The shooter on the roof continued to rain bullets down in their direction but was unable to get an angle on the three breachers. Rhoads finished setting the charges on the door and uncoiled the det cord. The three slowly backed away from the door toward the corner of the house. “Breach,” Rhoads whispered as he started to squeeze the detonator. But before he could press it, a man peered around the corner from Rhoads’s blind side. Diaz, watching their rear, spotted the movement and fired a volley of rounds toward the attacker, hitting the target in the chest. As the man fell forward, he reflexively clenched his hands, sending rounds randomly out of his rifle. One of the fragments skipped off a rock in front of the team and found its home in Diaz’s lower leg.

“Fuck,” Diaz grunted. “I’m hit.” Without regard for his personal safety, Leary pulled the team leader completely under the overhang and began to assess the damage to the leg. “I’m okay,” Diaz said through clenched teeth.

Leary looked from Diaz to Rhoads. “Let me get TL settled, and we’ll clear the building.” But Rhoads was already checking his NVG for adjustments. There was a shooter on the roof; his TL was shot; he had three teammates taking fire from outside the fence. “Raven 2 entering the house,” he said into his comms and shouted, “Breach!” once more, this time blowing the old wooden door off its hinges.

Inside and alone, Rhoads flipped the hybrid down to a red dot sight and began clearing the house. He initially moved to the left, scanning his corners, head on a swivel. This was not ideal. Close-quarters combat is a team sport. The angles were hard, if not impossible, to cover as a singleton. Keeping his actions deliberate, he scanned the darkened room through his NVGs. The room held only an old wooden table and two plastic chairs on a bare dirt floor. Two wooden doors on the back wall appeared to lead to separate rooms, the left one with a pair of sandals in the front. To the right of the closed doors, Rhoads could make out a staircase leading up.

Chatter and the sound of gunfire came through his earpiece: Park, in the second group, was trying to suppress enemy fire from the fields. Then Leary, in a calm voice, reporting to the TOC that the TL was down. The mission to capture the HVT was going to shit, but at that moment, Rhoads had only one thought in his head: Get to the roof.

As a Tier One operator, Rhoads relied on reflexes honed through countless practice runs in the shoot house. He had trained in endless scenarios: one combatant, multiple combatants, with hostages and without hostages. Solvable and unsolvable scenarios could reveal how an operator reacted to adversity—the military version of the legendary Kobayashi Maru scenario made famous in Star Trek. His training had taught him to expand his field of vision to take in more of the complete picture. It had instilled in him the ability to recognize threats instantly and maintain the presence of mind to plan action in a millisecond calculation.

Rhoads’s rubber-soled shoes muffled his steps. He approached the door with the sandals in front and took a knee. He listened for sounds from behind the door but heard only the constant pounding of suppressive gunfire from the roof. Clear this floor and get to the roof. Staying low, he put his hand on the doorknob, turned, and pushed. Just as the thin wooden door creaked open, gunfire exploded through it, coming from inside the bedroom at a standing man’s chest height. Had Rhoads been standing, the random spray shots would have hit him. Instead, Rhoads sprayed through the door as he rocked to his back and then rolled to a prone stance. He heard a thump, and the enemy’s gunfire ceased. Proceeding cautiously, he entered the room, finding a man splayed on the floor. He sent two more rounds into him, cleared that room, and cleared the second room. He spoke softly into his mic, “Raven 2. First floor is clear. Heading to the roof.”

Rhoads approached the darkened staircase and, with his gun pointed to the upper landing, moved quickly up the stairs, all too aware of the vulnerability of his position. Assaulting upstairs is attacking from a position of weakness. A well-trained soldier could keep a squad of men pinned at the foot of a stairwell for an extended period with sporadic concealed fire and a grenade or two. These adversaries were not well trained.

He detected movement to his high right, took two shots, and heard a thump of flesh fall to the floor. He climbed quickly to the top of the stairs and again added two check shots to the fallen enemy before performing a quick tactical mag change.

At the top of the stairs, he found a simple ladder on his right leading up to a hole in the ceiling. The roof. He approached the ladder, and waited for the shooting to begin again. The gunfire was not directed at the stair opening, and he made his way up the rungs, keeping his hands on his rifle. His weapon in the high position, he crossed the threshold and saw the shooter facing away from him, spraying the back of the house, pinning down his teammates. Was the dead man at the foot of the ladder there to protect the gunner on the roof? Rhoads fired two leg shots at his target rather than a kill shot.

The shooter dropped his gun and fell to the roof, writhing in pain. Without taking his sights off his target, Rhoads approached the man and kicked his weapon across the roof. He flipped the man onto his stomach, put his knee on his lower back, and zip-tied the militant’s hands and legs. With the shooter incapacitated, Rhoads quickly took up a position overlooking the wheat field. “Raven 2. The asshole on the roof is down. On the roof with eyes to the field,” he announced, changing the hybrid back to higher magnification.

Mahoney reported in: “Shadow 3, I got two shit bags at ten o’clock taking shots from behind the tractor. We’ve taken cover at the corner of the wall.”

“Roger that. I’ll send rounds to the left side of the tractor. When I do, you move into position, and when they pop out on the right side, take ’em,” Rhoads said with authority.

“Roger that,” Swan said.

Rhoads sent a volley of rounds to the tractor’s left side, forcing the targets into a position on the right and finding false safety behind the wheel of the rusty tractor. Swan and Park moved from the cover of the wall to a position waiting for the tangos to emerge. When the first target appeared to the tractor’s right, Swan fired a well-placed head shot. The second man, stupidly, dove to the tractor’s left, out of Swan’s and Park’s view but right into Rhoads’s line of fire. Rhoads put a round at two hundred meters into the inexperienced militant’s head. Ninety seconds had passed since Rhoads had assaulted the roof. “This is Raven 2, all clear,” he reported to the team.

“Shadow 2, all clear,” Swan echoed.

Leary chimed in, “Raven 3. We’re clear down here. TL is stable and sucking on a fentanyl pop.”

Rhoads took a breath, and turned his attention to the injured man zip-tied on the roof. He flipped the man over and checked his face against the picture he had taped to his inside right forearm. Half-surprised, he reported to the team, “Raven 2. I have Bingo.” Hamid was captured, injured but alive.

The team gathered at the front of the building. Rhoads sent Mahoney to instruct the driver to bring the vehicle around. Leary reported to the TOC that their man, albeit shot, was ambulatory. Swan, the team medic, grabbed his kit and climbed to the roof. “Leg shots. Nice work, Rhoads. You grab the tech. I’ll get him ready to move,” he said into his comms, already pulling tourniquets from his bag. Rhoads moved through the house, collecting any electronics he could find, and rendezvoused with the team, including Diaz, who was sitting on the dirt with his back to the wall of the house.

“Let’s get to the truck and the extraction point,” Diaz mumbled. The fentanyl was kicking in.

“Good idea, jefe,” Leary said, patting the TL on the shoulder. Rhoads and Leary leaned down and lifted Diaz to a standing position.

“Fuck, Baloo,” Diaz slurred. “You gotta wash those fucking fatigues. Jesus Christ.”

Leary laughed. “Breathe deep, brother.”

Park met Swan on the roof, slung the injured man over his shoulder, and fireman-carried him toward the truck now idling just outside the compound gates. “Damn,” he muttered. “He couldn’t have parked a little closer?”

No one spoke as the asset drove them uneventfully back over the border toward the waiting helicopter. Rhoads and Leary sat in front with the asset. Hamid was lying at the feet of the rest of the team in the back of the truck, a hood over his head, groaning with every bump. Leary patted the driver on the shoulder as they crossed the border back into Iraq. “You did good, Wolverine. Thanks for the ride.” The asset flinched before smiling weakly, the relief at the job ending washing over his face. Not even CIA dollars were worth the stress of that night.

The rotors of the approaching helicopter were already audible when they reached the extraction point. Sherman landed the bird precisely thirty yards from the group. As the team loaded in, she shouted from the pilot seat, “I thought this was supposed to be just another night at the office? What the fuck happened?”

“No fucking idea,” Leary shouted back. “Someone knew we were coming. So, yeah, just another night at the office.”





CHAPTER 7

AL-TANF, SYRIA

When they returned to base, the electronics were deposited with the technical team, and both Diaz and Hamid were brought to the medical tent. The team had had time on the ride home to replay the night’s events. The intel was inaccurate. The resistance had been far stronger than expected and they were justifiably angry.

They gathered at their usual spot after a mission, the corner table of the cafeteria with clear sight lines to both entrances and the best access to the AC vent. They could feel the grease from the kitchen in the air. Their kits were still on; plate carriers unbuckled but not removed, sidearms still holstered, comms headsets hung around necks. Bloodstained knee pads and tactical gloves littered the table alongside half-empty cups of coffee and tea.

“Let’s run the AAR,” Mahoney said. “That was a clusterfuck.” With a slow, pained gait, he made his way to the counter, his back and knees aching with every movement, reached behind the microwave, and extracted a pouch of long-cut mint tobacco. He took a pinch and tossed the pouch in front of Leary as he sat back down.

“Timeline was compressed,” Leary said. “We should’ve had another week of eyes on target before green-lighting this op.”

Swan, the newest team member, said, “Okay, but can we discuss what Rhoads did out there? Because that was fucking awesome.”

“Hey, kid,” Leary said, uncharacteristically irritable. “When you get to the end zone, act like you’ve been there before.” He nodded in Rhoads’s direction. “Bro, when your TL takes a frag, the move is to get him stable, have him take up rear watch, and we move through the building together. No more of this lone wolf shit. That’s how shit goes sideways.”

“Got it,” Rhoads said simply. “I should have cleared it with the team first.” There was no need to apologize, no need to explain further. The matter was settled.

“If Rhoads hadn’t got to the roof and dropped those squirters behind the tractor…” Park shook his head. “We’d be filing serious casualty reports right now.”

“I guess the Elf was okay risking our lives,” Leary mumbled with his mouth full of eggs. He turned to see Skyler standing nervously in the doorway.

“I’m sorry about the shit intel,” she said. She stepped into the room, ready to absorb whatever they had to say. “The initial target package was bad. We missed indicators of—”

“Missed indicators?” Mahoney cut in. “The whole damn op was compromised before we crossed the border. Seven armed assholes don’t just happen to be pulling security at zero dark thirty.”

Rhoads looked up from his eggs. “Guys, lay off Sky. She asked the Elf to postpone the mission. If you got beef, go see him.” He walked over to the counter and began pouring hot tea into a cup with ice and added, “Don’t forget, she told us the intel was dog shit.” He returned to the table. “Bottom line: We got Hamid, SSE team has the electronics, and Doc’s patching up TL.”

“No,” Park barked. “Bottom line: If you hadn’t performed some next-level shit, we all could have been killed.” He turned to Skyler. “It’s pure luck we got Hamid Al-whatever the fuck his name is alive. You want us to risk our lives, get your shit right. Hell, next time, why don’t you come along.”

Skyler stood awkwardly, not sure what to say. It was true that she had requested more time, but maybe she hadn’t pushed back hard enough against Teabore’s determination to approve the mission. The team finished their breakfast, and walked silently past her as they left.

Rhoads stopped on his way past. “Sky, this wasn’t your fault. They know that too,” he said, gesturing to the door his four teammates had just walked through. “We’re just all wiped.” He smiled wearily. “Speaking personally, right now, I need to shower, call my dad, and get some sleep. Let’s pick this up this afternoon.” He squeezed her arm as he started to leave.

“Did you really clear the whole house, capture the target, and shoot the squirters in the field behind a tractor?” Skyler said.

Rhoads turned and looked directly into her eyes. He knew Skyler felt responsible for the bad intel, but he wasn’t ready to sugarcoat the shit mission with high fives. “TL got shot and we were lucky to get out of Iran with the target. Tonight was a bad night,” he said, his easy smile gone. It was 7:30 a.m., and they had been up all night. “Let’s leave it at that. Good night, Sky.”





CHAPTER 8

CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

The mirror in the greenroom reflected the image that Philip Kemp had meticulously engineered: the perfect candidate. Navy suit selected from his carefully cultivated “everyday businessman” wardrobe. Red tie chosen specifically for the cameras, not the bright scarlet favored by firebrands, but a deeper crimson that focus groups associated with “trustworthy leadership.” He adjusted it slightly left of center, a small asymmetry that his image consultant assured him made him appear more authentic.

“Two minutes, Phil,” Peter Michaels said, ducking his head into the greenroom with a thumbs-up.

Kemp nodded, deep in his mental checklist. The seating chart floated before his mind’s eye like a battlefield map. Energy executives in section C. They will hear his coded promise about “energy independence” and think, deregulation. Tech billionaires scattered through section B—his “innovation” segment would hit their sweet spot with “government contracts.” Evangelical leaders front and center: They’d catch his rehearsed gesture of humble prayer, the same one he’d practiced for hours after studying Reagan’s speeches.

“You’ve got this, Phil,” Michaels said, clapping him on the back.

“Thanks for that Psalm reference, Pete,” Kemp replied. “It’s the perfect ending.” Michaels had suggested the biblical passage the previous week during their long-standing Thursday lunch date.

“Like sheep to the shepherd.” Michaels grinned, clearly delighted to have a supporting role in his best friend’s meteoric success story.

A few short months into his unlikely term as senator, Phil Kemp had found himself not just at home in the political landscape, but thriving. The Republicans had lost the White House six years ago to Democrat Ted Fusting. With no prior voting record to defend, Kemp had emerged as the perfect spokesman at the perfect time to deliver the party’s message. CPAC was the boldest platform from which to issue it.

Kemp moved through his carefully constructed speech with surgical precision. His cadence was slow and firm, but he allowed for a slight catch in his voice when mentioning border security, just enough to suggest personal disdain without seeming emotional. Every gesture, every inflection, had been tested, refined, perfected.

The real art, Kemp knew, lay in obscuring contradictions. “Global economic engagement” for the Wall Street crowd, immediately followed by “American might” for the isolationists. Each group heard what they wanted, never noticing the inconsistency.

As planned, toward the end of the speech, certain members of the audience began chanting, “Kemp! Kemp!” Within moments, the entire audience, skeptics and self-promoters included, were on their feet, caught in the wave of enthusiasm, chanting his name. They had found their new voice. Kemp stood beaming, waiting for the crowd to settle back down, not wanting this moment to end. There was not a bead of perspiration on him. This was his stage, his comfort zone. Over the applause, he quieted the audience with his final message.

“I take inspiration from Psalm 51 as we chart the future course for our party: ‘Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me.’ ” Kemp bowed his head slightly, letting his shoulders drop in practiced humility. Through lowered eyes, he watched the conservative Christian leaders lean forward, hungrily consuming the performance they’d been primed to expect.

His pharmaceutical sales experience had taught him that people were most vulnerable when they thought they were experiencing something genuine. “That steadfast spirit has long been a guiding principle of this party and this great country. I am no prophet, but I believe with all my heart that even in the face of lawlessness in our great cities and systemic corruption in our government, we can renew, rebuild, and yes, revive the institutions and individuals that make these United States the greatest country on earth.” He looked into the audience and noted the nodding heads of prominent attendees.

“We will renew our hopes.

We will rebuild our country.

We will revive our people.

Thank you, and God bless America.”

As he walked off the stage, the crowd exploded in applause and chants of “Renew! Rebuild! Revive!”

Offstage, Kemp bounced on his feet like an actual evangelical minister, amped up by adrenaline. “That was amazing,” Michaels said, grabbing Kemp’s arm and slapping his back. “You hit all the notes and the delivery; fucking perfect.”

“Thanks, Pete. God, that felt good.”

“How about a curtain call?” Michaels suggested, pointing to the stage door. “Your people are calling for you.”

As chants of “Renew! Rebuild! Revive!” filled the auditorium, Kemp allowed himself a moment of self-satisfaction. People were so eager to be saved that they never stopped to question their savior—just like his shareholders, the FDA board, and everyone else who’d underestimated the power of giving people exactly what they thought they wanted. The presidency didn’t just seem possible now—it felt inevitable. And they would hand it to him willingly, gratefully, never realizing they were being sold the newest drug.





CHAPTER 9

MOSCOW, RUSSIA

The ancient oaks, thick evergreen pines, and the beloved Russian birch trees that towered over the neighborhood’s eclectic collection of mansions made it hard to believe that the exclusive neighborhood of Rublyovskoye was just forty minutes west of the Kremlin. With real estate prices among the highest in the world, Rublyovka, as it was commonly known, served as a retreat from Moscow’s hectic pace and pollution for the elites of Putin’s government. Every entrance gate and each corner of the mansions’ towering exterior walls was equipped with bulletproof security cameras, motion detectors, armed guards, and roving patrols. As inviting as the interiors of the homes were, the message from the outside was clear: This was not a place to come without an invitation.

The sun had already set when Anya Pestova, Ivan Lashkin, and their boss, Alexei Morozov, pulled in through one of the guarded gates. A solemn-faced porter in a starched white butcher coat and black pants led them into the opulent parlor of Yelizaveta Aven, Bank Alta’s chairwoman. Large Old Master paintings depicting heroes of the Russian Revolution hung on the walls between heavy velvet curtains drawn closed for the evening.

Sixty minutes later, Pestova recrossed her long legs and tried not to settle back into the gold-tasseled cushions adorning the deep red brocade couch where she sat opposite Lashkin and Morozov. Morozov checked his watch for the sixth time while Lashkin stole glances at Pestova, dressed impeccably in a perfectly tailored beige pencil skirt, cream silk blouse, and tan leather stiletto pumps. She watched from the corner of her eye as Lashkin struggled not to stare. She leisurely twirled an ankle. He was an idiot, but he might prove himself useful in time.

“Mrs. Aven will be joining you shortly.” Pestova, Lashkin, and Morozov all turned to see the porter return bearing a silver tray with tea service for one. They watched as he set the tray down and filled the solitary porcelain teacup. He added two sugar cubes, stirred the liquid two times counterclockwise, and gently tapped the silver teaspoon before placing it on a white napkin folded on the tray. The porter curtly nodded and left the room. One minute after the service had been placed, Yelizaveta Aven entered the room, followed by two bodyguards. The men stood in the back of the room with obvious bulges under their suit jackets’ right sides.

“So, you are here to discuss our new American client,” she said, setting the dossier they provided on the marble table and picking up her teacup. “Kindly tell me why you are interested in this Peter Michaels,” she sneered, gesturing to the photo clipped to the outside of the file. “My assistant tells me he is of interest to the SVR. But he seems to be no more than a desperate, greedy American businessman. Surely, you don’t need to bother us to find another one of those.”

Lashkin began to speak, but Alexei raised his finger, silencing the younger officer. “Put simply, gospozha, Mr. Michaels could provide a conduit to funnel Alta’s money into the United States and, over time, lead to the creation of overseas business investments. Mr. Michaels has a legitimate business, yet he finds himself in a desperate situation threatening his livelihood. Your rescue capital will provide a lifeline. In return, your investors will gain a path to diversifying their assets in US dollars through a New York City investment.”

“Don’t tell me why it works for me,” she snapped. She took another sip of tea and one by one met the eye of each attendee, reveling in the awkward silence. “Tell me what is in it for the SVR and our intrepid leader?”

Pestova began to speak. “Madam, we are here to create an opportunity—”

Aven cut her off. “I don’t want to hear from the swallow.” She looked Pestova up and down, raising a dismissive eyebrow. There were rumors that Yelizavata Aven had at one time been a swallow herself, immersed in the world of sexpionage that was once a staple of Russian spycraft.

Pestova uncrossed her legs and leaned forward. A small smile played on her lips. She sits there draped in diamonds that could feed a thousand families. Probably has a dacha on the Black Sea, apartments in London. All built on theft and blood. My family’s blood. She looked at Yelizaveta, from her dyed auburn hair to her sensible shoes, pausing her gaze at the older woman’s slack breasts and thick waist. “Respectfully, Gospozha Aven, women today have many more avenues to serve our great country than prostituting ourselves. Times have changed.”

Alexei Morozov stepped in. “Madam, we have learned that Michaels has deep connections in the political arena, and once we entangle him through financial—and other—means, we will be poised to exploit those connections. Using assets already in place, including Ms. Pestova”—he gestured to his operative—“he will quickly be in so deep, he will have to decide between jail time in a US federal prison or cooperation with us.”

“Who does this idiot know?” Yelizaveta asked.

The SVR director opened the folder that lay next to the tea service, removed several photographs, and passed them across the table. A large photo depicted the stage of a political rally where a speaker and his friends basked in the glow of an audience on its feet, applauding. A red curtain adorned with the letters CPAC and American flags framed the image. The permanent scowl on Yelizaveta’s face melted slightly, and a knowing smile emerged as she recognized the players. She rang a small crystal bell on the coffee table and called over her shoulder, “Our guests would like some tea.”





CHAPTER 10

BOSTON, MASSACHUSETTS

Vice President Christine Wade had seen her aspirations for power quickly dissipate since the presidential election six years ago. Like many VPs before her, Wade was largely sidelined after campaigning tirelessly beside her running mate, Ted Fusting. During the campaign, he had proudly stood beside her—a woman, West Point graduate, and decorated veteran. Wade had the precise combination of qualities to make her appealing to a broad population of voters. But despite her competence and intelligence, from President Fusting’s perspective, Wade’s primary role had ended the moment she delivered the critical Pennsylvania electoral college votes he had needed to win the election. Following the inauguration, Wade rarely was in the same room as the president. Once in office, Fusting’s tone immediately changed to We’ll call you when we need you. Or, put another way, Wade thought cynically, Thank you for your service.

So when Fusting announced abruptly to the country that due to prostate cancer, he would no longer be able to perform his duties in the near future, the American people did not know Wade beyond the outline of the impressive bio that had been repeated so often during the campaign. Within fourteen days, a stunned country watched as Christine Wade stood in the Oval Office before the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, flanked by President Fusting and the future First Gentleman, as she took the oath that made her the first female in history to be sworn in as president of the United States.

Having ascended to the position without an election, many voters saw Wade as the sidelined vice president who had inherited, not earned, her presidency. Now, after almost two years in office, her image remained muddled, as she tried to continue Fusting’s agenda while simultaneously carving out her own identity. She had achieved several policy wins, but they had received little or no media attention. With a new election, Wade was determined to emerge from the long shadow cast by Fusting’s administration and prove to the American people that she was worthy of the presidency based on her own merits. In the heat of the presidential race, the two candidates, Christine Wade and Phil Kemp, had agreed to hold one presidential debate. The debate was going to be her place to shine.

Her opponent was former businessman and now senator Philip Kemp. Like Wade, he had ascended to his Florida senate seat through a special appointment by the state’s governor. He had quickly risen to national attention with his populist rhetoric of “Renew, Rebuild, Revive.” With those three words, Kemp had caught lightning in a bottle, winning his party’s nomination.

Seventy-five million viewers tuned in to the prime-time spectacle. The moderator from NPR asked questions about the economy, the border, and inflation, and the two candidates traded thinly veiled barbs, each making a point to appear civil. And then, more than halfway into the debate, the moderator threw a knuckleball to Kemp. “Senator Kemp, Christine Wade is a West Point graduate and legitimate war hero. With no military experience yourself, how would you make a better commander in chief than President Wade?”

“Thank you for that question—it’s an important one,” Kemp began. He took his time, turning to Wade, delivering the practiced response that he had honed with the focus groups. “Madam President, I am, and I know the entire country is, both humbled and awed by your actions in the military. Your valor in battle is an inspiration to us all. And for that, we thank you,” he said, bowing his head slightly in Wade’s direction. He waited for the audience’s perfunctory claps to subside. “But I ask this great nation: What were we doing in Iraq? For what ends did you risk your life, President Wade?” He turned to the moderator and faced the television cameras straight on. “Indeed, why did so many of our country’s courageous young men and women die or become injured in that country? Are we better off now? Are we safer now? Of course, Madam President, you were ordered there, and you were fulfilling your duty. But, I ask again, for what?”

His red tie was now perfectly knotted, his thick dark hair gelled into place, and his blue eyes coolly met the gaze of the camera lens. Calmly, deliberately, he staked his claim. “I will not send our troops into harm’s way for someone else’s war. I will not send our weapons for proxy wars in other countries to fight their battles. I will not spill our youths’ blood on foreign soil.”

Standing tall, with both hands resting gently on the wooden podium, he looked poised and relaxed. “I will, however, expand our military and support NATO”—he paused—“as a deterrent.” Pause. “I will increase production of our weapons.” Pause. “As a deterrent.” Pause. “And our exceptional, brave, young American men and women will stay at home, where they are needed. Madam President, if I were president, I would not have sent you to Iraq.” Pause. “But.” Pause. “We all thank you for your service.”

In his second debate with Walter Mondale, Ronald Reagan was asked if he was too old to be president. The seventy-three-year-old candidate replied, “I will not make age an issue of this campaign. I am not going to exploit, for political purposes, my opponent’s youth and inexperience.” He went on to make many factual mistakes in that debate, but the quip hit its mark. Reagan won by a landslide.

President Wade put on a good show, but Kemp’s backhanded compliment had hit its mark. He had managed to turn her greatest strength into a weakness while tapping into the underlying fears and concerns of the country’s supporters. The clip of Kemp’s reply was broadcast across the news and “We all thank you for your service” immediately became an internet meme shared across all demographics.

The press announced the following day that with that answer, Phil Kemp had likely won the presidency.





CHAPTER 11

MANHATTAN, NEW YORK

Aaron Seaman lowered himself into his armchair, resting his arms on the worn upholstery sleeves his wife had ordered for the chair when they had purchased the living room set fifty years earlier. She had been adamant that they spend the extra thirty-six dollars to have the arm covers made, insisting that “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.” And now, while the rest of the upholstery was faded and worn thin, the fabric under the arm covers looked as new as it had five decades ago. On days when he especially missed Elaine, which was most days, he would raise the arm cover and lightly run his arthritic fingers over the fabric, remembering his young and determined wife.

Her hospital bed was gone, but the armchair he had pulled beside it still faced the window, as it had for the past five years. His two daughters called every week, but for the most part, he was alone. Even the neighbors in his building were gone, each having accepted the buyout offer from the new building owner. He didn’t blame them; it was a large sum. But he couldn’t leave. This was where the best, the most important years of his life had taken place. This is where his memories of Elaine lived.

Aaron had grown up in Forest Hills, Queens, and had spent his life in service to the city, most recently as a clerk for the New York Public Library. He had always provided for his family, and the city bureaucracy had provided for him. He and Elaine had rented this three-bedroom apartment in 1973 and, thanks to the city-mandated rent control escalations law, his rent had escalated to only $1,750 per month. The market rate for an apartment of this size in this location was easily $22,000 per month, as he was reminded almost daily by the new owner’s lawyers, assistants, and even Peter Michaels, the owner himself.

Aaron did not care. He knew every creak of the solid wood floors. He knew the windows that opened and the ones that were permanently stuck closed from years of repainting. In the doorframe of the pantry off the kitchen was a series of pencil marks with dates and measurements that marked their daughters’ heights over the years. The last line was dated 6/8/2002—the day Rachel had graduated from Stuyvesant High School. Rachel and Maya were now in their forties. Living in faraway cities, they graced him with calls every Sunday, urging him to move closer to his four grandkids.

But that time had passed.





CHAPTER12

RUBIZHNE, UKRAINE

Located in the Donbas region of eastern Ukraine, the city of Rubizhne lay on the left bank of the Donets River, approximately five hundred miles from Kyiv. Following the Ukrainian Revolution that ousted President Viktor Yanukovych in 2014, a pro-Russian separatist movement emerged in the Donbas region. The separatists declared the creation of the Luhansk People’s Republic (LPR) and took control of several cities and towns, including Rubizhne. The Ukrainian government did not recognize the LPR and launched a military operation to restore its regional authority. This sparked a violent conflict that resulted in the deaths of over thirteen thousand Ukrainians and the eventual displacement of over one and a half million people.

On February 24, 2022, war erupted in Ukraine once again. The Russian invasion escalated a conflict that had been ongoing since Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014. Putin’s concerns about NATO’s eastward expansion, the hubris that drove him toward reassembling the Soviet Union of the past, and his desire to assert himself as a global leader on the international stage, thrust the region into conflict for a second time in less than ten years.

The Russian army, however, faced deep morale problems, compounded by the fact that the Russians could not establish air superiority, the main reason for Ukrainian success on the ground. The Russians were keenly aware that this could not have been achieved without weapons supplied by the NATO allies. And one system stood out as the key obstacle that kept the Russian Federation at bay.

The National Advanced Surface-to-Air Missile System was a mobile networked short-to-medium-range ground-based air defense system designed to defend against unmanned aerial vehicles, helicopters, cruise missiles, drones, and fixed-wing aircraft. It was the mobile defense system used in the US to protect the White House. And now the US government, in collaboration with the Norwegian government, had decided to supply these systems to Ukraine. NASAMS was largely responsible for Ukraine gaining air superiority over the Russians, and in doing so, the Ukrainians forced their enemies to face them on the ground.

The system was not without challenges, however. Like all highly technical equipment, the components of the NASAMS modules required constant maintenance, repairs, and software updates. Both sides of the conflict knew that any interruption in the service of the NASAMS defense system would create an opportunity for the Russian occupier to exploit their air power and regain lost territory. Both sides also understood all too well that American and NATO allied forces had committed to keep their service men and women off the battlefield. Unfortunately, the Ukrainian troops had only been trained on the system for a short time. Even with the technical training and support of NATO and the United States, at the end of the day, this was the Ukrainians’ fight.





CHAPTER 13

RUBIZHNE, UKRAINE

Under ordinary circumstances, Anastasia Melnyk and Darian Boiko probably would have never been friends. Anastasia was a petite brunette who, before the war, had been a second-year student at Kharkiv Polytechnic Institute, one of only a few females in the electrical engineering program. She looked nothing like the typical engineering student, her short hair heavily streaked with red and gold highlights, favoring flouncy miniskirts and Doc Marten boots in place of the sensible trousers and sneakers that her classmates wore. At twenty years old, she was already engaged to a young man in her program, Pavlo, who had also enlisted and was currently stationed in Pryvillya. Darian had been studying computer science at the National Technical University when the Russian invasion began. He was a tall, thin introvert who, unable to hide from the world at six feet five inches, found comfort in wearing headphones under the hood of a gray sweatshirt pulled up past his heavy brow most days.

They had met for the first time on a plane to Fort Sill, Oklahoma, to train in the operation of the NASAMS air defense system. Following the three-month training program in the US, the volunteer trainees were flown back to receive their orders. Darian and Anastasia were part of a team assigned to operate a NASAMS modular unit near the critical city of Rubizhne.

“Thank God,” Darian had said when they first arrived at the Rubizhne NASAMS mobile base. “I was afraid this would look nothing like the system we used in Oklahoma.” The Rubizhne base consisted of several mobile components. A command post was housed inside a Fire Distribution Center vehicle that, from the outside, resembled a camo-painted garbage truck. A trailer contained an MPQ-64 F1 radar system designed to track and identify airborne threats. A separate vehicle mounted with an electro-optical sensor monitored threats and forwarded data to a remote Fire Distribution Center. The FDC coordinated the data from this and the other NASAMS systems spread throughout the region. Most importantly, a High Mobility Multipurpose Wheeled Vehicle was outfitted with a multimissile launcher carrying six AMRAAM missiles secured inside protective canisters.

“I was afraid there wouldn’t be any system here at all,” Anastasia confessed, looking around with a mix of apprehension and relief.

A large, simple tent was set up near the vehicles to house the three technical teams stationed at the mobile site. The teams worked in eight-hour shifts and were augmented by resupply divisions to make sure the missiles loaded on the launcher were ready to be deployed at any moment. For eight hours every day, the two unlikely soldiers folded themselves into the cramped quarters of the command post and sat facing two large flat-screen monitors, watching the radar screens that provided a clear view of the battle space. The Sentinel radar did most of the work. With its 360-degree view, it could track up to sixty different targets simultaneously.

This morning began like most, by monitoring the perpetually rotating green radar line tracing a circle on the screen in a never-ending cycle. Darian had just gone outside for a quick smoke break when three unidentified squares appeared, moving rapidly across the screen. Anastasia pulled down one of the large binders stuffed into the narrow shelves to the right of her monitor and quickly reviewed the checklist of actions to ensure these were incoming targets and not friendly supply planes. Next, she confirmed that the AMRAAM missiles were in their launch cylinders and armed. Her anxiety mounted, knowing she held the lives of her fellow citizens in her trembling hands.

“Darian!” she shouted without taking her eyes off the monitor as she transmitted the radar data to the Fire Distribution Center. The FDC command-and-control unit coordinated the engagement of the targets. A voice came over the radio: “Confirmed. Three enemy missiles incoming, headed toward Dnipro. NASAMS Rubizhne, this is your target. Proceed to launch missiles.”

“Darian! Zabiraysya syudy!” Get the fuck in here! she shouted again over her shoulder. The bogies appeared to be surface-to-surface missiles, and from the trajectory shown on the radar screen, they were heading northwest. Three thousand Ukrainian ground forces were operating in that area. Sirens rang across the NASAMS site to let the team know a launch was imminent and warn technicians to move to a safe location. Seconds later, Darian pulled himself into the FDCV, crushing his cigarette stub with his thumb and forefinger.

“What is it? What’s happening?” he said as he climbed into his chair, scanning the bank of monitors.

“Incoming missiles headed toward Dnipro. We’re ready to launch.”

Darian scanned the information streaming across the screens in front of them. The target was within their range of thirty-five kilometers. If no weapons were loaded in the launcher or if there were a malfunction, the FDC would transfer the counteroffensive to one of the other NASAMS units in the network. Everything looked right. “We’re good.”

As he spoke, the precise target information from the FDC appeared on their screens via a secure radio link. Anastasia spoke into her headphones, “NASAMS Rubizhne, this is Rubizhne TCO, ordering missile launch.”

“Copy that. Preparing to fire,” came a voice over the radio.

The entire truck shook as the missiles shot from their tubes. The AMRAAM missile, once launched, is a fire-and-forget weapon. Using its active radar, seekers guide themselves to the bogie. Darian and Anastasia could only watch the engagement play out on their monitors. The three blips on the screen progressing toward their target were met with three blips coming from the opposite direction. And then, suddenly, the bogies on the screen disappeared. The computer noted successful hits. It was a video game come to life.

Darian slapped Anastasia’s back. “Holy shit!”

The cramped FDCV was suddenly too tight to handle the adrenaline surging through Anastasia’s body. She slid out of the vehicle, leaped to the ground, and, jumping up and down, shouted to the sky, “Take that, motherfuckers!”





CHAPTER 14

MANHATTAN, NEW YORK

Peter Michaels stared at the brass plaque visible through his office window: Michaels Investment Group. The golden metal gleamed in the morning sun, polished to perfection by building porters who knew their boss’s obsession with appearances. That plaque had once heralded his first major acquisition, bought at auction with his first father-in-law’s backing and transformed into a Plaza District jewel. Now, it felt more like a tombstone.

He pushed the image aside. When Michaels wasn’t thinking of the development project, he was thinking of Lillian. She was like mortar filling every gap in his psyche: the image of her walking into the bar, the feel of her breath on his ear. Even now, with only a few minutes left to prepare for his meeting with Carla Alvarez, his thoughts drifted to that moment at the hotel spa. His phone chimed and, as if he had summoned her, he saw a text from Lillian.


Just picked up a few things at Agent Provocateur. Thinking of you, Peter.



“Peter, I need to talk to you.” Michaels looked up to see Glen Spengler standing in the doorway of his oversize office. His attorney had been there so many times that Michaels’s longtime receptionist, Rosemary Price, had let him enter unannounced.

Rosemary’s voice interrupted from the intercom, “I have Carla Alvarez on line two for you.”

“Perfect timing, Glen; why don’t you talk to her?” The attorney sighed audibly, shrugged, and pulled up a chair.

“Good morning, Mr. Michaels,” came a curt voice through the phone speaker. “My client informs me that the elevators are not working again. Do we need another hearing in landlord-tenant court?” Aaron Seaman’s attorney knew that court was the last place, other than the media, that Michaels wanted to dispute any issues. Manhattan’s landlord-tenant courts famously favored the tenant. A widowed, aging public servant being harassed by a wealthy real estate developer would give the courts a chance to flex their muscles and make an example of Michaels.

“Good afternoon, Ms. Alvarez. So nice to hear your voice. I am here with Glen Spengler. Maybe you can weigh in here, Glen,” Michaels said.

But Alvarez continued speaking. “My client, as you know, has a right to reside in his apartment for as long as he lives. In fact, if his children decide to move back home—which is what I recommend they do to take care of their father—they could also live there. Indefinitely.”

Spengler raised a calming hand to Michaels. “Actually, the rent-stabilized laws are not clear that the rights pass on to the children.”

“Great, Glen,” countered Alvarez. “Then we will actually litigate this for the next five years. By the way, the New York Post reported your client only has ninety days to resolve his banking challenges. When the bank forecloses and takes the building, hopefully, they will treat my client with more respect.”

Carla Alvarez had grown up in the city, and made her way through Harvard Law School on partial scholarship, gaining admission to the gold mines of the Wall Street corporate law firm. But from the start, negotiating contracts for wealthy clients to make them wealthier had left her feeling empty. On the eve of closing a large corporate merger, she had abruptly quit. Two days later, she was hired by the Legal Aid Society, and while her paycheck was infinitely smaller, she had found her purpose.

Alvarez had read about the harassment of Aaron Seaman in the Metro section of The New York Times. Having been on the other side of these cases in her former job, taking on Seaman’s plight felt like a way to wash the slate clean. She knew she could tie Michaels up in the legal system for years with motions and hearings. Even better, she was certain she could procure a life-changing sum for Aaron and his children. When she first spoke to the old man, he was adamant: He had no desire to leave. So Alvarez switched tactics and began working to keep him in his home.

Michaels and his attorney soon learned that her persistence was matched by her legal competence. Michaels had no appetite for the endless legalese back-and-forth, each attorney trying to show how much more they knew about the law than their adversary. Spengler and his $1,400-per-hour fee were particularly maddening. While he half listened to his lawyer’s attempts to subdue Alvarez, his only thought was, How could this be happening to me?

“Mr. Michaels?” His secretary poked her head into his office and, in a stage whisper, asked, “The team from Alta is here. I have shown them to conference room B.”

Hail Mary, he thought, quickly followed by the crushing reminder that no bank, equity fund, or wealthy family office would touch his project knowing there was a hold-out tenant creating uncertainty, not to mention the risk of landing on the front page of the NYC rags announcing their money was frozen in a fight with an aging widower.

When the call with Alzarez was finished, and a promise to fix the elevator had been made, Michaels looked at Spengler. “Well, that was good timing, Glen. So what brings you here?” He stood from his chair, adjusted his tie, and began to pull on his jacket.

“The Bank Alta documents crossed my desk.” Spengler’s voice was flat. “A sanctioned Russian bank, Peter? They’ve been on the OFAC watch list since the Ukraine invasion. The Feds could be monitoring their transactions. This isn’t a gray area. These restrictions are comprehensive. Do you know what ‘comprehensive’ means? It means if you are caught, you go to prison.” Spengler continued, “This is a terrible idea, Pete. Maybe your worst idea yet.”

“Don’t fucking talk to me like that, Glen,” Michaels said, pressing his palms onto his desk.

“Pete, I have worked for you for a long time. Let me protect you. This is a huge mistake. Shit, I’m not willing to even sit in a room with these Russians. I wouldn’t let my firm work on the documents. And now your yes-man here is doing work he is not qualified to do,” he said, nodding toward the door, where Brett Davis, Michaels’s yes-man, now stood, looking surprised, but wisely remaining silent.

“But I’m here now,” Spengler went on. “And I have come to advise you: Do not take this meeting, and do not accept their money.”

Michaels faced the distinguished lawyer that he had known his entire business career. “And what the fuck do you think I should do, Glen? You and your team couldn’t get rid of one octogenarian librarian blocking this entire deal. I will lose everything. Everything I have left, that is—after you let Michelle steal half of my assets in the last divorce.”

Spengler shook his head wearily. “You create these situations, and once again, I am trying to clean up your mess.”

“Then do a better fucking job,” said Michaels.

“I told you not to close on a building with a rent-stabilized tenant. His eviction should have been a condition of the closing.”

“I am in the business of taking risks, and I closed. Who knew this ass is the only person in Manhattan that doesn’t want money. I have no other options. None. Nyet,” he added, his joke falling flat.

“Peter, I am advising you, as your counselor, not to get involved with a bank on the OFAC list. People go to prison for less,” Spengler pleaded.

“I’ve got a meeting to prepare for, Glen. You know the way out.”

Spengler looked helplessly to Brett, who had entered the office and now pretended to organize a stack of documents, refusing to meet the distinguished lawyer’s gaze. Spengler shook his head gently. “Take care, Pete,” he said.

The attorney walked through the reception area past the small group of bankers silently waiting on leather couches. Four looked like they belonged to the world of corner suites and bespoke European suits. The fifth was a hulking individual who stood in the rear, bursting out of an ill-fitting suit. Glen felt their eyes follow him as he left the office, knowing he would never see Peter Michaels again. He returned to his office to write a contemporaneous memo explaining how he had advised his client not to go forward in case the government ever showed up at his door.





CHAPTER 15

MANHATTAN, NEW YORK

The receptionist showed the visitors to the empty conference room. A large TV monitor meant for videoconferencing hung on the far wall beneath a mounted camera. The four visitors each took a seat around the table, while the fifth stalked to the wall, pulled a small roll of duct tape from his pocket, and placed a piece of tape over the camera lens.

Ten minutes later, Peter burst into the conference room and looked around as if surprised to see the group. He was closely followed by Brett, two young analysts, and his CFO. “Sorry to keep you waiting. I was just wrapping up a call with my bankers, letting them know we will have a payoff letter in a matter of days.”

Lashkin extended his hand. “Rad tebya videt.” Good to see you again. “Let me introduce our team,” he said, still playing the part of Sergei Valinsky. He introduced three representatives from Compagnie Bancaire Helvétique. “CBH is the Swiss intermediary bank that will be handling the transaction on behalf of Bank Alta. And this,” he added, gesturing toward the giant man lurking by the door, “is my associate, Mr. Belsky.”

Varkov nodded and extended his hand to Michaels. He was bald with a thin but noticeable scar near his left ear plunging down his tree-trunk neck. Michaels’s hand felt like a child’s in Varkov’s grip.

“Thank you all for making the trip to New York. We are very excited to begin what I am certain will be a lucrative partnership for all of us. And I am pleased to inform you that we are on the verge of a deal to remove the final tenant from the building, making way for the next phase of the development.” Michaels smiled in what he hoped was a display of confidence, unaware that all the players seated there knew he was lying. In fact, the SVR knew everything happening in Michaels’s life thanks to the virus that Anya Pestova had installed on his phone when she had placed it next to his on the bar at the National Hotel in Moscow. Once Michaels returned to his office in Manhattan and connected his phone into his computer, the virus had then infiltrated its new host and continued its tireless mission of reporting.

The SVR knew Michaels was bleeding money from every orifice. They knew that they were his only chance to salvage this deal. They also knew he was pining for Anya like an adolescent boy’s first love. The spyware tracked the reservations he had made every night in the coming week at Michelin-star restaurants, hoping to impress Lillian Montgomery. Their psyops team at the SVR studied the pornography he watched alone at night. They studied the texts he wrote to his friends. And, of course, they paid special attention to every communication he had with his close friend, and current GOP nominee for president, Phil Kemp.

At Michaels’s declaration that he had made progress with the hold-out tenant, a banker with a Swiss accent declared, “This is wonderful news, Mr. Michaels. Our team at CBH has consolidated the funds into a single holding account at the title company. The funds will sit in the title account, waiting for the payoff letter from your bank, at which point, we will transfer the money.”

Brett looked at Peter for approval and spoke for the first time. “We expect that the final documents and payoff letters will be ready to sign within the next twenty-four hours.” As the bankers and Michaels’s team talked logistics, Michaels himself did not say a word. He was thinking only of the light at the end of the tunnel. He could deal with the issue of old man Seaman later, after the funds were transferred. Now was the time to celebrate. He texted Lillian under the table:


Dinner tomorrow night? This deal is wrapping up, and I’m in the mood to celebrate.



His heart raced as the three bubbles on his phone finally appeared.


Sounds lovely. 9:30 p.m. at 4 Charles.

Just made a reservation for two.



Lashkin watched Michaels’s perplexed expression as he reread Anya’s text. A reservation at 4 Charles in the West Village was impossible to procure. It had been Pestova’s idea to assert this small power play, and by the look on Michaels’s face, she had succeeded in throwing him off balance.

As the meeting ended, the bankers filed out of the room. Michaels followed, his eyes glued to his phone, not noticing as Varkov reached up and removed the tape from the camera.





CHAPTER 16

SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA

Rachel Seaman walked hand in hand with her eight-year-old daughter, Katie, to meet Katie’s best friend Emma in the park. As soon as Katie spotted Emma, she let go of her mother’s hand and ran to the swing set, where the little girl was waiting. It was their Friday ritual: meeting at the park before school while their moms shared a coffee and a few minutes of adult conversation. Three time zones away from San Francisco, in Boston, Don Curran caught up on emails while keeping one eye on his son, Jake, climbing on the jungle gym.

Neither parent noticed the van parked on a side street near each playground. Both vans were equipped with video surveillance equipment and peepholes where a rifle could be discreetly aimed. Inside, deadly professionals from the SVR loaded American-made laser-sighted Remington 700 sniper rifles and waited for instructions.

Equally unaware of being observed, Carla Alvarez had begun her morning much like every other: self-brewed coffee, a cursory scan of the newspapers, and a five-mile jog in Brooklyn’s Prospect Park. Then a quick shower, before dressing, and catching the 3 train to Manhattan to Legal Aid Society’s downtown office on Water Street. Varkov had been observing her routine for a week and had meticulously marked every security camera along her jogging route, identifying a nine-foot gap of coverage just outside the entrance to the park on Washington Avenue. Alvarez would take a right on Sullivan Place and cross Washington Avenue to enter the park. This morning, Varkov waited calmly within the blind spot created by three yards of unmonitored sidewalk.





CHAPTER 17

MANHATTAN, NEW YORK

The afternoon before this carefully orchestrated set of events, Lashkin had made a call to Michaels.

“Peter, we need to speak. Unfortunately, we have a small issue. I was just in a meeting with the Swiss and—”

“Wait, what?” Michaels interrupted, all thoughts of his anticipated celebration evaporating. “I signed all the documents today; all we are waiting for is the funding.”

“Yes, I understand, but the Swiss executives have expressed concerns. Specifically, they are looking for assurances that you can fulfill your business plan without having the last remaining tenant removed.”

Michaels could not speak. He had thought the Russians’ money would buy him time to sort out the hold-out tenant. But once again, it seemed his entire dream hinged on this fucking old man. “What the fuck am I going to do?” A burst of heat crept up his neck. He tugged at his tie and poured a glass of water, which he drank in one long gulp.

Lashkin spoke carefully. “Peter, I thought you said you had resolved this issue.”

Michaels struggled to slow his racing thoughts. He would find a solution. He just needed time.

“I can. I will. I just—Sergei, tell them. Tell them it’s not an issue. I just can’t fix this in twenty-four hours. Fuck,” he said, more to himself. “Goddamn that old man.”

Lashkin could feel Michaels sweating through the phone. “I’m afraid the bankers will not close without this.” In reality, the Swiss bankers had no say where the money in their accounts was transferred, CBH being no more than a shell for Bank Alta, which answered solely to Yelizaveta Aven and Putin.

Michaels’s mind was spinning, but all that surfaced was a profound sense of unfairness. He had worked so hard for so long. He had forged a path around or through every obstacle. For the entire house of cards to collapse because of one sentimental geriatric—it was ludicrous. It was impossible.

“Sergei, what do we do?”

Lashkin heard the desperation in Peter’s tone and smiled. The Russian officer had begun his career in the SVR as a glorified pimp capturing sins with a fifty-dollar video camera. At some point, the sinner would be confronted in a bar, a hotel room, a sidewalk corner where they would be shown a phone with the damning video evidence. Lashkin relished watching the color drain from the target’s face like water washing out at low tide. In those moments, Lashkin knew he could ask for anything to make that video go away. Money, information, a firstborn child. The tide had now gone out for Michaels, and he was not wearing a bathing suit.

Lashkin sighed dramatically into the phone. “Peter, you know I want this deal to go through. You’ve worked so hard for this. Honestly, losing the deal at this late hour wouldn’t help my career at all. I wonder…”

“What? Wonder what?” Michaels said urgently. Defeat was knocking.

“I’m not sure what I could do. Unless… Would you be comfortable if I spoke with my colleagues about this? They want this deal as much as we do. Maybe they could negotiate with Mr. Seaman or perhaps with his attorney?”

“Yes! Yes, please. Anything.”

“Okay, and to be clear, how much would you be willing to offer?” He had the fish on the hook and did not want to pull too hard and risk breaking the line.

“Anything,” Peter blurted.

“Anything?” Lashkin asked, leading Michaels.

“I don’t care if you kill Seaman and his fucking lawyer. I need to close,” he blurted into the phone.

“Okay, I will talk to my boss. Everyone has their price. Try not to worry, Peter. I will let you know after I speak with him.” Lashkin ended the call and texted Pestova on SVR’s encrypted text app:


We have him.







CHAPTER 18

MANHATTAN, NEW YORK

Aaron Seaman was sitting in his armchair by the window. Three hours had passed since he had pulled himself out of bed. Lately, mornings had become more of a struggle, but no matter how stiff his joints felt, he never allowed himself to stay in bed past eight o’clock. Today, at least, was Friday, and with Fridays came a weekly eleven thirty call from Ms. Alvarez. Each week, his lawyer phoned to report on any updates or to explain any new issues she was dealing with. Quite frankly, while he worried some about the case, he was mostly happy to talk to her about anything. She must have sensed this because at least once a month, she would come in person and meet him for lunch at the Carnegie Diner, a few blocks from his apartment. Those days had become bright spots in his month.

It was nearly eleven thirty when two gentle knocks on the front door stirred him from his thoughts. He slid his feet into his slippers and moved across the apartment. He opened the door as far as the door chain allowed to find a man and woman standing in the hallway. The man was in a navy suit and carrying a leather briefcase. The woman wore a starched white blouse and a straight skirt with practical pumps.

“Can I help you?” Aaron asked.

“Good morning, Mr. Seaman,” the woman said, speaking with a serene British accent. “Ms. Alvarez asked us to stop by and speak with you. May we come in?” Aaron closed the door, unchained it, and held it open to let the two people enter. He wondered why Carla hadn’t mentioned anything, but his delight at having company overrode any misgivings. He invited the good-looking couple in and showed them to the living room overlooking Columbus Circle. “Please forgive the disarray. It’s been a while since I’ve had visitors,” he apologized, pushing a stack of New York Times to the end of the coffee table. “Please have a seat. Can I offer you anything? I can make a fresh pot of coffee? Tea?”

The woman sat primly on the end of the couch. “Thank you. Tea would be lovely.” Aaron looked from her to the man still standing, surveying the room.

“Nothing for me. Thank you,” the stranger added curtly.

Anya watched the old man through the open kitchen doorway. Everything had its place, and she noticed how he barely had to look as he reached for the box of tea bags, the bag of sugar he carefully poured into a heavy cut-crystal sugar bowl, and the milk he poured into the matching creamer. He returned, setting a tarnished silver-plated tray with two teacups, the sugar and creamer, and two carefully folded cloth napkins on the coffee table just as the teakettle whistled. “Perfect timing,” she mused. Aaron smiled appreciatively.

“I’m sorry, it’s only Lipton’s,” Aaron said, returning with the teapot. “I know you British have high standards for tea,” he chuckled. A perfectly lovely man, Anya thought. But that was as far as her sympathy extended. Perfectly nice people had to face the harsh realities of the world like everyone else, and this was his day.

“Is everything all right with Ms. Alvarez?” Aaron asked. He looked from the woman stirring a generous spoonful of sugar into her cup to the man who had crossed the room and was now looking out the window.

Pestova spoke, “Actually, Mr. Seaman, there is something important we need to show you. Jonathan?” She turned to Lashkin.

Without a word, the man pulled Aaron’s armchair away from the window, turned it around, and began pushing it heavily across the wooden floor. “There, now we can all sit comfortably,” he said. Aaron stood, staring at the large scratch dug into his floor and then at the man sitting in his chair, who had proceeded to open his laptop. “Please, sit,” he said to Aaron, motioning to the sofa where Pestova was perched. Aaron looked from one face to the other. He lowered himself onto the couch and felt a cold dread creeping into his stomach.

“Is everything all right? Is Carla okay—Ms. Alvarez, I mean?” Pestova watched impassively as the old man pressed the palms of his hands into his lap and rubbed them nervously back and forth on his thighs.

“Mr. Seaman,” the man said, “Ms. Alvarez will not call you this morning.”

“She won’t?” he asked, almost pleading.

“Please watch this video,” Lashkin said as he extracted a laptop from his briefcase and turned it to face the old man. He pressed play and a video began just as a woman came into view jogging, stopping at the corner. It was a busy corner crowded with commuters and other joggers. Pestova watched him squinting and gently asked if he needed glasses. “Oh yes,” he said and reached into the pocket of his robe. Lashkin started the video again. This time, Aaron could clearly identify the jogger as Ms. Alvarez. She stopped running, waiting to cross the street. As she stood, bouncing from one leg to another, a large man came into view, approaching her from the opposite corner. He bumped into her, and she grabbed her arm as if she had been stung by a bee.

Lashkin paused the video, and Pestova said, “Mr. Seaman, this will be hard to see, but you must watch carefully.” They continued to play the video. The large man kept walking and did not look back.

“What is this? I’d like to speak to Ms. Alvarez.”

The video began playing again, and Alvarez stood still, clutching her arm. The red light changed to green, and the other pedestrians began crossing the street. Alvarez seemed puzzled. Her hands moved to her cheeks; she looked up, briefly looking directly into the hidden video camera with confusion and horror on her face, and collapsed to the ground. Passersby stopped and knelt over her, and others pulled out their phones to call 911. While Aaron could no longer see Alvarez, he clearly saw the desperation on the faces of the people kneeling around her.

Lashkin pressed pause, and the image on the video monitor froze again.

Aaron turned to Pestova and searched her eyes, unable to connect the horror he had just witnessed with the lovely woman he had let into his home. Pestova watched the internal struggle play out on his lined, worn face, and placed her hand lightly over his. “We mean you and your family no harm. We simply want to settle the issues surrounding your rental lease.”

My family? The lease? He looked from the image frozen on the computer screen to Lashkin, who was sitting back in the armchair, crossing his legs. “Mr. Seaman, Ms. Alvarez died this morning. We took this video three hours ago. We encourage you to rethink your decision to reject Mr. Michaels’s generous offer to pay you five million dollars to terminate your lease.” He paused while Aaron shook his head slightly, trying to piece together what he had just seen and what this man was saying. “We weren’t exactly telling you the truth when we said we were here on Ms. Alvarez’s behalf. Peter Michaels sent us here.”

“Carla is dead? That man in the video, he, he killed her?”

Lashkin nodded to Pestova, who picked up her phone and sent two quick texts. “This is, of course, a shock,” she said, handing Aaron his teacup, which he took like a small child, not noticing how hot it was in his hands. A small chime from Lashkin’s computer sounded, and Lashkin changed the tab on the monitor. With a clear view of a split screen, Aaron could see children playing in two different parks. On one side, two little girls were swinging on a swing set, while a smaller boy climbed a jungle gym on the other.

“Mr. Seaman, do you recognize these children? They are your grandchildren, Katie and Jake, correct? Understand that we do not want to hurt them. Nor does Mr. Michaels wish for us to hurt them.”

Aaron struggled to quell the panic rising in his chest. “No, please—when was this movie taken?”

“This is happening right now,” Lashkin replied. “Jake is in Boston, and Katie is in San Francisco. Neither has any idea they are being watched. Neither understands the grave danger they are in.”

“Why are you watching my family?”

“Mr. Seaman, Mr. Michaels only wants you to sign these papers, and he will pay you five million dollars. You will leave this apartment, and you can live the rest of your days very comfortably. Just not here. Do you understand?”

Pestova searched his face again, waiting for the moment she had been looking for, a moment she had witnessed many times in her career. People like Aaron Seaman had the luxury of going through life believing that the world was generally a good place. Yes, bad things happened, loved ones died, acts of cruelty were witnessed. But from a safe enough distance, one can maintain the illusion that people are generally good and the world is more fair than unfair. Pestova watched with a detached satisfaction as Aaron’s eyes lost their confused glaze, replaced by the weight of his new understanding, the illusory veil pulled back to reveal an expression of weariness that would be forevermore etched into his countenance.

“Mr. Seaman, we don’t want to hurt your grandchildren.” Lashkin was talking loudly now, with a more commanding voice. “Do you see the tree behind the jungle gym? The one with low branches?” Aaron nodded mutely. “There is an apple placed on the limb of the tree. Do you see it?”

“I do,” he said.

“Watch that apple,” Lashkin commanded.

Lashkin spoke into his phone in Russian. “Vystrile.” Take the shot.

The apple was still; two seconds passed, and then it exploded.

Aaron leaped to his feet and cupped his hands around his mouth. He turned away, and Anya watched his shoulders rise and fall two times. Then he turned back to them.

Lashkin strummed his fingers on the arm of the chair. “As I said, we don’t want to hurt these children. But the men, the men in the park, the men with guns, they have orders. First, they will shoot your granddaughter. Then, the boy. The next shot will not be a warning shot.”

“Jonathan, I am sure Mr. Seaman understands.” Pestova glared at Lashkin, who, as usual, seemed to be enjoying his role more than necessary. Turning to Aaron, she said, “Mr. Seaman, take the money and live the rest of your days with your family. Make this a happy day. Not the worst day of your life.”

“I’m calling the police,” Aaron mumbled, fumbling in his pocket for his phone.

Pestova placed her hand firmly on his arm. “That is your choice. But if you make that call, these men will not only murder your grandchildren, they will kill your daughters.” She looked calmly back at the video screen and began typing a text. She said, “We will not touch you. You will live with the grief of knowing that you killed them.”

Her finger hovered over the send button on her phone. She looked up. “However, if you do as we say, as Peter Michaels wants, we will leave here, and you will never hear from us again. You will be able to send all of your grandchildren to the finest schools and have more than enough money to travel to see them anytime you wish.”

Lashkin pushed a copy of the lease termination agreement across the coffee table. He uncapped the pen and handed it to the trembling old man. “Sign. And you will never hear from Peter Michaels again.”

Aaron looked at Pestova. “I’ll sign. Please tell them not to hurt anyone.”

She nodded to Lashkin, who sent a quick text. Aaron signed the papers and handed them to her.

“You did the right thing,” she said. She handed the papers to Lashkin, who placed them in his briefcase, snapping it shut dramatically. “Jonathan, let’s leave Mr. Seaman alone now. This has been a difficult morning for him.”

The moment he heard the door close behind them, Aaron sank to his knees and cried.





CHAPTER 19

MANHATTAN, NEW YORK

Michaels arrived at 4 Charles Prime Rib ten minutes early. There was no sign to indicate that an exclusive restaurant lay behind the nondescript door leading into a redbrick town house—which was, of course, part of the allure.

Dark leather banquettes lined mahogany-clad walls, seating only forty in a room designed to feel as if Gatsby or Hemingway might be lurking in the shadows. Crystal tumblers of aged spirits, wines decanted tableside, platters of oysters nestled in crushed ice, porterhouse steaks with copper boats of béarnaise—every detail was carefully chosen to create an atmosphere of calculated decadence.

The petite hostess showed Michaels to a corner table. He glanced around, noting several familiar faces he couldn’t quite place—celebrities, politicians, masters of the universe, and their beautiful companions. Michaels ordered a forty-eight-dollar glass of Somersbank eighteen-year scotch. By the time he finished, it was ten minutes past their nine thirty reservation. He willed himself not to check his phone, but after three more minutes, under the pretense of reading emails, he looked again.

Pestova studied herself in the full-length mirror of her Chelsea loft, located two floors above the Gagosian Gallery. She adjusted the high slit of her knee-length skirt, letting it fall open just enough to reveal the lace tops of her black thigh-high stockings. Her fingers traced the delicate silk of her dark blouse before deliberately unbuttoning one more button, then another, revealing the whisper of buff-colored La Perla lace beneath. She swept her hair into an artful knot, exposing the elegant line of her neck. The mirror reflected back exactly what she’d intended: irresistible bait for a man like Michaels. But Yelizaveta Aven’s raspy voice still echoed: Swallow. Let them think that, she thought. Her body was simply an instrument in her tool kit. Unlike those idiots Lashkin and Varkov, she also had intelligence, courage, and ruthless ambition. Just wait, Yelizaveta; we’ll see who’s left standing.

At ten o’clock, Michaels was on his second drink when Lillian swept in. The room seemed to still, conversation dimming as heads turned to follow her progress across the floor. Her hips swayed ever so slightly with each step, the slit in her skirt offering teasing glimpses of stocking-clad skin.

“Peter, I apologize for being so late. Please forgive me,” she purred, her British accent like warm honey. She bent to brush his cheek with a kiss, letting her perfume envelop him—something expensive and French that made him think of silk sheets and dark rooms. As she slid next to him on the banquette, her thigh pressed against his, the heat of her skin evident even through his suit pants.

“No apologies. I’m just happy you made it,” he managed.

“I wouldn’t have missed this.” She caught a waiter’s eye and ordered a bottle of Ruinart Brut Rosé, shrimp cocktail, and oysters without glancing at the menu. The waiter poured the champagne, and Lillian reached for her glass, causing her silk blouse to gap slightly. Michaels caught a glimpse of delicate lace and fought to keep his eyes on her face. She took a sip, letting a drop of champagne linger on her lower lip before catching it with her tongue.

Raising her glass, she toasted, “To Peter Michaels, the man with the vision and determination to create what will be the most glamorous hotel in the world!”

Peter smiled, sighing as their glasses clinked. “Can I tell you a secret, Lillian?” he asked. “I think it will be. Finally”—he grinned—“all the obstacles in my way have been cleared.”

Pestova cupped her chin in one manicured hand, gazing at him adoringly. “And think of all the interesting people who’ll stay there. Didn’t I read somewhere that you were college roommates with Phil Kemp? Quite a coincidence,” she mused, steering the conversation toward his relationship with the Republican presidential nominee for the first time.

Peter beamed. His friendship with Kemp was his second-favorite subject, and she’d handed him the opening. “Oh, did you see the Forbes piece? Yes, roommates at Dartmouth all four years. He went west to start his pharma business; I went east and into real estate. But we’ve stayed close as brothers.”

“Those photos of you two playing tennis, having dinner—that was your house in Palm Springs, wasn’t it? I assumed it was some luxury resort. Well, now you have to invite me,” she laughed, laying her hand over his.

“I wish I could. Sadly, my ex-wife lives there now. At least until I can sell it—which seems impossible in this market,” he said, draining his champagne.

Pestova stroked his forearm. “Never mind the house. If I’m not mistaken, I’m still dining with the chairman of the next president’s election campaign.”

“Vice chairman,” Michaels corrected with false modesty. “I do run a PAC for him.”

Pestova swirled her champagne thoughtfully. “You know… I have several high-net-worth international clients who share Kemp’s worldview and would love to support his candidacy. But given US regulations on campaign contributions…” She tilted her head as if considering. “I wonder if there isn’t a way to help your friend, my clients, and you. Perhaps a path for my clients to donate to your PAC.”

“Except we can’t accept foreign money.” He knew the FEC monitored PAC contributions carefully.

“Which is why I propose we invite one of my wealthy clients to purchase your house for their enjoyment, and you allocate some of the proceeds to the PAC. What’s your asking price?”

“Thirty million.”

“Then why doesn’t the buyer pay thirty-five, and you contribute five to the PAC? All perfectly legal.”

“How about forty?” Michaels joked.

“How about fifty?” Pestova countered.

Michaels studied her face for signs she was teasing, but she merely raised her eyebrows and smiled. Stay calm, he thought. “Lillian, that’s certainly interesting. I’ll need to check with my attorney to ensure it’s feasible.” Brett would comply or lose his job. He refilled both of their glasses, amazed at how another obstacle was dissolving.

“Just say the word, and I’ll set things in motion.”

“You’re a remarkable businesswoman, Lillian.”

“Businesswoman? Is that how you see me, Peter?” Her voice dropped lower. “I’ll have to work harder to change that image.” She took his hand, her touch featherlight as she guided his fingers to where silk stocking met bare skin.

“I hope that means we’ll be seeing more of each other,” he said, voice rough as his hand inched higher. The restaurant seemed to fade away until there was nothing but the sound of her breath, the heat of her skin, the scent of her perfume.

“I was hoping for exactly that.” Her lips brushed his ear as she spoke, sending a shiver down his back. She shifted slightly, causing his fingertips to graze the lace strap of her garter.

Michaels had to clear his throat before speaking. “How about we skip dinner and head to the Boom Boom Room?”

She knew from her tech team about his late-night lounge reservation but laughed, a low, promising sound. “The what?”

Michaels smiled, pleased to feel back in control despite his racing pulse. “You’ll love it—private lounge atop the Standard hotel in the Meatpacking District.”

Anya pressed her legs together, trapping his hand against her inner thighs. Her eyes met his, dark with promise. “Well then,” she breathed, “take me.”





CHAPTER 20

AL-TANF, SYRIA

Rhoads swept the dust off one of six wooden Adirondack chairs the team had placed around an outdoor firepit. Arranged in a corner of the hard-packed sandy grounds of the Al-Tanf base, the spot was designated as the “living room.” The “kitchen” was a charcoal BBQ set off to the side where the team could grill the steaks and other special deliveries from friends back home. It was early evening, and there was no mission set for the night. Kevin settled back in his chair and placed one foot on the firepit. It was only a matter of time before someone joined him out here in the living room, but for the moment, he appreciated the solitude.

He scratched a dusty ear. The Syrian “moon dust” had a way of seeping into everything—coating the chairs, settling into clothes, hair, beards, finding its way into every orifice. He reached into a cooler by his chair and pulled out a cold can of Old Inlet Pale Ale, a special delivery that had just arrived from his father in Homer. The taste brought back memories of sitting with his cousins around a different firepit halfway around the world, talking late into the night about their plans for the future. Kevin had loved growing up in Alaska and he had assumed, along with everyone else, that he would remain in Homer and eventually take over running the lodge with his two cousins.

It had been a busy couple of weeks for Rhoads and the team, but now their tour was coming to an end. This meant they would return to the US and be granted thirty days of downtime, followed by a training cycle before returning to action. He threaded a long, heavy needle with polyester thread and began repairing a frayed belt on his harness, using his lighter to burn off the loose ends. Only when he felt a hand on his shoulder did he realize Skyler had been standing behind him watching him make the repair.

“Mind if I join you?” The oversize men’s flak jacket she wore with her combat pants and helmet gave her the appearance of a child playing soldier. The protective gear was required by the base even though there had not been an attack on it in four weeks. Kevin, on the other hand, was wearing another “R&R Hunting Lodge” shirt, shorts, and flip-flops. His helmet and flak jacket lay on the ground within arm’s reach.

“Have a seat,” he said, using his bandana to wipe off the chair next to him. “And you can take off that helmet and jacket. I promise I’ll throw myself on any grenade that lands in our vicinity.”

She laughed and removed her helmet but not her flak jacket. “Do you have any other shirts?” she asked, taking the cold can of beer he had pulled out of the cooler next to his chair.

“I promised my dad I would wear these. He owns the lodge with my uncle. Says it is great advertising.”

Skyler eased into the chair. The sun was going down, painting a dramatic slash of orange across the horizon. The cooling evening breeze made the dust almost bearable. Rhoads and Skyler had both learned to take moments like this as they came, even in the midst of conflict. They sat in comfortable silence, watching the sunset.

Finally, she turned her head. “Thanks for having my back. I appreciate it.”

Kevin smiled, handing her another beer. “So, you’re from New Jersey, right?”

“Yup. I’ve lived in Princeton pretty much my whole life. My mom works at the university, and my dad is a doctor. I even went to college there. Got a degree in foreign relations, and studied languages. The CIA picked me up right out of school, and here I am.” Out of habit, she changed the conversation before he could ask about her family, not wanting to ruin a perfectly lovely sunset. “How about you?”

He held a beer, pointing to the can. “Homer, Alaska.”

“Ah yes. How did you get this beer anyway?”

“My dad sends care packages to a friend at the agency who gets them on a supply plane. ‘Everyone needs a bit of home,’ he likes to say. I think he just wants to make sure I don’t forget about him.”

They talked for a time about what they missed and what they were looking forward to doing—mostly eating—when they got home before Skyler brought the conversation back to the present and their mission. “So listen,” she began. “Even with a pharma package, Hamid is still not talking, but we are not sure that matters anymore. The tech team has dissected the phone and computer you brought back from the raid.”

“Was there enough information to make Diaz’s leg shot worth it?”

“I wouldn’t ask Diaz to weigh in on that, but yeah, it’s solid intel.” Skyler explained that the CIA and NSA used a derivative of the Palantir software system called “Jupiter,” named for the Roman god who possessed knowledge and wisdom beyond mortal comprehension. “What Jupiter does is essentially collect all available data and format it into a single ‘language.’ Now, with the assistance of AI algorithms, all that data is integrated and managed in a way our tech team can analyze. It creates visual networks showing relationships between entities like people, places, and events. It would take humans weeks, months, maybe years to uncover the same connections.”

Kevin let her continue her explanation, quietly amused by how animated she became describing the possibilities that modern tech offered the intelligence community.

“Add the NSA’s almost incomprehensible data collection to the mix, and we can uncover patterns and intel regarding who is talking to whom, where they are, and what resources they are using. So, in Hamid Al-Din’s case, numbers and texts are connected to his brother Al-Muwassil’s phone. Our team has been listening and tracking the suspected numbers and derivatives of those numbers, and we have concluded that Al-Muwassil currently appears to be in Damascus. Or, I should say, we believe a phone he uses is in Damascus. We have a spotter on the ground there now, trying to get eyes on the prize.”

She paused to wipe a layer of fine grit from the top of the beer can and brought it to her dusty lips. “Regarding the flow of money, that one is a riddle. We see some wire transfers and ACH numbers, but as we look for the origination, we get stumped. But our tech guys are working on it.”

“I always say don’t use cell phones or electronics if you want to stay in the shadows,” Kevin said.

“Smart man,” she replied.

The sun had almost set, and a desert chill was setting in. “Well, it’s good to know the mission served its purpose.” He stirred the last of the glowing embers in the firepit.

Skyler picked up his harness and tugged on the repaired belt. “You do good work.”

“No detail is too small, right?”

Skyler nodded her approval. She put her helmet back on and stood to go. “I should be getting back to the TOC. Thanks for sharing your beer.”

“There are two more cold ones here if you want another,” Kevin said, looking up hopefully. He liked Whitney. Sure, she was a tech nerd and way too enthusiastic about software. But she was also intelligent, candid, and, if he were being honest, attractive.

“I’d love to, but unlike you, I don’t have the day off tomorrow.” She handed him his harness. “Good night, Kev.”

“Night, Sky.”





CHAPTER 21

MANHATTAN, NEW YORK

Michaels surveyed his custom Farrow & Ball burgundy-painted living room on the corner of East Seventy-Eighth Street and Park Avenue. Modern paintings by well-known artists hung on the walls. He didn’t understand the point of abstract art, but his art consultant had assured him they were “important pieces” by recognizable artists. Six months had passed since his trip to Moscow. He poured himself a self-congratulatory glass of sixteen-year-old Lagavulin, filling his glass with ice before pouring the scotch, something he knew not to do in the presence of others.

His Central Park project was on schedule, receiving great buzz in the national and international press. And true to her word, Lillian had shown him a long list of deep-pocketed overseas contacts interested in purchasing one of the condos, even with a price increase.

It was true that, on a personal level, she often seemed distant. But just at the moment when he would doubt her attraction to him, she would arrive at his door wearing the stilettos she knew he loved, her hair swept up, bearing a bottle of vintage Bordeaux. She would apologize for working and traveling too much. She’d allow him to unpin her hair and brush the satin straps of her dress off her shoulders. And all doubts would be swept away as she led him by the hand to his bedroom.

To top it all off, Phil Kemp had won the presidential election, making Michaels’s closest friend the president-elect of the United States of America. Michaels wasn’t sure how he would turn that relationship into a business opportunity, but “proximity to power is power itself.”

Michaels put on his bespoke suit from Alan David Custom Suits, a family-owned business that had been sewing hand-tailored suits since 1929. He chose a printed Tom Ford tie and pulled the French cuffs of his custom shirt over his watch, revealing gold dollar-sign cuff links, a gift from his second father-in-law. Sergei Valinsky had called him an hour earlier, asking for an impromptu evening meeting at the New York office of Bank CBH in Midtown. He looked in the mirror, pleased: the picture of success and confidence. His driver dropped him off in front of the Bank CBH building. He glided through the revolving doors and headed up to the forty-fifth floor.

The receptionist showed Michaels into the conference room, where the meeting was already in progress. None of the Swiss bankers were present, but Valinsky and a slightly older man were leaning over the conference room table, looking at an array of documents and pictures strewn across the oak surface. Looser-fitting suits had replaced the crisp, expensive bankers’ suits he was accustomed to seeing them in. The man called Belsky, unsmiling, was wearing a tight-fitting black T-shirt. The stock of a gun protruded from a shoulder holster on his side. The men were speaking in Russian, but unlike previous meetings, they did not switch to English when Michaels arrived. In fact, they did not acknowledge his presence at all. Peter stood in the doorway, growing more irritable with every passing moment. After several long minutes, Alexei Morozov looked over his shoulder and, with a tilt of his head, motioned to a chair at the conference table.

“Peter, sit down here,” Lashkin said.

Michaels scowled but sat in the chair. Varkov took up a position directly behind him. Michaels breathed in the sharp odor of cheap aftershave. Morozov and Lashkin continued their conversation in Russian. As Michaels waited to be addressed, his eyes fell on the photos and papers spread across the table, including images of a jogger near a park in New York. There were other photos of Aaron Seaman and Sergei together in what Michaels instantly recognized as the final holdout apartment in his building. Financial documents and bank statements lay in neat piles on the table. Most surprisingly, there were surveillance photos of Michaels and Phil Kemp in various clubs and restaurants.

Michaels picked up a photograph of Carla Alvarez stretched out on a metal table. “What is all this?” he demanded.

“What is this, Peter?” Lashkin swept his hand over the conference room table. “This is our new beginning.”

Michaels looked around, pushed his chair back from the table, and began to rise. A giant pair of hands pushed him back into his seat. The unexpected physical act threw Michaels off balance. Varkov remained standing behind him, his hands still on Peter’s shoulders. Peter tried to regain his composure, adjusted his jacket, and pulled on his cuffs. “Can someone tell me what is going on?” he asked, his voice slightly higher than he would have liked.

“In your country,” Lashkin replied, “you would say, ‘You made a deal with the devil. Eventually, the devil comes calling.’ Peter, you came to us for money, and we gave it to you; you came to us with the tenant obstacle. We solved that problem. We did all this for you. And now we are here to tell you more about our partnership.”

Lashkin placed a tablet in front of Michaels and played a recording.

“Sergei, what do we do?”

“Peter, you know I want this deal to go through. You’ve worked so hard for this. Honestly, losing the deal at this late hour wouldn’t help my career at all. I wonder…”

“What? Wonder what?”

“I’m not sure what I could do. Unless… Would you be comfortable if I spoke with my colleagues about this? They want this deal as much as we do. Maybe they could negotiate with Mr. Seaman or perhaps with his attorney?”

“Yes! Yes, please. Anything.”

“Okay, and to be clear, how much would you be willing to offer?”

“Anything.”

“Anything?”

“I don’t care if you kill Seaman and his fucking lawyer. I need to close.”

Lashkin stopped the recording. “Well, we did not have to kill the old man. The lawyer… She was a different story.” He took the tablet, opened a new window, and pressed play on a video. Michaels recognized Varkov dressed in a gray sweatsuit, standing at the far side of a corner in front of a park. When the light changed, he moved quickly across the street. The video now played in slow motion, and Peter could see Varkov move a ring on his finger into a new position, grab a woman’s arm, and squeeze. The woman looked directly into the field of view. It was Aaron Seaman’s attorney, Carla Alvarez. A look of confusion turning to sheer terror engulfed her face. Her body tensed. She turned, brought her hand to her arm, and fell to the ground. The video stopped, and Sergei tapped the photo still in Michaels’s hand of a white-faced, expressionless Carla Alvarez in what was now unquestionably a freezer in the morgue.

“Just like you asked us to,” Lashkin said.

A cold chill started in the pit of Peter’s stomach. He turned to look at Varkov and stopped midway, feeling pressure on his shoulders. Michaels imagined the giant hands riding up his neck and turned back to face the computer screen where Lashkin opened an audio recording from a different file.

First, he heard Sergei’s voice. “Mr. Seaman, Mr. Michaels only wants you to sign these papers, and he will pay you five million dollars. You will leave this apartment, and you can live the rest of your days very comfortably. Just not here. Do you understand?

“Mr. Seaman, we don’t want to hurt your grandchildren. Do you see the tree behind the jungle gym? The one with low branches? There is an apple placed on the limb of the tree. Do you see it?”

“I do.”

“Watch that apple… Vystrile.”

Michaels could hear some kind of motion, but it wasn’t clear what had happened. Only Sergei’s voice continued. “As I said, we don’t want to hurt these children. But the men, the men in the park, the men with guns, they have orders. First, they will shoot your granddaughter. Then, the boy. The next shot will not be a warning shot.”

“I’m calling the police,” Michaels heard a distraught Aaron Seaman say.

There was silence, and then Sergei said, “Sign. And you will never hear from Peter Michaels again.”

And finally, Seaman, half crying, “I’ll sign. Please tell them not to hurt anyone.”

Michaels shook his head trying to clear it of what he had just seen. A woman murdered, children threatened. Was he next? Is that why he was called here? He began to struggle under Varkov’s grip. But as thoughts raced through his head, one stuck long enough to make him stop moving. These men had done these unspeakable things to help push the deal through. Surely, they needed him for something, or they wouldn’t have shown him all this.

As if sensing Michaels’s realization, Morozov motioned to Varkov to release his grip on Peter’s shoulders. Turning to Lashkin, he said, “Let’s give Peter a chance to collect himself,” and walked out of the room. Varkov exited behind them, and Michaels heard a lock click into place.

Michaels paced from the large conference room table to the floor-to-ceiling windows, trying to understand what they gained from compromising him. Did they want to take over the project? Was it so valuable that they’d kill for it? He searched the materials on the table, trying to find a clue.

He picked up a stack of financial spreadsheets and bank statements but couldn’t focus his vision. Drops of water splattered onto the pages, and he realized it was sweat dripping from his forehead. It was hard to breathe, so he walked to the glass windows. The floor-to-ceiling windows were inoperable. He wiped the perspiration streaming down his temples with his shirtsleeve, the gold cuff links chilled and slick across his skin. He looked down at the dollar signs and, even in his panic, wondered how he would finish his project and whether they would let him keep his money. And then, What will Lillian think?

He sat back down and tried to steady his breathing. There was a way out of this. There was always a way. He arranged the financial statements neatly on the table and forced his mind to focus. He followed the money through the statements from Compagnie Bancaire Helvétique to the payoff from his initial lenders. Then, he read the limited liability company’s statement flowing from Alta to Compagnie Bancaire Helvétique to pay off the sale of his house. CBH seemed to be a subsidiary of Bank Alta, which, if he’d followed the paper trail correctly, was partially funded by the Russian government.

He had gone to Russia to procure funds from a private bank. Now, he realized, his house had been purchased with Russian government money, which had therefore funded the PAC that helped get Phil Kemp elected. Putin’s money. And now he was implicated in the murder of Carla Alvarez. He could hear his own voice on the recording, ostensibly directing Sergei to kill the lawyer.

He heard the click of the door unlocking, but to him, it was the sound of a permanent bolt sliding into place.





CHAPTER 22

MANHATTAN, NEW YORK

Morozov and Lashkin entered the room with Varkov behind them. Michaels was sitting at the table, shoulders slumped forward, his eyes staring blankly out the window. This was not the same arrogant American businessman who had entered the conference room just over an hour ago. Gone was the confident real estate magnate who reveled in staring down bankers and attorneys. Peter Michaels could push the limits of boardroom meetings to the very edge, bluff with no cards, and win. But the man now sitting before the three Russians had folded in every sense of the word.

“We understand you have a lot to process, Peter,” Morozov said, still standing. “So let me first assure you that we do not intend you any physical harm. In fact, we want you to stay in perfect health.”

“I don’t understand. What is it you want from me?”

“We want you to go back to your life. Go back to fucking your girlfriend and calling your father on holidays. Go make deals in clubs and drink too much single-malt scotch. We want you to finish the building, sell the condos, and make us a lot of money.” Michaels looked up at this. That was it? A partnership in the deal? He felt a small part of him exhale. Maybe there was a way out after all.

Lashkin continued. “We will provide you with the liquidity you require, and we will occasionally provide you with condominium buyers that you will accept and sell to. No questions asked. Just ‘Okay, Sergei.’ ”

“ ‘Okay, Sergei.’ I can do that,” Michaels replied, thinking through what this meant for him, for the deal. How much would he be sharing with the Russians? How much control would he be expected to cede?

Lashkin kept his eyes on Michaels, watching the glimmer of hope form on the American’s face. He walked around the conference table, poured a glass of water, and placed it in front of Michaels. Michaels drank, not realizing how parched he was. Lashkin pulled up a chair, sliding it closer until they were inches away from each other. He pulled a pair of eyeglasses out of his breast pocket and added carefully, “And we want you to wear these.”

Michaels looked at the glasses being offered to him. Stylish tortoiseshell eyeglasses, the kind men like him pulled out at Michelin-star restaurants to read prices on the wine list. “I don’t need glasses.”

“But certainly, it is not unusual for someone your age to wear them. So you will wear them. All of the time. I’m sure in time you’ll forget they are even on.”

Peter took the glasses and tried them on. The lenses were clear glass. He took them off and looked back at Lashkin. “They don’t do anything. Why would I wear these?”

Lashkin paused. He raised his eyebrows and looked directly into Michaels’s eyes. He waited until Michaels looked down. Beaten. “Peter. Let’s be gentlemen about our new relationship. You will wear these glasses everywhere. That information should be enough. Do I need to remind you what is happening here?”

“No, please don’t remind me,” Michaels said, subconsciously looking back at Varkov looming by the door.

“Good. You will wear the glasses. And we will hear what you hear. It is that simple.” Lashkin paused. “Oh, and one more thing. We want you to spend as much time with Philip Kemp as possible.”

Michaels felt the room spin. This wasn’t about the development project at all. It wasn’t even about Michaels. It was about providing the Russians access to the future president of the United States. Lashkin pushed the glass of water closer to him.

“Look at it this way: Your next president has our money; we want a return on our investment in you, and in him.” He paused again for the drama, enjoying the moment. “And in case you are wondering what would happen if you accidentally forget to wear them, let me be clear: Peter, we will know when you are wearing the glasses; we will know who you see and what you say. If you don’t ‘play baseball,’ we can either leak all of the information on this table to your FBI, and you will spend the rest of your life bending over for convicts, or we can have you spend time with Belsky… or both.”

Lashkin pushed his chair from the table and motioned to Peter to stay seated. “Take all the time you need to put yourself together.” He picked the glasses up from the table and placed them on Michaels’s head, adjusting them on the bridge of his nose and behind his ears. “We will be listening.”

Morozov, Lashkin, and Varkov left the room, leaving Peter alone once again—more alone than he had ever felt. He removed the tortoiseshell glasses, turned them over in his hands. “Fuck,” he cursed. Then, seeing the glasses in his hands, fell silent.





CHAPTER 23

AL-TANF, SYRIA

Skyler stood at the front of the briefing table, facing the skeptical stares of the Omega team. It was clear the team had not entirely forgiven her for the faulty intel of the Iran mission. Now, Teabore was asking her to brief them on another potential mission based on what she felt was very thin intelligence. This time in Damascus. Skyler knew that she would have to work to regain their trust. She forced herself to meet each man’s gaze. Every person in this room had their own role to play, and as an analyst, her role was to be honest about the information she had. How they decided to act on it was beyond her responsibility.

“So, thanks to the tech that you all gathered from Hamid, and with the help of the hackers over at the NSA, our spotter has located Hamid’s brother, Walid Al-Muwassil, hiding in a residential neighborhood in Damascus. We currently have eyes in the sky over the building, but he appears to be holed up inside, preventing us from getting a fix on the exact location.”

Hovering high above Damascus at twenty-five thousand feet, an MQ-1B Predator Drone provided real-time video imagery to the CIA. Raytheon’s most current Multi-Spectral Targeting System package included infrared sensors, daylight cameras, image-intensifying software for low-light scenes, and laser designators that would allow the team to mark and follow targets. If necessary, they could even mark a target for Hellfire missile strikes.

Skyler pointed to a live drone feed magnified to reveal a clear image of a city neighborhood encompassing a four-block radius. The black-and-white video showed regular early evening traffic of vehicles and pedestrians going about their business, unaware of the war raging in their midst. She aimed her laser pointer at a five-story building and directed the technician to pull the magnification back on the drone feed. “This is the building we believe Al-Muwassil is holed up in.” She moved her pointer to a low concrete building about two miles away. “Here is the nearest police station,” she said, noting that each night, the security directorate of the Syrian government set up checkpoints that, by design, were arbitrarily placed at random times.

“What floor is he on?” Diaz asked, already thinking ahead. He had pulled over a metal utility chair and had his injured leg resting on the seat. He was wearing shorts and flip-flops, the bandage on his right calf in plain sight. The bullet fragment had skipped off the rock and struck his leg just below the knee, lodging itself in the outer gastrocnemius muscle. The doctor who removed it told Diaz that had the bullet entered a couple inches higher at his knee, the TL would have been headed home for a long recovery.

“It’s not clear where he is inside the building. Our spotter saw him enter through the front door yesterday, and we have placed his phone at this location. The spotter has not seen him leave, nor has she seen him reenter the building.”

“So what you’re saying is that you know his phone is still in the building,” Mahoney said, punctuating his skepticism with a loud expulsion of tobacco spit into his cup.

Skyler nodded. “To be even more precise, we know a phone he has used recently is in the building. Listen, we are not saying this is actionable intel. Only that we think we are getting close.” Mahoney spit loudly into his cup again. Whitney took a breath and continued. “We would like to discuss establishing a forward staging hide in the building next door. Our spotter has secured an apartment across the street from the target building. That way, if we get eyes on him, we will be able to act.

“From the intel we have gained from his brother’s tech, we continue to gather strong evidence that Al-Muwassil is a key player here. He is the conduit to money, materials, and logistical intelligence being used to acquire and develop IEDs and VBIDs. He is also part of an effort to coordinate the recruitment of ‘volunteers’ into ISIS,” she added, using air quotes, knowing full well that ISIS volunteers were often forced at gunpoint as an inducement to join the terrorist organization.

“Who is the asset?” asked Diaz, thinking back to “Wolverine” white-knuckling the steering wheel in Iran.

“She is a local spotter, not an asset. And we don’t want to rely on her information for action, which is why we are discussing moving to a forward position. That is, if your team thinks this is a reasonable risk.” She quickly glanced at Teabore and added, “But we don’t know what we don’t know.”

Teabore shifted on his feet. After the Iranian mission, he, too, had to earn back their trust. “This is why we are considering sending in a small advance team. One or two operatives will set up surveillance. If they can verify with certainty that Al-Muwassil is in the building, then the rest of the team can be there in a couple hours to complete the mission.” Using a smaller advanced team had been Whitney’s idea, one Teabore had disregarded until having to look into the unwavering stares of the Omega team. Whitney simply raised an eyebrow. She had another thought she had not floated by Teabore ahead of time.

Rhoads leaned forward on his elbows, scratching his newly trimmed beard. “All right. If this guy is responsible for American deaths, and if he is in the building,” he said, looking around, “I’ll go. Forward stage to set up surveillance at the house across the street. See if we can get eyes on the target. Let’s say three days?” He looked around to the team for a reaction, catching Mahoney shaking his head disapprovingly.

“Great, bro, but no offense, your Arabic sucks. With no real asset to have your back, it’s risky if you bump into someone. None of us could pull that off,” Leary said.

Skyler had already thought about this. She glanced at Teabore and said, “I can.”

All eyes turned to the young analyst.

“You can what?” Park asked.

“I speak Arabic. Fluently,” she added, not as confidently as she would have liked. She tucked her hair back behind her ears and smoothed it down with the palms of her hands, a nervous habit left over from childhood. She looked from face to face, avoiding the glare that she could feel boring into her from where Teabore stood beside her.

“You want to go outside the wire?” Cole Swan asked incredulously.

“I speak the language. I understand the parameters of the operation.” She straightened her back. “Yes. I do. As crazy as it sounds, Damascus is relatively safe despite what is happening outside the capital. It’s like you said last week,” she said, looking at Park, “time for me to put my money where my mouth is.”

Baloo spit into his cup in admiration. “Fuck yeah, Skyler.”

“I don’t like it,” Teabore cut in. “You’re an analyst, Whitney. This is entirely out of your area of expertise. You aren’t trained to operate in the field.”

Rhoads had not taken his eyes off Skyler. It took courage for her to speak up and even more to offer to go out in the field. “It’s actually not a bad idea,” he mused. “I will be there, and with just the two of us, we can keep a small footprint. We won’t even have to walk around. We will stay inside. If we spot Al-Muwassil, I’ll call for the team. Like El—Teabore said, you guys are only two hours out. Plus, we have eyes in the sky over Damascus.” He looked around the room, seeing doubt in five pairs of eyes looking from him to Skyler. A couple days, just a sneak and peek.”

They discussed the pros and cons of a small-footprint operation. The riskiest parts of the op were the infil and exfil. Diaz and Mahoney, whose roots were in the SEAL teams, generally did not like operating alone. Mahoney looked at Diaz. “TL, two is one, and one is none.”

Diaz nodded, having internalized the philosophy deeply embedded in SEAL training: Never operate alone. Diaz finally said, “Rhoads, it’s up to you. But I have to agree—the risk seems manageable.”

“All right!” Leary said, leaning across the table to offer her a fist bump. “You got what you want, Sky. I hope you want what you got.” Skyler smiled weakly, offering her substantially smaller fist, the adrenaline from speaking up draining away.

Rhoads laughed reassuringly. “Welcome to the show.”





CHAPTER 24

DAMASCUS, SYRIA

Rhoads and Skyler walked down the shady side of a palm tree–lined street in the Mezzeh neighborhood of Damascus. “This is it,” Skyler said, stopping in front of a four-story stucco-and-stone building.

“So that’s where Al-Muwassil is holed up?” Rhoads added with a subtle nod of his head in the direction of the building across the street from where they now stood.

“I guess we’ll find out,” Whitney said, pulling out the key the spotter had procured for her and casually letting them into the building, where they would spend the next three days.

Even as the country around it crumbled under the ongoing civil war, Damascus was considered a safe haven in Syria. The most recent conflict began in 2011 with an uprising against the Russian Federation–backed regime of Syrian president Bashar al-Assad. More than just a battle between those for and against Assad, the conflict had acquired sectarian overtones, pitching the country’s Sunni majority against the president’s Shia Alawite sect, making this a proxy war between the East and West. As Rhoads and Whitney entered the apartment, it was hard to imagine that this battle was raging just outside the city limits.

Six hours earlier, they had requisitioned a car from the base motor pool. Whitney chose the most common type of car in Damascus: an aging silver Hyundai. With Rhoads at the wheel, they drove a hundred miles from the base before performing several SDR maneuvers to ensure they weren’t being followed. Whitney stared out the window, practicing Syrian phrases in her head, trying not to let her nerves get the better of her. Rhoads glanced over and, seeing the tension etched between her eyes, broke the silence.

“Sky, pretty ballsy of you to volunteer for this stakeout. I’m impressed. The whole team is.”

Skyler turned to him. “Do you think it was a mistake?”

“Nope. This is going to be a straightforward op. And if things do start to go sideways, I’ll have your back. Or, you can always Syrian-talk your way back to the base.”

She smiled, feeling some of the tension ease. “It’s weird, right?” she asked, looking back out the window as they drove deeper into Damascus.

“What is?”

“I expected all of the women to be in burkas. And I thought I’d see at least some signs of the war. But this, this almost feels like Europe.”

Rhoads nodded in agreement. While older men wore long thobe tunics with keffiyehs covering their heads, and many women still wore burkas and hijabs, most of the people in Damascus could have stepped straight out of modern day Rome. Women strolled the sidewalks unaccompanied, long hair hanging loosely around their shoulders. BMWs and Mercedes lined the streets.

It was 7 p.m. when they slipped into the sparse one-bedroom apartment without incident. The place was a study in minimalism: tired furniture scattered across a battered concrete floor, bare walls that amplified every sound. A small galley kitchen opened into a living area, with a single bedroom tucked away in the back. Rhoads cleared the rooms before starting to set up surveillance.

“No wonder you volunteered for this operation,” he said, his voice light. “This is more comfortable than most overwatch positions I’ve manned.”

Skyler surveyed the furnishings, including the lone bed pushed against the far wall of the bedroom. “I’ll be sure to thank the spotter.” She laughed, but Rhoads caught the undercurrent of anxiety in her voice. She busied herself opening cases and laying their contents on a simple wooden table.

Skyler pulled out a sheet of sheer fabric and duct-taped it over the window overlooking the target building. Together, they positioned the wooden table and two chairs about four feet from the now-hidden viewpoint. Rhoads unpacked their gear: first, a short-burst communication radio fitted with an Iridium Core 9523 module for sending reports to the TOC every two hours, then a Sony a7R V camera with an FE 200-600 zoom lens for street surveillance. The camera’s internal short-burst device would transmit photos and videos instantly to base command. Finally, he laid out a Heckler & Koch HK417 compact with a suppressor—the shorter barrel perfect for urban sniping while maintaining the power and precision of a larger rifle. His suppressed SIG P226 remained holstered at his side.

Skyler disappeared into the kitchen and returned with two cups of instant coffee.

“No, thanks,” Rhoads said, “I’m not a coffee guy,” pulling some crumpled tea bags from his pack.

“Baloo said you drink iced tea, not coffee. I thought he was kidding,” she said.

He laughed. “Why don’t you get some sleep?” he said, noticing her drawn face. “I’ll take the first shift.”

Shift. The word answered her unspoken question about sleeping arrangements. Skyler nodded and headed for the bedroom.

“I’ll wake you in four hours,” Rhoads called, pulling the chair up to their makeshift surveillance station.





CHAPTER 25

DAMASCUS, SYRIA

Over the next two days, Rhoads and Skyler settled into the rhythm of their shifts. They watched people going about their daily routines, seemingly oblivious to both the devastation beyond the city limits and the possibility that a high-level ISIS facilitator walked among them. After forty-eight uneventful hours, that word—“possibility”—began to gnaw at their certainty. They monitored the building across the street constantly, but saw no sign of their target.

To pass the time, they traded stories of their childhoods. Rhoads’s tales painted pictures of a remote town filled with adventure—he and his cousins playing nighttime pranks, pretending to be coyotes in chicken coops, darting back inside just as porch lights flicked on, stifling laughter while bleary-eyed fathers appeared with shotguns in hand.

His voice softened as he recalled the day his older cousin, Nate, had hauled a thick maritime rope up a towering black cottonwood that leaned over the bay near their lodge. They’d planned to properly christen it the next night, but young Kevin couldn’t wait. After dinner, he’d snuck out alone, grabbed the knotted end, and swung far out over the bay. His grip failed just before the backswing, sending him plunging into the freezing water. A passing kayaker had fished out the blue-lipped boy and returned him home, wrapped in a blanket that reeked of salmon and wet dog.

“If you asked my dad about that day,” Rhoads said, “he’d tell you that even though my teeth were chattering, I couldn’t stop smiling as I told him how it felt flying out over the bay. According to him, that’s when he decided he’d teach me to fly his bush plane.”

Skyler studied him as he spoke, struck by how his entire demeanor transformed when talking about his family. The easy affection he showed was foreign to her, impossible to imagine from her own father, even toward her brother. Her childhood felt unremarkable in comparison to Kevin’s stories of learning to shoot with his dad and earning his pilot’s license at fifteen.

“Somehow, getting drunk with my soccer team after winning regionals in ninth grade doesn’t sound so daring anymore.”

“Underaged drinking and winning regionals?” Rhoads raised an eyebrow in mock disbelief. “See? I knew you were a badass.”

Skyler laughed and stood quickly, using the bathroom as an excuse to escape. She pushed away thoughts of those days, of her brother, Alex, at nineteen, being deployed to Afghanistan, of two uniformed servicemen at their door three months later. Though Rhoads was the only person on base she’d consider telling about her brother, now wasn’t the time. The mission needed her focused, not lost in the aftershocks still rippling through her family.

They took turns in the kitchen, working from local ingredients and a cookbook the spotter had left behind. There was even a bottle of Syrah from the vineyards near Latakia, technically forbidden in Damascus. Without discussion, they’d fallen into sharing meals, clearing space on the crowded surveillance table for plates of attempted local dishes. They made do with dish towels for napkins and juice glasses for the wine. In another context, it might have felt like an extended date in some exotic city.

On their second night, Skyler manned surveillance while Rhoads cleaned up the dishes from his effort to re-create what the cookbook called bamieh stew, made with okra and lamb in a tomato sauce. From the kitchen, he watched her roll her neck and stretch, trying to work out the tension. Before he could second-guess himself, he stepped behind her and began working at the knots in her shoulders. He felt her muscles gradually release, her breathing deepen.

“Whit, I’m glad you’re here.”

She tilted her head back, offering a half smile. “Me too, Kev,” she said, covering his hand with hers and squeezing gently.

Later, when her shift ended, Skyler knocked softly before easing open the bedroom door. Rhoads lay sleeping on his stomach, wrapped loosely in a thin cotton blanket, one leg hanging off the narrow bed. One arm was tucked under his pillow, the other curved above his head. She started to speak, then stopped, taking a few careful steps forward. The blond hair on his tanned, muscled limbs caught her attention. She’d glimpsed tattoos peeking from his T-shirt sleeves before, but now she saw an intricate abstraction covering his upper back. She stood for a long moment, letting her fingers trace in the air the elaborate design of his tattoo. Maybe someday, she thought, slipping her hands into her pockets.

Military flatbeds with armed sentries passed at least twice daily, harsh reminders that this wasn’t Paris. Near dusk on the third day, a security truck pulled to the corner and began setting up a checkpoint twenty yards from their apartment front door, stopping pedestrians and checking papers.

“Skyler,” Rhoads said sharply, “come away from the window.” Skyler leaned back in her chair, forcing herself to move slowly. Rhoads was already on comms with the TOC. “Looks like we’re gonna need an exfil,” he told Leary, the duty officer. Skyler slid the chair back and instinctively began gathering the items on the table. One of the soldiers shouted from the truck to the others, and they suddenly packed up their barricades and drove away. “Wait,” Rhoads said, cautiously peering out of the window. “Cancel that, Baloo. False alarm.” He looked at Skyler. “They’re gone,” he said with a note of bemusement in his voice. “You can let go now.”

Skyler looked down and saw that she was gripping Rhoads’s arm. Without a word, she began laying the equipment back out on the table.

The next morning, Rhoads sat cross-legged on the couch, finalizing their return logistics. After three days, the stakeout was looking like a dry hole. Skyler maintained position at the window, leaning forward with her elbows on her knees. Rhoads had just stretched his legs and returned to his laptop when Skyler suddenly straightened. “Rhoads, something is happening,” she said, motioning him to the window.

Together they watched a large black SUV pull up to the target building. Two men in dark suits with open-collared shirts got out and scanned the street.

“Get on the camera,” Rhoads ordered. He spoke into his phone to the TOC, “You guys getting this?”

“Roger that,” Cole replied, it being the young operative’s turn on the shift.

“Security,” commented Rhoads. “Scanning to make sure it is safe for a principal.”

Skyler started snapping photos of the scene. When the two bodyguards appeared satisfied that no obvious danger presented itself, two additional men climbed out of the car and looked around. One of the men, tall and lanky, clearly a principal, took out his phone to make a call.

Skyler whispered to Rhoads without taking her eyes from the camera, “Mark the time. I will have the NSA tag the number of his phone from the cell tower.”

Rhoads marked the exact time as he watched the four men approach the front door. The man on the phone stayed in the middle of the group. The other principal was significantly larger than the man making the phone call. Rhoads watched how he moved, and, picking up a pair of binoculars, he deciphered a jagged scar near his ear that ran down his neck. Likely more protection, Rhoads thought.

“I’d say Eastern European judging by their clothes,” Skyler speculated. “Russian?”

About an hour passed before the two principals exited the building, followed closely by their security. Skyler zoomed in on the faces through the Sony lens before the men climbed back into the SUV. “Did you get all that?” Rhoads asked.

“Yes,” she said, checking the equipment. “And it’s all been transmitted to base. We got it all.”

As the SUV pulled away, a bright blue four-door Toyota pulled up in front of their building. “What does that say?” Rhoads asked, looking at the Arabic letters encircling a shield on the sedan’s door.

Skyler looked from the car to Rhoads. “It’s the Public Security Police,” she said as two uniformed officers got out of the vehicle. A third person, a man not in uniform but dressed in European-style clothes, emerged from the car’s back seat and moved to the front of the car, speaking to the police and pointing up toward the window where they sat.

“Whitney,” Rhoads said in a slow, measured voice, but standing so quickly that the chair he’d been sitting on tumbled backward to the ground. He moved to the back of the living room. “Time to move.” His voice was calm yet authoritative. He reached for the go bags leaning by the back door. “Skyler, put on your vest. Now.”

“How did they know we’re here?” Skyler asked, watching him already at the table, disassembling the HK417 and placing all the equipment quickly and methodically into his backpack. Skyler stood in the middle of the room, not sure what to do. Rhoads put his hand on her shoulder. “Sky, focus with me. Put on your vest, then your shirt.” He was nodding his head. “Put the gear in a bag; you got this. Let’s get ready to move to the car.” He looked her in the eyes; it was a look she had not seen before. The mischievous boy from Alaska was gone, replaced by a determined operator solely focused on the immediate objective of their safe escape.

Rhoads put on his vest, pulled a long white shirt over it, and moved to the back door. His SIG P226 was tucked in his belt, nestled against his lower back, one mag in the gun and one at the ready on his belt. He cracked open the door to the back fire escape. A second Syrian PSP vehicle was idling below. He closed the door. If he had been alone, he would have exited out the back door, where there was more cover than out front, and a chance to avoid a confrontation.

But he was not alone. “Skyler, go to the bathroom and close the door. Keep your gun with you. If anyone but me opens the door, aim for the chest, get to the car, and drive away.” He could hear from his earbud that the TOC had eyes on the situation, and the team was spinning up for a fast drive from the base to Damascus. But no matter how fast they drove, they were still, at best, a two-hour drive away.

Skyler pulled the Glock 19 from her pack and did as she was told. She moved to the back of the bathroom, pulling the door closed as she did. She looked around the dingy room. Toiletries lay on the sink, and a small, damp bath mat was on the floor. Pressing her back against the tiled wall, she felt her legs weaken and slid down until her knees were against her chest. She tried to steady her breathing as she ran through her weapons training in her head.

Release the gun from the holster; draw the gun to chest level; present the weapon; aim at the target. Inhale, exhale, squeeze the trigger, she chanted silently to herself.

Rhoads kept an eye on the window as he assessed the situation. He assumed the back door police officer was waiting for a squirter. The best option was to engage the Syrian police in the front and simply walk out the front door.

There was a knock at the door.

He looked around the room. The surveillance equipment was put away; the go bags were at the back, unseen. He replaced the overturned chair. It looked like a regular, albeit disheveled, room. The smell of cumin from their meals still hung in the air.

Looking through the peephole, he saw two middle-aged officers, both generally portly; traffic cops. One was larger than the other. He would have to be dealt with first.

Rhoads opened the door and placed his hand on his chest, giving a slight nod of respect. “As-salamu alaykum,” he said, welcoming them into the apartment with his limited Arabic.

“Wa alaikum salaam,” the larger of the two officers replied and continued saying something Rhoads didn’t understand, looking around the apartment as he spoke. Rhoads glanced at their holsters. They were each carrying a Makarov PM, a Soviet-designed semiautomatic pistol, in a highly polished black patent leather holster with a black strap for safety. The straps were still securely buttoned in place. The rest of their utility belts were filled with items more suited for a traffic stop, which, unlike their holsters, showed signs of constant use. They were unprepared for what was going to happen. Feigning understanding, Rhoads gestured for the men to come in, so the confrontation happened inside the apartment with the door closed.

The officers continued to talk, and Rhoads nodded, keeping his hands where they could see them as he closed the door. Moving calmly, he positioned himself so that the larger officer stood directly in front of him and the smaller one directly behind the larger one. The larger officer gestured toward the closed bathroom door as he spoke. Rhoads nodded, smiling.

The officer took one step toward the bathroom; Rhoads exploded into motion. Action is faster than reaction. He closed the distance to the larger officer in a single fluid movement, gripped the man’s shoulder, and drove his knee up with crushing force into the officer’s groin. As the officer doubled over, Rhoads was already moving to his next target.

In one combined motion, he seized the second officer’s gun hand while shoving the first man aside. Rhoads twisted the captured arm counterclockwise, yanking inward with brutal efficiency. The second officer pitched forward over his collapsed partner. As the man toppled past him, Rhoads released the trapped hand and pivoted, driving his elbow into the sweet spot where neck meets skull.

His hand found the SIG P226 concealed under his shirt. He struck two savage blows with the pistol’s butt. Precise. Final. The larger officer curled into himself, blood seeping from his left ear. The smaller one sprawled face down, motionless, a thin crimson line tracking across the floor from his skull.

Rhoads cleared the weapons, checked safeties, and stripped magazines. The guns went sailing to opposite corners. Zip ties appeared from his pocket, securing arms and legs. Duct tape from his bag sealed their mouths. Their radios were crushed under his boot heel. In the kitchen, he ripped the landline cord free, separating wire from base.

Less than sixty seconds had passed.

Wasting no time, he went to the bathroom. “Whit, it’s me. Open the door; we’re moving.”

Skyler got up from the cold tile floor and cautiously came out of the bathroom. She had been listening to the thuds and crashes that permeated the closed door, petrified, trying to decipher what was occurring in the next room. Now she took in the scene before her. Rhoads stood by the window, looking through the mesh fabric still secured to the frame. Two Syrian police officers lay on the floor, not moving, one in the fetal position and one lying on his stomach, hands and feet zip-tied, with blood pooling around both of their heads. Rhoads was calm and alert, assessing the landscape around him.

“Are they dead?”

“Not now,” Rhoads said, moving to collect his gear.

Skyler instinctively moved toward the officers on the ground. “Kevin, how can you be so cold?”

Rhoads stopped packing. He stepped calmly in front of Skyler, blocking her line of sight to the men. “First rule, don’t get caught.” He looked at her without emotion. “We are alive and not in custody, and we are moving. Put a shirt over your vest. We’re leaving. Right now.” Rhoads handed her the blouse she’d worn on the way in. “We are going to walk to the car. Just a man and woman going for a drive. Just another day. Just another afternoon.” His steady voice kept her emotions in check. Calm is contagious.

Rhoads grabbed their gear from the back of the room and slung his backpack over one shoulder. Skyler stood ashen-faced, staring at the widening pool of blood around the motionless bodies. Rhoads handed her a small duffel bag. Skyler stared blankly at the offered bag for a second and then, gathering her senses, took the duffel from Rhoads. She looked around the room to be sure they weren’t leaving behind anything that could identify them.

“I’m ready. Let’s go,” she said simply. He nodded, relieved. They left through the front door, taking the stairs down three flights, avoiding the elevator. Rhoads took Skyler’s hand, and they crossed the lobby toward the front door.

When they reached the front door, Rhoads slowed their pace, and, keeping Skyler’s hand in his, he led her out onto the street. Staying on the sidewalk, they walked to the end of the block and turned right on Alexandria Street. Their car was parked just over a block and a half away. Rhoads looked at her with an easy smile. “Just a nice day for a drive.” Skyler nodded, afraid of what her voice would sound like if she spoke.

She scanned the street, feeling as if every eye were watching them, certain their capture was imminent. Her head was on a swivel, and she unconsciously gripped Rhoads’s hand with all of her strength.

Rhoads could feel her nervous energy radiating and heard her uneven breathing. He stopped and turned to her, placing his hands on her cheeks. “Whit, we got this.” His smile brought her back into her body. “Take a breath.”

As he gently turned her face toward his, Skyler found herself facing the door of the building they had been surveilling. The front door opened, and she watched over her left shoulder as a man exited the apartment building and stepped onto the pavement. The sun was bright, but even squinting, she instantly recognized him.

His head was uncovered, with thick dark hair combed back neatly from his face. He was dressed in Western clothes, with aviator sunglasses, slacks, and a white linen button-down shirt that hung loosely over his protruding stomach. With all the composure Skyler could muster, she took Rhoads by his right hand, turning so her back was to the man, and Rhoads was facing him. She leaned in as if in an embrace. “See the man moving to your right? It’s him. Al-Muwassil.”

Surprised at her presence of mind, Rhoads shifted his gaze, keeping his head still. “Okay. Let’s get to the car, and we’ll follow him.” Skyler removed her arm from Rhoads’s shoulder, her heart racing with another surge of adrenaline. She looked at him, hoping for reassurance, but his expression gave nothing away. “We need to call this in,” he said. “We’re on borrowed time. The police will come looking for their men in an hour at most.” He took Skyler’s hand and began walking toward the car. Feeling the tension in her grip increase again, he looked at her, his face softening for a moment. “Hey, nice work, Whit.” He squeezed her hand. “We’re almost there.”





CHAPTER 26

DAMASCUS, SYRIA

As soon as they were safely in the car, Skyler called the TOC. Park answered, “Sit rep.” Rhoads was behind the wheel and she was in the passenger seat, the Hyundai idling, giving Al-Muwassil some distance before they pulled out of the parking space to start their pursuit.

“Our hide was compromised,” Skyler started, trying to find the correct words. “The police entered the apartment, and, uh, we—or, uh, he—um, Owl 1”—remembering Rhoads’s mission call sign—“uh, he incapacitated them.” She paused, looking at Rhoads, who looked back at her and nodded. “We currently have eyes on the prize. We are in the car, and our target is walking approximately ten meters to our north on Alexandria Street. Do you see him?”

“Roger, Owl 2, we have you in the car and a walker ten meters north on Alexandria. Walker is now marked,” Park reported, indicating that the camera’s laser designator and AI program would automatically follow Al-Muwassil.

Rhoads spoke into the speakerphone. “Owl 1, we are on a short fuse here. When the police realize their men are down, they will put up additional checkpoints. Monitor police radio traffic and tell us when to get out of Dodge.”

“Roger that. QRF is on the way to your position. They’re about seventy-five minutes out,” Park said, referring to Leary and Cole, who were currently speeding en route to Damascus to provide support and a ride back to the base.

“Let us know where the target goes. We plan to follow in the car. If we see an opportunity, we will take it,” Rhoads said in a clear, confident voice. “Meantime, work an exfil for us.” He pulled the car out of the spot and began a lazy tail of their subject. Unaware he was being followed, Al-Muwassil walked left onto Trablus El-Gharb, another street lined with well-kept five-story buildings and towering shade trees emanating an air of comfort and wealth.

Rhoads slowly approached the corner but stopped before turning left. “Shit. It’s one way.” They watched Al-Muwassil’s back continuing along the one-way street, going in the wrong direction. “We can’t follow him in the car. We are going to have to break contact,” Rhoads said, pulling into an empty spot at the intersection of the two roads.

“Or you follow him on foot, and I will take the car around the corner and meet you there,” Skyler suggested.

“No. We only have a small window. We’re not separating.”

Operating on instinct and pride, Skyler opened the car door and walked quickly to the driver’s side. “Then let’s go!”

“Fuck.” Rhoads grabbed his bag, and together, they began a soft, wide pursuit on foot, following guidance from the overhead reconnaissance drone. Al-Muwassil was about forty meters in front of them on the opposite side of the street, where the road meandered in a gentle curve to the left. They passed an elementary school with children playing in the front, and rounding the corner, they passed the arched-windowed gates of the Jordanian embassy. Al-Muwassil checked his watch and continued walking down the residential street at a slightly faster pace.

“Just out for a walk; just a regular day,” Skyler repeated softly as they reached the intersection of Trablus el-Gharb and Al Salamen. They had watched Al-Muwassil turn left, passing the Belgian embassy. By the time Rhoads and Skyler had made the turn, the target was gone from sight.

“Target has entered the Dunes Club restaurant,” Park reported, monitoring the drone feed. “On your right.” The Dunes Clubs were a chain of restaurants throughout Damascus that served a mix of contemporary Middle Eastern and Western-style food. They were known for the large swimming pools that were a focal point of each establishment. This location had two pools with white lounge chairs and bistro tables scattered around the edges, leading to a spacious indoor dining room. Al-Muwassil had already entered the indoor space. The complex was crowded with businessmen and casual diners, mostly wearing Western clothes. Good, we’ll fit in, Kevin assessed, at least until the police put out an APB for our arrest.

“Owl 1, we’ve lost visual of the target inside the building. QRF is thirty-five minutes out.”

“Any chatter on the police radio?” Rhoads asked while looking at Skyler. The question rolled off his tongue as casually as if he were asking about the weather, each word deliberately unhurried.

“Negative,” Park replied.





CHAPTER 27

DAMASCUS, SYRIA

The smell of lamb, cardamom, and lemongrass carried through the open doors as Skyler approached the hostess and, in Syrian dialect, began chatting with the pretty young woman about something Rhoads did not understand. The hostess and Skyler looked at Rhoads and shared a laugh as she led them through the crowded room to a banquette with an open view of the restaurant. She left the menus and returned to the hostess stand.

“What did you say to her?”

“I asked, what kind of world is it when men have all the power, but they can’t even ask for a table?” Rhoads smiled, both at the comment and the fact that Skyler was rising to the demands of the mission despite the stress she must be experiencing.

He scanned the room and located the target about thirty meters from their table, sitting alone at a table set for three. He followed Al-Muwassil’s gaze toward the entrance. The hostess greeted two men whom she led past Rhoads and Skyler to Al-Muwassil’s table. Whitney slid her foot over to Kevin’s. He gave a subtle nod while continuing to pretend to survey the menu. They were the same two men Whitney had photographed that morning at the target’s building. The larger man with the scar on his neck stopped before sitting down, scanning the room as the tall, thin man shook hands with Al-Muwassil. A waiter approached Rhoads and Skyler’s table. She scanned the menu and ordered flatbread and hummus. There was no alcohol served in Damascus, so she ordered a watermelon smoothie for herself and a mandarin iced tea for Rhoads. Rhoads asked Skyler to order him a steak. She looked quizzically at him but translated his order to the waiter.

After their food arrived, Rhoads casually rested his chin in his hand, subtly tapping a finger to his ear. “Time’s up,” he mouthed. Teabore’s voice continued in his earpiece. “Police are headed to your hideout, checking on an unresponsive unit. Your extraction team should be in front of the restaurant in ten minutes.” As Teabore ended the update, Al-Muwassil rose from his chair and began winding his way through the labyrinth of tables.

Rhoads’s posture stiffened as he watched their target move toward the restrooms. He scanned the restaurant, observing the calm hum of the guests enjoying an early evening meal, comfortably numb to the dangers around them. He leaned toward Skyler. “I am going to the restroom,” he said softly, deftly palming the steak knife the waiter had brought for his untouched dinner. “Get the check, pay quickly, and head to the curb in front of the restaurant. Take my backpack. The team should be here shortly. I will meet you outside.” He stood casually and added, “If I am not out when Baloo arrives, get in the car, tell them to move, and we will find an alternate rendezvous point.”

Skyler started to protest, but she recognized what was quickly becoming a familiar expression in his eyes. A switch had been flipped: This was a command, not a discussion. She nodded and watched him move—a cheetah stalking an unsuspecting gazelle on the plains.

Rhoads moved through the crowded restaurant toward the bathroom in the back of the large dining room, using his peripheral vision to take in the whole room. Head down and shoulders rounded forward, he passed Al-Muwassil’s visitors but did not overtly look at them. He walked past the women’s room, toward a large wooden door marked with an outline of a male head. He cautiously pulled open the door. The room appeared to be empty. A row of private stalls lined one wall, across from a tiled counter of sinks. Kevin positioned himself by the middle sink, assuming his target was in a stall. He slid the palmed steak knife so it was completely concealed under his left sleeve, with the blade pointing up flattened against his wrist and lower arm.

Skyler made a pretense of checking her phone, motioned for the waiter, and quickly paid for the meal. Standing up, she noticed the larger man at Al-Muwassil’s table following Rhoads’s path toward the bathroom. She froze. Rhoads had given her explicit instructions. The exfil team would be waiting in front of the restaurant in a matter of minutes. She started to walk toward the exit, stopped, and turned back.

She picked up her half-finished drink and walked toward the corridor leading to the restrooms. Just as she reached the large man making his way to the men’s room, she turned her head, pretending to look behind her, and bumped into him, spilling the thick pink smoothie onto the front of his pants.

“Ana aasif!” I am sorry! Skyler exclaimed in Arabic.

Varkov stopped and looked at his pants in disgust. Skyler reached for a pile of cloth napkins stacked on a serving tray near the bathroom entrance. She started to dab at the bright pink stain on his pants when he politely but sternly placed his giant hands on her shoulders and moved her out of the way. “Nyet,” No, he said in Russian, striding quickly past her toward the heavy wooden door. The interaction lasted forty-five seconds.

Walid Al-Muwassil provided logistical support for IED and VBID production and transport. His battlefield was the dark web. His most powerful weapon—a laptop with encrypted links. He was proudly responsible for untold deaths and disfigurements. He envisioned himself a warrior. A warrior who was completely ill-prepared for the last battle of his life.

Rhoads stood at the sink, letting the water run. Al-Muwassil came out of the stall, rolling up the white cuffs of his shirtsleeves. He approached the left sink and began washing his hands, ignoring the man beside him. Rhoads waited until Al-Muwassil’s hands were under the water before taking a half step back.

Rhoads rotated the steak knife in his left palm, blade forward, grip locked. In one lightning-quick motion, he moved right and drove the blade deep between the target’s second and third ribs, piercing the left lung, then used the embedded knife as leverage to swing his right arm around his target’s throat. Al-Muwassil’s world dissolved into blinding pain, confusion, and darkness as blood and air filled his lungs. The iron choke hold crushed his windpipe, reducing his scream to a wet gurgle.

Maintaining pressure on both knife and neck, Rhoads shuffled backward, dragging Al-Muwassil into the empty stall as the man’s arms and legs flailed helplessly. Five seconds had elapsed. Shifting his grip, Rhoads released the knife and cupped his hands around the target’s head. With a practiced motion, he executed a sharp upward twist. The gruesome snap was swift and final. Al-Muwassil slumped instantly, his body limp but for his left leg, which twitched in protest. Rhoads lifted the lifeless form under the arms and positioned it on the toilet seat, the head hanging at an unnatural angle.

He checked Al-Muwassil’s pockets and extracted two phones and a wallet. He slid the lock on the stall door and crawled from under it, careful not to let the blood on his hands mark the floor. Twenty seconds had elapsed. He returned to the sink, and as he washed his hands clean, he saw in the mirror the restroom door opening. He watched Varkov’s giant frame fill the doorway and turn to face him. Rhoads pulled a paper towel from the dispenser and gave a curt nod as he tossed it into the basket on his way out the door, almost bumping into Skyler in the bathroom corridor. She started to say something, but he took her hand, and they wove their way quickly through the restaurant and out the door.

Varkov stood looking around the bathroom and, not seeing Al-Muwassil, called out his name without reply. He pushed open the doors of each stall, stopping at the one that was locked. “Walid, vsyo v poriadke?” Everything okay? He peered under the stall door and saw Al-Muwassil’s polished leather dress shoes hanging loosely from a pair of splayed legs. He kicked the door open. Al-Muwassil was propped on the toilet, dead-eyed, neck broken, with a red stain covering much of his shirt. Varkov turned and ran out of the bathroom, scanning the restaurant for the killer, leaving his bewildered lunch partner alone at the table.

Rhoads and Skyler reached the curb just as a dusty four-door Toyota pulled up. Leary leaned out of the open passenger-side window. “Let’s go!” he shouted. They jumped into the back seat, Rhoads pulling the door closed as Swan sped them away, seconds before Varkov burst through the restaurant door, squinting into the sun at an empty street.





CHAPTER 28

RUBIZHNE, UKRAINE

Darian and Anastasia had fallen into a routine. Like children playing with a light switch, their days flipped from general boredom to high alert and back to monotony. The irregular became regular, a testimony to their resilience and desire to protect their homeland. For eight-hour shifts, they sat cramped in the “nest” of the NASAMS radar module station, waiting and then reacting to the incessant attacks of the Russian occupiers. When not plugged in, they aided the maintenance crew with rearming the launch tubes. They ate their meals and slept in a glorified tent. They were offered a four-day leave every three weeks, which they never took. “When the Russians rest, we will rest,” Anastasia told her commander.

The two friends had become accustomed to the ever-present hum of electronics and the whine of the hydraulic lift that shook the ground each time the missiles were called to attention. The rushing sound of the rockets blasting from their tubes never felt routine. Every launch carried with it the weight of their patriotic duty to keep their countrymen breathing.

This morning’s shift started like all other mornings with the changeover from the previous team. The departing team reported to Darian that a software update had been downloaded that night, and the module was functioning normally. There had not been a target in the past eight hours, and the tubes were full.

While Darian manned the main screen, Anastasia communicated via the radio with the other modules’ technicians, looking for updates. In a well-practiced dance that the two former students had grown accustomed to, the screen suddenly came alive, as six unidentified squares raced across the screen. Darian efficiently went through the checklist of actions to ensure these were valid targets and then confirmed that there were AMRAAM missiles housed in their cylinders. The computer system, monitoring the larger battle space, chose a different NASAMS module closer to the contact for the engagement. Darian waited, expecting to see the defensive weapon’s signature light up the radar.

Nothing appeared.

“Launch failure,” reported their comrade in arms from a module fifty miles away, his tone slightly elevated.

“Rubhizne prepared to override,” Anastasia reported, motioning to Darian to hit the override button. They had practiced this scenario in Fort Bell. He flipped a switch to have their module take over the engagement. The program’s vector analyzed the potential trajectory of the enemy bogies that continued to move across the screen. They could see three missiles headed toward Pryvillya and three toward Novodruzhes. The residents had mostly abandoned the two small villages. However, both had become staging and resupply hubs for Ukrainian troops and equipment.

“Pryvillya,” Anastasia said softly. This was where Pavlo was stationed. She had spoken to him just before beginning her shift that morning.

Darian announced he was launching, lifted the safety, and pressed the launch button.

No vibrations were felt. There was no whoosh from the urgent release of missiles rocketing out of the tubes. No stench of fuel in the air. Just a terrifying stillness.

He hit the button again, and again, and again in growing desperation. Anastasia shouted frantically into the network that their module was down. Her shouts were echoed by her peers manning the other modules. All of the NASAMS modules were down.

Anastasia frantically called Pavlo from her phone as they helplessly watched the six green squares approach their targets and disappear.





CHAPTER 29

WASHINGTON, DC

United States president Christine Wade resented the term “lame duck.” Only six weeks remained in her term, but she was still the president and more than capable of handling any situation. After graduating from West Point at the top of her class, Wade had spent over a decade on active duty in the US Army, earning her wings as a combat helicopter pilot. She flew Black Hawk helicopters in Iran and Afghanistan to support ground operations. At the tail end of her fourth deployment, as she was supporting a Ranger element during an operation in Iraq, her Black Hawk was hit by an insurgent rocket-propelled grenade. Her helicopter was critically damaged, and embodying the West Point creed—“Let Duty be well performed, Honor be e’er unturned, Country be ever armed, West Point, by thee,” she exchanged her control stick for her M4 carbine and defended her injured crew from the approaching enemy forces. Before being rescued by the Rangers, Wade was credited with four enemy “engagements.” She was awarded both the Silver Star for valor and the Purple Heart for bullet wounds to her left shoulder.

This December morning, President Wade found herself in the Situation Room at the head of a long mahogany table, flanked by various members of the military and presidential staff, including the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Andrew Ramos; the secretary of defense, Glenn White; the director of the CIA, Jessica Somers; the director of National Intelligence, Winston Palmer; and secretary of state, Jane Yang. Perched in chairs just behind each of the principals seated around the table, aides sat, ready to take notes and find answers to any questions that might arise.

Another aide was seated at a small computer station on the far side of the room, controlling the flat-screen monitors that lined the oak-paneled walls of the conference room. These monitors displayed information from every government department, delivering live intel that informed the life-and-death decisions the government officials were asked to make within the walls of this room.

The long row of clocks above them reported different time zones across the globe, and at this moment, the Ukrainian clock was illuminated, showing 1300 hours. It was 6 a.m. in this wing of the White House, which was manned 24/7, all year round.

“Good morning, everyone,” Wade said, addressing the room. “Winston, can you update us on what’s happening?”

The director of National Intelligence motioned to the aide on the opposite side of the room to bring up the map of Ukraine. “Last night,” he began, “we saw new aggressive Russian activity in the strategically significant Luhansk Oblast, in the Donbas region of eastern Ukraine.” Palmer, in his early seventies, with a full head of gray hair to complement his full figure, had been a senior member of the national security apparatus for thirty years through eight administrations.

He remained seated while the aide traced the current battle lines with a laser pointer. “The red line here denotes the current state of play—with the Russians to the east and the Ukrainians to the west of this strategic city. For Russia, Rubizhne provides a gateway to the Dnieper River basin and the industrial heartland of Ukraine. Control of Rubizhne would also allow Russia to cut off Ukraine’s forces in the wider region and threaten other cities, such as Kharkiv and Dnipro,” he said, the laser pointer bouncing to each city as he spoke. “Over the past twelve hours, we have seen a major Russian land and air offensive pushing the Ukrainians back, inflicting heavy losses.”

“I thought we controlled the air?” President Wade asked, knowing that whoever controls the air controls the battlespace.

“Madam President,” General Ramos cut in, “this is the most alarming part of the development. We are seeing an unchallenged Russian air campaign giving them an advantage on the ground war escalation. We are getting reports that Ukraine has not effectively used the US-supplied NASAMS surface-to-air system we have trained them on. In fact, we have not seen them use the system in the last twelve hours,” Ramos continued, glancing at the clocks hanging above the monitors. “This multimodule system has been a critical, if not the primary, mode of defense in the Ukrainian arsenal to keep the sky clear, allowing the Ukrainian ground forces to operate. Without the deterrence from NASAMS, both the Russian air-to-surface and surface-to-surface systems are having a devastating effect on the Ukrainian ground forces and supply lines. Further, we have seen ground advances by the Russians and retreats by the Ukrainians. Madam President, from a military perspective, this is very concerning.”

“So why are they not deploying the NASAMS?” Wade asked, looking around the table.

Director Somers of the CIA took the floor. “We have been monitoring communication from the Ukrainian ground forces with the help of the NSA,” she said, nodding to Vivek Desai, the head of the NSA, who was scanning a note handed to him by an aide seated behind him. “The Ukrainians have reached out to us for support of any kind. We don’t have specifics, except that the NASAMS modules are no longer functioning,” Somers continued.

“What part is not working?” asked the president.

“The entire network of NASAMS.”

“Every single module is down? How is that possible?” President Wade asked.

“At this time, we are not sure,” Somers said as Desai cleared his throat loudly.

Vivek Desai, young for this position, was recognized as a brilliant computer scientist with a practical methodology and the skills to deploy the vast resources of the NSA. He handed the note back to his aide and addressed the room.

“If I may,” he started, “we have been working on several intercepts, triangulating multiple sources of electronic data, and now, we believe we can confirm our theory.”

Somers’s and Glenn White’s eyes met. This was not the first time important information had been revealed to all the members of this council with last-minute timing. Desai played politics as adroitly as his techno-wizardry. “The NSA believes that the Russians have corrupted the entire NASAMS network,” he said decisively.

“How is that possible?” demanded the short and stocky General Ramos. Even now, in his late sixties, he sported a marine high-and-tight crew cut that, as a young marine, earned him the nickname “The Tank.”

“General, as you know, each NASAMS module is connected to the other modules by a secure network. Through this network, the Ukrainians can coordinate specific targets and target selections. Periodically, at predetermined times, the network is updated for either software maintenance or network upgrades. Without getting too technical, the NSA believes a technician at one of the modules either maliciously inserted a virus directly into the module, which then, through the network, infected each of the other modules, or unwittingly installed a corrupted network update that was, in fact, a cyberattack by the Russians.”

Ramos turned to President Wade. “I would like to point out that while the US Army trained the Ukrainians, there are no US personnel stationed at any of the modules in Ukraine assisting in the management and operations of the NASAMS.” The general continued with his grim assessment. “Unless the NASAMS is immediately returned to service, the Russians will quickly exploit the weakness of Ukrainian air defense. We can expect a dramatic surge in land acquisition, focusing on port cities like Odessa. This will create Russian supply lines that will be difficult to disrupt unless we grant new weapon systems to the Ukrainians.”

The secretary of state groaned audibly.

“Something to add, Jane?” Ramos asked Jane Yang.

Yang looked up with tired eyes. The unrest around the Middle East, Ukraine, and Asia had kept her in the air more than on earth. “I don’t know a subtle way of saying this. If the Federation makes significant gains, our foreign partners will stop sending arms and supplies. End of story. We are already seeing a fracture of the alliance. Poland does not want to continue to send new arms; France is on the fence. Hell, even our own Congress is fractured now regarding funding this war. Congress has too much on its plate with recent Iran strikes, the Houthis continuing to threaten the Strait of Hormuz, and the expanding conflict with Hamas and Hezbollah, Netanyahu going rogue, and the humanitarian crisis in Gaza. Congress doesn’t know who to fund and who to cut off,” she said, exasperated. “If we lose the coalition in Ukraine, besides sending a message to Putin that he can do what he wants, China will take this as an invitation to take Taiwan. We are looking at a global reshaping of alliances and power, not in our favor.”

While brilliant, Yang could only juggle so many balls at once. The room fell silent, each person trying to position each of the geopolitical factors like pieces on a three-dimensional chessboard.

President Wade waited for a long minute. “Okay. What are our options?”

Ramos looked around the room, gauging the risk for what he was about to suggest. “Madam President, from a military perspective, there are no good choices here. But we do have two viable options, both fraught with risks. The NASAMS is a vehicle-based system, and we could, assuming the Russians don’t target and hit the modules, simply drive them to Poland. Our technical team will be waiting and can address the issue. Taking travel time into account and assuming we could identify and fix the problem quickly, we estimate that we could have the system back up and running in approximately two weeks. Of course, this assumes the Russians, who will at that point have control of the airspace—through both fixed-winged aircraft, helicopters, and missiles—don’t target the retreating or returning vehicles. In this scenario, we believe the Russian ground troops, with unimpeded air support, will make significant gains in the region. Additionally, if their supply lines hold, they can entrench and fortify their new forward positions, effectively taking control of the Donbas region.”

“As I said, that, in my opinion, will be the beginning of the end of the coalition,” Secretary of State Yang emphasized.

“Okay, what is the second option?” the CIA director asked.

“The second option,” Ramos started, taking a sip of water, “is to attempt to fix the modules in place.”

“Do the Ukrainians have a team that can do that?” asked the president.

“No,” Ramos said to a silent room. All eyes were on him. “It would have to be an American team.”

The room erupted in chaotic chatter, with the exception of the CIA director, Somers, who met Ramos’s eyes and nodded imperceptibly.

President Wade let the chaos continue for a moment, and brought the room back to attention. “Everyone, let’s continue with order.” She was a military school graduate, a combat veteran, and not afraid of bold maneuvers. “What would that look like?” the president asked Ramos.

Jessica Somers interceded, motioning to an aide. She stood up and turned to a monitor that revealed a map of Eastern Europe. “If I may. We would send in two technical teams. One team staging from Romania and one team sent from Poland. With light force protection, they could assess two different modules and fix the issue, essentially rebooting the system in place.” She paused, scanning the room to gauge the reception to the plan. “We’d pull our teams out quickly and quietly. If we can address the issue, I believe we could have the system running in a day or two. It would, of course, be a covert operation and only technical assistance, but there would technically be actual boots on the ground.”

The director of National Intelligence cut in. “If the plan goes perfectly and the US team gets out without incident, yes. But if either US team were caught by the Russians, we would have a catastrophic diplomatic and national security issue.” He continued, making a small adjustment to the large Windsor knot on his wide-striped blue-and-white tie. “I do not need to remind you that Ukraine is not, currently, a member of NATO. American soldiers found fighting in Ukraine? Not only would this lead to dramatic escalations in the tensions between the US and Russia, but it could also lead to sanctions or God knows what other punitive measures against the US by the international community.

“Most importantly, the Russians would use it to justify their own military intervention in Ukraine, claiming that they are fighting against American aggression. And”—his mind raced through the possible fallout from this scenario—“China and North Korea would take this as an opportunity to further support the Russian effort with military aid and logistics. Iran could send troops to assist the Russian effort. It could—it most likely would—lead to broader conflict. And the United States would be in the middle of it.”

The president’s no-nonsense chief of staff, Megan Kane, was sitting next to her. “Your friends on both sides of the aisle would have a shit. They would call us on the carpet for lying. And they would be right. Funding would end immediately.” She paused. “If they were caught.”

“What are the Ukrainians saying?” asked the president, turning to the secretary of defense.

White responded without hesitation. “They have already seen surface-to-surface missiles and air-to-ground missiles pounding their defensive positions. The Ukrainians are taking heavy casualties and are in full defensive mode. They are desperate for help.”

No one in the room was envious of the president at this moment. A decision had to be made quickly.

“I would like to know what the group recommends,” the president said, eyes resting on each principal. She had learned at the “Point” that strong leadership comes from empowering the team. While she would make the tough decision, everyone’s voice would have been heard, and they would have to own whatever opinion they had shared at this moment.

Jane Yang spoke first. “If the goal is to keep the coalition intact and to contain Russian aggression, the State Department strongly recommends that we give the Ukrainians what they need to stop the Russian advance as quickly as possible. Without that, the State will not have the necessary tools we need to do our job.”

“General, what do you recommend?” the president asked, turning to Ramos.

“Madam President, as I previously said, we have no good recourse, so we need to choose the option that we hate the least. From a military perspective, neither option on the table is complicated. We are prepared for both scenarios; we have forward-staged Tier One units in Poland and Romania. Additionally, we have NASAMS technicians in Camp Kosciuszko in Poznan, Poland, and a second team will arrive at Deveselu Military Base in Romania within the hour.”

“Winston?”

Winston Palmer had been in the room with George W. Bush opposing the invasion of Iraq, in the room with Obama advocating for the daring raid to capture or kill bin Laden, and in the room approving Biden’s decision to use a precision drone to kill Ayman al-Zawahiri, architect of the 9/11 attack. “I agree with the general, Madam President,” he said without hesitation, leaving no room for interpretation.

The CIA aide leaned forward and passed a slip of paper to Jessica Somers. She read it quickly and cleared her throat. “It’s just been confirmed that we have an Omega unit in Syria currently getting recalled. They are all former Tier One operators. We could divert them to Poland and add force protection to the technicians for an in-country maneuver. They have extensive expertise in operating in areas of denied access as well as live combat scenarios. We could sheep-dip them in Ukrainian uniforms and insert them, get the NASAMS modules active with the army’s tech support, and get out quickly. We will borrow a Ukrainian helicopter to make the insertion and extraction. We can run a similar scenario out of Romania with a Delta team.”

General Ramos said with growing confidence, “If all goes according to plan we can have the army techs at a NASAMS module in twenty-four hours. If either one of the teams can restart the module, we can relay the fix to our Ukrainian counterparts and reactivate the entire system, halting the Russian advance in their tracks.

“Madam President, we have directed the Ukrainians to use the artillery batteries at full capacity for the next forty-eight hours. We are working to keep the ammunition supply chain full.” He paused. “Of course, my recommendations are offered from a military perspective only.”

“Glenn, you have been listening more than normal,” the president said.

The secretary of defense stood and looked around the room. “I was waiting for everyone to come to their senses. I’ve been listenin’ to all this talk about sendin’ our boys into harm’s way, and I gotta say, it makes me more nervous than a long-tailed cat in a room full of rockin’ chairs. I say we drive the NASAMS back to Poland and fix them there. We rush in there half-cocked, and we might just be openin’ up a whole can of worms that’ll make the Cuban Missile Crisis look like a Sunday picnic. So, with all due respect to this esteemed council, I say we take a step back, let the dust settle, and make sure we ain’t about to stick our foot in a hornet’s nest.”

The president considered all of the perspectives and listened as the team put some more meat on the bone. While the plan sounded simple, she knew from her combat experience that the enemy gets a vote as well. There were enormous risks to putting boots on the ground: If either team were captured, an entire global dynamic could be reshaped. However, the risk of not doing anything or even waiting two weeks for a fix created a more imminent risk.

The president stood up, causing everyone in the room to stand. “Assemble all of the elements for an insertion with the army techs accompanied by the Omega and Delta units. I hate this option the least. I don’t want anything on those helicopters that can be traced to the US. If the team has cavities in their mouth that can be traced to an American dentist, remove them. Let me know the moment the teams are ready.”

She looked at her chief of staff. “Given the timing of this, we need to inform President-Elect Kemp. He will have to clean up this mess if it goes south,” she said as she walked out. Lame duck, my ass.

The rest of the room began filing out the door behind her. A young aide in logistics looked nervously around the room. “She’s joking about the cavities, right?”





CHAPTER 30

WASHINGTON, DC

After winning the national election one month earlier, Phil Kemp had begun the enormous task of preparing for his new position as president of the United States. His transition team secured office space from the General Services Administration at 1800 F Street NW, temporarily renaming the building the “Presidential Transition Office Building.” Kemp’s inner circle had also taken over a group of suites at the “Hotel of Presidents,” the Willard Hotel at 1401 Pennsylvania Avenue. Every morning, Kemp gathered on the sixth floor with his closest advisers around the long dining table in the Thomas Jefferson Suite to discuss cabinet appointments, set goals for the first hundred days of his administration, and meet with foreign dignitaries. His days were filled with introductions, discussions, and briefings. By Inauguration Day, there would be no question that Phil Kemp was prepared to execute his duties as the most powerful person on earth.

It was exhilarating, but exhausting, and Kemp had come to look forward to his weekly Thursday lunch with his close friend, Peter Michaels. If only for an hour each week, Kemp relished the escape from policy meetings and the chance to let his guard down.

They had just sat down for lunch in the hotel’s French bistro when an aide tapped Kemp on the shoulder and requested that he come to the Lincoln Suite for an unscheduled briefing. He took notice of the mention of the suite on the fourteenth floor. The interior sitting room of the Abraham Lincoln Suite had been transformed into a SCIF by the Department of National Intelligence for the sensitive security briefings required to inform the president-elect about the current state of affairs and ongoing operations, both domestic and abroad. These briefings, delivered by a senior staff member from the Office of the Director of National Intelligence, were general by nature, intended to introduce the array of issues currently on the president’s desk. While questions were answered to the best of the briefer’s ability, this was not a forum where the ODNI was asking for input from the president-elect on policy.

It was unusual to be asked for an unscheduled briefing in the SCIF, but then again, everything was new to Kemp. Interrupted lunches were probably the new normal. Kemp looked at Michaels and shrugged apologetically. “Duty calls.”

His friend stood up with him. “Maybe we should reschedule,” Michaels said.

“No, please. Stick around. I doubt this will take long.” He took a long sip of Pellegrino from his glass. “Tell them to keep my steak warm. And don’t look so worried, Pete. Today is just another day that ends in Y.” He turned to the aide and Secret Service detail. “Lead the way.”

Kemp arrived at the Lincoln Suite, pen in hand and notebook tucked under his arm. As he crossed the SCIF threshold, an officer stepped deftly between him and the door. “Sir, you won’t need that this morning,” he said, nodding toward the notebook.

“Well, it helps me keep all of this information straight. But thanks.”

“Sir, I mean to say you will not need that today,” the officer said, stepping forward and sliding the notebook from Kemp’s side. Kemp gave him a quizzical look and, opening the door, was surprised to find the director of the Office of National Intelligence, sitting alone in the SCIF’s sitting room. No aides, no briefing book. Winston Palmer had entered the building through the garage and arrived unseen on the floor by the freight elevator.

Kemp had never met Palmer but recognized him. Always impeccably dressed, Palmer was seated on the couch wearing a charcoal pin-striped suit. His signature blue-and-white striped tie, with its large Windsor knot, rested on his slightly protruding stomach. It was well-known he came from money and liked to present himself that way.

“Congratulations, Mr. President-Elect. Winston Palmer, director of the Office of National Intelligence,” the director said, offering his hand. “I apologize for interrupting your lunch.”

“Nice to meet you. Your staff has been very cooperative in this transition, and my team appreciates it.”

“The agency’s career professionals will work as hard for you as they have done for the current president. The policy is ingrained in our organization.”

“Thank you for saying so.” He paused, sizing up the situation. “Am I to assume you are here to discuss staying on in your current role?”

“No, sir. I have served at the pleasure of the past seven presidents and will continue to serve your administration if asked. No, I am here today to brief you on a delicate and potentially explosive situation in Ukraine. This is a precarious situation, and President Wade wanted to make sure you were brought into the loop immediately.”

“Ukraine. And this needs to be shared right now?”

“That’s correct.” Palmer laid out the context of the failure of the NASAMS system and the positive and negative consequences of the different courses of action available to regain control of the airspace and halt the potential Russian advance, as well as outlining the broader geopolitical implications. “Right now, paramilitary teams are staging in Poland and Romania with army technical teams preparing to covertly enter Ukraine to assess and repair the system. They will wear Ukrainian uniforms and travel from the Polish and Romanian bases in a Ukrainian helicopter. When the repair is done, the teams will immediately covertly exit the battle space.”

“I see. And when is this happening?”

“The operation commences in six hours. Two a.m. their time. Mission time should be approximately ten hours.”

Kemp looked at his watch, stalling to process what he was hearing. “So, despite all the speeches and all the promises, by tomorrow morning American troops will be boots on the ground in Ukraine.” He chuckled ruefully. “Maybe this is why I was elected.”

“Sir,” Palmer continued, ignoring the political rhetoric, “no good options exist. I am here to tell you what the geopolitical issues are and what we, the US government, are doing about them. We will, of course, keep you updated as events unfold.”

“Of course. Thank you, Director.” Kemp had run on maintaining strong allegiances with NATO while at the same time limiting US troops’ involvement in foreign disputes. Ukraine was not a member of NATO, and this was not an American war. This plan ran counter to everything he had espoused in the campaign. However, given the likely outcome of a more significant geopolitical storm created by a potential Russian advance, Kemp truthfully agreed that this was the more expedient course of action. He had no desire to be weighed down by further foreign entanglements in the early days of his administration. And if either American team was caught, it would happen on Wade’s watch. He nodded to himself, squared his shoulders, and extended his hand to the director. “Thank you for the briefing. Of course, we pray for the safe return of our soldiers.” He stood and left the room.





CHAPTER 31

WASHINGTON, DC

Kemp left the SCIF on the fourteenth floor of the Willard Hotel and rode the polished paneled elevator to the ground floor. When he first took up residence in the hotel, he had been struck by the elegant lobby with its marble columns, ornately stenciled ceilings, and crystal chandeliers. Everything projected an atmosphere of prestige and power. Now, he barely registered the room as he walked through the lobby to the Café du Parc, where Michaels, he presumed, was still waiting for him. Only thirty minutes had passed, but the enormity of what he had just learned made it feel like he had been gone for days.

He was still not used to the Secret Service detail that moved before him like a speedboat in a lake, carving a path through the crowds and leaving in their wake waves of people scrambling for their cell phones to take a photo of the soon-to-be president. He followed the team past the bright blue banquettes of the main dining room and straight to the private dining room. His detail opened the door, and Kemp passed them with a curt nod and rejoined his lunch with Michaels.

The curtains draping the windows leading into the courtyard were drawn for privacy, and the room was comfortably dim. He found his friend waiting, enjoying a scotch and fidgeting with his phone.

“So, did we invade China?” Michaels joked, pushing his glasses back to the bridge of his nose. He had spent the last thirty minutes fighting a panic attack. He had thought that he could keep the Russians happy by wearing the glasses around his friend and had hoped to keep their conversation to benign topics. He never thought the first time he met Kemp while wearing them, the president-elect would be called into an emergency security briefing. Several times, he had gotten up to leave but each time, his mind flashed on the photo of Carla Alvarez on the cold metal table, and he sat back down. He thought about what the Russians had just overheard and who might be gathered around the receiving end of his listening device. His only hope was that Phil would follow national security protocol and not discuss the content of the meeting he had just left.

“Not China. These idiots are about to invade Ukraine.” Kemp seemed genuinely angered. Michaels gripped his glass so tightly it was in danger of breaking in his hand. “After all the rhetoric and all the promises to Congress and our allies—our outgoing ‘war hero’ is putting boots on the ground in Ukraine.”

Michaels said nothing. He considered excusing himself before he heard any more. Then he remembered the feel of Belsky’s grip on his shoulder. He had begun perspiring slightly and, acutely aware of the weight of the glasses on his face, slid them back to the bridge of his nose again.

“Can you imagine if Congress finds out about this?” Kemp fumed, oblivious to his friend’s distress. He reached for his water and took a large sip. “Actually, can you imagine if Congress finds out about this? US funding would come to a screeching halt. I think the Russians got the message: They made a mistake. Their army was not up for the challenge, and the invasion only made NATO stronger. Let them redraw a couple of border towns in Ukraine for the Russians to put the conflict to an end and let the US refocus on our own domestic problems, like border security and inflation. The Middle East disaster is enough for us to focus on internationally,” he said, not realizing he sounded like his stump speech.

“You know I already voted for you, right?” Michaels joked, laughing nervously.

“Right, sorry. Force of habit.” A waiter entered and, standing by the door, asked if this would be a good time to bring their entrees.

“Yes, thank you,” Kemp said. “I’m starving,” he added, turning to his friend. Michaels exhaled, relieved that the conversation would be taking a different turn. “Anyway,” Kemp continued once the waiter had left the room, “it’s not actually a full-scale invasion. They’re helicoptering in a team from Poland tonight to fix some kind of surface-to-air defense system. It seems the Russians hacked the system, and now it’s not working, causing a major disruption to the Ukrainians. The Russians are taking advantage and are on the offensive.” Kemp did not mention a second team from Romania had been sent to fix the module as well.

“Not exactly the pharmacy business, Mr. President,” Michaels said, fidgeting in his seat.

“Hey, I told you when we are alone, you need to call me Phil.”

Except we aren’t alone, Michaels thought.





CHAPTER 32

DAMASCUS, SYRIA

Cole maneuvered the Hilux down the Baghdad-Damascus highway back to Al-Tanf, driving as fast as he could without attracting attention. Rhoads and Skyler sat in the back, both trying to ignore the shaking seat caused by Whitney’s bouncing knees. Adrenaline coursed through her body, but she was determined not to ask them to pull over. Rhoads was still in what Skyler in her mind had begun calling “military mode,” his eyes scanning the landscape, hyperalert to any unforeseen dangers. Twice, she started to say something and stopped.

The lighthearted man she had begun to know at the safe house was nowhere to be found. And that’s as it should be, Skyler reminded herself. It was her department that had identified the target and authorized the mission. Rhoads had been given a job and had executed it successfully. But the images of the police officers lying in pools of their own blood, the automatic motion with which Rhoads had concealed the steak knife up his sleeve, even the calm, steady tone of voice that he used to give her instructions—none of it seemed connected to the same person who had told tales of his rambunctious youth in the small town of Homer. Nor the man who’d held her hand and kissed the top of her head. She had thought after the mission, there would be a way back to that moment, but now it seemed lost, buried by the violence that followed. By her account, he had killed or injured seven people in the past three weeks.

Finally, Leary turned back and asked over his shoulder, “Bro, are you gonna tell us what happened in that restaurant?”

Rhoads looked around as if being pulled back into the presence of his three teammates. “Well,” he said, a slow smile coming to his face, “Sky identified the target, jumped out of the car to track him, and talked us into the restaurant where he was. She engaged Russian security and then tried to barge into the men’s room to, I can only assume, take down the target. But I beat her to that part first.” He knocked his leg against hers.

Relief washed over her, and she laughed for the first time that day. “I mean, it’s true when you put it that way. I pretty much saved the mission.”

“Never had a doubt,” Leary said. “We’ll wait for the details at the debrief. You’ve still got about sixty mics of shut-eye before we get back.” Sleep seemed impossible to Skyler, but when she looked over at Rhoads, his eyes were already closed, and his head was bumping lightly against the car window. Skyler replayed the events of the past twenty-four hours in her head. In the quiet of the car, it was clear now that Rhoads’s response to the officers in the safe house had not only saved the mission but had most certainly saved her life. The adrenaline surge had worn off by the time they passed through the security gates to the base, and as they walked to the TOC for the debrief, Skyler had never felt more exhausted. Rhoads walked beside her toward the conference room for the AAR, but before they entered the room, she pulled him aside. “Hey, Kev, back in Damascus, when I called you cold—I had no right to say that. I owe you an apology.”

“Forget it, Sky. We’re good.” Gone was the distant look, and a lighter Rhoads had emerged.

“No, I shouldn’t have said that. I was just shocked, seeing the officers like that on the floor.” Skyler searched his face for signs of anger.

“It’s okay.” This wasn’t the first time he’d had a civilian judge him for his actions, just the first time they’d been an actual witness to the event. It was also the first time he realized he had any inclination to help them understand. He thought for a moment and asked, “Remember when you told me about your high school soccer championship?”

“Uh-huh,” she said, wondering where this was heading.

“Okay. Imagine it was a tied game, and you missed a pass, missed a goal, and the other team scored because of it. How would you have felt?”

“Terrible. Responsible. Like I let my team down.”

“Every time we leave the wire, it’s a championship game, and we can’t afford any missteps. In this game, when we lose, someone gets hurt. Or killed.” Rhoads looked directly at her. “The only way I know how to operate at that level is to be one hundred percent present. What you see as detachment—that laser focus you hate so much—that’s what keeps us all breathing.”

Skyler nodded.

“Sky, if we didn’t deal with the police in the apartment, they would have arrested us. Two Americans caught with surveillance equipment and guns. What do you think would have happened to us? We’d have disappeared into a system that doesn’t officially exist.” He leaned forward, his voice dropping. “And then what? Baloo and Swan would’ve come charging in like knights in tactical gear, trying to extract us. More bodies, more mess, more risk. In that room, at that moment, taking down those two officers was the right move; it was the only move. That’s what it means when we say, ‘Rule number one, don’t get caught.’ ” The last words hung in the air.

“Got it,” she said. Of course, he was right.

Rhoads peered around her into the conference room, where the rest of the team was taking their seats, already reaching for the sandwiches set out in the center of the table. “Ready for the debrief?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” she replied, following him into the room.

The team listened while Rhoads delivered a thorough recap of the events of the past three days. He was neither bragging nor humble about what he and Skyler had done. Skyler listened, filling in the gaps with her knowledge of what had transpired in the safe house. As the team went back over each detail, the consensus formed that the assault of the policemen at the apartment had been unavoidable and well-handled.

“Do we know what happened to them?” Skyler interjected, hating herself for asking.

“The technicians monitoring the police radios reported that both policemen were taken to the hospital, but no further information was available,” Leary said, looking at her with genuine sympathy.

They continued the debrief, describing what had happened in the Dunes Club restaurant. “Hold up”—Rhoads chuckled as Skyler described her smoothie diversion—“that’s why that Russian giant had a massive pink stain on his crotch? That was you?”

“You’re a bad influence, Rhoads.” Diaz laughed. “Seriously, though, that was a dangerous risk you took engaging the target in a public place. It’s great that you got our man, but from a tactical standpoint, that was dumb as fuck.” Rhoads nodded. He understood the critique, but as far as he was concerned, taking calculated risks was the job. The only thing he regretted was putting Whitney in danger.

Skyler thought about what Rhoads said to her on their way in. When she tried to distract the Russians, she only thought of having Rhoads’s back and accomplishing their mission. It hadn’t occurred to her that by acting counter to his instructions, she was potentially putting anyone else at risk. She had stopped listening when she heard her name. “Seriously, Sky was great,” Rhoads was saying. “Really,” he added, turning to her. “We improvised through the mission, and you held your own. Well done, Skyler.”

The team applauded, and Diaz leaned across the table and gave her a fist bump. She smiled. “Thanks, guys. I think it goes without saying that I had no idea what I was volunteering for. Not exactly a sneak and peek.”

“Fuck that, Skyler. Sneak and peeks are for pussies. Your balls are too big for that shit,” Leary said, reaching for a sandwich.

“Um, thanks?”

“To Sky’s cojones!” Diaz said, raising his paper cup of coffee. She looked at Rhoads, who raised his cup to her and nodded, the laughing smile returned.

“Overall, job well done, man. And woman,” Diaz added. “Glad to have you both back.”

As chairs were pushed back and last grabs were made for the sandwiches, the Elf entered the room, holding a hand up signaling the team to remain where they were. “Guys, well done today. But we need to spin up. I just got word from Langley that we have a developing situation in Ukraine, and we need your team on the move ASAP.” The CIA chief of station described the NASAMS system failure, the decision to send US Army technicians to the module to fix the issues, and the technical team’s need for experienced protection.

“Your team will provide that protection. Get them in and out quickly, safely, and quietly. I don’t need to draw you a picture of the international crisis that will unfold if American military forces are found on the Ukrainian battlefield. Avoid direct confrontation. Engage only if necessary. And don’t let it become necessary.”

“Understood, but why not send in Delta or the SEALs?” asked Rhoads.

“A Delta team will assist the techs on the Romanian op. But the fact is, your team is more accustomed to operating in denied areas, so you are the best choice for the Poland op. And we need to minimize the risk of discovery. You will be wearing Ukrainian uniforms and flying on a Ukrainian bird.” He looked around the table. “As always, leave all personal items behind in your assigned duffels. Wedding bands, photos, chains, watches—there should be nothing on your person that can identify you as an American. All right, it’s a four-hour flight to Poznan, Poland, and you are expected to be ready to move immediately upon arrival. When the op is done,” he added, “you will return stateside.” He paused. “Gentlemen, the president has approved this one. Get the techs there, let them do their thing, and get them out. Sorry for the short turnaround. Wheels up in thirty minutes.” Mahoney raised his eyebrows and spit in his cup.

“You heard him,” Diaz said to the group. “Thirty minutes. Quick in and out. And then we go home and see our families.”

“Park, quick in-and-outs. Isn’t that your specialty?” Mahoney joked. Park raised a middle finger as everyone laughed.

“Good luck,” Teabore said to the group, putting his hand on Rhoads’s shoulder as he passed by. “Rhoads, can you stay behind for a minute?”

The team shuffled out of the room. “Skyler, you too.” She looked up, momentarily imagining that she was about to be reprimanded for some transgression.

“Great work today. Some real Jason Bourne shit,” Teabore said.

“Thanks,” Rhoads said, still eating a sandwich, the thirty minutes dwindling as they spoke.

“Listen, we got some bad news from Homer.”

Rhoads stopped chewing and looked up. Skyler looked from Teabore to Rhoads.

“Your father had a heart attack. He is in the ICU,” Teabore said quickly, not giving Rhoads time to think the worst. “He is in the South Peninsula Hospital in Homer, but it was a serious event. Your uncle drove him to the local hospital and likely saved his life. If they can stabilize his condition, they want to transfer him to Anchorage for tests.” He paused, letting the news settle in. “You can call him, but he may be sedated.”

Rhoads could feel Skyler’s eyes boring into him but couldn’t allow himself to look over. He was already calculating the time to complete this mission and fly to Anchorage. The room felt small. He looked at the digital clock on the wall: December 8, 3:45 p.m.

Teabore went on, “This is what we are going to do. You will fly with the team to Poland. From there, we are putting you on another flight to Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson in Ramstein, Germany, where you will get on a flight to Anchorage, unfortunately with an overnight layover in Germany. Whitney, you can fly with Kevin through Poland to Ramstein and then back to Langley.”

Rhoads did not react, nor did he object. While he immediately thought of his team going into danger without him, the mission outline was relatively straightforward and low-risk. His thoughts refocused now on his father.

“Thank you, sir,” he said. Rhoads stood up and headed to pack his bags.

“Rhoads,” Teabore added, “great work today. Getting Al-Muwassil will make a real difference. And I hope your father is okay.”

Rhoads acknowledged the sentiment with a nod. Skyler’s eyes followed him as he left. She stood to leave and Teabore stopped her.

“Skyler, you too. Great job. And with all of the raw data and information we have collected, we have a lot of open questions that need answers.”

She turned her thoughts from Rhoads and his father to everything she had just seen in Damascus. “I’ve been thinking the same thing. It feels like Al-Muwassil was part of something much bigger. I’d like a chance to put some of these pieces together back in Langley.”

“I’ve already put in a call to Special Situations. Director King is getting an office set up for your arrival.” He laughed and stretched out his hand. “You might want to invest in an air purifier.” Skyler shook Teabore’s hand. She was too tired to ask what he meant. Suddenly, a long plane ride in the dark seemed like the perfect place to be. There would be time to organize her thoughts about the past few days and maybe time to talk to Kevin.





CHAPTER 33

POZNAN, POLAND

Diaz, Leary, Park, Swan, and Mahoney stood on the tarmac in Poland. Rhoads stood facing them. “Don’t forget your toothbrush, Swan,” he joked. “Park, I will call you before bedtime.”

“Go take care of your dad, Kev, we got this,” Mahoney said. “It’s a six-hour babysitting op. Shit, Rhoadsie, even you could do this.”

“Baloo, is that your uniform?” Rhoads prodded.

“No,” Leary answered, knowing what was coming. He opened his arms and pulled Rhoads in for a bear hug. He stepped back, putting his paws on Rhoads’s shoulders. “Love you, brother,” he said with a big earnest smile.

“Damn, you still smell,” Rhoads teased. “I guess it’s not the clothes.”

They all laughed, and Rhoads fist-bumped the group. Whitney stood at the top of the ramp to the CIA G650 Gulfstream and motioned for everyone to get together for a quick picture. “Whitney, you’re worse than my dad on vacation,” Rhoads called up, but joined the others, all smiles.

“All right, let’s get this party started,” Diaz said. “Kev, tell your dad he’d better send you back with some of that Homer’s IPA. We’ll be thinking of him.”

Rhoads started up the ramp to join Skyler, who would fly with him as far as Germany and then continue on to Washington, DC. He turned around before he entered the plane and watched the team walking back to the barracks to clean up and gear up.

After seeing Rhoads and Skyler off, the team walked quickly into the staging area. A young corporal was waiting, holding a stack of folded uniforms and bags with each of their names on them. “Gentlemen, you know the drill: Please put all your personal items in your bag. Anything that can be traced back to you or that could identify you as an American down to your underwear goes in the bag. They will be returned to you once you’re back.” This was not the first time the team had followed this procedure. Dog tags were slipped off their necks, family photos taken from pockets, and wedding rings tugged off fingers. Mahoney kissed the cross he wore on all his missions and dropped it into his bag. Each man received the Ukrainian special forces uniform they would wear for the mission. As a practical matter, the uniforms and gear had all been given to Ukraine by the US, but the coloring and insignias were Ukrainian.

They boarded the helicopter with two nervous, young US Army technicians wearing Ukrainian uniforms, faces ashen, their backpacks filled with the equipment needed to reboot the NASAMS system. The Black Hawk’s rotors thrummed to life, sending vibrations through the metal floor and up through their boots. The sharp scent of aviation fuel hung in the air, mixing with the chilling night breeze that whipped through the cabin. As they lifted off, the familiar pressure pushed them deeper into their seats.

“Hey, where’s your armband?” Diaz asked the younger, skinny-looking technician.

“What armband?” He looked at the others, each wearing the yellow armband that Ukrainian soldiers wore to differentiate themselves from the Russians in similar camouflage uniforms. “What is that? I didn’t get one. Shit, what do I do?” he asked, starting to panic.

“You might want to look down,” Cole said, enjoying not being the rookie in the group for a change.

Everyone looked down to see a flash of yellow poking out of the young tech’s pant leg. He sheepishly pulled it out and slipped it over his arm. Leary leaned over and patted the tech’s knee. “Hey, don’t worry. You’re with us. We won’t let anything happen to you. Just do your job, and we’ll do ours, and we’ll all be back here in time for breakfast. Okay?”

“Yeah,” the tech said, taking a deep breath. “Yeah, okay.”

The Black Hawk was also a gift from the US, but with the markings of the Ukrainian army. Two US Army pilots in Ukrainian uniforms were at the controls, completing their final precheck and awaiting the launch directive.



Seven hundred miles away in the monitor-lined conference room of the Center for Control in Crisis Situations in the Kremlin, all eyes were on a real-time feed from a Russian satellite, miles above the earth. They were waiting for a helicopter to take off from a Polish airfield and make a vector to the Ukraine and the Luhansk Oblast. A pair of RVV-SD air-to-air missiles were secured under the wings of an Su-57, the newest Russian fifth-generation multirole fighter aircraft, commonly known as “The Felon.” The fighter was loitering just inside Russian airspace at fifty thousand feet, well below its maximum altitude of sixty-five thousand feet, awaiting a vector for its unsuspecting prey.





CHAPTER 34

MOSCOW, RUSSIA

Alexei Morozov arrived at the Kremlin. He completed the rigorous security screening required to enter the Center for Control in Crisis Situations, the Kremlin’s version of the Situation Room. Morozov’s counterparts from the Russian military and related agencies were seated around the long oval table that occupied the center of the large room. Like the Situation Room, the walls were lined with oversize monitors. Vladimir Putin’s image loomed down from one of them, seated behind an ornately carved desk with heavy velvet drapery in the background. Where Putin would have sat at the head of the conference table, Oleg Naryshkin, a thirty-year veteran of the SVR and close confidant of the Russian president, began the briefing. The pronounced disfigurement of his left ear and the clacking of his platform shoes made others uncomfortable. “Comrades, as you know, we have an extraordinary clandestine operation ongoing in the United States, providing us with unprecedented access to information from the highest levels of the US government. Given the sensitive nature of this operation, we will not disclose the source, but rest assured the following intelligence is credible and actionable.”

“In other words, you are asking us to take the word of a spy,” the chief of the general staff army, General Valery Gerasimov, skeptically observed. Gerasimov had been involved in a very public dispute with Naryshkin since the beginning of the Ukraine war when the SVR assessed that the Ukrainian army would crumble to the thundering advances of Russian tanks. “We will be in Kyiv in a week,” Naryshkin had said.

“The information is credible,” Putin’s velvet voice said from the screen, ending any debate.

All eyes were back on Naryshkin, and not a single general spoke. “We have learned that a team of American technicians will be flying tonight by helicopter from the American base in Poznan to one of the NASAMS modules we have disabled through our VIXNEX virus. They will attempt to reboot the system and return to their base. Based on flight time, calculating the US operating strategies from the past, and extrapolating a realistic scenario, we believe the helicopter will leave the base in Poland and cross into Ukraine imminently.”

The monitor next to Putin’s image lit up, revealing an aerial view of the Polish military base. On the bottom of the screen, a caption designated the image as coming from the Federation satellite Kosmos 2558, one of the newer Federation spy satellites capable of collecting data and photo intelligence. The image was clear enough to make out barracks, airplanes, and helicopters waiting for deployment.

General Gerasimov glanced at Putin’s image on the monitor and spoke. “Gospodin, our field troops have seen significant gains immediately following the disruption of the American NASAMS system. We cannot allow the US team to get anywhere near the modules. Therefore, I suggest we target the Americans with an air-to-air missile as soon as the helicopter leaves the base and crosses into Ukraine. The RVV-SD should make short work of a Black Hawk.” The general looked around the room to approving nods. The RVV-SD was a medium-range air-to-air missile first revealed in 2009. An improved version of the RVV-AE/R-77 missile, it could engage targets at ranges of up to 110 kilometers.

Naryshkin waited for the general to finish. Like Gerasimov, he spoke carefully, addressing an audience of one. “We should consider an alternative action.” He never passed up an opportunity to show his ability to look around corners and offer nuanced perspectives. “President Wade has unequivocally promised that the US would not send American military to Ukraine. If we capture an American soldier in Ukraine, I believe the US Congress would be so outraged that they would use it as a reason to stop supplying Ukraine with their weapons. They are looking for an excuse to put their resources into the conflict in the Middle East. If we allow the Americans to arrive at the module and then capture them, we will have a golden opportunity to directly engage the Americans in this war. The NATO coalition would crumble in weeks. The Ukrainians could not pay for, upkeep, or supply their army. Comrade General,” he said, turning to General Gerasimov, “within months, possibly weeks, you could drive from Moscow to Kyiv in your new Jaguar XKE.”

The general had recently acquired a meticulously restored forest-green 1967 Jaguar convertible as a thank-you for pushing an arms contract to a friend. The iconic Jaguar was far beyond the means of his government salary, and he had been careful to show his trophy to only a few trusted friends. The general did not know how Naryshkin knew about his new acquisition but ignored the intentional provocation. “And if we cannot capture the team and the Americans repair the system—then what?” asked a skeptical and defensive Gerasimov.

Anyone looking at the monitors would have seen a subtle grin emerge on the face of Putin, who enjoyed pitting his advisers against each other.

“But your army will capture the Americans, General,” Naryshkin retorted, wresting back control of the conversation. “We have the utmost confidence in your forces,” he added, nodding to the face looking down on them from the wall-mounted monitor.

Gerasimov looked up at the screen as well. The room was silent, and slowly, all eyes turned to the only person whose decision mattered.

Putin spoke: “Take the American helicopter down before they are able to fix the system.” Without a thank-you or goodbye, the screen went blank.





CHAPTER 35

POLAND-UKRAINE BORDER

In a darkened monitoring station adjacent to the Kremlin conference room, three satellite operators tracked the helicopter’s thermal signature as its rotors began spinning. “Target is preparing for departure,” one reported into his headset. “Confirming vector projection now.” Their screens bathed their faces in a pale blue glow as they relayed coordinates to the waiting Felon pilot.

The Black Hawk got the all clear and headed into the starless night on its easterly trajectory. At the same time, the Russian Felon vectored west at Mach 2.12 toward its target, entering Ukrainian airspace. Two hours into its flight over Ukraine, the instrument panel on the darkened Black Hawk lit up in red warning lights; the computer voice announced a missile lock. The computer calculated the vector speed and the direction the missiles were moving.

“Incoming missiles from the east heading at Mach 4; they have locked on our position,” the pilot announced urgently. The computer systems initiated the Common Infrared Countermeasures, pointing lasers at the incoming missiles, and the Directional Infrared Countermeasures, which attempted to jam the missiles’ guidance systems. But the projectiles were too close and coming in too fast. The pilots deployed their chaff and flares, making frantic maneuvers toward the ground to confuse the missiles.

The RVV-SD missiles, designed specifically to defeat Western countermeasures, tracked through the chaff cloud undeterred. Their advanced dual-mode guidance systems ignored the infrared flares, maintaining a lock on the helicopter’s heat signature. The pilots’ desperate corkscrew descent might have worked against older-generation weapons, but these missiles adjusted their trajectory four times per second, their advanced processors anticipating every evasive maneuver.

The young tech sitting next to Park grabbed his arm. “What’s happening?!” he shouted over the alarms and flashing lights that now filled the helicopter.

Diaz, Leary, Park, Cole, and Mahoney had time to look around at each of their brothers. In the chaos, they silently said their goodbyes to their loved ones back home. As the helo began its death spin, Leary and Diaz, sitting next to each other, pressed their fists together one last time. Mahoney’s hand instinctively reached for his cross, finding just his pounding heart. Across from him, Diaz caught his eye with a look that said everything words could not.

“Oh God,” were the last words from their pilot. The projectile hit the helicopter carrying the team less than one minute from the time it was fired and thirty seconds from the time they realized they were in danger. Despite the maneuvers and countermeasures, the Black Hawk was no match for the missile. The helicopter and the nine men inside of it crashed to the ground in a ball of flames.





CHAPTER 36

RAMSTEIN, GERMANY

The flight from Poland to the US military hub in Ramstein, Germany, was only about an hour long. From there, Skyler arranged to make a quick connection to Washington, DC. Rhoads would bunk at the base overnight and catch a plane to Anchorage with Alaska National Guardsmen in the morning. Kevin and Whitney sat beside each other on the plane, exhausted, each lost in their thoughts. For the first ten minutes of the flight, neither of them spoke. Finally, Skyler said, “I’m so sorry about your father. Any updates? Are your cousins there with him?”

Hearing Whitney speak about his family pulled Rhoads back from his solitude. “I assume they are; I know my uncle is. It sounds like my dad is stable, but I’ll feel better once I’ve seen him myself.”

“So… how long do you think you’ll be there?”

“I’m not sure.” He smiled at her. “Why?”

“I was thinking that once your dad is on his feet, maybe we could meet up in DC on your way to Langley. I’ve never had a chance to hang out with off-duty Kevin.”

“Well then, it sounds like I have one more reason to hope my dad makes a speedy recovery.” He slid his boot over so it touched her shoe.

She leaned her shoulder into his side. “I’m glad we’re in agreement.” Too exhausted to talk, they slipped back into silence for the remainder of the flight, relieved to have returned to the comfortable place they had found days earlier.

After they landed, they crossed the base to the CIA Gulfstream G600 aircraft that would take Skyler to DC. They reached the gangplank to her plane, and Skyler set her bag down. “Let me know how your dad is when you can.” Rhoads reached out and pulled her into a long embrace. She looked up at him, kissed his cheek, and said, “So, maybe you’ll find a reason to come to DC.” She hoisted her backpack onto her shoulder and boarded the plane, turning to wave before disappearing inside.

Rhoads stood on the tarmac for several long minutes after the plane was out of sight. He had not expected to have feelings for Whitney. And after Syria, he wasn’t sure continuing down this path was wise. Being deployed already required a complicated balancing act that anyone outside of the services would need help understanding. The only people with whom he felt truly whole were his team, the guys who understood the complicated dual life required for their elite professions. Rhoads knew how to do his job and then seal off that part of himself before returning home to Alaska, ready to be the version of Kevin they all knew. That was how he functioned. But Whitney was something different. She had been there, had seen him in action, and as unsettled as she clearly was by it, she hadn’t run. He had never let a woman see all sides of him, but maybe with Whitney, he could.

He headed to the Hotel Europa, a building within the base created for layovers for military personnel and their families. He looked forward to sleeping in an air-conditioned room without dust covering everything. The thought of a long, hot shower didn’t sound so bad either. He checked in, stopped at the hotel bar for a beer, and brought it to his room. His plane was scheduled to leave at 9 a.m., which gave him enough time to rest and enjoy the buffet breakfast in the morning. He pulled out his encrypted phone and checked again to see if he had any messages from his uncle or team. He had left instructions with Baloo to text him after their short mission. There were no messages, so he made a quick call to his uncle, who assured him that his father was out of danger and already complaining about the hospital food. He would most likely be discharged before Rhoads landed in Anchorage.

He drank his beer and took a long shower. Wrapped in a towel, he caught his reflection in the mirror. His already-narrow athletic frame was thinner than usual, his cheeks a bit sunken, and his light brown hair, wet and straight from the shower, hung over his forehead. He needed a haircut and a beard trim. He could already imagine the hard time he’d get from his dad: Looks like the military has really lowered their standards on personal appearance. He checked his phone once more before plugging it in on the bedside table and was asleep before his head hit the pillow. The phone rang at five in the morning, jolting him from his deep sleep.

“Rhoads, it’s John Teabore.”

“Is my father okay?” he asked, already sitting up, immediately awake.

“Your father? Yes, I mean, I think so. But I have news, awful news.”

Rhoads said nothing, suddenly aware that he had not seen a text from Leary last night.

“Rhoads, you there?”

“Yes,” he said, steeling himself for what he was about to hear. Which brother had he lost?

“The helicopter the team was on was shot down last night two hours into the mission. We are currently sending Ukrainian search teams to the crash zone. We are also putting Reaper over the likely spot of the incident.”

“Have you heard from anyone?”

“No. Kevin, it doesn’t look good,” he said softly.

“I am heading back to Poland. Get me on a plane.”

“A bird is waiting for you. I’m texting you the instructions.”

Rhoads hung up, stuffed his gear into his pack, and rushed into the cold, dark morning.





CHAPTER 37

ARLINGTON, VIRGINIA

Arlington National Cemetery is, at its core, a reminder of the enormous human toll inflicted by US conflict. At its best, it is a powerful monument to America’s fallen military heroes and their ultimate sacrifices for their country. Each member of the Omega team’s roots were in military Tier One units from the army and navy. Each was afforded the honor of being laid to rest in the serenity of the cemetery’s rolling hills, punctuated by seemingly endless rows of gleaming headstones. This was where Leary, Diaz, Park, Swan, and Mahoney had requested to be buried.

Rhoads stood apart from the small patch of white folding chairs where the loved ones of his friends sat, some crying softly, some staring straight ahead wearing expressions of stunned disbelief.

Five different times, he watched his teammates’ parents, wives, children, and friends gather, sharing stories, hugs, smiles, and tears. Many of them he had met; some he knew from photos. But he could not bring himself to join them. While he sympathized with them deeply, their grief was an entirely different animal from what he was feeling. His was a burden he was certain only he could fathom.

Now, as his last teammate and closest friend, John Leary, was laid to rest, Rhoads raised an outstretched hand to the brim of his hat, not flinching as the jolting staccato of the three-volley salute punctuated the silence. A young serviceman raised a polished bugle to his lips, and the haunting melody of “Taps” filled the air. Rhoads felt the melancholy of the plaintive tune entering his heart, and he exhaled a ragged breath he had not realized he had been holding.

He could barely remember the events of the past week that had led him here. By the time he landed in Poland, it had been confirmed that there were no survivors of the crash. The Reaper drone, operated by the team at the TOC in Poland, had conducted a search with infrared coverage of the crash site. The room of technicians had watched helplessly as the video of the white illuminated bodies, still holding on to life, turned slowly gray, losing life force and darkening to black. It was an image no one in the TOC would ever forget. Mercifully, it was one Rhoads would never see.

He was still wearing the sweatpants and T-shirt he had hastily pulled on before leaving Germany when he walked into the TOC. All faces turned to watch him as he stood quietly, taking in the information presenting itself on the monitors surrounding him. His hair hung heavily across his forehead, not quite hiding the dark circles and red rims around his eyes. Teabore came and stood beside him, handing him a cup of tea. “A missile intercepted the helicopter, destroying it instantly upon impact,” he said without preamble.

“I want to go to the site,” Rhoads said.

“You know that’s not possible. The Ukrainians will handle the cleanup. We don’t have a choice in this.” Even if you could go, there would be nothing to find, Teabore thought but did not say aloud.

“Where are their personals?” Rhoads asked. A young servicewoman showed him to the locker room where five duffel bags lay neatly on a long bench. Whatever identifying items they had removed before donning Ukrainian uniforms lay within.

“Sergeant Rhoads, my name is Melissa Delarosa,” the woman said, extending her hand. “I am with US Army Human Resources Command, from the Joint Personal Effects Depot. I am very sorry for your loss. The CIA has asked us to help transfer the remains, that is, the bodies, and personal effects of your fellow team members, to their loved ones back home.”

Rhoads shook her hand and picked up the nearest bag. He reached inside, pulling out a photo of Leary, his oversize tattooed arms wrapped around three small kids on a beach somewhere. Surfboard in the background, Leary looked happily disheveled trying to wrangle his laughing children, no older than five, scrambling in different directions. Leary had always kept this photo with him, and Rhoads had seen it a thousand times. This time, he looked at Leary’s thick dark hair, eyes crinkled in laughter, his unique combination of brutal strength and gentle humor perfectly captured in a snapshot. Baloo. He turned to the servicewoman. “Thanks, but I will pack their belongings to send home.”

“No, really, we can—”

“Private, I said I will do it,” Rhoads replied, his weary eyes glistening.

“Of course,” she said finally. “Anything they had left in Syria is being sent here. I’ll let you know when the boxes arrive.”

Rhoads gathered the bags and carried them to the bunk room where the team had hastily prepared for their mission to Ukraine. Details of their interrupted lives lay everywhere: a comic book poking out of the duffel on Cole’s bunk, a T-shirt tossed in a pile on another, an opened pouch of Skoal tobacco on a cabinet next to a used paper cup. Rhoads lifted the pouch and inhaled. Long cut mint. Mahoney’s preferred flavor. Five empty boxes had been delivered to the bunk room, each carefully labeled. Rhoads went through the belongings and carefully placed the folded clothes and shaving kits into their respective boxes.

The army corpsman from the Joint Personal Effects Depot had offered to wash the team’s clothes first, but Rhoads insisted that they remain as they were. He knew the first thing their family members would do would be to inhale the remaining odor. When he folded Leary’s dirty clothes, he could not resist breathing in the scent one last time, realizing that Leary had not been wearing his good-luck talisman on his last mission. He shook his head and laughed. Baloo, you really did stink.

After the clothes were packed, he sorted their other belongings. Under a stack of Swan’s comic books, Rhoads found a sketchbook of drawings. In his downtime, Swan had been an aspiring artist, with characters and settings based on the people and places he knew. On one of the pages, a ruggedly handsome, wiry superhero resembling Rhoads wearing a baseball cap stood over a fallen bear in the tundra, with a “Captain Alaska” emblem emblazoned across his chest. In another, Swan had turned Teabore into Thranduil, the Elf King from The Lord of the Rings, with pointy ears and a gilded bow on his back. Whitney was depicted as the elven princess, Arwen Undómiel, known in the trilogy for her beauty and wisdom. Rhoads was depicted again, this time as one of the hobbits looking longingly at the elven princess. Rhoads wept once again, angry tears staining the pages of the sketchbook. He carefully tore the page from the notebook, folded it, and put it in his pocket. He placed the notebooks, comics, and a pile of letters from Swan’s parents neatly held together with a rubber band on top of his clothing.

He repeated this with the other four boxes, painstakingly packing the wedding bands, photos, letters, cell phones, headphones, half-chewed packs of gum, and toothbrushes. He threw nothing away, knowing that each item would trigger some memory. In Diaz’s bag, he found the watch his grandfather had given him when he’d turned sixteen, the leather band worn smooth. Park’s held the most recent sonogram that his wife had sent, a small heart drawn in the narrow margin. Rhoads remembered Park proudly showing it to everyone and Leary laughingly telling him that fatherhood made deployment look like a walk in the park. Had that only been six days ago?

This was to have been Mahoney’s last mission before going home to his family. Among his things, Rhoads found a crumpled envelope addressed to his wife. In case I don’t make it back, a letter that so many of them had written to wives, parents, and girlfriends. This one appeared to have been written years ago. He smoothed it out flat and carefully laid it on Mahoney’s belongings. He could imagine what was written, the dry humor barely camouflaging Mahoney’s love for his wife and children. He tried not to picture Eileen opening it, her loss even sharper, knowing how close they had come to finally being together for good.

He found himself remembering their missions together, how they moved and responded as one organism; how, in a matter of one minute, he had been left alone: a single cell. After he had packed every item, an army assistant took inventory of each man’s personal effects and helped prepare them for transport.

Rhoads slept in the bunk room for the next two days, lying in different beds. He wept openly and often, vacillating between grief and fury. He barely spoke, talking to his teammates in his head, apologizing for not being with them, for being comfortably asleep in a hotel bed, for not feeling it in his bones when the missile struck.

The remains of the bodies arrived at the base in Poland and were placed in metal caskets draped with US flags before being positioned in a hangar awaiting transport. Rhoads found a metal folding chair leaning against a wall and pulled it over to the caskets. When night fell, he left only to get his sleeping bag, which he rolled out on the concrete floor. He slept and ate in the hangar. He knew that back in the States, CIA and US Military representatives were traveling to each of the hometowns to deliver the devastating news that someone’s child or husband or father had been killed in a “training accident” and to be prepared for a closed casket funeral. The Unit and DEVGRU sent team members to assist with the sacred process. Keeping vigil over his friends until they could return home felt like the least Rhoads could do for those loved ones an ocean away.

He woke the following morning, stiff-limbed from the hard concrete floor. Someone had left a paper cup of coffee next to him. For once, he appreciated the burning bitter liquid and drank it in one long sip. He went to shower and dress. The entire base had gathered when he returned to the hangar, dressed in full ceremonial army uniform. They now stood flanking the caskets as they were wheeled up the ramp onto the C-17 Globemaster III aircraft that would bring them back to American soil. Rhoads followed on foot, escorting his friends to their final resting place. He could feel the eyes of the base upon him, and his face burned with shame. His team had sacrificed their lives, and somehow, he alone was left alive, walking behind their coffins. How many times had they boarded an aircraft together? This would be the last.

The C-17 landed at Dover Air Force Base in Delaware. Bundled against the biting December cold, family members gathered on the tarmac to witness as the flag-draped caskets holding their fallen loved ones were unloaded from the plane in a solemn ceremony called the dignified transfer, overseen by the Air Force Mortuary Affairs Operations. Rhoads resumed his place in the procession, following behind the nine caskets, keeping his gaze fixed purposefully in front of him. From the corner of his eye, he could see Leary’s daughter watching him uncertainly, the only person leaving the plane as far as she could tell. Eileen Mahoney smiled through her tears as he passed, but he remained staring straight ahead.

Although the Omega members were currently contracted with the CIA, an honor detail from the army and the navy were on hand to transport the team members’ remains to the Charles C. Carson Center for burial preparation. Over one hundred soldiers, mostly special operations soldiers from the Rangers, the Navy SEALs, and the Unit, stood at attention in two rows, creating a path from the aircraft to nine waiting hearses. President Wade stood wrapped in a long navy overcoat at the foot of the ramp at full attention, unwavering. Jessica Somers, the director of the CIA, stood beside her.

Skyler had arrived that morning before the sun had fully risen. Under her wool coat, she wore the same black sheath dress she had worn years earlier at her brother’s military funeral. She had spent the morning speaking with the team’s family members, sharing stories, hugs, and tissues. When Kevin walked down the ramp, she could tell that there was no consoling him. She tried to catch his eye as he proceeded past her, but he gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head and walked by without a glance.

A raw wind swept through the gathering, but no one flinched as the procession passed, anchored by a lone soldier in full army ceremonial uniform. With his eyes fixed straight ahead, his jaw clamped and fists clenched at his sides, Sergeant Kevin Rhoads walked with measured paces behind the nine flag-draped coffins. Ahead of him lay his brothers in arms; to the side, strangers; and between them walked a man utterly alone. Rhoads’s heart hardened with every footfall against the frozen tarmac. Grief crystallizing into something darker, something unforgiving. In the silence between heartbeats, a vow was taking shape.





CHAPTER 38

ARLINGTON, VIRGINIA

Six days later, Skyler found Rhoads sitting alone in the second row of chairs at the cemetery. She sat silently beside him. Cole Swan was the first of the team to be buried. Skyler put her hand on Rhoads’s but did not speak. His eyes were dry, but the dark circles under them told a story of sleepless nights. The wall of solitude surrounding him was almost palpable. When the ceremony ended, Rhoads carefully placed Skyler’s hand in her lap and began to walk toward Cole’s grief-stricken parents. Before he was out of reach, Skyler grabbed his arm and pleaded, “Kevin, please talk to me. I’m right here.”

He looked down at her, making eye contact with her for the first time since they had parted ways in Poland. “Whitney, I’m sorry. I know you want to help me through this. But you can’t.”

“Kev—” she began, pulling herself up to stand beside him.

“Sky, in seven days, Leary’s kids will have their first Christmas—and then every single Christmas after this—without a father. Swan’s mom and dad are now childless,” he said, turning to the middle-aged couple with clasped hands now standing at the foot of the hole where their son’s coffin had just been lowered. “And all I feel is rage. Rage for Baloo, who will never get to see his kids grow up. That some motherfucker halfway across the world smashed a missile into a helicopter and blew my brothers into body parts. Right now, all I want is to kill the bastards who did this. Do you understand?” He looked down at Skyler’s hand, still holding on to his arm. She let go, sliding her hand into her coat pocket. “And the worst part is,” he continued, “I don’t even know who to blame. The Russians? Putin? The CIA for sanctioning the mission?”

“At least let me come with you to the Swans’ hotel,” Skyler said helplessly.

Mr. and Mrs. Swan had invited them both back to their hotel, where a small gathering was held for Cole’s extended family and hometown friends. Rhoads pushed his own emotions aside as best he could and regaled his teammate’s parents with stories of their son, knowing that sharing his memories of the bright, courageous young man was the closest thing to solace he could offer them. He gave them the book of drawings, and together, they flipped through the pages, each drawing sparking a story from a different part of Cole’s life. Rhoads and Skyler stayed until night began to fall.

As they walked to their cars, coats pulled tight against the cold, Swan’s mother followed them out and asked the question that had been stuck in her throat since she heard the news: “Was it worth Cole’s life?”

Rhoads felt as if he had been struck by a gut punch. It was a question he tried not to ask himself. There was no simple answer, and he heard himself weakly respond with a perfunctory, “He was a good man, and he died doing what he loved, Mrs. Swan. That much I know.”

Over the next two days, Rhoads buried four more teammates in four separate services. John Leary’s was the last. He watched as Baloo’s two oldest kids slipped off their white folding chairs and looked at their mother for permission. The youngest sat on her lap. She smiled a sad, exhausted smile and nodded her head. The little boy and girl, now six and four, walked and then ran away, playing hide-and-seek tag among the endless rows of headstones. The relentlessness of life, Rhoads thought. Monica Leary absently kissed the dark curly hair of her sleeping toddler, a miniature version of Baloo. As she turned to watch the children, she caught Rhoads’s eye. He quietly walked to the now-empty seat beside her. Without a word, he put his arm around his friend’s widow. Monica rested her head on his shoulder. “God, I miss him, Kev. I just want him back,” she said softly.

She took her hand from her child’s back and put it over Kevin’s. Rhoads took a sharp intake of breath. “Me too,” was all he could say.

Each service at Arlington was attended by senior military and CIA officers. Former Tier One team members of the fallen who were stateside all made it to the services. They had been to funerals of their teammates before. This was the worst “accident” to affect this community of special operators since August 6, 2011, when a US CH-47D Chinook helicopter was shot down, killing all thirty-eight people on board, including fifteen DEVGRU operators, along with other US and Afghan forces. That this was not a new experience for them did not make it any less emotional.

Skyler sat with Rhoads at every service, but he remained far away. Each time his teammate’s name was spoken, something in him seemed to tighten. Now Skyler sat alone as General Andrew Ramos approached Leary’s wife to present her with the folded American flag that had draped Leary’s coffin. Monica looked at Rhoads, who gently lifted the sleeping child from her lap so she could accept the flag. Skyler felt her heart breaking.

After the ceremony, Rhoads spotted John Jr., Monica’s oldest and now fatherless boy, playing with a toy soldier in the cold grass. Rhoads knelt down and tried to force a smile, but words failed him as he fought back tears. The boy proudly held up his toy soldier.

“It’s Daddy!” He smiled, unknowing.

Rhoads’s heart splintered at the child’s innocent smile. “Come here, buddy,” he managed, gathering the confused child into his arms. The tears he’d been holding back finally broke free as he held the boy in his powerful embrace.

Monica approached with her toddler in her arms, seeing Rhoads’s anguish. “Kevin,” she said softly. “Oh, Kevin. He loved you so much.” Rhoads held on to the child, unable or unwilling to release the living extension of his friend.

Skyler moved to his side, placing a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Kev,” she whispered.

Rhoads surfaced from his grief, suddenly aware of both women trying to anchor him. “I’m fine,” he said, releasing John Jr., who, with a confused look, went to take his mother’s hand. Rhoads stood and straightened his uniform with trembling hands, then turned toward the endless rows of white headstones, struggling to compose himself.

His face transformed, hardening with a cold rage as he looked down at the tiny toy soldier now in his palm. “Goddamn it, Baloo,” he growled, his eyes narrowed to slits.

After Rhoads had walked Monica and the three children to the limousine and the crowd dispersed, Skyler stood beside him. He had loosened his uniform tie, and his eyes were rimmed red. A weak winter sun poked through the clouds, but a biting wind started picking up. She knew better than to offer her scarf.

Rhoads looked down at her, his own exhaustion mirrored in the anxious face looking up at him. “Whitney, I know you loved these guys. I keep thinking of all the things they will never see, the holes left in the lives of those here who came to say goodbye. I know you feel that too,” he said. “But selfishly, these guys were the only people on this planet who really knew me. I can’t explain what it’s like to lose—not only your best friends but to actually lose that—I don’t know—that reflection of who you are.”

Skyler took his hand and began walking. She led him through the rows of markers and stopped in front of a headstone identical to all the others in the field. She looked down. “I understand.”

Kevin followed her gaze. The plaque at their feet read:


LIEUTENANT ALEXANDER SKYLER



It took him a moment to understand what he was seeing. She knelt down and brushed the brittle winter leaves off the plaque.

“We were what they call ‘Irish twins.’ He was just eleven months younger than me. ‘The best surprise we ever got,’ my mom would say. And he was my best friend. He knew me better than anyone in this world.” She looked up at Kevin. “I heard you telling one of the Delta guys today that you were angry that you didn’t know they had died, that you should have felt it? When Alex died in Afghanistan, I felt it. This searing energy shot through my skull, into my fingertips, and down my legs, and I just knew.” She sat silently, looking at the plaque, and then stood up, brushing dried grass and leaves from her dress. “So, say what you want, but don’t say I don’t understand.”

“Whitney,” he said.

“It’s okay. I just wanted you to know.” She looked back at the plaque and gave a little wave. “I miss you, Al.” Silence fell between them again. The chasm had grown narrower, but they both still felt the distance.

The quiet was broken by a man’s voice calling from a few rows over. “Rhoads, we’re heading back home to Vah Beach. Meet us at the Shack?” He raised his arm in acknowledgment. Following the service, Leary’s teammates from the Navy SEALs stationed in Virginia Beach had invited their army counterparts to the well-known bar. The SEAL watering hole was three hours away, but Kevin was grateful for an excuse to be alone in the quiet of his rental car.

“Go ahead,” Skyler said. “I’m going to stay here a little longer.”

When Kevin arrived at the Shack, he joined the others toasting the memories of their brothers late into the night. Rhoads raised shot glass after shot glass, and for a brief time, the alcohol and the presence of his military brothers made him feel somewhat less alone. But as his comrades began to say their good nights, he found it hard to leave. Eventually, the bartender poured Rhoads a final shot. “This last one’s on me, brother,” the wizened, bearded bartender said, himself a veteran. “I gotta close up. Come on, I’ll call you a cab.”

“I’m good,” he mumbled, sliding off the worn bar stool. “I’m fine.”

The sky was dusty gray when Rhoads woke up in the front seat of his rental car, still parked in the bar’s parking lot, wrapped in his coat, with a hat pulled low over his ears, alone. He returned to his hotel to shower and then made his way to Reagan National Airport, numb and hungover. He unceremoniously boarded a commercial passenger plane to Anchorage to finally see his father and try to make sense of events.
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After leaving Rhoads at Arlington, Skyler returned to her small walk-up apartment in Georgetown. Her black leather heels were off before the door closed behind her. She opened the refrigerator, empty apart from a half-eaten jar of artichoke hearts, various condiments, and a single can of Coke that she had left behind as a coming-home gift for herself. She found a box of crackers in a cabinet and carried it to the coffee table with the soda. She opened her laptop and began drafting an email to her new superior at Langley. The past few weeks had been physically and emotionally exhausting, and she was anxious to do something to occupy her thoughts. She had shared with Rhoads the one thing she’d thought could bring them together in this tragedy, but he had left her at the cemetery without even saying goodbye. At least her job gave her something meaningful to focus on.

In Syria, she had been assigned to a Special Situations unit. Now she wanted to explore possible connections between the information they had recovered from the confiscated phones and computers, and the meeting between Al-Muwassil and the possible Russians she and Rhoads had encountered in Damascus. She hit the send button on her laptop, slipped out of her black funeral dress, and peeled off her stockings. She pulled a small throw blanket from the back of the sofa and was asleep in minutes.

Skyler woke the following day and looked bleary-eyed at her cell phone. Kevin had left for Anchorage without calling. Her laptop lay open on the coffee table. She had received a response to her email. She wrapped the blanket around her shoulders and drank the remains of the warm, flat soda as she scanned the reply. Langley was pleased with her work in Syria, especially her initiative asking to be part of the stakeout that had eventually eliminated Al-Muwassil, and her request was granted. The email instructed her to report the following day to room 324 on the third floor of CIA headquarters.

She walked into her bedroom and pulled open a dresser drawer. The neatly folded stacks of T-shirts and sweaters felt like they belonged to someone else after so much time away. She pulled on a pair of running tights and a hoodie. She stepped out into the morning, feeling the familiar unfamiliarity of trying to shoehorn herself into the routines of a former life that no longer fit.

The following day, dressed in light wool charcoal pants and a blue striped shirt—the only pressed blouse she had in her closet—Skyler found herself walking down an uninviting, uninspired government hallway lined with solid metal doors, each with a coded entry lock system. Every door had a black sign with a heading: “China Desk,” “Middle East Nuclear Proliferation,” “South America Division.” She stopped in front of a door with the number listed in her email: “324” over a paper sign that read “Special Situations.” She pulled her ID card from a lanyard around her neck and inserted it into the key slot to the left of the door. The magnetic lock clicked open to reveal a small meeting room with doors to three interior offices lining the back wall. She tapped on a keyboard. There was only an email instructing her to report to Cynthia King, the current director of the Special Situations division. Skyler would have access to whatever Special Situations and related government divisions could offer, provided she could present a reasonable case to King.

The office on the right of the empty office suite had a back wall paneled with a corkboard. She set her bag on the bare desk and pulled out an eight-by-ten photograph. It was the photo she had taken of the man leaving Al-Muwassil’s house in Syria and seen again in the restaurant that day. She pinned the picture to the center of the board. She tore a piece of paper from a spiral notebook, wrote the letters TOC in black Sharpie, and taped it to the door. She was at the base of Everest with a long climb in front of her.

She planned to spend the first five days alone in her office preparing for the initial meeting with her new boss. She had already begun developing a detailed list of questions and what she felt she would need to track down the answers. If Director King’s reputation was at all accurate, there would be only one opportunity to make her case, and she didn’t want to leave any detail to chance.

Five days later, Skyler stood before Director King’s ground-floor office door. After a long minute, she knocked and poked her head inside. “Ms. Skyler? Oh, good, you’re early.” The musty smell of tobacco assaulted her senses as a nervous-looking assistant looked up from his desk and escorted her into a dimly lit windowless office. The room looked like a document storage facility. Unopened cardboard boxes teetered on top of older boxes piled on a floor of gray institutional square carpet tiles. An ashtray sat on the only cleared corner of a battered metal desk. Without it, it would have been unclear to Skyler if there was a desk at all under the various stacks of papers and unopened manila envelopes splayed in front of her. Another ashtray overflowing with ashes and stubbed-out cigarette butts lay perched on the edge of a long, low cabinet behind the desk. A faded American flag in a black metal frame hung on the bland wall next to a photograph of two young women in an Eastern Bloc city, likely in the ’70s or ’80s, standing in front of a Lada, a car manufactured in the USSR.

Skyler was taking all of this in when she heard the soft thump of a cane to her right. She turned to see an older woman leaning against a file cabinet with a bemused look. The director of Special Situations was wearing an unremarkable blue pantsuit. In her early seventies, she had cropped gray hair and no makeup except a splash of pink lipstick that jumped out from her round, wrinkled face. No scent of perfume permeated the nicotine odor; her only jewelry was a pair of small silver knot earrings and a thin silver bracelet.

“Director King, it’s very nice to meet you.”

King extended her hand in a curt greeting, her nails stained yellow from nicotine and tar, and limped to her desk. She gestured toward the only other chair in the office, a faded leather armchair that looked like it had been salvaged from a supply closet.

“I was sorry to hear about your team in Ukraine,” King said without preamble. She opened the top drawer of her desk and pulled out a lighter and a pack of Marlboro Lights. She lit a cigarette, inhaled, and blew the smoke over her shoulder away from Skyler. Clearly, the memo about the prohibition of smoking in government buildings remained buried at the bottom of a stack of papers. “I heard about your work in Syria. Good to see you in the field. This agency is filled with memo-writing, cover-your-ass, promotion-seeking bureaucrats failing up. We need more people willing to get their hands dirty to do our work.”

“Thank you,” Skyler said as she pulled a printed list of questions from her folder and held it out to her new boss. King did not reach for the paper. After an awkward moment of indecision, Skyler placed it on top of the smallest pile of memos next to the ashtray on the desk.

“Tell me what you need and why,” King said, making no pretense about sizing up her newest subordinate.

Skyler nodded. “I think John Teabore may have mentioned—” she began.

“I’m asking you,” King said.

“Of course,” Skyler replied. “While working in Syria, we were able to collect data from the phone and laptops of Hamid Al-Din and his brother, Al-Muwassil. We later witnessed Al-Muwassil meeting with people we believe may be Russian SVR operatives.”

“Skyler, shady Russians are meeting with Syrian terrorists on every street corner in Damascus.”

“Yes, but we were also able to trace electronic intercepts of wire transfers to Al-Muwassil from an ACH number originating in Moscow. If we can trace the money, we will have concrete reasons to sanction the bank and cut off the funds.”

Skyler was suddenly aware of how thin her information was and how naive she must appear to her world-weary boss, but she forged ahead. “I don’t have a complete picture, but I strongly believe that this is part of something bigger, something we need to spend more time on. I am confident that if you would allocate the time and resources I need, I will be able to come back to you with a clearer picture of how these pieces are connected.”

King tapped a long column of ash into the ashtray and took a pull from her cigarette.

Silence hung in the smoky air between them, which Skyler interpreted as an invitation to continue. She retrieved a photo. “Additionally, I saw this man in Syria meeting with our target, Al-Muwassil, on the day he was eliminated, so we have the two men directly connected. I overheard his partner speaking to him in Russian. I need—rather, I would like to request—resources and computer time to complete the rest of this picture. If I could have a couple of analysts to help me chase down any leads, that would be ideal.”

King exhaled. “That’s all you have?”

“Yes, ma’am, but—”

“I get it. You have a thread, and you want to begin to pull it. It may pull loose quickly with nothing to show, or you may find yourself with… well, I’ve lost the metaphor, but I understand what you’re after.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Skyler replied, trying not to smile at the director’s candor.

“All people want to do in this building is write memos and cover their own ass,” King said, repeating her earlier assessment of the CIA. She paused. “I will give you the resources. Come back to the office when you have something more to report. Don’t send me a memo or email.” She gestured to the piles of documents on the floor, apparently fated to remain unread.

King stood up, reached for her cane, and walked to the front of the desk with a noticeable limp. “If you need something, come see me in person,” she said, extending her hand and showing Skyler the door.
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The following morning, Skyler arrived in her suite and found a stocky Asian man in his mid-twenties unpacking a Rubik’s Cube from a small cardboard box on the office desk to her left. He was dressed in high-tops and a Taylor Swift Eras Tour crew-neck sweatshirt, and Skyler’s first impression was that he didn’t look the part of a typical analyst. Google and the NSA must have had a bidding war for this guy, she thought as he stepped into the small common area with an open grin. “Sam Kim, NSA, Signal Intelligence Directorate, specializing in analyzing and disseminating signals intelligence information.”

“Hold the introductions—I’m coming!” called a voice from the third office. A woman about Sam’s age emerged with her hand already extended. She had thick dark hair pulled back with a clip. A crisp white collar poked out from a navy crew-neck sweater that looked straight out of a J.Crew catalog. “Jasmine Muni. Science and Tech said you needed support on a research project.” She read the puzzled look on Skyler’s face. “Sorry,” she began again, speaking slowly. “I am an analyst from the CIA’s Directorate of Science and Technology, here for technical support and to coordinate with other government agencies.”

“Ah, got it.” Skyler smiled, surprised at how quickly King had organized a support team, given the lack of specific information they had discussed in her office. “And I’m Whitney Skyler. I’m delighted to have you both join our team.”

Sam gave a dramatic look over both shoulders. “Technically, we are the team, if I’m not mistaken.” Skyler laughed and motioned to the folding chairs positioned around an oval gunmetal-gray conference table. “Don’t get me wrong,” Sam continued, pulling out a chair. An eager mathematician, he was thrilled to be called away from his cubicle at NSA. “I am all in on… whatever this is. So, what is the assignment?”

For the second time in as many days, Skyler described the events that had brought the team together. She pulled two phones from a Ziploc bag. “We were able to do a down-to-the-second marking of the cell phone call the contact made as they were entering the building in Damascus.” She did not need to explain to her new team the significance of having the precise time and location of the call. “I have the authority to work with both of you to see if we can make some connections and determine if this puzzle is worth completing.”

Jasmine and Sam exchanged a look. The two analysts were used to being siloed into researching a specific question or task without ever knowing its place in the formation of the entire picture. This admission that Skyler did not know exactly what she was looking for was a breath of fresh air.

“I can take a first crack at the phones,” Sam suggested. Jasmine would start with the wire transfers and photos of the two operatives to see where it would take her.



Two weeks into their research, Skyler stood again outside of King’s office door. She knocked and, getting no response, peeked around the door into the reception area. The high-strung assistant was nowhere to be seen. Skyler hovered in the doorway. The first weeks of the investigation had been frustrating for her and her new team of two as they waited for information from different departments to trickle in. Sam had trouble gaining the proper security clearances to work at Langley and to remotely access the NSA computer system. Logging time onto the system was a competition with other working groups. Skyler thought about King’s directive to send no emails, but now she was wondering if that was the better course of action for making her requests.

“Well, are you coming in or not?” came a gravelly voice from the intercom on the assistant’s desk. Skyler jumped and quickly crossed the reception area to the interior office. King was seated at her desk, eyebrows raised impatiently, as Skyler entered.

“Good morning,” Skyler said. King simply cocked her head. “Right,” Skyler said, and relayed the frustrating issues confronting the team as diplomatically as she could.

“Is that it?” King asked.

“That’s it.”

By lunch on Tuesday, Jasmine Muni was running Skyler’s surveillance photos through the CIA’s facial recognition software, which could now seamlessly access the TSA and FBI databases. An NSA technician had been in the office earlier with a new laptop that he set up in Skyler’s office suite to allow access to the NSA system. Sam watched as the tech checked the system. “You got anything in your bag of tricks for me, by any chance?”

The tech looked over his shoulder, squinting to read Sam’s name on his security badge. “You’re Sam Kim? I’m supposed to set you up on the Jupiter system before I leave.”

“Really? I’m getting access to Jupiter? Yes! Yes!” Sam enthusiastically pounded the desk. The tech raised his eyebrows. “I mean, cool. That will be very helpful. Thank you.”

The focus of the first stage of the investigation was to collect the raw data. As Skyler stood behind Sam, watching his fingers dance across his keyboard, she felt the initial barriers to gathering the data begin to fall away. Like watching water boil, she could almost see the tiny bubbles coming to a simmer.

Within hours, Sam had identified three possible phone numbers pulled from the cell tower in Damascus. Using AI, Jupiter employed complex algorithms to link related information from a single phone number across different datasets. As the web of information expanded, connections and patterns emerged that would be virtually impossible to see if they were to search each dataset individually. Two of the numbers had been making local calls: One was the number of Youssef Al-Hassan, a sixteen-year-old boy, and the second was assigned to a seventy-five-year-old woman named Fatima Al-Jabari. Jasmine confirmed they were both local residents who subscribed to Syriatel. The remaining phone number had made several local calls, including four to Al-Muwassil’s phone and one call to a number in Moscow. The phone had a Swisscom subscription. Tagging that number as the suspected target’s number, Sam and Jasmine recalibrated their Jupiter algorithm to search for texts and location markers for that device.

Pulling her hair into a ponytail in what the others recognized as her let’s get to work mode, Skyler leaned forward, her knee bouncing with excitement, and said, “Okay, what else have you got?”

Sam and Jasmine looked at each other, eager to share their findings. Jasmine spoke first. “I cross-referenced the phone number location markers with the surveillance video of the man and his phone moving through Damascus International Airport. The results of that probe came back negative. So we expanded our coverage to the Mezzeh Military Airport.”

“MMA is a military airstrip to the west of Damascus that often caters to guests of the Assad government,” Sam interjected. “The airport surveillance system was infiltrated by the NSA at the beginning of Assad’s terror campaign.”

“Right,” Jasmine said, picking up the thread. “The facial recognition programs found a match with an SVR officer. His name is Ivan Lashkin.”

“Ivan Lashkin,” Skyler repeated. Her mind flashed on her memory of the man sitting at the Dunes Club restaurant. She pushed aside the impulse to call Rhoads with the news. Their guy now had a name.

“And,” Sam went on, “through a separate hack of a Federation’s military database, we compared the picture you took of the bodyguard in Damascus with all known Federation operatives, both military and OGAs. The big guy was a former Spetsnaz officer named Gregor Varkov.”

Skyler walked to the corkboard and wrote the two names on index cards that she tacked underneath the photos. “Awesome work, you guys. Okay, so now, Sam, can you expand the search boundaries to include calls from the phone numbers of Al-Muwassil’s brother?”

With each new connection, Skyler felt a growing certainty: What she and Rhoads had stumbled onto in Damascus was bigger than anyone had realized. She reached for her phone twice to call him before stopping herself. No, she needed more than theories before reaching out. She needed proof.

Four weeks into the project, Sam stuck his head into Skyler’s office. “Hey, Whit, I’ve hit a roadblock,” he said. “So, two new numbers have come up. One is a concealed US-based number, which isn’t all that unusual. We see that with many domestic phone numbers, but we’ll need FISA clearance to trace it. The second number is also coming up blocked, but I’ve never seen a blocked number like this before.”

“Okay. Maybe it’s a glitch in the system?” Skyler offered.

“It’s no glitch. I ran a quick diagnostic, and the system is functioning well,” Sam said, sounding slightly offended that she would even question his command of his domain.

“All right, send it to me, and let me run it by King in the morning. Maybe she knows someone in another department who can help identify it,” Skyler said.

Two hours later, Skyler heard a loud “What the fuck?!” from Sam’s office. She and Jasmine arrived in his doorway simultaneously.

“You okay?” Jasmine asked.

“No. I am not okay. My fucking computer just restarted on its own, and when I tried to log back in, look what I got.” An “ACCESS DENIED” message was displayed in large letters across his screen. Skyler opened her mouth to respond but was interrupted by a phone ringing from her office.

She returned moments later with a perplexed look on her face.

“What’s up?” Jasmine asked.

“That was King. She wants to see me—on the seventh floor.”

“Holy shit,” Jasmine and Sam said in unison.

“Have you ever been up to seven?” Jasmine asked.

“I haven’t even been to the fifth floor!” Skyler said, putting on her jacket and smoothing her hair into a slightly less disheveled ponytail. Without any paperwork, she left the small suite and started the unexpected climb to the executive floor of the Central Intelligence Agency.
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A heavyset security guard wearing a crisp white uniform shirt and dark pants was waiting for Skyler as she entered the seventh-floor elevator lobby. A holstered Glock 17 adorned his belt. “Whitney Skyler?” She gestured to the photo identification badge hanging around her neck and nodded. “Please follow me.”

Unlike the stark institutional corridors of the third floor, the seventh floor had the air of a corporate “C” suite. Pristinely attired executive assistants strode purposefully down the plush carpeted hallway. The muted corridor walls were interspersed with artwork and wooden doors. The guard stopped in front of the one marked “DCIA.” A second, identically dressed security guard opened the door to the entrance of the executive suite and motioned for her to follow him before stopping in front of a door marked “B.”

“Good luck, Ms. Skyler,” he said, pushing open the door. Skyler looked at him quizzically and walked in expecting to see King. Instead, sitting alone at a conference room table meant for four people was the director of the CIA, Jessica Somers. The round oak table was matched by oak paneling and a large window that looked over the treetops of the garden below and a statue of William Donovan, the founder of the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the precursor to the CIA. Under the window, a side table was artfully set with carafes of tea, coffee, and water alongside platters of fruit and pastries.

“Oh, excuse me,” Skyler stammered, quickly backing toward the door.

“Come in, Whitney,” the director said, waving her hand. Jessica Somers had more salt than pepper hair, styled in the smooth elegant bob of many older DC elite. Her makeup was understated, as were the sapphire studs in her ears and the thin gold chain around her neck. She was wearing a dark navy dress with a matching blazer and black pumps that landed perfectly between practical and not quite office appropriate. The director stood up, shook Skyler’s hand, and motioned for her to sit down.

“Let me get you some water,” Somers said, moving to the credenza and pouring from a crystal pitcher. She handed the glass to the confused and visibly nervous CIA analyst. The current director of the CIA was neither a former congresswoman nor a diplomat like many of her predecessors. Jessica Somers had started her career as a CIA operations officer in Eastern Europe, where she cut her teeth on source handling and intelligence gathering from a number of different posts. In 2000, she was assigned her first post as chief of station in Afghanistan. The pace of activity increased dramatically following the 9/11 attack on the World Trade Center and partial destruction of the Pentagon. Somers was given credit for her role working with the Horse Soldiers that led to the unexpectedly swift fall of the Taliban in the opening months of the war. Following her tour of duty, she was relocated back to Langley, where she became the director of the CIA’s Counterterrorism Center. After a brief stint as deputy director of the CIA, her last post before assuming her current position as the DCIA was a five-year tenure as chief of CIA National Clandestine Service: a beloved figure at the agency. Somers was an insider’s insider.

She took a seat opposite Skyler and sat back, crossing her legs. “So, how do you like working with Director King?”

“Oh, it’s been great,” she said, immediately cringing at her response. She may as well have replied, Awesome. “She is very direct, very efficient,” she added awkwardly.

“That’s diplomatic of you.” Somers chuckled.

A curt knock announced Cynthia King, who opened the door and entered the room, the usual tap of her cane silenced by the Persian rug that covered most of the floor. “Hello, Jessica.” King made her way to the small table and sat down. Skyler recalled the photo in King’s office and looked at the two women now sitting across from her, older versions of the same people. Looking now between the perfectly polished Somers and King in her ill-fitting pantsuit and scuffed oxford shoes, it was hard to imagine these two women ever sharing anything in common.

“Whitney,” began the director, “Cynthia has generally brought me up to speed on your strong work for us in the field as well as your current investigation. May I start by saying the CIA is lucky to have people like you.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

“Regarding your investigation, would you be able to tell me what you’ve learned so far in your own words?” the CIA director asked.

“Jessica, I told you she is not done with the work and any conclusions, at this time, are premature,” King said.

“I am not asking for conclusions; I simply want to know what she knows,” the DCIA replied, rolling her eyes.

Skyler looked from one to the other waiting for them to finish. She was reminded of being at the dinner table with her brother, waiting for her parents to decide if they could play outside before doing their homework. King nodded, opening the floor.

“Director Somers, I apologize. I have not had time to prepare for this.”

“It’s okay, just tell her what you have been telling me. No bullshit.” King looked at the director. “Jessica, do you have a cigarette?” The director took a pack out of her bag and handed them to King with a slim black-and-gold S. T. Dupont lighter. King appraised the elegant lighter, gave a snort, and lit the cigarette.

Skyler, confused by the interaction, summarized her work.

“And what have you concluded?” asked Somers.

“Jessica!” interjected King, blowing smoke.

“What have you found, so far?” the director rephrased.

“So far, we have made some interesting connections. We believe the SVR operative we came across in Syria could be coordinating with a Russian bank named Bank Alta and/or a Swiss bank named Compagnie Bancaire Helvétique. We have asked for additional expertise in financial tracking, but with rudimentary searches, Bank Alta, at a minimum, seems to be another bank owned by one of Putin’s cronies. The SVR operative appears to be spending some of his time in Manhattan. Additionally, he seems to have frequent contact with a US-based phone number whose name is not yet available to us.” She paused, glancing at King. “And during that same search just today, a phone number came back blocked. Not just the name of the person associated with the number. I mean, the actual number was hidden from us. We aren’t yet sure what it all means, but the web of connectivity is increasingly suspicious.”

Cynthia King and the director exchanged a look. Skyler detected a slight smile on King’s face.

“Excellent work, Whitney,” the director said. “What do you think, Cynthia?”

“I told you what I think. She started this; we need to let her finish it.”

Somers considered for a moment. “I think I’d like a cigarette right now,” the CIA director said.

King reached over to hand her back the pack. “This is a no-smoking building,” King said, fully smiling now.

Somers methodically extracted a cigarette from the pack and tapped it gently on the table. She paused with the unlit cigarette balanced between two fingers. “Whitney, everyone was impressed when we heard about your performance in Syria.” Somers seemed to be filling in the silence to buy a little more time to consider her options. “Excellent work.”

“The credit should be given to Kevin Rhoads,” Whitney said.

Somers nodded. “What happened to his team, the pilots, and the army techs was heartbreaking.” Skyler recalled seeing the director at each of the funerals. “Whitney, your investigation has come up with a phone number that has us very concerned. As you are leading this investigation, Cynthia is recommending that you be read into this completely and allowed to finish your work. Having said that, the information that you would be read into is extremely sensitive. Extremely sensitive. But I agree. In order to understand what is actually happening, we need you to keep digging,” the director concluded.

King took a final sip of water and stubbed out her cigarette in the empty glass. “Skyler, at present, four people in the US government know about this: They are the head of the NSA, the two of us and the general counsel of the CIA. You are about to become the fifth.” King paused to let the gravity of this statement sink in. “The blocked number that your colleague came across two hours ago is the private cell phone of Phil Kemp, the president of the United States.”





CHAPTER 42

LANGLEY, VIRGINIA

The gravity of the situation was not lost on anyone, nor was the poise of the young analyst. Skyler’s investigation had potentially uncovered a conspiracy leading directly to the man who had just been sworn into the highest office in the country. The two older women waited for Skyler to react, but wisely, she said nothing.

“All right, then,” King said, striking the table with her hand. “There will be no working group to outline options. No reports to the Senate subcommittee. Until we can figure out what is happening, we must keep this information between Director Desai at NSA, our attorney, and the three of us.”

“I don’t see how we can continue digging without Sam Kim in the tent.”

King pursed her lips and looked at Somers, who nodded. “Only Kim. And only if absolutely necessary.”

“Our first step is to request a FISA court hearing,” King continued, sitting a little straighter in her seat. “I’ll direct the general counsel’s office of the CIA to request an emergency hearing to authorize electronic surveillance warrants on the US-based phone numbers that have been uncovered. We can begin surveillance immediately as a matter of national security and gain court approval retroactively.”

“Will we need to bring in the FBI now that the investigation has moved firmly onto US soil?” Skyler asked, her mind racing to catch up.

“As long as the CIA’s primary mission is to collect foreign intelligence and foreign counterintelligence, there is no need to bring in the FBI,” Director Somers said without hesitation. “I do agree with Cynthia’s thoughts that the FISA court’s cooperation in this will be critical.”

King pulled herself up, leaning on her cane. “I’ll get started on the FISA application. Whitney, put a memo together that we can discuss with the general counsel.”

“A memo?” Skyler said, daring to indulge in a moment of sarcasm. “I thought we don’t write memos.” King grunted and limped toward the door but glanced back before exiting the room with what was unmistakably a smile.

Somers watched King leave with an expression on her face that Whitney couldn’t read. “I think she likes you,” Somers said when the door had closed behind the deputy director.

“You do?” Skyler felt like a student pining for her teacher’s approval. Working with Cynthia King required a thick skin. Still, Skyler appreciated her direct style, especially after working for John Teabore, who could not have been more opaque in his positions.

“I haven’t seen her this engaged in a very long time, plus her offering to spearhead the paperwork part of the FISA application is downright historic.”

“Have you known Deputy Director King for a while?” Skyler probed, remembering the photo in King’s office.

“She didn’t tell you, did she? Of course not.” The director paused as an aide opened the door to the conference room.

“Director, your four o’clock call?”

“Tell them I’ll be right there.” The director stood and extended her hand in a clear sign that the meeting was over. “Keep it up, Whitney.”
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Skyler returned to the third floor. For now, at least, they could focus on the US phone number that the emergency FISA approval request would permit them to trace. “Got you,” Sam said to his computer screen, minutes after receiving approval. The number belonged to Peter Michaels, who, according to a quick Google search, was a New York City real estate developer in the midst of constructing a large building overlooking Central Park. The search also revealed his political fund’s donations to the president’s campaign and a close personal relationship with President Phil Kemp himself. “Damn,” Sam exclaimed, looking at the image of Michaels at the PAC conference sharing the stage with then-Congressman Kemp. “Wait, you don’t think—”

Before he could finish his thought, Whitney put a hand on his arm. “No. I can’t say more now, but that’s not where this is headed. Don’t worry.” In reality, she’d never imagined that when she started down this path, she would find President Kemp waiting at the end of it.

Kim continued staring at his computer screen and muttered, “So these aren’t the droids we’re looking for?”

Skyler leaned in. “Sam, can I see you in my office?”

Sam pushed his chair back and followed Skyler into her office. Skyler shut the door and turned to face him. “Since my Jedi mind trick didn’t work, I am going to bring you up to speed. But you need to understand, you and only you have clearance for what I’m about to tell you. You’re going to want to sit down.”



Over the next two days, the team’s resources expanded. The group of three—Sam, Jasmine, and Skyler—were relocated to a larger suite on the third floor that included a spacious open area and two extra offices. Whitney reconstructed the bulletin board on the new office wall, satisfied to see how considerably more crowded it was since she had tacked up her first photo of Ivan Lashkin.

“This is more like it,” Sam said, swiveling in his office chair. His mood had greatly improved after he was reconnected to the NSA link that he had been locked out of two days earlier.

“Seriously, we are definitely moving up,” Jasmine agreed as a no-nonsense-looking thirty-eight-year-old woman knocked on the open suite door. She had dark hair cut in a bob that framed a wide heart-shaped face with expertly shaped eyebrows and thick black eyelashes. A laptop poked out of a sleek leather tote bag slung over her shoulder. Jasmine surveyed her suspiciously. “Can we help you?” she asked.

“Hi, I’m looking for Whitney Skyler? I was told she had a project that she needed help with.” Sam and Jasmine shared a look, clearly displeased by the prospect of an outsider breaking into their group. Skyler introduced herself, curious to see whose support King had decided she needed now. As it turned out, Janet Hernandez was precisely the right person: An analyst from the Financial Crimes unit of the Secret Service, she held degrees in fraud management and cybersecurity. “My specific area of expertise is tracking international wire transfers. Is that the kind of thing you’re looking for?”

“That is exactly what we’re looking for. Welcome!” Skyler said, walking over with her hand extended. Janet walked past Sam and Jasmine with a brief “Hello” and claimed one of the empty offices. She poured herself a coffee and got straight to work.

Following the meeting with the director and King, every door the growing team needed to pass through seemed to be held wide open. From the Department of Transportation to the Federal Bureau of Investigation to the NYC Police Department: If a request for information was met with resistance, a quick call from a superior so high up the food chain in that department meant that compliance was immediately given.

Sam arrived after the first week with a cardboard tray of morning coffees. He handed Janet her chai latte, with two packets of Splenda resting on the coffee lid. “Thank you, Sam,” she said, smiling broadly at the clear signal that he and Jasmine had officially welcomed the newcomer into the fold.

“Just remember, when it’s your turn, I’m lactose intolerant. Soy lattes only.”

“Got it,” Janet said, tapping her head. The team had begun meeting first thing every morning to review the previous day’s progress and then set the day’s priorities. Like family members over an extended holiday, each person worked on filling in their section of a single puzzle. They shared information and offered their specific expertise to help other team members acquire the information they needed to fill in their part of the picture.

“What do you make of this?” Skyler asked the team one morning. “Look, about six months ago, there were no calls to or from Lashkin’s phone.” The team leaned over the computer showing Lashkin’s call log. She clicked open another tab. “And right around this same time, Michaels had started receiving calls from a list of different numbers, none corresponding to a permanent phone line.”

“Classic tradecraft,” snorted a gruff voice in the doorway. Sam had just taken a sip of coffee and choked as he turned to see the director of Special Situations leaning on a cane. “It looks like Mr. Lashkin is now using a burner or multiple burners to connect with Michaels. Something must have changed in their relationship.”

She walked to the corkboard and began examining the ever-growing collage of names, photos, locations, and phone numbers, organized and reorganized with each connection they made. Ivan Lashkin remained at the apex of the collage with his name written beneath. The team had no way of knowing that Lashkin was known as Sergei Valinsky to Peter Michaels, but a line extended from his image to that of Michaels. A second line connected Lashkin to Gregor Varkov. These three faces now formed a center triangle on the board. Other lines connected Lashkin to Bank Alta and Compagnie Bancaire Helvétique, and lines from the banks were drawn to illustrate the Iraqi transfers connecting Lashkin and Al-Muwassil. Only one other line emanated from the photo of Michaels, terminating in a shadowed outline of a face with ten question marks printed where a telephone number should be.

With the cooperation of the Department of Homeland Security and the TSA, Jasmine had recently added pictures of Lashkin and Varkov entering North America through Montréal-Trudeau International Airport. Additional street photos of the duo on Fifty-Third Street in Manhattan were also on the wall. King stood quietly, studying them all.

Skyler pulled another chair to the table. “Ms. Skyler, would it be all right if I made a suggestion?” King asked, moving away from the wall-hung puzzle and easing herself into the proffered chair as if this were her morning routine.

“Of course, yes,” Skyler said.

“I think it’s time we look at Michaels’s girlfriend, Lillian Montgomery.”

“Actually, we have. All we found is that she was born and raised in London and attended the London School of Economics. After a five-year stint working for J. P. Morgan, she started a financial consulting business that advises wealthy international clients. Jasmine checked with our counterparts at MI6, and they confirmed that she is a British national.”

“Excellent. Now let’s get a trace on her phone to be sure.” King looked at the bulletin board, her eyes resting momentarily on the faceless silhouette. The team had continued tracking regular phone calls between Michaels and the blocked phone number.

The following day, the team arrived to find King already in the suite, wearing a neatly pressed navy suit, pacing in front of the corkboard, an unlit cigarette in her hand. Hernandez waited until they were all seated and jumped in. “So, I used this data thread with the Swiss bank, and I found something strange. It looks like Bank Alta and Compagnie Bancaire Helvétique not only funded a title company that capitalized Peter Michaels’s project on Central Park South but also funded the purchase of Michaels’s private home in Miami.”

“That doesn’t make sense. What does a Russian or Swiss bank want with a house in Miami?” Whitney asked. “And if they are funding his loan, wouldn’t that money go toward it?”

King paused in front of the corkboard, mulling over the newest staffer’s discovery. “I want to keep eyes on where these three are at all times,” she said, pointing at Lashkin, Varkov, and Michaels. “Especially this one,” she said, pointing to Michaels. “I want to know where he’s been traveling.”

“I’ll get the DOT on it,” Jasmine offered, already typing the email. She had been working with local and international phone companies to allow database inquiries to geolocate the three targets’ phones with time stamps. In this way, the team could see the interconnecting times and locations when the phones were in the same vicinity. That same afternoon, she received an email from the Department of Transportation listing Michaels’s recent domestic and international air travel, including an international trip to Moscow and several trips to Miami.

It was a trip to Washington, DC, that caught Skyler’s attention. More precisely, the date of the trip caught her attention: December 8. One day later, a helicopter carrying nine American servicemen was shot down by a Russian missile in Ukraine. She blinked back the tears that sprang to her eyes and pulled up the credit card statements they had compiled for Michaels. On December 9, he checked out of the Willard Hotel. “The Hotel of Presidents.”

December 8 was not a date she would forget. Skyler left early that night and spent the evening walking the streets of Georgetown, letting the information they had gathered sink in, hoping her intuition was wrong. She ordered Chinese food, but when it arrived, she had no appetite. It can’t be.

She arrived early the next morning and went straight to King’s office. Her assistant was there, sitting at an empty desk, looking relieved. “She wanted me to tell you this morning—Deputy Director King has moved to an office on the fourth floor.”

Skyler ascended the three flights and found King sitting in her new office. Gone were the stacks of documents and boxes on the floor. There was a new filing cabinet in the corner. While the cigarette butts and ashtray remained, an air purifier now hummed in the corner. The weathered flag that had hung in her third-floor office rested against the wall on the floor, and an emblem of the CIA hung on the wall beside a large window looking out to the tops of the still, leafless trees.

“This office feels better,” Skyler said, looking around.

“It was time,” replied King.

Skyler sat down on a fresh blue upholstered chair facing King’s desk. “Director King, I have something to ask of you.” She spoke quickly, before losing the confidence to say what she needed. “I need to know something related to the investigation.”

Ms. King had grown fond of the young analyst; in some ways, she reminded her of her eager, younger self before life had knocked her wheels off. This investigation, working with Skyler, had reinvigorated King’s outlook and passion. “Whitney, just tell me what you need to know.”

“I would like to know what President Kemp was doing on the night of December eighth.”

“Why?” King asked.

“It’s too far-fetched a theory to say out loud,” Skyler almost whispered.

King read the anxiety etched on Skyler’s face. “Did you sleep last night?”

“Not a lot, not really,” she said with a weak smile.

“Okay. I’ll call you when I have the information. And Whitney, try to squeeze in a nap today. You look like hell.”
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The following morning, Director Somers arrived at her office at the usual time of 7 a.m. She and King had spoken the night before and called for a meeting with Skyler at 8 a.m. Somers had been spending more time than usual with her former mentor, Cynthia King. She turned to the credenza, pulled open a drawer, and removed a picture showing the two women in Germany forty years ago standing in front of a Lada. She knew King kept the same picture on her desk, but Somers could not bear to look at it daily. The memory it recalled was too painful.



BERLIN, GERMANY

1986

Fresh from graduating from the Farm, Somers knew she was ready for the field. After six months of begging, pleading, and proving herself, Somers was seeing signs that the deputy chief of station’s resistance was wearing down. “I am ready. Let me ride along tonight.” Somers had cornered Cynthia King in her office.

Cynthia King’s reputation was known to the young operative: a capable, if overly aggressive, officer who’d carved out a valuable network on the eastern side of the wall. Her prize asset: a Stasi security officer whose family had been split by the concrete divide. He traded secrets, surveillance methods, security procedures, and tech specs, all for the promise of getting his loved ones to the West.

“Not tonight, Jessica.” King didn’t look up from her paperwork.

“If not tonight, when? I’ve been on station for six months, and the only time I leave is to get everyone coffee.”

“The coffee is delicious.” A hint of a smile played at King’s lips.

“Please. I’ve trained for this. I’m ready.”

King finally looked up, sympathy softening her features. Two years ago, she’d been in Somers’s shoes, fresh from Camp Perry, thinking training alone could keep her safe. Exhaustion etched lines around her eyes. Too busy, too tired, too preoccupied to say no again.

“Fine. Meet me in the carport in thirty minutes. Make sure your papers are in order. Keep your eyes open and mouth shut.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Somers fled before King could change her mind.

Less than an hour later, sitting in the passenger seat of a boxy, dirty brown Wartburg 353 with East German plates, Somers could barely contain her nervous energy. A yellow-and-black sign loomed ahead: “YOU ARE LEAVING THE AMERICAN SECTOR” in English, Russian, French, and German. Beyond it stood the white guardhouse with its distinctive blue stripe, concrete barriers forcing them into a zigzag approach, cameras tracking their every turn. As they navigated the eerie quiet of “no-man’s-land,” Somers rehearsed their cover story in her mind. King had spent twelve months building her legend as a textile buyer from Bremen, making regular trips to VEB Strickwaren Fabrika, a state-owned clothing manufacturer in Lichtenberg. Their West German identity cards, Personalausweis, felt heavy in Somers’s pocket. The canvas satchel at her feet held fabric samples and invoices, props in their carefully constructed deception.

King looked every inch the business professional in her dark pantsuit, while Somers had chosen a knee-length skirt, stockings, and a coal-colored blouse—modern enough to be credible but forgettable enough to fade from memory. Their destination was a bar, Zur letzten Instanz, near Alexanderplatz, whose hidden corners invited quiet conversations. Tonight’s contact was a disillusioned party operative, promising insights into the current political climate.

The clock read 5:00 p.m. as they cleared the final checkpoint. Seven hours to midnight, their mandatory return deadline. King drove straight down Friedrichstrasse, her eyes constantly checking the mirrors. The left turn onto Leipziger Strasse was smooth, followed by four precise right turns. Somers noticed the tension in King’s shoulders and the way her knuckles whitened on the steering wheel.

“Reach back to check your bag and see if you see anyone following us,” King said, her voice tight with controlled urgency.

Somers turned casually, her heart hammering as she peered through the rear window. “There’s a Trabant about three cars back. Two men inside.” The Trabant, the Stasi watchers’ vehicle of choice. Her mouth went dry.

King pulled a cigarette from her side pocket with practiced ease, lighting it with the dashboard lighter. Smoke curled around her face, masking her expression. “Let’s drive around and see if they lose interest.” Her casual tone belied the gravity of their situation.

They drove toward the Spree River, past war-damaged buildings plastered with propaganda posters. In the light traffic, their followers made no effort to hide their presence.

“I think we picked up a second car,” Somers announced, the last of her earlier confidence evaporating.

“Shit.” King crushed her cigarette into the dashboard, downshifting aggressively. “We’re blown.”

She lit another cigarette with steady hands, but Somers could see sweat beading at her temple.

“I’m heading for the Mitte district.”

The maze of narrow streets and alleys in Mitte offered their best chance of escape. Somers’s training hadn’t prepared her for the suffocating fear, the way every shadow seemed to hold another pair of watching eyes.

King’s head was on a constant swivel. “Somers, you have your papers?”

“Yes.”

“Get your satchel and put it in your lap.”

King had managed to put some precious distance between them and their relentless pursuers, but the twisted streets of Mitte only offered brief respites of cover. King reached into her blouse and yanked hard, pulling free a wire, microphone, and recorder taped to her skin. Through another corner, the car’s suspension groaning in protest, she rolled down her window and threw the recording device where their pursuers couldn’t see.

As they approached a sharp left turn, King spotted a parking spot tucked under the yellow-brick viaduct supporting the elevated S-Bahn tracks high above. Without hesitation, she slammed on the clutch and brakes and yanked the parking brake, the car’s tires squealing as it skidded to an abrupt halt.

“Move!” she yelled halfway out the door.

Somers followed close behind, struggling to keep up as King surged ahead, weaving through the bustling pedestrian market stalls toward the Hackescher Markt station. Somers anxiously scanned the crowd, her heart pounding; in the distance, she spotted the unmistakable uniforms of Stasi agents, their cars abandoned haphazardly on the street as they closed in.

“They’re on us!” Somers called out.

“Train’s coming! Get up the stairs!” King commanded, her pace never faltering as she grabbed the metal railing and bounded up the solid stone steps.

The rumble of the approaching S-Bahn was growing louder now, the metallic clatter of wheels on tracks urging them onward. They reached the platform and heard a shout from below:

“Halt, stehenbleiben!”

King risked a glance back, her eyes narrowing as she saw the Stasi agents climbing the stairs two at a time in pursuit. Redoubling her efforts, she ushered Somers onto the platform just as the train’s doors slid open. With the Stasi close on their heels, King positioned herself in front of Somers, shielding her protege, as the uniformed officers reached the platform, barking their commands once more, guns drawn.

“Halt, stehenbleiben!”

The train doors parted and in the chaos of commuters exiting the train, King leaped for the door, just as the nearest officer fired his weapon, hitting King in the leg. Before she fell, she turned and pushed Somers through the closing door seconds before the train left the platform.

Somers stared through the dirty glass windows and met King’s eyes, fiercely resolute as the gap between them widened. Each second carried her farther from where King lay bleeding. Her thoughts raced. She should have run faster. She should have seen the police sooner. She should have taken the bullet instead of King. She should have never come.

Somers moved mechanically through the crowded car, her training taking over while her mind replayed those final seconds in an endless loop. As passengers pressed in around her, the young officer felt the weight of King’s sacrifice crushing her chest. She could barely breathe knowing King had deemed her life more valuable. This wasn’t the glamorous mission she’d imagined in training. This was survival, paid for with her mentor’s blood and freedom. The price would echo through every choice, every mission, every quiet moment for years to come. She did not know it then, but it would be three years before she saw King again. It was a debt she could never repay.
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A debt I can never repay. Somers’s reflection was interrupted by her assistant’s voice on the intercom. “I have Whitney Skyler and Director King to see you,” Lucy reported.

The two women filed in, both aware of a palpable tension in the air. The ordinarily unflappable director was tapping a pen against her thigh in a quick staccato. For a few moments, it was the only sound in the room.

Skyler looked from King to Somers, feeling a pit growing in her stomach. Finally, Somers spoke. “Sit down, please. Whitney, can you tell us why you want to know what the then president-elect of the United States was doing on December eighth?”

Skyler had been dreading this question since she’d left King’s office twenty-four hours earlier. She swallowed, certain she had crossed a line that would end her work on the investigation. “Ma’am, respectfully, I prefer not to.”

“And why is that?” the director asked, unaccustomed to subordinates evading her direct questions.

“I don’t feel that I have adequate information to share my theory, or rather, my concern at this point.”

“You understand that to have the CIA or any government agency inquire into the whereabouts of a president-elect—now president—is political suicide.” Somers said it as a statement, not a question. “You also know I am a political appointee.”

“Yes, ma’am, I am very sorry.” Skyler sat with her back straight, hands on the table, ready to take her lashing.

King had spent the previous day making off-the-record inquiries about Kemp’s schedule on the eighth. Until then, they had not made the connection Skyler was drawing. “We don’t know a lot about Kemp’s day on twelve-eight,” Somers said, “but we know the director of National Intelligence, Winston Palmer, interrupted him during a late lunch at the Willard Hotel to brief the president-elect on a covert operation. In Ukraine.”

“Do you know which operation?” Skyler asked, feeling a lump form in her throat.

“The operation that ended in the helicopter being shot down that killed the Omega team,” King said flatly. Skyler felt tears spring to her eyes and something else, something akin to fury, which she struggled to push down.

The director continued, “The NSA also has a record of an encrypted signal, likely an encrypted phone, located in DC calling Moscow’s SVR building within one hour of the president-elect’s intelligence briefing. According to a classified source in the Kremlin, an hour after that call, Alexei Morozov of the SVR was summoned to the Kremlin to meet with their national security team in their situation room. We believe Putin attended the meeting remotely.”

“Who was Kemp dining with?” Skyler asked slowly.

“I think you know, don’t you?” King said.

King watched Skyler’s expression tighten and gestured toward a folder on the coffee table stamped “TOP SECRET SAP (ORCON).” “We spoke to the Defense Intelligence Agency last night about the operations in Ukraine and Romania. A Russian fifth-generation fighter was loitering in Russian airspace, and just over two hours after the helicopter left Poland, the plane headed on a vector directly toward the helicopter. The fighter entered Ukrainian airspace, fired its missiles, and returned to its base.” She looked directly at Skyler. “It knew exactly what and when to strike.”

“And the helicopter leaving Romania?” asked Skyler, willing herself to stay in the present, focused on the mission. The faces of Leary, Diaz, Swan, Mahoney, and Park appeared before her, and she felt the solid warmth of being wrapped in Baloo’s bear hug the last time she saw her friends before boarding the plane to Poland. She began pacing the room, shaking her head slightly from side to side.

“Nothing,” King continued, ignoring Skyler’s agitation. “The Romanian team reached its target, rebooted a module, which then rebooted the other modules, and flew back to its base undetected,” she said. “So. What are your conclusions now?”

Skyler took a steadying breath and returned to her seat, her memories pushed aside by the gravity of the present situation. What am I mixed up in? she thought, but summoned the courage to finally voice her conclusions. “There is a case to be made that Peter Michaels has been corrupted by the SVR. He accepted their money through a Swiss bank that fronts for Bank Alta, itself a front for Putin and his cronies.” Somers nodded for her to continue. “The Russian money is being used for legitimate business purposes like Michaels’s real estate project in Manhattan. But I believe the money also funded political campaign donations that Kemp accepted—either deliberately or unwittingly—and therefore is potentially compromised. Additionally, a case can be made that Kemp, again either deliberately or unwittingly, gave sensitive information to the Russians about an imminent covert military mission in Ukraine intended to thwart Russian advancement, which led to nine American deaths.”

“Nixon lost his presidency for far less,” the DCIA mused.

Skyler reached down and pulled a picture from a folder: inauguration night with its backdrop of American flags, women dressed in jewel-colored evening gowns and men in tuxedos, all wearing overly bright smiles. In the photo, the group of people on the stage had their arms raised in victory, optimism in the air. At the center of the picture, the president was waving through a haze of confetti and balloons. The stage was crowded with his family, supporters, and team. Off to one side, Peter Michaels and his girlfriend stood beaming ten feet away.

“Smoke?” said King, a request and a suggestion at once.

The director pulled a pack out of her bag, took one for herself, and slid the pack across to King. Skyler held out her hand and gestured for one. The three women sat in silence, watching the smoke curl to the ceiling.
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The following morning King requested a meeting with Skyler and Somers. Skyler walked into the small Conference Room B on the seventh floor, where her boss was already pacing, her cane steadily thumping. Director Somers was sitting down at the table, watching King warily. Skyler had barely seated herself when King began speaking. “My entire journey with the CIA has led me to this moment.”

Somers studied her mentor. With her fresh makeup and pressed suit, King seemed transformed. A ghost of her younger self had reemerged from the shadows of the past, running agents, dead drops, sending agents back behind the wall to gather more information, sometimes joining them. She recalled King’s words before a dangerous mission, citing her favorite motto: Fortune favors the brave.

King continued, “I love this agency and hold the deepest gratitude for the people and the sacrifices they make for it and for our country. And that is why”—she paused—“given the incredible and unparalleled intel we now possess, I have come to the conclusion that it is our responsibility, our duty, to use this knowledge to fulfill the mission of this agency.”

Somers cut in, “Cynthia, I’m not sure where you are headed with this, but let me remind you that the mission of this agency is to collect, analyze, and disseminate intelligence on foreign threats and opportunities to the president. We don’t serve anyone else—not Congress, not the public. Our singular mission is to assist POTUS in the execution of his office. He is our only client.” She paused, clearly irritated. “So what are you suggesting?”

“I am suggesting we use the office of the president, who we know is disseminating information to the Russian Federation, to benefit this agency and our country.”

“Use the president as an asset?” Somers asked, instinctively lowering her voice.

“I wouldn’t put it that way,” King replied dismissively.

“Well, how would you put it? Are you suggesting manipulating the president of the United States? I could think of twenty laws we’d be breaking. We would be undermining his authority and interfering with his constitutional duties. Do you want to discuss the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act? How about the CIA core values, the CIA code of ethics, or the CIA oath of office?”

“Are you referring to ‘I solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign… and domestic’?” King calmly replied.

“Oh my God,” Somers said, throwing up her hands.

“Jessica, Daniel Komoroff is alive,” King said.

“What?” Somers asked, taken aback by the sudden shift. The name silenced the room. Komoroff. The operative Moscow had claimed almost a year earlier.

“Daniel Komoroff. He is alive.”
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MOSCOW, RUSSIA

Twelve Months Earlier

Daniel Komoroff put on the same uniform he wore every day: a short-sleeved button-down MinskTech Labs shirt with gray khakis and black designed-for-comfort rubber-soled shoes. The twenty-seven-year-old CIA officer had had no direct contact with Moscow Station since his arrival in-country two months earlier. He drank his morning coffee while he called in to receive a schedule of the day’s appointments. For the remainder of the day, Komoroff traveled throughout Moscow, maintaining the city’s banking networks for Russia while surreptitiously implanting RAT malware into those same networks for the United States. He had mastered his technique, and the procedure was almost always the same: Allow a guard to escort him to the secured server room of whichever bank he was assigned to that day, taking his time running the actual assessment and performing any needed technical solutions. When the guard grew bored, and inevitably began to scroll through his mobile phone, Komoroff would install the RAT program into the network.

Just four blocks from his apartment on Gogolevsky Boulevard, the Central House of Chess brought back memories of his grandfather. One sunny Saturday morning in May, he stood outside the stately pale yellow edifice of the famed Russian chess club, admiring the endless line of arched windows that marched down the boulevard like a row of pawns. Two older gentlemen stopped on their way in. “Do you play?” one asked.

“Chut’-chut’,” A bit, Komoroff replied.

“Well then, what are you doing out here? Come in. We need younger players.” Komoroff smiled and allowed himself to be led into the stately building. The interior was even more impressive than the facade, recently restored to its original glory from the time of the Czars. Vaulted ceilings, ornate molding, and exquisite parquet floors overlaid with oriental carpets exuded an air of history and tradition. Room after room was arranged with players sitting at rows of tables topped with carved chess sets. The soft, arrhythmic clicks of game clocks echoed throughout the halls.

Komoroff began playing casual matches on the weekends. The older gentleman who had first walked him in would check on him from time to time, sharing his wins as if they had discovered the talented young player and not merely found him lingering on a sidewalk. Daniel inwardly enjoyed their pride in his achievements.

Three days into the third month of his mission, MTL finally assigned him to perform a maintenance check at Bank Alta. Alta was one of MTL’s more important accounts and, not coincidentally, a favored bank of Vladimir Putin. Komoroff arrived at Alta’s offices on Rozhdestvenka Street, where a security guard led him to the now-familiar scene of a basement-level climate-controlled server room.

The servers buzzed and hummed while colored LED lights danced on and off in endless rows of black metal cabinets. During his initial system check, Komoroff noticed something that made his pulse quicken, a Thales Luna Network HSM, its distinctive blue chassis half-hidden behind a rack of servers. These high-security modules were the crown jewels of banking encryption, containing the master keys that verified every significant transaction. But this particular model was Russian military-grade, modified for handling classified financial operations. It had no business being in a civilian bank.

The guard peered over as Komoroff took his time running diagnostic tests, his MTL-issued maintenance kit open beside his laptop. What the guard couldn’t see was the specialized cloning hardware disguised as standard testing equipment, carefully positioned near the HSM’s access card. Each passing minute felt like an hour as the cloning device did its work, creating a perfect copy of the card’s encryption keys. One wrong move, one suspicious glance from the guard, and he’d trigger every security protocol in the building.

If Bank Alta was using military-grade HSMs, they weren’t just processing normal transactions; they were hiding money movements. Komoroff tried to keep his actions casual despite knowing he now carried proof of every hidden transaction Bank Alta had ever processed.

From the periphery of his vision, he watched the guard pull out his phone and get lost in TikTok’s endless scroll. Komoroff inserted the RAT as planned, but his attention remained on completing the clone. Once it was ready, he ran through one more regular maintenance task, stood, and stretched his back.

He allowed the guard to lead him back to the lobby, unaware that with Putin’s new focus on the growing institution, the Russian leader had already hand-plucked several hackers from his Turla Group to monitor the bank’s software. The Turla Group, a team of well-known Russian Federation–backed hackers, had been linked to breaches at Germany’s Foreign Office and the US Department of Defense. No one was better at keeping secure systems clean than the group known for infiltrating them, and nothing was more critical to Turla than protecting Putin’s personal investments. The hackers routinely scrubbed Alta’s system for any irregularities. Three weeks following Komoroff’s insertion of the RAT, Putin’s hackers discovered the malware. It was only a matter of time before Alta’s security apparatus determined who had access to the system and focused on the MTL team as the likely infiltrator. Four technicians at MTL had serviced the Bank Alta account. Certain that this was an act of international espionage, Putin’s Sluzhba Vneshney Razvedki began surveillance on all of them.

At first, the SVR officer assigned to trail Komoroff found nothing to flag him as the culprit. He followed a regular schedule, working during the day and spending his free time at local bars and restaurants. She noted his regular weekend attendance at the chess club and decided to engage with her target at a Saturday mix round, where members mingled and ate traditional Russian pastries from a buffet between matches.

The operative approached Komoroff, who was standing alone at the buffet. She was dressed in a light blue knit sweater that hung a size too large over high-waisted jeans with a decidedly unfashionable backpack slung over one shoulder. “I don’t think I have seen you here before,” she said.

“I’m new,” Komoroff replied, watching her load her plate with pirozhkis and a slice of frosted medovik cake.

“Can you play?” she asked.

“My dedushka thought so,” he said with a disarming smile and shrug. He spotted an open table. “Shall we?”

As they set up their pieces on the chessboard, Komoroff stole glances at his new opponent. The thick-framed glasses she wore covered much of her face but could not hide the delicate nose, full lips, and high cheekbones that were obscured by her long red hair every time she bent over the board. Komoroff found her oversize sweater and loose jeans a welcome change from the tight tube dresses and excessive makeup of the Russian girls he tended to meet at the local bars, each one a textbook description of a classic SVR honey trap. “Mat.” Checkmate. She looked up with a satisfied grin.

Komoroff looked down, astonished that he had not seen his defeat coming, and challenged her to a rematch. “I’m afraid I have to go, but we could meet here at the same time next week?” she suggested, tilting her head and peering up at him over her glasses.

“Perfect—that will give me time to practice,” Komoroff said, laughing.

Sasha, as she introduced herself, was an intense player, but she also had a dry sense of humor and a way of twirling her hair around her fingers while she studied the board that Komoroff found charming. He found himself looking forward to seeing her red hair come through the chess club doors, and after two weeks, he suggested they meet outside the club for dinner one night. It was only dinner, he told himself, and it certainly fell within the parameters of his cover story.

“I’d love to. Here, I’ll give you my number, and then you can text me, and I’ll have yours,” Sasha said, holding out her hand for his phone. Komoroff hesitated for the briefest moment and handed her his phone.

While Sasha was slowly entering her contact information into Komoroff’s phone, a forensic imaging device embedded in the fabric of her backpack lying on the table directly below her hand silently copied Komoroff’s phone’s hard drive. The SVR Directorate of Technology had initially been satisfied with the contents of the MTL employee’s phone. The hard drive contained the expected communications of a technician, including planted fake emails and texts to his “mother” and “friends” in Minsk. But upon further review, the Turla Group team uncovered a hidden phantom drive interwoven into the regular drive containing an encrypted messaging system they recognized as one used by US intelligence agencies.

Putin had his rat.

The following Friday, Daniel received a text from Sasha:


Let’s play chess. Tomorrow in Petrosian Hall at 7?



She ended the text with a pawn emoji and a smiley face.

Komoroff surveyed the smaller room off the main lobby of the chess club, but saw nothing to give him a cause for concern. His CIA superiors had assured him that the program he was inserting at his job was untraceable and guaranteed that the software in his phone was impenetrable. Sasha had not yet arrived, so Komoroff headed toward a vacant table behind two men focused on their match. They did not look up as he passed by, nor when Sasha entered the room and quietly closed the door behind her. Hearing her soft footsteps, Komoroff turned just as she placed a Taser on the back of his neck, sending fifty thousand volts of electricity through his body, causing uncontrollable convulsions and the release of his bladder before he passed out.

Komoroff woke to the sound of hushed voices, the wooden floor cold against his cheek. His arms and legs were zip-tied, and the smell of urine permeated the air. Squinting to sharpen his focus, his gaze landed on the woman he had come to meet that evening. Without the glasses and red wig, the very shape of her head changed. He stared hard, burning the details of her appearance into his memory: hazel eyes, brown hair, high cheekbones, and two small moles on her left cheek. He would never forget that face. If I live long enough for it to matter.

He forced himself to focus on every detail he could gather from his position on the floor. Three or maybe four male voices, the Taser resting on a chess table, the incongruous sound of tapping chess clocks coming from the main room. As he tried to catalog every detail, a man approached him and delivered a swift kick to his mouth, dislodging his front teeth and knocking him unconscious. Mat.



LANGLEY, VIRGINIA

“Daniel Komoroff. He is alive,” King repeated, her voice cutting through the tension in the small room.

“Cynthia, if we knew where Komoroff was, I promise we’d be trying to bring him home. But we have no idea where he is being held,” the director said.

“The Russians do,” King said flatly.

“Of course they do; they’re holding him.”

Skyler looked from one director to the other, trying to follow the sudden change in topic. The two old friends were glaring at each other.

“I don’t understand. Who are you talking about?” Skyler asked.

“We can get him back,” King said to Somers, ignoring Skyler’s question.

“Who? How?” Skyler asked again.

Somers, still glaring, said, “Well, are you going to tell her?”

“Yes, but before I continue,” she said, looking at the young analyst, “you have brought us to this point, Whitney. But for you, we would not have the knowledge we now possess. I am about to suggest we stretch the parameters of our job to save a colleague. I will understand if you want to leave this office before I go any further. Director Somers and I will not think any less of you.”

“Director, the armed guards outside this door could not force me to leave.”

“Good,” King nodded, seeing a reflection of her younger self. “Daniel Komoroff is one of our NOCs. Just over a year ago, he was captured in Moscow and is currently being held in a Russian black site. We know from NSA-intercepted traffic that he is alive, but we have not discovered where they are keeping him.” She turned to look at Somers. “But what if we were to inform the president that we have located Komoroff and are sending a rescue team—”

“Have we located him?” Skyler asked.

“No. But if the president shared this information with Michaels, and Michaels told his handlers, I believe the SVR would move Komoroff to a new location. And when they did, we would be listening. We could track him to the new location and send a team to rescue him.” She paused with a satisfied smile.

“Are you out of your mind?” the director nearly shouted, her composure crumbling. “You want to use the president of the United States—the commander in chief—to spread disinformation to the Russian Federation?”

“Our commander in chief shared details about a Ukrainian op to his golf buddy, and because of that, nine Americans were incinerated. So yes, I have lost my mind. Because that, Jessica, is fucking insane. Meanwhile, one of our own is rotting in some Russian hellhole, and we have a chance here that we can bring him home alive.” King’s eyes locked onto Somers’s, a mix of disbelief and anger swirling between them. “And you know what else is crazy, Jessica? You’re the director of the CIA, and I can barely cross a room without tripping over my feet.”

Had it been anyone else in any other situation, Somers would have left the room, informed HR that King was relieved of her duty, and had security escort her to the exit. “I’m listening,” she said instead, aware that this conversation was forty years in the making.

King’s tone became steely. “We have an operative rotting in a Russian prison, and it is our duty, our most sacred obligation, to do everything in our power to bring him home.” She drew in a deep, measured breath. “Daniel Komoroff isn’t just some name on a file, Jessica. He’s me. And now he’s forgotten, abandoned in some godforsaken pit by the very people who put him there. By us.”

“We did not forget you, Cynthia,” Somers said quietly, recalling that night four decades ago. When Somers had returned to the embassy, she had pleaded with the operations staff to go back across the wall to mount a rescue. It was a naive effort that had fallen on the deaf ears of more experienced officers.

King saw the softened look in Somers’s face and pressed on. “I was there for more than a thousand days. One thousand days. You have no idea…” she said, letting her voice trail off. “We need to get him back.”

Jessica Somers looked at Cynthia King as if no time had passed since the night they had wheeled King across the bridge on the cold, rainy night in Germany. Was this the debt of honor Somers owed her friend? Was this her penance?

“So? Cigarette?”

Somers got up and walked to the window. Skyler could see the battle waging in Somers’s head. She didn’t know what she hoped the director would decide. After a long minute, Somers turned back to her old friend. “Always.”





CHAPTER 47

HOMER, ALASKA

Alaska’s long, dark winter days were ending. The arrival of spring at the R&R Hunting Lodge was the time for the small team of Kevin’s father, his Uncle Bob, his cousin Mason, and two employees to begin preparing the lodge for the return of visitors. After being closed all winter, the trim needed painting, the deck needed staining, and the inevitable mouse nest would need to be cleared from the old wood-burning stove. There was furniture to be replaced, rugs to clean, and a kitchen to be restocked. The reward for spending time getting the lodge ready was the abundance of game meat and fish filets in the freezer, along with unrestricted access to the bespoke collection of wine managed by Kevin’s uncle.

It had been over twelve years since Kevin had had the chance to participate in this R&R Hunting Lodge tradition of working by day and feasting by night. Following the deaths of his team and his father’s heart attack, Kevin had been given an extended leave to care for his father, regroup, and recharge. When he returned to duty, he would be assigned to a new team, but for the next one hundred days, R&R Hunting Lodge would again be his home.

Kevin’s father, Howard, had recovered quickly for a man in his seventies. A stent was inserted in his heart, but he was in “Alaskan shape” before the heart attack, and despite the doctor’s orders to rest, he was back at the lodge and back to work well ahead of the doctor’s recommendations.

Kevin spent the early mornings in frigid predawn swims or rigorous runs to maintain his cardio fitness. In between chores, he regularly disappeared into the mountains, revisiting old hunting trails, rucking with forty pounds in his backpack. Afternoons chopping wood for fires and doing other tasks around the lodge kept his muscles in shape.

In the evenings, he joined his family, taking turns trying to outdo one another in the kitchen—braising, roasting, smoking, and grilling the lodge’s carefully stored bounty of venison, moose, grouse, and salmon. Kevin was used to the exhaustion of physical exertion, but he had forgotten how good it felt to sit around the firepit at the end of the day, the special satisfaction that comes after a hard day of physical labor. The delicious food combined with good wine and whiskey, the quiet crackle of the fire, and the flame’s warmth as the evening chill crept in felt earned. There were no complex geopolitical issues to contend with, only the satisfyingly concrete tasks that could be checked off the list at the end of the day. When they felt motivated, Kevin and his cousins would go into Homer to their favorite watering hole, the Salty Dawg, to see old friends, play pool, and reminisce.

Kevin was grateful to be home, and for his father’s list of tasks that gave purpose to his days and kept his own thoughts at bay. He was equally grateful for the stillness of these evenings in the company of people he had known his entire life who didn’t feel the need to make small talk or ask questions. His family knew that Howard’s recovery wasn’t the only thing that had brought him back to Homer. Kevin, the silent professional, had never felt the need to talk about his work as an elite special forces operator, which made it easy to adhere to the agency’s requirement for secrecy. His family knew he was in a small mission unit in the army and now worked as part of a similar group in a different agency. Now, they knew only that he was mourning the loss of his teammates, but they did not press him to share his grief. They acted as if no time had passed and let Kevin fall back into his role as a regular family member. It was exactly what he needed.

Despite Kevin immersing himself back into the routines of the lodge, his secure telephone remained plugged in on his bedside table. There was no reason to believe he’d be called back into service early, but he still checked it every night. One evening, three months into his respite, he was surprised to find a message notification on the phone.


PRIORITY LEVEL: JADE

ORIGIN: NIGHTWATCH

RECIPIENT: SENTINEL

INSTRUCTIONS: Ted Stevens International Airport. Meet at Northern Lights Café, Concourse C. April 18, 0945 hours local.



He confirmed the time to meet at the airport. The information must be urgent or highly sensitive if they were sending someone to Alaska to brief him. He tried not to let his thoughts get ahead of him, but he could not help wondering if he was to finally learn what had actually happened on the day his friends perished.

Two days later, he arrived at the arranged time at Ted Stevens International Airport in Anchorage just as Whitney Skyler entered the café. She looked tired and, he thought, more than a little anxious. He recalled the last time they had spoken at Arlington National Cemetery and felt a pang of remorse.

She looked up when he entered and gave a small wave. He walked toward her and without thinking wrapped her in a tight embrace. He felt her exhale and then squeeze back. They stayed that way without speaking for several moments. She tilted her head up toward his now significantly scruffier face and asked, “Surprised?”

Whitney hadn’t been sure how she would be received, but her heart had still leaped in her chest when she saw Kevin walking across the terminal. He wore the same Homer baseball cap but was dressed in jeans and a button-down flannel shirt that poked out from under a deep green Sitka jacket. His light brown hair had grown out in messy waves, and his beard had grown in. His skin was tanned, and his thin athletic frame had filled in a little. He looked more rested than she had ever seen him. Most importantly, he looked genuinely happy to see her.

“Very surprised. And more than a little curious,” Kevin said, picking up the overnight satchel Whitney had brought along with her tightly packed day pack and led her to the taxi stand. He had planned to take the Langley officer to lunch and then head home. “How long are you here for?”

“King gave me three days to talk over some agency business with you.”

“Three days?” Kevin smiled. “In that case, I’m changing our lunch plans. Hungry?”

“God, yes,” Whitney replied happily.

After a short taxi ride, they arrived at the Lake Hood Seaplane Base, a hub for seaplane operations in the region. Kevin directed the driver to a landing where a classic yellow-and-green striped plane bobbed in the water, fueled and ready to go. Kevin had flown from Homer in his uncle’s 1966 fully restored nine-cylinder de Havilland Canada DHC-2 MKIII Turbo Beaver. One of only sixty-seven MKIII Turbo Beavers ever built, it was his uncle’s pride and joy. “The Beaver” was designed for operation in remote environments like the Kenai Peninsula. Unlike his father’s Piper PA-18 Super Cub, his uncle’s plane was fitted to land on both ground and water.

Whitney looked around, feigning casual calm. “Where is the pilot?”

“I grew up flying these planes,” Kevin said, smiling. “Every-one here learns to fly before they can drive.” He tipped the line service tech who had refueled the plane and placed Whitney’s bags in the back of the two-seat aircraft. He helped her settle into the copilot seat, started the engine, pulled away from the dock, and ascended from the tranquil water of the bay.

Whitney leaned to her right, looking out the window at the quickly receding dock. “Where are we going?”

“I was thinking you might want to see the peninsula on the way to Homer,” Kevin said.

They flew south down the scenic coast side of the Kenai Peninsula at a low enough altitude to admire the dramatic snowcapped mountains that rimmed the pristine Cook Inlet. Other than the steady hum of the propeller and engine that engulfed the cabin, they settled into a comfortable silence, gazing at the coastline’s beauty. Midway through their flight, Kevin landed the plane on the calm water of the Inlet and docked between two seaplanes at the Clam Gulch.

The waitress led them to a table overlooking the water and took their order of fried clams and battered halibut. “Would you like anything to drink with that?” she asked. Kevin looked at Whitney, who replied without hesitation, “Two Old Inlets, please,” ordering the same Homer beer Whitney had tasted in Syria. The waitress returned with two cans and two glasses. Kevin and Whitney raised their cans simultaneously. Kevin felt an unexpected rush of emotion, surprised by how good it felt to be with someone who could also be transported to a dusty desert by a can of Alaskan beer.

They ate their lunch while watching the seagulls swooping over the fishing boats. When they returned to the plane, Kevin helped Whitney into her seat and said, “Okay, now keep your eyes on the water, and hopefully you’ll get a good sighting.”

“Good sighting of what?” she asked, but he was already walking around to his side of the plane.

They followed the coast south to where the Cook Inlet meets the Gulf of Alaska, and Kevin, dropping in altitude, took a slight detour, providing a view of a pod of humpback whales on their way up the Inlet. “Oh, Kev, that’s amazing,” Whitney said, leaning to watch the whales surfacing in the waves. A few minutes later, he landed the plane on a rural dirt runway just beyond the R&R Hunting Lodge.

Before leaving Anchorage, Kevin had called ahead to his father to tell him there would be a guest for dinner. “Guest? What kind of guest?”

“I got a surprise visit from a friend,” was all he’d said. “Someone who needs a proper R&R dinner. Are you up for it?”

“As long as he’s not a vegetarian,” Howard replied.

“He’s a she. And she’s a carnivore, don’t worry,” he said, hanging up before Howard could ask any more questions.

Howard had turned to his brother, looking slightly mystified. “Kev’s bringing home a girl.”

While Kevin and Whitney were flying back to the lodge, Howard set the oven to a low temperature and began braising elk shanks in beef stock with an entire bottle of cabernet. He lit a fire in the firepit and foil-wrapped potatoes and root vegetables to roast in the coals.

His brother had returned from the wine cellar with three bottles of 2016 Chateau Margaux. “Well, when was the last time Kevin showed up here with a girl?” Bob said, grinning as he uncorked the first one to breathe.

It was almost dinnertime when Kevin and Whitney pulled into the lodge. Kevin made quick, rather vague introductions and, turning to Whitney, asked, “Do you want to shower or anything before dinner?”

Whitney smelled the braised elk and looked at the expectant faces around her. “If you don’t mind me the way I am, let’s have dinner first,” she said.

“I like you already, Whitney,” Howard said, putting his arm around her and leading her to the only set table in the lodge dining room. This was the first girl Kevin had brought to the lodge in years, and his family clearly enjoyed the opportunity to put him in the limelight. His father regaled Whitney with embarrassing stories of Kevin as a young boy wearing a onesie bear suit for the first three months of kindergarten and letting his enormous Bernese mountain dog, Wick, sleep in his bed while Kevin slept in the dog’s bed. Kevin laughed along as his cousin added tales of their mischievous youth. Whitney was struck by the warmth in the room. She breathed in the smell of the burning logs in the fireplace, mixing with the red wine in a glass that never seemed empty.

At the end of the night, they found themselves alone, sitting by the firepit. It was impossible not to recall the “living room” in Syria when they were still almost strangers, when Baloo and the team were all still part of this world. Neither wanted to spoil this perfect evening and sat silently, in awe of the night sounds and stars, until Kevin’s aunt appeared with two folded Pendleton blankets. “It’s getting pretty chilly out here,” she said, handing them to Kevin.

“Thanks, Aunt Kathy.”

Kathy stood nervously and added, “We’re so happy you came to see us, Whitney. I’ve made up a room for you at the end of the hall. And if you need anything at all, you just let us know.”

Whitney smiled. “Thank you so much, Mrs. Rhoads.”

“Well, good night,” she said.

“Good night,” they said in unison.

Kathy could not hide her pleasure at seeing Kevin, home and with a lovely young woman. Kathy Rhoads had raised Kevin as her own son, and now she remained there smiling, happy, the way a mother feels knowing her child is happy.

“Good night, Aunt Kathy,” Kevin said again. She chuckled and returned to the house.

Kevin pulled his chair to touch Whitney’s and spread the two blankets over them. They sat outside a little longer, huddled together. “Tomorrow, we need to talk about why I was sent here,” she said, turning to him.

“I know, but not now.” He brushed a strand of hair from her face. “Come on, you look like you’re falling asleep.” He led her to the family’s section of the lodge.

“This is my room, and your room is right here,” he said, opening the door next to his. The room had a double bed with a soft duvet and another striped wool Pendleton blanket folded at the foot of it. Her backpack and overnight bag were resting on a chest at the end of the bed. “The bathroom is right here.”

Whitney narrowed her eyes at him. “You really want me to take that shower, don’t you?” She laughed, took his hand, and led him into the room. It suddenly seemed that their time at the base, in Damascus, Poland, and even Arlington, had all been leading to this moment. All of the places and experiences that had brought them together were the same things that had held them apart. Far from the worlds of the military and the CIA, they could finally push their obstacles away. Kevin softly kicked the door closed behind them.

He leaned against the closed door, and Whitney pressed herself against him. He held her face, brushing his thumbs against her jawline. She ran her hands across his shoulders and down his torso, drinking in the freedom of finally touching and looking at him without pretense. Kevin leaned down and kissed her neck, ear, and lips. While still kissing her, he turned them so his back was to the center of the room and began backing toward the bed.

Their touch was a lifeline; the lust and longing that had taken root halfway around the world collided with the grief and anger each had been carrying in their own way. And now they surrendered to it all. Clothing littered the floor. Kevin backed onto the bed, and Whitney straddled him, her legs pinning his pelvis and thighs. She leaned down to swiftly peel away his soft, worn shirt. Kevin’s gaze locked onto hers, unblinking. Her hand glided to the left side of his chest, tracing the raw, fresh ink etched above his heart. The gentle eyes of a creature stared back at her—a tattoo, tribal in design and abstract in nature, yet unmistakably a bear. The bear’s head rested upon five swan feathers. Baloo and the team.

She kissed her palm and placed it on the spirit that Kevin now carried. Kevin found her hands, pulled them over his head, drawing her to him. She slid onto him and tightened her thighs against his body, motionless for a moment, feeling him inside her and her holding him. Rhythmic gyrations, slow, passionate, became deliberate. The urgency was replaced with a pulse that engulfed them. They clung to the moment as long as they dared, and then gave way to crashing waves of sensation, and finally exhaustion.

Whitney stretched her body on top of his, and Kevin felt her rise and fall with his breath. He didn’t want her to move, absorbing the weight and warmth of her body, aware of every place her skin made contact with his. Whitney slid to the side, wrapping her leg over his when the cold night air seeped in from across the lake. Kevin lifted the duvet, and they slipped under the warm covers. Whitney nestled her head on his chest and he felt her lay her hand once more over the tattoo.





CHAPTER 48

HOMER, ALASKA

Kevin woke the next morning at sunrise. They had slept little, and now he looked at Whitney, peacefully curled under a tangle of sheets, duvet, and blankets. The early morning calls of the birds found their way in through the window Kevin had left partially open. The fresh, cold air made the bed feel even warmer under the nest of down and wool cocooned around them. Never did he remember being so comfortable with another person.

He slid a leg out of the covers. Whitney stirred and looked up at him as he slipped out of bed. In the morning light, she could see his body clearly, the triangle of broad shoulders that tapered down to his hips, his torso paler than his arms. “Where to, sailor?”

“I was actually in the army,” he said, smiling. “I’m just going to take a quick dip. Go back to sleep, and I’ll bring you some coffee.”

“Or… you could come back to bed, and we could both take a swim in a little bit.” She pulled the covers back.

Kevin chuckled. He crawled under the covers and placed his chilly hands on her thighs.

“Ah! Oh, you are going to pay for that,” she said.

He poked his head out. “Hope so!” he said, ducking back under the covers.



They had let themselves fall back asleep and were awakened by footsteps lightly walking down the hallway and stopping outside the door. “Good morning, Aunt Kathy!” Kevin called.

“Oh, ha ha, just checking to see if you were still about. I was going to make a little breakfast if you were hungry.”

“Sounds great. We’re just going to take a quick swim first.” He kissed Whitney. “Good morning. Again.”

“Good morning. So, what’s this about a swim?” Whitney said, already pushing back the covers.

The sun had still not yet fully risen, and a light frost sparkled on the grass and branches as they ran barefoot through the morning air, wrapped only in towels. Whitney followed Kevin to the end of the dock, and in a single movement, they both dropped their towels and jumped naked into the lake, the shock of the freezing water stealing the air from their lungs in a jolt of delicious pain.

Whitney pulled herself up the ladder and wrapped herself in her towel. Bouncing on her numbed feet, she shouted, “What’s next?”

“Normally, I go for a run,” Kevin said as Whitney tossed him his towel. “But I think it’s safe to say I got my cardio in. And besides, I am pretty sure Aunt Kathy has been up for hours making breakfast.”

“Good, I’m starving,” Whitney said, running back to the lodge to dress.

With a spatula in one hand and a pot holder in the other, Kathy was at the stove wearing a man’s flannel and Lands’ End jeans. “Good morning! Whitney, help yourself to the coffee. Kev, your tea is in the fridge. Today, we’re serving eggs any style, Howard’s moose sausage, and my homemade sourdough bread. But if you’d like something else, just let me know. We also have granola or blueberry muffins.” Kevin poured Whitney a cup of the lodge’s strong coffee, smiling as his aunt recited the breakfast options. She had been the breakfast chef at the lodge since the early days, and they could all recite her speech by heart. The blueberry muffins were a new addition, though, and he leaned over and asked his uncle in a whisper, “What time did she get up this morning?”

“Five,” Bob mouthed back, holding up five fingers on one hand with a chuckle.



After breakfast, Whitney pushed back her chair and reluctantly asked, “Is there somewhere private where we could talk?” Kevin led her outside to a large, semi-covered deck overlooking the lake where his uncle’s seaplane bobbed at the end of a small wooden pier. In the summer, this deck would be filled with guests enjoying their coffee before heading off to their day’s activity, but now it was empty. Kevin leaned against the deck railing, iced tea in hand, while Whitney sat in an Adirondack chair across from him, suddenly nervous.

“I wish we could just be here, just us. But I was sent up here for a reason. We have some things to discuss,” Whitney said.

Kevin looked at her but did not say anything. He could feel his heartbeat quicken, preparing to hear Whitney tell him who had been responsible for taking down the helo that ended his friends’ lives. Instead, Whitney began describing a mission that the CIA hoped Kevin would consider. A mission that would require him to operate alone and behind enemy lines.

He was quiet throughout the briefing, transitioning back into work mode. When Whitney had finished talking, he asked, “Who knows about this?”

“Only my boss, the director of the CIA, me, and now you.”

“Pretty rarefied air, Whit,” he said, only half joking.

“Which explains why I was sent here.”

“Okay, tell me everything you’ve got.”

Whitney laid out the aspects of the plan already in motion. If Kevin agreed to go, it would take him away from the one place where he had found some peace. But as he listened to the details and objective of the mission, he found himself already working through how to execute it and identifying the obstacles he would have to overcome. There was no way he would decline. It was what he had trained for.

He also knew enough to realize that if Whitney had found herself on a team of three, with the other two being the top tiers of the CIA, she had access to information beyond the scope of that mission. “So,” he asked, waiting until she looked up and met his eyes, “is there anything else I should know about?”

Whitney had been dreading this question. She had been explicitly instructed to conceal from Kevin the events that had led to the helicopter crash and all that they had learned about Michaels’s and Kemp’s responsibility for his friends’ deaths. She knew he deserved to know the truth but was bound by her commitment to King and Somers.

“No, that’s all the information we have,” she said, a voice in her head already berating her for her betrayal. The whisper started low, a barely audible hiss of disapproval, but it quickly crescendoed into a deafening roar. How could she? The voice called forth the faces of the dead, all watching her with disgust. She tried to shake it off, to rationalize her actions as necessary, even righteous. But the voice persisted, relentless in its assault on her wavering convictions. She finished her coffee and stood. “Think there’s any more of this in the kitchen?” she asked, brushing past Kevin with her eyes to the floor.





CHAPTER 49

WASHINGTON, DC

King and Somers sat parked in a tinted SUV a block from the White House with a clear view of the visitor’s entrance. King poured a cup of coffee into the lid of the thermos she had brought. “This is the most fun I have had in thirty years.”

“You know they make travel mugs now, right?” Somers replied, thinking that that was not all that had changed in the past forty years. She thought back to November 1989. Days after President Reagan proclaimed, “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!” a much younger Jessica Somers had stood helplessly by as a German guard wheeled Cynthia King across the Glienicke Bridge as part of a prisoner exchange. It was hard to imagine that the woman now sitting next to her was the same broken person who had looked up from her wheelchair and locked eyes with Somers from across the Bridge of Spies. King couldn’t have weighed more than a hundred pounds. Her face was bruised, and a dirty bloodstained cloth hung in tatters around her leg. Somers had run to her, and King had only squinted up at her and said stoically, “Cigarette?”

Incapable of communicating the weight of the guilt and responsibility she felt in that moment, Somers had merely fumbled in her pocket and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. She handed one to the shell of the woman she had not seen for three years and answered, “Always.” Always. Young Jessica Somers could never have known that that single word would eventually lead both women to this moment, balancing on the razor’s edge of patriotism and treason.



At around 6:45 p.m., a black town car pulled up to the White House gate. Somers and King craned their necks to get a view of the passenger in the back seat. “That’s him,” King said. “You little shit, I see you. Now go listen to what your college pal has to tell you.” They watched as Peter Michaels exited the car with a square package tucked under his arm and passed through the White House security checkpoint manned by the Secret Service. Now they had only to wait and hope that time was on their side.

Once Somers had agreed to a covert mission to bring Daniel Komoroff home, the CIA had Peter Michaels covered under an electronic surveillance blanket. This meant that both the SVR and the CIA knew everything Michaels was texting, where he was going, who he was talking to, and what he was talking about. There was only one difference: The CIA knew the SVR was watching, but neither Peter Michaels nor the SVR knew their prize asset had been discovered.

Michaels had not seen the president since shortly after Inauguration Day, three months earlier. He had no desire to relive the nausea he had felt reading the news that nine American servicemen had been killed in a training accident. He could not bear to see the now-iconic picture of the president standing at attention as the coffins came off the plane, followed by a lone soldier, his eyes fixed stoically ahead. Michaels did not want to give Kemp any opportunity to divulge more classified information. But after three months, Lashkin and his superiors had grown impatient. Michaels had received a simple text:


You’re late for dinner with your friend.



Reluctantly, he reached out to Kemp, saying he would love to have dinner if Phil could spare the time.

Despite his new tightly scheduled days, Kemp had been happy to hear from his friend. A dinner with Pete would provide a much-needed respite from the Washington political circus.

Come alone, just the Kegs, he had replied, referencing the unofficial mascot of their alma mater, Dartmouth College.

His secretary had called Michaels to confirm: “Mr. Michaels, the president has requested that you join him for dinner in the private residence on Tuesday evening at seven o’clock.”

“That’s great, Angelina,” he had replied, a stone forming in his stomach. “Thank you.”

“Oh, and Mr. Michaels, he asked that you bring Cohiba Maduros.” The president of the United States could arrange a meeting with Cuba’s leader, Miguel Díaz-Canel, if he wanted to, but he could not source the prized contraband Cuban cigars. Nine days later, Michaels passed uneasily through the security checkpoint. He carefully stacked his phone on the cigar box, and placed his eyeglasses on top of his phone as Valinsky had instructed, handing the entire bundle to a security guard as he walked through the metal detectors.

“Sir, could you hold up a minute? We’re going to need to take a closer look at these,” the guard said, sliding the glasses and phone off the cigar box.

Michaels’s stomach dropped. For the briefest moment he considered running back out the door. The guard opened the cigar box and chuckled. “I guess we can let you go through with them. We can call it part of Cuban diplomatic relations,” he said, handing back the cigars with one hand, and the phone and eyeglasses with the other.

Michaels forced a laugh, retrieved his belongings, and followed the guard upstairs.



Somers and King waited until seven thirty before texting Somers’s assistant. Make the call. Lucy had been waiting in her office and dialed the number for one of the Oval Office’s receptionists. “Good evening, Lucy Harrington from CIA Director Somers’s office. Director Somers is requesting an immediate meeting with President Kemp. It is an urgent matter of national security.”

The president and Michaels were just sitting down when an aide knocked, entered, and discreetly relayed a message to the president. Kemp scanned the note. “All right, let me know when she arrives,” he said to the aide, frowning. “Sorry, Pete, it’s always something.”

“I can imagine. We can reschedule if you want,” he said, trying not to sound hopeful.

“No way. I’ve been looking forward to this dinner.” Kemp’s easy, charismatic smile had already been replaced by tension lines between his eyes. “This probably won’t take long.” Moments later, the aide returned to say that the CIA director and a colleague were waiting in the anteroom.

“I’ll make it as quick as I can,” Kemp said, standing. “Don’t wait for me to eat, though. ‘National security’ knows no time constraints.” Michaels waited until the door closed behind the president and walked to the bar cart, pouring himself a large glass of a thirty-five-year single-malt gift from the First Minister of Scotland. With any luck, Kemp wouldn’t return at all this evening.



“Good to see you, Jessica,” the president said, motioning to the couch as he entered the Oval Office. “Tea? Coffee?” he asked.

“No, thank you, Mr. President,” Somers said, still standing. “May I introduce Cynthia King, the director of our Special Situations group,” she said, gesturing to the weathered woman leaning on a cane beside her.

“Nice to meet you, Director,” Kemp said, extending his hand. King limped over to return the handshake, holding it firmly for a long time. “So. What brings you here this evening?” he asked, looking from Somers to King.

“Mr. President, this is a time-sensitive matter, so I’ll be as brief as possible,” Somers began. “Are you familiar with the case of one of our operatives, Daniel Komoroff?”

“Um, no. Sorry, should I be?”

King interjected, “Komoroff was stationed in Moscow as a NOC, with no official ties to the US. He was fronting for the CIA as a technician for a Belarusian tech firm, embedding spyware into the computer systems of Russian banks to provide the US a window into their financial activities. Twelve months ago, he disappeared. We are not sure of the exact circumstances of his disappearance, only that the Russians captured him in Moscow.”

“Is he dead?” asked the president.

“The Federation claimed he was killed in a shoot-out during the capture. However, within the US intelligence agencies, we were never convinced, and they never returned a body.”

It’s not too late, Somers thought. We could still just walk away from this. She felt King’s eyes boring into her as if reading her thoughts. King tapped the carpet gently with her cane. The CIA director continued, “Sir, we have received new intelligence giving us every reason to believe that Komoroff is alive and being held by the Russians in a black site. However”—the director paused for dramatic effect—“should the Russians find out what we know, they will likely kill him.”

“I understand,” the president mused, unsure what to say or propose.

“Sir, in short, we have credible intel that an American operative once presumed dead, is alive and being held in captivity,” King said, leaning forward with urgency in her voice. “We are asking for your authority to get him back.”

“Get him back?” he repeated.

“Yes, sir. It is our oath, the commitment we give our soldiers put in harm’s way: that we will never forget them; that no man is left behind.” King looked at Somers, who nodded her head, simultaneously shooting her a glance that communicated, Take it down a notch. “It is the solemn commitment of the United States government to our troops downrange,” King said more slowly.

“We have a team ready to strike,” Somers added.

“In place? I see. Of course,” Kemp said, nodding. “And where exactly is he?”

“Mr. President, while we know where he is and have a plan in place to rescue him, we don’t think it would be prudent to tell you the location, so you have some deniability,” the director said, using the specifically chosen phrase. The president could have approved the mission, and there would be nothing to deny, but as they had gambled, deniability struck a chord with Kemp all the same.

The phone on his desk rang, and he circled the Resolute Desk to press the intercom.

“Mr. President,” his assistant said, “I am sorry to interrupt you, but the Speaker of the House is on the phone and says he needs five minutes regarding the upcoming budget vote. He says it is urgent.”

“Please tell him to hold,” Kemp said. Distracted, he looked at the two women in his office and said in what he thought of as his presidential tone, “I approve the rescue,” remembering to add, “Please keep me informed.” He wanted to discuss the budget vote, and he suddenly seemed more interested in having them leave his office than considering the operation. He led them to the door and added as an afterthought, “I suppose if we can bring him home, it would be a political windfall for me in the polls.”

King stopped in front of Kemp. She started to remind him that even if the mission succeeded, there would never be a public announcement of Komoroff’s return. Instead, she stopped herself and said, “And you also mean a victory to safely bring back one of our own.”

“Yes, of course, Director…”

“King. Director Cynthia King.”

“Yes, of course, Ms. King, what could be more important? Good night.”

Somers and King left the Oval Office and started down the hall. Somers leaned in close and whispered under her breath, “We have just broken every oath we ever took.”

“What an asshole,” King replied.
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Sorry about that,” Kemp said, returning to the private dining room thirty minutes later. “Duty calls. Twice, actually.”

“The price of dining with the leader of the free world,” Michaels replied, trying to gauge how the two generous glasses of whiskey he’d consumed affected his demeanor. He reminded himself that whatever happened at this dinner was outside of his control. He might as well enjoy a meal with his friend.

Two navy stewards wheeled in a serving cart with a dinner of roast chicken served over mashed potatoes. “Nothing fancy. I hope that’s okay,” Kemp said.

“This looks great,” Michaels said, waving off the steward who was offering a gravy boat. He hoped he’d be able to muster the appetite to eat anything.

He nodded as the second steward offered to fill his glass with 2014 Groth Reserve cabernet sauvignon, Kemp’s favorite. When the servers came to clear their plates, he audibly exhaled. He had done as the Russians instructed, and nothing had been said. “Well, I know you need your sleep, Mr. President. But this has been great. Really,” he said.

“Hang on! I’ve been looking forward to those cigars all day,” Kemp said, rising from his chair. “Come on, there’s a balcony upstairs where they let me sit as long as I stay behind glass.” Michaels began to protest but could think of no excuse to leave. Instead, he followed his friend upstairs to a small balcony on the second floor of the private residence of the White House.

The Secret Service usually insisted on keeping the French doors closed. Tonight, they had agreed to open the doors as long as their protectee agreed to remain on the inside behind the six-inch bulletproof ballistic glass that was cracked open to the brisk evening air, diluting the heavy smoke of the Cuban Cohibas as they sipped a sweet Taylor Fladgate 40 Year Old Tawny Port to wash the flavor.

Michaels pushed his glasses onto the bridge of his nose. He tried to think of a topic that would keep the conversation on safe ground, and unable to think of anything, blurted out, “So, your poll numbers are down.”

“Great, you too,” Kemp said, scowling at his friend, “because I needed to hear that from one more person. Thank you.” He shook his head in exasperation. “This country is so polarized that no one sitting in my seat can have good numbers. The days of great polling are gone.”

“You need a good old-fashioned war to unite the country,” Michaels said jokingly.

“Yeah.” Kemp took the snifter of port in his hand and swirled it thoughtfully, watching the red fingers stream down the sides of the glass. “Or, how about bringing home an old-fashioned American hero?”

Kemp took a dramatic pull on the cigar and released the smoke into the air in a practiced, controlled stream. “I may have just learned that our friends from a three-letter agency have located a captured American agent in Russia and have a team poised to bring him home. And when they do, I will be at the airport waiting for him. Everyone loves an American POW coming home. It’s one of the only things Democrats and Republicans can agree on.” He raised his glass in a mock toast.

Michaels choked mid-inhale. “A POW?”

“Okay, not an actual POW. Some agent named Kaufman or Komoroff, that’s it. It doesn’t matter. My poll numbers will rise ten points when he steps off the plane, surrounded by an honor guard, with me there to greet him. I may even shed a tear. That could be good for an extra three points.”

He laughed as Michaels downed the last of his port.
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Within ninety minutes of the president revealing the details of the contrived rescue mission, phones began to ring in the most senior echelon of the Russian espionage establishment.

Alexei Morozov’s phone was one of the first called. He threw back his covers and searched his bedside table for his glasses as he listened to the young officer explain the situation on the other end. He carried the phone to the bathroom and tried to quickly shave, nicking his neck. “Proklyat’ye!” he cursed, trying to hold his phone with one hand and dab at the blood with his other. “Where is he being held now?” He put the phone on speaker mode and continued to dress, searching for his shoes as he listened.

“We have him secured north of St. Petersburg in Arkhangelsk. There is a ‘closed facility’ site near the White Sea,” replied the junior officer in the security division.

“Move him. Now,” he ordered, pulling on his overcoat.

“How do the Americans know where he is?” asked the young officer, instantly regretting his question.

“They just do, durak”—idiot. “We must move him immediately,” Morozov spat, dismissing the question as he looked out his window at the pelting rain. He returned to the front hall closet.

“Yes, sir. Shall we bring him back to Butyrka Prison?”

“Nyet. Not Moscow. Drop him so far away, in such a deep hole, that they would not find the man even if they found the hole.” He stood up from the closet, triumphantly holding a large black umbrella.

Thinking quickly, the officer offered, “We have an old remote closed facility in western Siberia called Lensky. No one would think to look for him there.”

“Good. Just do it, and do it today.” Morozov hung up the phone and hurried out into the rain.

The NSA is tapped into every phone carrier, every internet provider, and every wireless system in the world. It collects and stores the information in enormous electricity-consuming data centers throughout the United States. AI-enhanced computer programs listen in, sort information, and alert the NSA staff when key words arise. While Morozov was rushing to his office at the SVR in Moscow, the entire NSA network across the United States searched for a specific list of key words. It’s one thing to be looking for a needle in a haystack. It’s another thing to know precisely where the haystack is and when and where the needle is being thrown.
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SIBERIA, RUSSIA

The River Reka carved a silver ribbon through the endless expanse of Siberian tundra. Rhoads knelt at its bank, his weight settling into the plush carpet of reindeer moss and lichen that stretched to every horizon. He extracted a Leupold scope from his pack and pressed himself flat against the ground, letting the vegetation cradle him like a living ghillie suit. The phrase “barren tundra” flickered through his mind, drawing a knowing smile. In his experience, people who called this landscape “barren” had never experienced it. What appeared harsh and unforgiving at first glance was actually a masterwork of evolution. A complex tapestry of life adapted to survive in the world’s harshest conditions. The spongy ground beneath him teemed with hidden activity, each square foot hosting a complex ecosystem of mosses, lichens, and sedges above a layer of frozen soil. As he settled into position, the familiar musty, organic scent of the tundra filled his nostrils, and he felt his combat-tense shoulders ease fractionally. After fifteen years of fieldwork, and a lifetime in the Alaskan wilderness, he understood that landscapes like this rewarded patience. The trick was learning to see beyond first impressions.

Only two weeks earlier, Skyler had recruited him for this mission, and now he knelt ten miles south of Kystatyam, the only inhabited village in the small rural area of Sakha Republic in Siberia, Russia. On this mild summer day, the temperature was a balmy forty-five degrees. Rotating his scope in a level 180-degree arc, he searched for any indication of danger but found none.

Only four hours ago, Rhoads had been a passenger on a military C-130 Airbus flying at 37,500 feet cruising altitude, following a passenger airline route over the Verkhoyansk Range in western Russia. The military plane masked its true purpose by remaining on a “highway in the sky,” a commercial jet route organized to optimize international air traffic controllers connecting different points above the earth. The mission planners had suggested keeping a light footprint, reminding Rhoads that the insertion would be on sovereign Russian territory, technically making this a US invasion of Russia. Unfortunately, the nearest air route to the mission’s objective on this “highway” was forty miles east of the target of Kystatyam.

The insertion plan was for Rhoads to jump from the plane at 37,500 feet and immediately open his chute—a “hop and pop”—and, winds prevailing, to then glide toward the target. The logistics of altitude, wind direction, and updraft from the mountains had predicted a glide path of thirty miles from the jump point, leaving a ten-mile land approach to the target remote facility. He had trained for this type of High Altitude, High Opening (HAHO) parachute infil, but the numerous factors that remained outside of his control would determine how close to his target he could actually land.

Rhoads was one of four passengers on board the C-130. The other three were support personnel, none of whom knew his mission parameters beyond that he was parachuting over Russian airspace. But they each had their role to play, and as they drew closer to the drop zone, they all began to execute their assigned part to ensure that Rhoads reached his target safely. The parachute rigger had already double-checked the Pioneer Aerospace Corporation’s RA-1 Advanced Ram Air Parachute System, and now that they were approaching the DZ, he began his triple check. The aerodynamic features of the parachute’s large, winglike canopy would allow Rhoads to navigate the prevailing winds and cover the distance required to approach the target. The older man handed Rhoads the pack. “Main canopy’s good,” the rigger said, then tapped the reserve chute. “This here’s your insurance policy, but it won’t give you the glide ratio you need. Use it, and you’re looking at one hell of a walk.” His eyes met Rhoads’s with unmistakable gravity.

Rhoads gave him a thumbs-up. It was nothing he didn’t already know, but he understood that the rigger had seen a lot go wrong in his day. Better to speak up now.

“All right, Doc, you’re up,” the rigger said to the physician on board.

“Okay, Rhoads, I am going to talk you through the preflight breathing protocols. If you have any questions, let me know. Thirty minutes before the jump, you will begin to breathe one hundred percent oxygen through this oxygen mask and tank connected to the plane. This will flush the nitrogen from your bloodstream, preventing decompression sickness when you jump out into the high atmosphere.” As he spoke, he clipped a pulse oximeter around Rhoads’s finger to monitor his pulse and blood oxygen levels to ensure both were within the safety zone. “Pulse and oxygen levels look good. During the actual jump, you will use this portable oxygen canister,” the doctor said, handing the canister to Rhoads.

“Got it. Thank you, Doc.”

A third passenger, Max Conners, was a former Unit mission commander and currently a small mission unit operator for a different Omega team. He had been present at the funerals of Rhoads’s teammates and had volunteered to be on this mission, perfectly suited to assure the “man in the arena” that everything was good to go.

Rhoads knew that part of the reason Conners was chosen to be on board for this particular mission was that he was, in fact, qualified to take Rhoads’s place if necessary. Operating in a denied area required individuals who could think on their feet when only their ingenuity would save the day. Conners could go through pre-jump logistics in the event of an accident and jump as a QRF. But as a practical matter, the longer the mission lasted, the less likely they would insert Conners. Rhoads was on his own.

Conners double-checked every piece of equipment required for Rhoads’s mission. The Crye Precision flight suit Rhoads wore was designed to provide insulation from the extreme cold and freezing rain. He carefully checked that no part of Rhoads’s skin would be exposed to the elements at this altitude, knowing the risk of frostbite could lead to permanent damage or even amputation. He fastened a round GPS device over Rhoads’s padded gloves and made sure it was properly connected to his enclosed helmet via Bluetooth. The latest technology provided a visual display in his headset that rendered a directional arrow, directing him to the target. All Rhoads needed to do was steer the wings with toggles controlled by his hands and keep the arrows within the guidelines, and GPS would do the rest.

Conners tested the headset’s integrated communications package, which would allow Rhoads to stay in constant contact with his team during the descent. “Headset looks good,” he said. “One more look at your pack?” he asked perfunctorily, carefully going through his checklist to make sure that Rhoads’s backpack contained the necessary food, ammunition, explosives, medical supplies, and breaching tools for the mission, before making sure the backpack itself was securely fastened to the flight suit. Fortunately, there were numerous rivers providing a natural water supply, so Rhoads would not have the added weight of drinking water. Finally, Conners double-checked the SIG P226 in Rhoads’s holster, and the M14 secured to his three-point harness. Every strap and each loose thread was secured. Every detail was in order, and no detail was too small.

“Hey, Rhoads,” Conners shouted over the hum of the military airplane, “if you’re having second thoughts, I’ll switch places with you. I’ll rescue the princess, and you can stay safe and sound up here. What do you say?”

“I’ll tell you what,” Rhoads shouted back. “If I get caught, I’ll let you know. You can come take my place then. How’s that?” He gave his Omega counterpart a fist bump.

He was about to leap into an environment deadly to humans: negative fifty-degree freezing rain and wind. He removed the plane-supplied oxygen line and exchanged it for a canister of oxygen that had been secured to his suit for the descent, sized to provide enough oxygen until he glided to a safe altitude. The doctor instructed him to exhale strongly before leaving the plane to avoid the hypoxia that could rupture his lungs.

Rhoads moved awkwardly, weighed down by his rigging and equipment positioned between his legs. Like a penguin, he waddled toward a special compartment at the rear of the plane that, when sealed off, could be depressurized without depressurizing the entire aircraft. He waited until the light above the door turned green and then shuffled into the chamber, turning around to give a thumbs-up to the team once more, before closing and securing the door. The pressurized seal clicked into place. Once he was inside the room, the green light turned red, and he watched the atmospheric gauge drop as the decompression process began. He knew he had to pull the chute as quickly as possible. Glide Distance = Altitude-Altitude Lost × Glide Ratio.

“Sentinel 23, twenty seconds to jump,” he heard in his helmet. Rhoads prepared to exhale.

“Ten seconds.”

Rhoads exhaled, forcing every bit of air out of his system. The light above the door moved from red to yellow to green, and then opened to the deafening roar of the engines and the crushing sound of wind and freezing rain. Without hesitating, Rhoads stepped out into the darkness; the wind shear hit him like a wall. Arching his back, arms extended, he sculled his palms down through the air like paddles, and the chaos quickly stabilized into a controlled fall. As soon as he steadied his descent, he reached his right hand to his hip and pulled the toggle that released the parachute guide chute, which released his main wing. In a quick, violent motion, the parachute wing filled with air, forcing his harness and leg straps to jerk tight, decelerating his fall with a powerful jolt. He looked into the cold darkness, confirming a clean opening, and commenced his controlled twenty-three-minute, forty-second descent.

“Good canopy,” he reported. Rhoads was operating a L3Harris Falcon III RF-7800H-MP HF Manpack Radio that communicated through VLF (very low frequency) to a Keyhole-11 satellite. Although the satellite’s main task was to provide high-resolution optical imaging, the advanced version of the KH-11 was also equipped with a communications package. The satellite hovered in a geosynchronous orbit at 22,236 miles, an orbital period equal to the earth’s rotation, allowing it to remain at the same point over the earth’s surface.

“Everything looks clear, and there is no chatter. We have you on the path. Enjoy the ride,” the TOC operator replied.

“Roger that.” With the TOC signed off, there was nothing to do but allow himself to follow the GPS path toward his target. Rhoads found himself entirely alone, gliding through the frigid night encased in utter darkness, detached from the earth itself.
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The return back to terra firma was uneventful, the best kind. Rhoads had guided his Ram Air back to earth, landing by a riverbank. He released his gear straps, freeing himself from the bulky, heavy bag between his legs, and performed a tuck-and-roll landing. Avoiding the risk of an ankle injury came at the cost of elegance.

Really stuck that landing, bro, he heard Baloo say in his head, laughing.

Rhoads dusted himself off, and quickly gathered the parachute. The CIA outfitters had provided a set of garments in keeping with local Siberian garb. It seemed hard to imagine that he would encounter another human in such a remote spot, but he was happy to change out of his constrictive parachute gear. He removed his wind-resistant jumpsuit and thermal layers. He quickly pulled on his tactical gear and covered it with a loose woolen tunic and trousers. He buried the parachute and gear in the soft tundra that began just past the riverbank and surveyed the riverbed, which would be his general guide to approach the target.

The team’s regular operational protocol had established a number of milestone checkpoints where Rhoads was to check in and report on his progress. “Sentinel 23 is at Alpha,” Rhoads announced into the encrypted line, “proceeding to Charlie.”

The controller responded with a double click into his microphone.

Having spent countless hours in his youth as a guide in similar unforgiving environments, Rhoads knew very well that a “tundra mile” of walking on the spongy lichens and mosses that covered the frozen earth took substantially more energy than walking the same distance on solid ground. He would take advantage of the remaining darkness to approach his target, find an area to observe the site during the day, and formulate a plan. If the conditions were met and he had confidence the target was at the location, he would engage the following evening.
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Rhoads arrived at the checkpoint just before sunrise and alerted the TOC that he was in position with a single click. About one mile from the target facility, he found a patch of scrubby bushes on a knoll overlooking the makeshift prison. Lying flat on the tundra, Rhoads took up a surveillance position. He drank a long sip of river water mixed with a carbohydrate electrolyte powder from the hydration bladder attached to his pack, took out an energy bar, and settled in for reconnaissance.

He watched as the rising sun illuminated the vastness of the treeless expanse around him, ending at the peaks of the snowcapped Verkhoyansk mountain range in the distance. During the night’s trek, he had heard the familiar eerie bugling cries of male reindeer looking for suitable mates. Now, in the pale morning light, he viewed a large herd in the distance. He tore open another energy bar and watched the animals eating from the tundra and drinking from the river. They were oblivious to the human drama set to unfold, only concerned with feeding, sleeping, and mating. Despite being completely isolated, Rhoads didn’t feel alone, finding a familiar comfort in the stillness of the rugged landscape.

He reached for his M14 DMR rifle, fitted with a long-range scope, and surveyed the target compound. Three bare, weathered concrete buildings stood close together next to a rusting shipping container, all surrounded by a tired chain-link fence. He noted four roving guards and no dogs. Security was not particularly strong. Rhoads assumed his captors were gambling that the brutality of the conditions and their remote location were sufficient barriers to anyone considering a rescue.

He scanned the river and observed two Yakovlev Yak 18T two-seat high-wing bush planes tied to a dilapidated but functional dock about a quarter mile from the compound. They looked similar to the old Piper Super Cub he flew back home. The intel team had briefed him on supply planes making deliveries to the site but not planes docking on the river.

A sun glint caught his eye, alerting him to movement to his right. Slowly, without rustling the shrubs, he turned to the front gate, where two Indigenous men with a heavy wheelbarrow were slowly approaching the guards. They looked like perhaps they had come to trade meat or fish they had caught.

Rhoads had been briefed on the Sakha, the indigenous people of northern Siberia, who had lived in this remote and harsh region since the sixth century, migrating from Central Asia. They were well-versed in the most basic form of economic trading, the barter system, money being all but useless to a culture based on subsistence farming and living off the land. Trading furs for food and goods was a much more practical economic model. The curious blend of traditional clothing and modern hats and gloves and, on one of them, trekking boots confirmed the bartering system was very much alive for the Sakhas.

The guards appeared used to this interaction and let the men into the compound like old friends, knowing their dinner of government rations would be replaced by the fresh catch of the day. All four guards greeted the tradesmen, their standard-issue AK-74M rifles, a modern version of the AK-74, at their sides. They pulled open the gates, and the group moved toward the partially opened door of the rusted container. One of the guards entered the container and returned with a selection of Russian army–issued surplus jackets and hats. The Sakha traders tried on the jackets and hats, choosing ones that generally fit, and exchanged the aging clothes for their meat and fish. There were backs clapped and smiles all around.

Under the safety of his hide, Rhoads took all of this in. After some consideration, he alerted the TOC. “Sentinel 23. Redirect pickup to checkpoint Delta, not Charlie. At time plus one.”

“Roger that, Sentinel 23. Pick up at checkpoint Delta, at time plus one.”

Rhoads responded with a click.
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At eight the following morning, as the sun finally began its daily climb, the guards at the gate of the Russian black site watched a man slowly approaching from the tundra. The hunter, clad in deerskins, was pulling a makeshift carry. The closer he approached, the more clearly they could see that he was pulling what appeared to be a sled full of recently skinned reindeer meat, a bounty of freshly killed game. Strapped to the top of the sled was a seven-point antler and the skull evidence of the recent kill. Every fifty steps, the hunter would stop, put the sled down, and rest from the arduous task of pulling the heavy load across the soft, absorbent tundra. Lift up, put down, stretch, rest, repeat.

Twelve hours earlier, Rhoads had slipped away, back in the direction he had come the previous night. And then he did what he had learned to do as a boy in Homer, Alaska. He went on a hunt. The plentiful herd he had spotted that morning had not traveled far. He tested the wind, and he took extra time to keep his distance and move downwind of the animals in an effort not to spook them, avoiding the attention a nervous stampede would cause.

Unlike in Alaska, he now had a military rifle with a sophisticated scope. The reindeer herd was grazing, oblivious to any danger. Surveying the herd, he selected an aging bull with a strong antler rack and a pronounced limp from a damaged left hoof. Darwin would shortly catch up to the old deer, providing a meal for wolves or other predators. The creature’s labored breathing was exaggerated as the warm breath from his lungs met the cold Siberian air, creating white puffs of vapor. Rhoads aimed and put a silenced bullet through its heart, killing the animal instantly. The bull dropped soundlessly without causing more than a slight wave of activity in the herd. The hunter approached the dead bull and knelt next to the sacrificed animal with the mixed feelings of a hunter: remorse for taking a life, gratitude for what the death would provide, and accomplishment for the success of a quick, humane kill. Back at home, a hunt was a way to connect with nature and understand and appreciate where the food on the table came from. This animal was a sacrifice for the mission. He said a small prayer and got to work.

Using his straight blade, Rhoads began field dressing the animal and removing the internal organs. After severing the head and legs, he painstakingly peeled away the hide and spread it out to dry in the sun, if only for a few hours. The carcass was carved into four sections, two front shoulders and two hindquarters, by cutting along the spine and separating the ribs from the backbone. He removed the backstrap and tenderloin, placed them aside, and deboned the quarters. He continued to process the meat into smaller and smaller pieces, expertly creating a butcher’s market selection of the different cuts.

He found two large, relatively straight branches near the river’s edge, which he placed in parallel lines next to the drying hide. With a little Alaskan ingenuity, he then fashioned a sled by strapping the hide to the primitive runners.

By the time Rhoads had completed his tasks, the sun was setting. It would be dark soon, and he needed to rest. He trekked a mile downwind along the river with his cache to put distance from the carcass, which was sure to attract wolves. He found a comfortable place to rest and secured and submerged his bounty in the river to ensure night predators stayed away. It was not the best way to preserve meat, but that was not the point. A memory of his recent Alaskan meals passed through his head, and he briefly considered starting a fire and enjoying a feast of reindeer kebabs, but he quickly decided the risks outweighed the reward. Rhoads pushed the memory from his head. He propped the pack behind his head and lay down by the river’s edge. Tonight would be a “cold camp.”
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The four guards protecting the desolate prison were in no position to judge the decision that had been made to move this prisoner to a location one hundred kilometers from the middle of nowhere. The most excitement they had was seeing who would show up at the gate.

The rising sun coming through the dusty window of the main building woke the night guard. He lumbered from sleeping at his post to sleeping in his bunk in the dorm building. The three other guards made their tea, infused it with potato vodka, and began the stultifying routine of protecting the three buildings from no one in the middle of nowhere. They did not know who their prisoner was or what he had done, only that he was American. Every morning, a guard set a modified IRP—the Russian version of the American Meal, Ready-to-Eat—and water on a stool near the prisoner’s cot and cleared the trash from the previous day away. He ate his food from a tray with a dented tin bowl, spoon, and tin cup rinsed out each morning. He was given two moth-eaten heavy wool blankets for his cot, not much worse than what the guards themselves were supplied. They ensured he had a good supply of water bottles and generally left him alone.

If he had once been a threat, that was clearly from another time, in another life. The prisoner was emaciated and pale. His front teeth were missing, and by the scarring, it looked like they had been missing for more than a year. The ankle shackles caused him to shuffle when he walked, and his breathing was labored and slow. The prison was so remote the guards considered releasing the prisoner from his chains and allowing him to walk freely around the small compound; there was virtually nowhere he could escape. And yet his eyes revealed an enduring vitality. Maybe they had abused his body, but the guards could tell his spirit remained intact. As such, they generally kept their distance, only checking to ensure he was still breathing.

The morning guard had just returned from delivering rations to the prisoner when he spotted the Sakha hunter on the horizon pulling his sled, stopping to rest, and resuming his journey toward the front gate. They had not seen him before, but much like the other traders, his face was hidden by a scruffy beard, and he wore traditional clothes blanketed with animal hides. Their guest advanced toward the compound, and the three guards, rifles at their sides, approached the gate from their separate posts.

The bearded man walked slowly, hunched over the primitive sled covered with reindeer hide; the large antler rack still joined to a bloody skull fashioned to the top was now clearly visible. The visitor stopped and waved a filthy, stained, fingerless glove as he continued his laborious approach—setting the sled down, waving, picking the sled up, and shuffling forward. He seemed to be straining with every step. His face and hands were crusted with dirt and blood. He stopped in front of the gate and again placed the sled down. He pulled the hide away from the catch. The meat glistened with a thin layer of ice crystals. The rich, gamey scent wafted up, a primal aroma of sustenance and survival in this harsh land. The tribesman’s hands hovered over the bounty, palms up and open. When they finally lifted, his eyes held a mixture of pride and uncertainty. Without words, his gesture transcended language barriers: Trade?

Despite the crust of dirt and blood that covered their visitor, the guards were all too willing to break protocol again to avoid another IRP meal. Yesterday’s fish delivery had been good, but this was even better. They were a million miles from anyone who would care if they opened the gate for this Sakha, and just as far from anyone knowing.
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The oldest of the guards pulled a large key chain from his belt loop, raised a hand in welcome, and unlocked the padlock, pulling open the gate to allow the trader to pass through. The hunter once again wearily picked up his sled and slowly moved the cache of meat into the compound. The guards followed behind, their rifles hung loosely at their sides.

Rhoads breathed slowly, inhaling, holding his breath, exhaling, holding his breath, keeping his heart rate controlled and his adrenaline in check. The sled was genuinely heavy, and it helped keep him calm and focused. A pile of cinder blocks lay heaped next to the rusted supply container to his right, and he pulled the sled toward the heap of debris, quietly playing out in his head each step he would take to execute his plan. He set the sled down with a quiet grunt. Remaining hunched over, he again pulled back the hide that was covering the meat and sat down heavily on a crumbling cinder block, only partly feigning exhaustion.

Two guards went over to the sled to examine the neatly stacked cuts of venison while a young, blond guard walked to the hunter, holding out a bottle of water. He had a chiseled jaw, broad shoulders, and an intricate tattoo that poked up from his shirt collar and extended to his ears. Rhoads fleetingly wondered what he had done to pull this punishment of a duty. Placing his dirty hands in the prayer position, Rhoads nodded thank you. The guard turned his back and walked toward the others to admire the soon-to-be barbecue.

Had they not turned away from their visitor, they would have seen him straighten his hunched back, untie the rough cord around his neck that fastened the loose outer layer of deer hide he had wrapped around his shoulders, and draw a suppressed SIG P226 loaded with 9mm rounds. Wasting no time, he took aim at the unsuspecting guard kneeling near the sled but who had still kept a hand on his rifle, and put a bullet in his forehead, causing the guard’s head to snap back only a millisecond before a red cottage cheese goo emerged from the back of his skull. Before the guard hit the floor, Rhoads moved his sights to the second guard, who stood watching his friend fall, too stunned to react to the situation. Rhoads put two well-placed shots in the man’s neck and head. The third guard, who had been still walking toward his comrades, had time to act. He pulled his automatic AK-74M to firing position as he pivoted to face the impostor.

As Rhoads spun ninety degrees to engage the third guard, he took to his knee, changing the angle and forcing the Russian to adjust. The guard let loose a spray of bullets above his head, causing shrapnel from the concrete building to hit the body armor protecting Rhoads’s back. Rhoads placed two shots in the guard’s chest and continued to compress the trigger as he watched the guard drop, letting loose a volley of bullets that pierced the quiet mountain air. Rolling to his left, he put a final bullet in the guard’s head.

Moving quickly, he pressed himself against the aging concrete wall of the makeshift prison in search of the fourth, presumably sleeping, guard. He approached the door, and on one knee, he replaced the clip from the SIG P226 with a fresh one. Rhoads didn’t know where Komoroff was being held, but the remaining guard did. Rhoads needed to quickly find the last guard before he figured out what was happening and got to Komoroff first. His hand pressed up against the door to find it locked.

He unstrapped a breaching charge from his right thigh and began to remove the adhesive to place it on the door when he heard the faint crunch of gravel underfoot from around the corner of the building. He directed his attention to the side of the building, imagining the fourth guard pressed against the adjacent wall. Staying low, Rhoads took up position next to the edge of the building, where he remained crouched, listening for the guard to round the corner.

The muzzle of the guard’s rifle slowly appeared, jutting out from the adjacent wall. Mistake. Rhoads grabbed the barrel of the AK-74M with his gloved hand and pulled, attempting to dislodge the weapon from the guard. The guard held on firmly and was yanked around the corner, pressing the trigger on the automatic as he tumbled forward. The barrel grew hotter with each passing round escaping the chamber. Rhoads could feel the heat radiating through his gloves. He swung the rifle, whipping the heavyset guard around him while keeping his own body to the side, out of the trajectory of bullets still spraying from the barrel. The centrifugal force created by flinging the surprised guard came to an abrupt stop as the guard smashed into the edge of the building and finally dropped his weapon.

For a brief moment, Rhoads had his back to his adversary. In one fluid motion, he wrapped his gun-side arm across his body, tucked his shoulder down, and rolled. As he came out of the roll, he expected to see the guard about five feet away, where he aimed his SIG P226. The guard was nimbler than Rhoads anticipated and had recovered from the collision with the wall. In a fight for his life, the burly Russian realized he did not have time to pick up his gun and was charging by the time Rhoads was standing from his roll. Rhoads watched the guard draw a straight blade from his chest harness. Rhoads aimed his gun and fired two rounds, both hitting center mass, directly into the Russian guard’s ceramic plates, stopping the bullets but spinning the guard hard to the right. The guard fell to the ground and, presumably with several broken ribs, scrambled to get up. Rhoads dropped to his knee again, rolled to his right, came to a stop on his stomach with his arms extended, and fired two final rounds that found their home in the guard’s forehead.

Rhoads got up, stood over each inert guard, and ensured each was dead with a check shot. Disappointed in himself with the sloppiness of the encounter, he removed the key chain from the older guard’s belt. Rhoads replaced his clip with a fresh one, collected his gear, backpack, and rifle, and cautiously entered the building to find the American prisoner.
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It was a small site, and it didn’t take long to locate a metal tray with an empty bowl and spoon on the ground beside a padlocked door. Rhoads approached the door to the prison cell and knocked loudly. “Daniel,” he said in English, “I am here to bring you home. I am opening the door and coming in. Step back from the door.”

Rhoads unlocked the padlock with the key from the guard’s key ring and slowly pushed open the door. The stench nearly overwhelmed him. There was a narrow slit of a window casting a weak ray of light into the bare room, where Rhoads could see Daniel Komoroff sitting on the floor back against the wall, feet in chains, staring in bewilderment at his new visitor. Rhoads had been briefed that Komoroff had been working undercover in Moscow as a software technician. But he had been a prisoner for twelve months, and Rhoads was not sure how much of the highly trained CIA operative remained.

Rhoads was still in his Sakha garb, now marred with dirt and blood. He pulled off the thick tunic, revealing an underlayer of camouflage combat clothes. “Daniel, my name is Kevin Rhoads. I am an American, and I am here to take you home.” He crouched down in a squat so that he was at eye level with the prisoner. Rhoads had taken courses on the delicate psychological state of mind of a hostage. The confusion and sudden change in circumstances of the long-term prisoner could cause unexpected resistance or hostilities focused on the rescuers.

“Daniel, can you hear me? I am from the United States. We’re going home.” Komoroff’s expression changed from distrust to confusion. A wind was picking up outside, and the sound whistled through the cracks in the concrete building. The prisoner dragged his shackled legs beneath him and pulled himself up to stand. Rhoads slowly rose with him, following his moves. Baby steps, he reminded himself.

“Daniel.” Rhoads reached into his front pocket and pulled out a laminated photograph of Komoroff and his sister, Emily, on a patio holding drinks, smiling widely for the camera. He knelt down and slid the picture across the dirt floor, stopping at the man’s shackled feet. Daniel reached down and slowly picked it up. “Em,” he whispered, running his fingers over the photo, and began to weep.

“Daniel, you know I need confirmation. Where was this picture taken?” He spoke softly but sternly. “We are on the clock.”

Komoroff looked up. “What?” His voice was raspy and hoarse as if it had not been exercised in a while.

“Where were you and Emily in this picture?”

“The villa,” he said, tears rolling down his gaunt face, ignoring the lisp from his missing front teeth. “In Thpain.”

Rhoads touched his neck to activate the radio, keeping his eyes on Daniel.

“Sentinel 23.”

“Sentinel 23, go.”

“I have Python; we are moving to Delta. Over.”

He heard a collective cheer and clapping in the background, and then “Roger that, 23; they will be waiting. Over.”

Komoroff had moved as far as his shackles would allow to hold the photo up to the thin stream of daylight filtering into his cell. Rhoads took a cautious step toward him. “Daniel,” Rhoads said, “it’s time to leave.” Still on guard, he slid the key ring to Daniel to release himself. With the leg shackles unlocked, Komoroff moved slowly toward Rhoads. His gait, unaccustomed to unchained freedom, continued in a shuffle across the floor. His hair was matted and oily, his coveralls were soiled, and his eyes were weary, but his gaze remained unbroken.

Rhoads led Komoroff to the guards’ quarters, where a diesel generator provided enough electricity to power the lights as well as a small hot water heater connected to a shower. Dignity is easy to lose and hard to regain. This skilled operative had been discarded, poorly fed, befouled, and tortured. And while every moment they remained at the site added an exponential amount of risk, it was clear to Rhoads that the man before him needed a few minutes to begin the process of reconnecting with his humanity, his dignity, and his sense of self.

Rhoads scanned the shower stall to make sure there were no sharp objects, seeing only a bar of soap. He turned on the water and said, “I’ll be back in five minutes.” As Rhoads liberated fresh clothes from the guards’ bunk room, Daniel Komoroff took his first proper shower in a year. Scrubbed as clean as he could, he pulled on the set of clean clothes and boots that Rhoads had left on a stool for him. The pants and shirt hung loosely on his emaciated body. Daniel came out of the bathroom, extending his hand. “I am ready, thir.”

“Kevin.” They shook hands.

“Daniel,” Komoroff said, holding tightly to Rhoads’s hand as he shook it. “What took you tho long?”

“I do pickups in the order they are received,” Rhoads replied, handing Komoroff his SIG P226. A highly trained operative, Komoroff was an expert with small firearms. He held the weapon in his hand, turning it over, placing his palm firmly around the grip, his forefinger extended along the barrel. Holding a gun would continue to bring him back to his former self. He didn’t put his finger on the trigger, but it didn’t matter. Rhoads had removed the firing pin, not ready to hand the freshly released hostage a functioning weapon.

“Let’s get out of here,” the two men said in unison. Rhoads led the way out of the gated facility. Komoroff walked past the dead guards, already attracting flies around the pooling blood, feeling nothing for the lifeless bodies. They walked to the river’s edge until they reached the dock where the two Yakovlev bush planes rested on pontoons on the water.

“Our chariot awaits,” Rhoads said, looking cautiously for any signs of unknown adversaries and moving quickly toward the dock. Komoroff hesitated at the foot of the pier, barely keeping up with the speed of events. He blinked hard, his eyes tearing in the harsh glare of the Siberian sun. The world around him seemed to waver as if reality itself was uncertain. After a year of confinement in dimly lit cells, the vast expanse of barren land and endless sky was almost too much to process. And now, seeing his rescuer walking toward an aging Russian bush plane, Komoroff questioned whether this was really happening.

Rhoads turned back, seeing his apprehension. “Don’t worry, Daniel,” he said, patting Komoroff on the back with a smile. “I grew up flying these things. We need to keep moving.”

With painstaking slowness, Komoroff began moving toward the passenger door that Rhoads held open. Rhoads stood alert, one hand on the door, the other hovering near his weapon at his hip. His eyes constantly scanned their surroundings, aware that danger could materialize at any moment. He helped Komoroff climb in and fastened his seat belt for him. He walked around the plane to ensure the exterior looked sound and nothing would impede the propeller from spinning. Satisfied, he threw his gear in the rear and climbed into the pilot seat.

He flipped on the master switch of the magnetos and set the throttles to open. He checked the batteries and then the fuel gauges, which both read almost full. He pushed the starters and held his breath, waiting for the propellers to begin to spin. Four seconds later, a jarring vibration shuddered through the aging aircraft. Rhoads whistled an exhale as the propellers gained rotational momentum. He checked the oil pressure and temperature and tested the throttle.

“It’s going to take a minute for the engines to warm up. I’ll be right back.” Komoroff nodded and rested his head against the seat, keeping his eyes open. While they waited for the engine temperature to reach 120 degrees, Rhoads grabbed his pack from the back and jogged to the second plane. He placed an unused breaching charge under the engine mount, unspooled the det cord to a safe distance, and set the C-4 charge. The targeted explosion lifted the front of the plane slightly off the water, only to be held in place by ropes securing the plane to the dock. The ropes that secured the burning plane in place held, and the damaged aircraft tipped awkwardly forward into the river.

He ran back to where Komoroff sat rocking on the waves, gave the stunned passenger a thumbs-up, and untied their plane from the dock. Balancing on the plane’s pontoons, he climbed back into the pilot seat, put on the headset resting on the back of his seat, and motioned to Komoroff to do the same.

He increased the throttle and steered the plane away from the dock into the meandering river. Wasting no time, he throttled up and, on full flaps, pulled the aircraft from the river. Unbound by the water and once again set free from the earth, the old Yak was back in its element, and the former Alaskan bush pilot couldn’t help but let out a small hoot of satisfaction.

Rhoads spoke into his comms device. “Sentinel 23 heading to Delta; ETA in three hours.”

“Roger that, Sentinel 23.”

He followed the river north, where it would eventually empty into the North Sea. The GPS on his wrist was set to a predetermined location where an extraction team would be waiting. But as they passed the tree line, an approaching Yakovlev Yak came into view. In their headphones, they could hear the pilot from what was likely a resupply plane reaching out to make contact.

Komoroff, accustomed to only hearing Russian for years, took a moment to realize that Rhoads had no idea what he was hearing. “They’re asking for our status.”

“Tell them we’re headed back to the base and just give them a thumbs-up when we pass.”

Heading in opposite directions, they kept their distance as the Russian plane passed them on their right. Rhoads could make out three passengers, all in uniform. Komoroff kept his eyes on the aircraft as it passed and began its descent. “It’s definitely landing at the prison.”

“We are going to have company soon,” Rhoads said, opening the throttle. Flying as low as he dared to avoid further detection, he continued north, following the open twisting path of the river below them.
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Hey, Daniel,” Rhoads said into his headset, “reach into an outside pocket of the gear bag. There’s water and some energy bars there for you. You’re going to need your strength. Take small bites.”

Komoroff turned in his seat to search the pockets of the gear bag and turned back to Rhoads. “Plane approaching from the rear,” Komoroff reported, slipping into the cadence of an operative. Rhoads glanced back and saw the other Yak in the distance, making an approach.

Rhoads reported into his mic, “Sentinel 23. We have company.”

“Sit rep,” came the voice from the operations center.

“We are two hours out. A resupply plane passed us coming in. They are currently in pursuit.”

“Roger. We will alert the team.”

“Roger that,” replied Rhoads. He looked over at his passenger, trying to assess Komoroff’s state of mind to determine whether he would be an asset or a liability in what would soon transpire. He glanced back at the aircraft still following them. “Daniel, how are you doing?” Komoroff looked over and gave a thumbs-up. He had found the energy bars and water, and while his nerves were on high alert, he was forcing himself to hydrate and eat. “I could use another set of hands right about now. Do you think you are up to it?” Rhoads asked.

“No way I’m going back there. What do you need?”

“We need to down that plane,” Rhoads said.

Komoroff held up his handgun and said dubiously, “With this?”

“That’s not loaded,” Rhoads said. Daniel looked confused at first but then appeared to understand. “For now, I want you on the stick.”

Rhoads pointed to the passenger-side dashboard. “Just hold the stick in your hand and put your feet on the pedals under the dash, but don’t engage them yet,” Rhoads said in a voice that left no room for dissent. “Okay, just wait for my instructions.” He reached back and pulled the HK from the rear along with two additional fully loaded magazines. He laid the rifle across his lap with the muzzle pointing to the door on his left. He pulled the throttle back and lowered the air pressure inside the engine, causing the plane to slow. As the approaching plane neared, he maneuvered his position so the resupply plane would approach on the pilot side, where Rhoads was sitting.

“Okay, ready? I want you to feel the pressure on the stick and hold the plane steady. But don’t move the stick or the pedals.” Rhoads opened the small window, causing the outside air and noise of the engine to rush into the small cabin. He propped the barrel of the HK out of the window. As the Russians pulled alongside them, they, too, had a rifle in the same position. The roar of the engines was immediately met with the sounds of gunfire from both planes.

Rhoads aimed at the engine in the front of the pursuing plane. As he did, their own plane was rocked with vibrations from return fire, mostly grouped toward the tail of their aircraft. Without warning, the left wing of Rhoads’s plane dropped hard toward the river, and the aircraft increased its speed, throwing him awkwardly against the door. The plane, banking left, was now positioned in front of the surprised Russians. Equally surprised, Rhoads looked over at Komoroff.

“I got this,” Komoroff said with a new voice of confidence and intensity. “I am coming around; you will have a clear shot.” Their plane was now angled out in front of the Russians, using the Russian plane’s propellers as a shield. The combatants could not shoot at the Americans without shooting their own propeller, which was now directly in line with the American plane. Rhoads, however, had a clear shot of the Russian’s engine and cockpit. He took aim and fired a long burst, hitting his adversaries’ propeller and engine manifold. Smoke poured from the plummeting seaplane as Komoroff straightened out, passing the crippled plane.

Rhoads took in the situation. “That would have been nice to know.”

“Didn’t theem like the right time to thay I know how to fly.”

Rhoads laughed. “Right! By the way, Komoroff, you’re headed the wrong way.” He pulled the stick right and made a gentle arching turn away from the now-disabled Yak floating in the river, setting their plane back on course.
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The exfil point was about fifty miles north of the small town of Tiksi, in the Bulunsky District in Russia’s Sakha Republic. Back in control of the aircraft, Rhoads set the plane down near the shore and steered it on its pontoons to a SEAL Delivery Vehicle team waiting on a desolate, rocky beach on the Laptev Sea.

The four Navy SEALs, clad in dark neoprene suits, were turning a matte-black, next-generation Dry Combat Submersible toward the sea. The cigar-shaped surface and subsurface delivery system had a range of over 150 nautical miles. The older version of the submersible required the operators to wear wet or dry suits and scuba gear, as the passenger compartments were flooded when submerged. This new next-generation DCS, thankfully, allowed the team and “guests” to travel either on the surface or submerged without the occupants being immersed in frigid water—a significant advancement in their capabilities and comfort.

Two SEAL team members waded out to the Yak as it navigated toward them. The propeller jerked to a stop, and Rhoads and Komoroff stepped onto the plane’s pontoons.

Rhoads recognized one of the SEALs, Chief Petty Officer John Hadley of Naval Special Warfare Group 3, SDVT-Team 2. “Hello, we are Navy SEALs,” Hadley said with a wicked smile. “We are here to rescue you.”

“Really?” Rhoads said with a laugh and extended his hand for a shake.

“I’ve always wanted to say that,” said the CPO.

“Thanks for coming, John,” Rhoads said. “Now that the op is over,” he added.

The six-foot, 190-pound SEAL looked serious for a moment. “After Afghanistan, there is no place I wouldn’t show up for you, bro.” And then, grinning, he added, “All right, let’s blow this plane and get the fuck out of here.”

Two other SEALs approached Komoroff on the pontoon. They helped him exchange his Russian uniform for a comfortable navy protective suit while providing instructions for his journey inside the mini-sub. “It can feel a little tight in there,” one said, downplaying the overwhelming claustrophobia that an untrained occupant could experience sealed inside the narrow black box they were about to enter. “Drink this,” he said, handing him a plastic water bottle. “It’s got a nice dose of benzodiazepine that will take the edge off. It won’t be enough to knock you out but should keep you relaxed for the four-hour trip.”

Komoroff took the bottle and drank it in one sip. “Relaxed thounds great.” He looked around at the men, each doing their job to transport him to the next destination on his journey home. “Thank you,” he added. The destination was a fishing trawler waiting one hundred miles off the coast. Owned by the CIA, the trawler had a modified compartment in the base of its hull that would allow a DCV and its occupants to enter the ship without surfacing.

Hadley and Rhoads walked in the shallow water around the Yak, placing explosives on several key points on the seaplane. They set a twenty-minute timer that would detonate the explosives and partially submerge the plane, making it difficult to spot from the air. Hadley showed Rhoads into the DCV. Komoroff was half-asleep, tightly seated between two operators facing forward in a single row. Hadley positioned Rhoads next to him, closed and secured the hatch. Rhoads looked over at Komoroff, breathing softly, a dazed smile on his face. “Hey, Hads, you got a little hit of that for me? I don’t do great in small spaces.”

Hadley patted him on the knee. “Hey,” he called over his shoulder. “Pass that benzo this way. It appears our hero has a flaw after all.”

Rhoads accepted the bottle. “No argument here. Wake me when we’re close.” He took a swig and closed his eyes.

Hadley listened for the sound of the pressurized seal engaging. “Dive,” he ordered.

The other SEALs replied, “Confirming dive.” The DCV submerged and silently made its way out of the cove into the relative safety of international waters.





CHAPTER 61

POQUOSON, VIRGINIA

A tinted black SUV was waiting at Langley Air Force Base in Hampton, Virginia. Rhoads and Komoroff were driven directly to a safe house in the idyllic Virginian suburb of Poquoson, on the border of Plum Tree Island National Wildlife Preserve. It was 2:30 a.m. by the time they arrived at the safe house. After more than twenty-four hours of travel, exhausted and too tired to eat, they were led to their rooms, and the two men immediately fell asleep.

At sunrise, Rhoads sat up in bed, immediately alert to the sound of voices. He looked around the generic bedroom, unsure where he was. He listened and the sound of Whitney’s voice and the smell of eggs and coffee let him know he could relax.

He entered the kitchen looking disheveled in cargo pants and the “R&R Hunting Lodge” T-shirt Whitney had left on his bed. She pressed an iced tea into his hand without a word, an unspoken gesture that came from knowing someone’s rhythms and small rituals. He set the glass on the table. His shaggy hair and beard were damp from a morning shower, but he wrapped her in a long embrace.

“Kevin, I’m Cynthia King, director of Special Situations. Congratulations,” King said, introducing herself with a stiff handshake and a wide smile. “Whitney has told us all about you, but your performance exceeded her description.”

“Thank you, ma’am.” He pulled up a seat in front of a plate of fried eggs and bacon. “I could have used my partner out there. Sky was quite the operative in Damascus,” he said, smiling at Skyler, realizing how good it felt seeing her again.

King nodded. “She has also done great work for us at Langley. I have spoken to DCIA Somers, and she also sends her congratulations. I suspect there will be another commendation to add to your impressive collection.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Rhoads said again with a humble nod, and dug into his breakfast.

The safe house had been endowed by a retired CIA lifer who died without heirs. It was well hidden at the end of a long, winding driveway, a quarter mile from the main road. The house’s exterior was unremarkable; it was an old but well-kept Victorian painted light blue with white trim around the windows. The interior, however, was equipped with all the wiring and gadgetry of a modern home and a well-stocked kitchen. The only out-of-date items were the stacks of old magazines and paperbacks that littered the coffee table and shelves. In addition to the security system and four-inch-thick bulletproof glass on the windows, a roving patrol of armed CIA security guards kept constant watch to keep the inhabitants safe.

As Kevin devoured the breakfast Whitney had made, King laid out the preliminary stages of the reentry process for Komoroff, beginning with further medical examinations. After that, they would figure out what was next, “for both Komoroff and you, Mr. Rhoads,” she added.

An hour later, Daniel Komoroff walked into the kitchen and sat next to Rhoads. He looked weary, but a toothless smile spread across his face as King passed him a mug of hot coffee, his first in over a year. He spooned in two generous heaps of sugar and added a long pour of cream. He held the cup to his nose and inhaled deeply before taking a long sip. It was as if that scent associated with so many mornings in his life finally convinced him that this was real and he was, in fact, safely back in the United States.

Like Rhoads, Komoroff inhaled his plate of eggs, and then pulled out the photo that Kevin had handed him in his black site cell. He looked with trepidation from King to Skyler to Rhoads, afraid to put words to his questions. “Daniel, we contacted your parents and sister; they can’t wait to speak with you,” King said, handing him a phone. “We will need you here for a couple of days to debrief you, and we’d like to give you a complete medical workup. You are free to call your family.” Daniel exhaled heavily and took the phone King was offering, walking outside and dialing the moment he held it.





Chapter 62

POQUOSON, VIRGINIA

Over the next few days, the CIA created a full schedule for Komoroff. Medical doctors arrived to assess his physical condition, followed by a dentist, who began the procedure of making a custom-fitted dental bridge to replace the missing teeth. A CIA psychologist arrived to evaluate his mental state.

By the third morning, Rhoads had resumed his routine of taking an early morning jog. He was still gone when Komoroff entered the kitchen. King and Skyler sat with him at the kitchen table. “Daniel, do you think you are ready to answer some questions? Questions about how you were caught?”

“Ms. King, I have thought about this nonstop since my capture. I haven’t come up with anything I did that would have blown my cover.” Sitting at the table, his complexion already beginning to regain color, there was an energy behind his voice that they had not heard before. “I was completely Russian-dipped. I never had contact with the embassy or any American. I enhanced my cover by playing chess on the weekends. I met a local girl at the chess club and one day, she showed up with a handful of agents and a Taser. The only conclusion I can draw is that there was a flaw in the software you had me plant. I know the techs said it was impossible, but I’m telling you, they detected the undetectable virus.” He looked at King without recrimination. He was simply stating the conclusions he had drawn over his imprisonment. Nonetheless, King felt the sting of her agency’s possible, even probable, complicity in his capture.

Komoroff had spent over three hundred days honing his regrets and possible missteps, but King spoke the words he knew to be true. “If your cover was blown, it wouldn’t have mattered. If it weren’t at the chess club, if it weren’t her, they would have found another way to you.”

There were more questions to be asked, more details they would try to extract about the events that followed, about where he was held and what interrogation techniques they had used. But this would be a slow and delicate process. Komoroff looked up at the two women looking anxiously back at him and, to ease the silence, said, “I have been away for a while; what did I miss?”

King’s eyes fell on a pile of magazines stacked on the kitchen counter. She picked up the one on top, a relatively recent issue of Time magazine. The cover showed the fireworks display from the presidential inauguration. She tossed the magazine on the table and said lightly, “We have a new president.”

The weight of the glossy magazine felt oddly reassuring in Komoroff’s hands, a small slice of normalcy after a year of chaos. He flipped through the pages with practiced nonchalance, the rustle of paper a soothing counterpoint to King’s and Skyler’s low voices as they discussed the day’s schedule. His eyes skimmed over advertisements and articles, his mind only half-engaged. He was deliberately exercising his ability to appear calm, pretending that his world hadn’t been shattered and pieced back together in ways he was still struggling to understand.

Then, mid-turn, his fingers froze. The color drained from his face. His eyes, suddenly sharp with recognition and disbelief, fixed on a single image that seemed to leap off the page. “I don’t understand,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. The words felt inadequate, unable to convey the storm of emotions surging through him.

Skyler leaned forward. “Don’t understand what?”

Komoroff’s hand trembled as he pointed to the full-page spread. The image captured a moment of triumph: the president behind a podium, with red, white, and blue confetti suspended in midair like patriotic snow. Surrounding him were beaming faces, a tableau of American political success.

But Komoroff’s focus was laser-sharp on one particular figure. “That’s her,” he said, his finger stabbing at the page with increasing urgency. “That’s her, the woman from the chess club.” His voice rose, taking on a hysterical edge. “Her. Next to the man standing behind the president.”

King and Skyler exchanged a quick, loaded glance. “You must be mistaken,” King said sympathetically.

Komoroff nodded a jerky, almost spasmodic movement. “It’s Sasha,” he said emphatically. “I’d never forget that face.” He laughed, a short, bitter sound. “It was the last thing I saw before waking up in that cell.” He leaned back, suddenly feeling lightheaded.

Skyler leaned over the magazine, studying the image intently. “He is pointing to Michaels’s girlfriend.”

“How certain are you, Daniel?” King asked, her tone tinged with urgency.

“One hundred percent!” replied Komoroff, pushing the magazine toward the middle of the table. “Two moles on her left cheek. It’s her!”

Skyler and King looked at each other for a long moment, digesting the explosive revelation. King turned to Komoroff and said, “For now, this information needs to stay strictly between us. Let us do some digging back at Langley.” She returned her attention to Skyler. “Strictly between the three of us. Understood?”

Skyler nodded mutely as the porch door creaked open. Rhoads walked into the kitchen, breathing hard and dripping with sweat. He looked around at the stunned expressions. King shot a warning glance at Skyler and reached for her cane. “Excuse me, I need to make a phone call.”

Rhoads raised his eyebrows. “Was it something I said?” he half joked.

“No, things just got kind of heavy. Right, Daniel?” Skyler said feebly. “It’s been a long morning, that’s all.” Komoroff looked at her as if about to speak but said nothing, his look of disappointment mirroring the guilt she already felt.





CHAPTER 63

POQUOSON, VIRGINIA

That night at the safe house, Rhoads prepared a dinner of beef bourguignon with mashed potatoes. “You made this?” Komoroff asked as he handed him a plate loaded with meat, potatoes, and a thick red wine sauce.

“Well, we’ve got to get some weight on you before you see your family,” Rhoads replied, returning with a large bowl of salad for the table. Daniel ate everything and returned for seconds.

After clearing the dishes, Skyler went upstairs and returned holding a bottle of Angel’s Envy Cask Strength Bourbon. “A gift from Director Somers,” she said. She poured four glasses and raised hers, first to Komoroff and then to Rhoads. “Welcome home, and welcome back.”

The foursome sat on the wooden porch drinking whiskey in the dwindling daylight. King regaled them with stories of the Cold War, and Rhoads replayed Komoroff’s surprise role in their dogfight with the Russian resupply plane. Komoroff stood to go to bed as the first chill of the evening crept in. He started toward the screen door and turned suddenly, wrapping Rhoads in a firm embrace. “Thank you, Kev,” he said, thumping Rhoads’s back. “I’ll be saying it for the rest of my life. Thank you.”

Rhoads patted his back and waited for Komoroff to release him. “It was my honor.”

King walked off to have her last smoke of the evening, and Skyler, yawning, said, “This bourbon is putting me to sleep. See you upstairs?” She leaned down, poured her unfinished drink into his glass, and lightly kissed his cheek. In truth, she was afraid that he would ask about the findings of the morning debrief, and she didn’t know if she could trust herself not to tell him what they had discovered.

Rhoads smiled up at her. “I’ll be up soon.” He propped his feet up on the porch railing and took a sip of whiskey, grateful for a quiet moment to consider his next steps. He was expected to report to Langley in the morning to meet with the director of operations of the Special Activities Center and receive his next assignment. Starting over from scratch with an existing paramilitary team felt overwhelmingly exhausting. After Siberia, he was considering requesting another singleton mission rather than begin the gut-wrenching process of letting his old team go and forging his place as a member of a new one.

He stayed outside, watching the stars appear until the swamp mosquitoes started getting the best of him. While it was no secret that he was spending the night in Skyler’s room, like a teenager, he made a show of first going into his own room and then using his covert training to quietly sneak into Whitney’s bed. He found her propped on a pillow, her mouth slightly opened, snoring gently with a folder opened on her lap and the bedside light on. Rhoads leaned over to turn off the light but stopped when he saw a picture of his team poking out from under the folder’s stack of documents and a yellow-lined legal paper.

He slid the picture from the pile, recognizing it as the photo they had all posed for standing on the tarmac in Poland. He stared at it for an extra minute, looking at each face, feeling the loss of each man, that empty hole in his core that was still ever-present, and placed it back in the file labeled “Classified: Director Somers’s Eyes Only.”

He began to close the folder when a handwritten document caught his attention. The heading read, OMEGA TEAM CASUALTY ASSESSMENT. He quietly pulled a wooden side chair up to the dim light coming in from the window and began to read the report Whitney had been preparing for DCIA Somers. The narrative created a picture of the events that led to the rescue of Komoroff, including Skyler’s, King’s, and Somers’s penetration of the Oval Office. The report directly connected a New York real estate developer, Peter Michaels, President Philip Kemp, and the downed helicopter. He flipped through the file and found a carefully torn page from Time magazine with a circle drawn around Michaels’s girlfriend, Lillian Montgomery.

Rhoads looked down at Skyler, still sleeping. He retrieved the photo of his team from the folder, slipped it into his pocket, put the file back on the bed, and turned to leave the room.

“Hey, where are you going?” He heard Whitney’s sleepy voice. “Oh, shit,” she said. He turned around to see her quickly gather up the folder, holding it tightly in her lap.

“Everything okay?” he asked.

“Yeah, I, um, guess I fell asleep while I was writing up Daniel’s debrief notes.”

“Okay. Listen, I’m going to be tossing and turning all night. I think I’ll sleep in my room.”

“Oh. Are you sure?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay. Good night, Kev.”

Kevin turned without a reply and closed the door behind him.

Stay in the fight, bro, he heard Baloo say.
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Rhoads had not slept all night, and as the sun rose, he heard Skyler’s footsteps padding down the stairs. When he entered the kitchen, she stood with her back to him, boiling water for tea. She turned when she saw him and, with a smile, said, “Sleep okay?”

“Did you know all of this when we were in Homer?” Rhoads cut in.

It only took a moment for her to understand what he was saying. “You saw the file,” she said as King limped into the kitchen.

King raised a hand to indicate silence. “Let’s talk about this outside.” They followed the deputy director to the back porch of the safe house, overlooking a field that led to a swampy marsh. King stood leaning against the railing, cane in hand. “First off, you had no right to look at that file, even if it was carelessly left where you could see it.” She shot Skyler a recriminating glance. “But second, Whitney was instructed not to reveal our operation to anyone and explicitly not to you,” King said.

“Your operation?” Rhoads said incredulously. “You’re talking about my friends. This wasn’t a random helicopter crash. They were fucking murdered.”

“And at the same time,” King continued in calm, measured tones, “this could be the most crucial infiltration of the Russian Federation we have ever had. We can’t take our eyes off the prize.”

“Prize?” Rhoads seethed. “Tell that to Eileen Mahoney or John Leary’s kids.” His face hardened into a mask of barely contained fury. “Where’s their prize?”

Skyler stood frozen. Somers and King had been firm about keeping the details of their plan to use the president’s relationship with Michaels strictly confidential. But hearing Kevin speak, it was now painfully clear where her loyalties should have lain. I should have told him. She wanted to be alone with him, to talk to the Kevin who had lost his friends, the Kevin who had held her in bed only two nights before. But when she met his eyes, it was clear that person was unreachable. Rhoads had sealed that part of himself away, and a cold stare returned her pleading gaze. She had seen this before, in Damascus, where he dealt with the police, and later, after he killed Al-Muwassil.

Skyler remained silent, unable to find the right words.

Rhoads softly shook his head. “And you think I am cold.” He turned to King. “You can draw a straight line from this Michaels asshole to the helicopter being shot down, and you are letting him walk around. And Kemp,” he said, his contempt growing with every word. “What are you going to do about him? You know, it’s only a matter of time before he leaks more information and gets more of my friends killed. Jesus Christ, he has the nuclear codes. What the fuck are you thinking?

“You sent Swan. Leary. Park. Diaz. Mahoney. Into harm’s way. Because you have delusions of being a global puppetmaster.” Rhoads paused. “And now you expect me to stand down and let my friends’ deaths go unanswered for.” He leaned forward, his shoulders squared, and his finger pointed at King’s face. “That’s not going to happen.”

“Kev, please, you have to believe me; we did not know about any of this until after the crash,” Skyler said.

“You know now.” He turned to her with the same steely gaze. “I know now.”

“Rhoads.” King straightened her posture and tried to take control of the conversation with a slow, forceful tone. “We all feel terrible about the deaths of your team, your friends. But Whitney’s right: We did not have the information at the time that we have now. And by using this knowledge, we manipulated the relationship between Michaels and the president to create the circumstances that saved Komoroff.”

It was clear that Rhoads was unswayed by her arguments. She saw the same hard face that Skyler saw, but it concerned her for entirely different reasons. “Master Sergeant Rhoads, if you are considering taking action regarding this information, let me be very clear. You are forbidden to make any moves concerning the president. You are not to go near Peter Michaels for any reason. And do not think about approaching the woman in that picture. We need time to figure out our next move and to investigate who she really is.” She looked at Rhoads. “That is a direct order. Do you understand?”

Rhoads looked at King and Skyler, whose eyes had welled up. He pulled open the porch door and entered the house. Three minutes later, he returned with his backpack and a ring of keys. He paused in the doorway and looked at Whitney for barely a second. Then he strode past the two women and down the steps. Skyler jumped as the old screen door slammed shut behind him.

“Kevin Rhoads, do not get near Michaels,” King called after him.

Without looking back, Rhoads walked to the agency car that had brought them there, threw his pack in the back seat, and peeled out of the long driveway.





CHAPTER 65

MOSCOW, RUSSIA

Alexei Morozov entered his office at SVR’s headquarters in Yasenevo at 7 a.m. and started up his desktop with his thumbprint ID. Still standing, he flipped through the stack of unopened internal memos waiting on his desk. As he removed his coat, his secretary walked in with his hot zavarka sweet tea and daily briefing and took his jacket. “Thank you, Naftali,” Morozov said perfunctorily, fulfilling their daily ritual without looking up.

The young assistant set the tea on his desk and straightened up. “Sir, I have Oleg Naryshkin on the phone. He says it’s urgent.” Alexei shook his head in exasperation. Naryshkin, Putin’s confidant and Alexei’s boss, manufactured a crisis at least once a month to prove his worth. “Kindly tell him I will call him back.”

“He says he will wait,” Morozov’s aide replied.

Morozov sighed heavily and picked up the phone. “Oleg, good morning, what can I—”

Naryshkin interrupted the pleasantries. “The American prisoner Komoroff was taken by the Americans,” he said. “How is that possible? How did the Americans know where he was?” Morozov was speechless. He glanced down at his calendar and saw a list of calls scheduled for the morning that had not been on his schedule when he’d checked last night. “Morozov, did you hear me?”

“Da,” Morozov said, regaining his composure. “This is the first I’ve been told. He was taken from Lensky?” His mind was racing to understand the facts. “We received intel that the Americans had ascertained the location of the American prisoner three weeks ago, when he was being held in our facility outside of St. Petersburg. As soon as we learned this, we moved him to a sekretny obyekt black site in Siberia. It is the most remote location we have. Even if they could have located it, a rescue from there would be impossible.”

“Durak,” Naryshkin said. “You have been played. Get your house in order. I will be meeting this afternoon with our president, who I am certain will not be pleased with this turn of events.” The line went dead.

Morozov felt the room spinning. “Naftali, get me the operations center, SEYCHAS”—NOW—he shouted.

Ten seconds later, Naftali announced, “I have the duty officer on line one.”

Morozov picked up his phone. “With whom am I speaking?”

“This is Duty Officer First Lieutenant Kitaev. Sir.”

“Lieutenant, what is the situation in Lensky?”

“We are gathering the information and making our report as we speak,” he said, sounding panicked.

“Seychas, Lieutenant. Report to me now.”

“Sir, four of our men, all of the guards, were killed, and the prisoner is missing. One of our resupply planes passed another of our supply planes heading north one hour from the closed facility. After discovering the guards were dead, our plane tracked down the northbound seaplane. Our plane intercepted the fleeing plane in an attempt to stop the Americans, but they managed to shoot our aircraft down. We have rescued the men and pilot from the downed plane. One man was shot in the chest and is currently being moved to a—”

Morozov, unconcerned, interrupted the officer. “How could this happen? How many men attacked the site?”

“Sir, at this point, it is not clear exactly what happened. The pilot from the resupply plane reported seeing only two people in the fleeing plane, but we can’t be sure. However, it does appear that a lone man infiltrated the site, killed the guards, and took the prisoner.”

Morozov could feel his anger rising along with a growing panic. “Keep me informed as you gain more information. And do not let me hear the next report on this from Director Naryshkin. The moment you know anything, call me.”

He pounded the table with his hand, pushed back his chair, and walked to the thick bulletproof window behind his desk. Naryshkin was right about one thing: He had been played. Morozov was no stranger to manipulation but rarely found himself on the receiving side of subterfuge. The spymaster contemplated the events, replaying each step that led him to decide to move the American.

It began when the American real estate developer learned from the US president that the Americans knew where Komoroff was being held. This prompted the decision to move Komoroff to a new location. And within weeks, the prisoner was taken. It couldn’t be a coincidence. The possibilities were that there was a leak inside the SVR; Michaels was smarter than he thought and had played them; or Michaels was fed information intended to cause a reaction.

The team within the SVR that knew of the operation was very small. Loyalists all. He ruled out Michaels deliberately feeding them false intel. He had too much to lose, and lacked both the courage and patriotism for this work. This meant the misinformation came from within the American government, either with or without the president’s knowledge. Was it possible that the Americans knew Michaels had been turned and he was fed a false flag to trigger the relocation of the prisoner?

Morozov sank onto the burgundy leather couch in the corner of his office and lit a cigarette. If that were the case, the president might know that Michaels was compromised and knowingly fed him the lie that the US had located Komoroff. Morozov ruled out that theory as soon as he thought it: Even if the president knew Michaels was reporting to the Russians, the political consequences for Kemp telling anyone else were too great.

No, he concluded. The president is in the dark. Therefore, he thought, letting his logic play out slowly, the only possible conclusion is that someone else has discovered that Michaels had been compromised and that someone is using the president to disseminate disinformation. But that theory did not explain why the Russians had been allowed to shoot down the helicopter over Ukraine.

He took a long pull on his cigarette and looked around the room. A half-finished game of chess was laid out on a table pushed against the wall. As a young man, Morozov had been quite the player, able to outmaneuver his opponents through misdirection and patience. He would need these skills now.

He tapped his ashes into a marble ashtray and continued to methodically hone his thoughts. There was no scenario where the Americans would sacrifice nine soldiers as a misdirection; therefore, it could only be that their operation was discovered after the Falcon shot down the Black Hawk. In either case, Michaels was compromised. Therefore, any information coming from Michaels must be considered compromised.

Morozov’s concentration was interrupted by his assistant. “Sir, your eleven o’clock briefing team has arrived.”

“Thank you, Naftali. Bring them in.” He crushed out his cigarette and walked back to his desk. Later, he would consider his next moves for the American operation.





CHAPTER 66

MANHATTAN, NEW YORK

After the punishing heat of a New York City summer, the first cool days of early autumn arrived as a gift. Peter Michaels looked out of his window onto the wide green median that separated Park Avenue’s uptown and downtown traffic. He checked his phone for the weather report. The day’s temperature wouldn’t rise above sixty-eight degrees. A perfect day.

Several months earlier, Michaels had passed by a newsstand in Midtown and was struck by the headlines of every newspaper announcing the deaths of nine US soldiers in a training accident in Poland. The lurch in his stomach told him this tragedy was directly linked to the information Kemp had divulged during their dinner. If only that old man had had the sense to accept his first offer, and move out with the other tenants, none of this would have happened. The photo of Carla Alvarez’s corpse laid out on the sterile morgue table flashed in his mind. That brought the body count to ten. He had spent most of that day alone at his desk. He was completely isolated.

He had toyed with the idea of confiding in Lillian. She knew the Russians; she even knew Phil. And being British, she wouldn’t be swayed by a sense of American patriotic duty. Several times, she had asked him why he seemed to be distracted. “You know you can tell me anything, don’t you, my love?” she had said, twirling her fingers through his hair as they lay in bed. And he had come close. But how could he tell her that the people who had brought them together were Russian spies? And if she knew of his own complicity in the deaths of those soldiers, what would she think of him? A woman like Lillian would leave him at best; at worst, she might still go to the authorities. “It’s nothing, just work,” he had replied.

“Ah, you mean the project that will change the skyline of Manhattan, the project that will make you the most famous developer in New York City history?” she’d teased, pushing him firmly onto his back and climbing on top of him. “Whatever your problems are today, Peter, I am sure it will all be worth it. It’s only business, after all.”

It’s true, he’d thought as Lillian raked her nails across his chest. Unorthodox as it may be, this is just business. And for a time, he had let himself believe it.

Now, on this early fall morning, looking at the long row of neatly pressed dress shirts in his closet, he heard the service bell to his penthouse apartment ring. He pulled a shirt from a hanger and buttoned it on his way through the kitchen to the back door. “Good morning, Mr. Michaels,” the doorman said, handing him an envelope. “This was just dropped off for you. I wanted to make sure you got it before you left.”

“Thanks, Charlie.” Michaels looked at the plain white envelope addressed with only his typed name. The note inside was brief and direct: A yellow taxi is waiting for you outside. Get in it. Leave your phone. He waited until the service elevator door had slid shut before leaning over, hands on his knees, suddenly finding it difficult to breathe. The Russians were not done with him. He straightened up, pulled on his suit jacket, and put the letter inside his pocket. He picked up his phone and, remembering the instructions, set it back on the table in his front hall. He went down the elevator, across the black-and-white checkered marble tiles of the formal lobby, and found a yellow cab at the curb waiting for him. He looked in through the window, but the driver remained looking straight ahead. He entered the cab, which drove south down Park Avenue. Michaels’s questions to the driver about where they were going went unanswered.

The cab continued south past Forty-Fifth Street and through the elevated Park Avenue Viaduct, which winds around 200 Park Avenue, the landmark building that separates Midtown Manhattan from Midtown South. On Fortieth Street, the road split, and the driver pulled into the left-hand lane, descending into the Park Avenue Tunnel, a six-block underpass designed to alleviate traffic on Park Avenue South.

The tight tunnel had room for one lane of traffic running north and another single lane running south, with little space between the two. The silent driver abruptly stopped the car in the middle of the tunnel, sending Michaels into the plexiglass barrier between the front passenger and driver’s seats.

The driver spoke without moving: “Exit on the left side. Now.”

“What?” Michaels said, feeling his head to see if it was bleeding.

The driver turned around and leveled a pistol at Michaels.

“Get out on the left side. Right now.”

Michaels, stunned, opened the left passenger door to find a black town car with tinted windows and the adjacent passenger-side door open directly across from him.

He stepped out of the cab, confused. A man inside the town car said, “Get in.” Michaels could see traffic backing up in both directions. He climbed into the car, barely closing the door before it raced ahead, exiting the tunnel and continuing back in the direction from which Michaels had just come, to the corner of Fifth Avenue and Seventy-Fifth Street, bordering Central Park. The driver directed him to walk through the stone entrance to the park and down to the East Seventy-Fifth Street Conservatory Water pond. Michaels followed the sloping path shaded by the towering century-old oaks that dotted the park. He found Lashkin seated on a green-slatted wooden beach overlooking the little boat pond. It was a clear, sunny morning with a light breeze. A few hobbyists were perched along the pond’s edge, maneuvering remote-controlled model sailboats around the water. Elegant mothers pushed their babies in strollers under the canopies of the ancient oaks and gnarled maples that ringed the pond.

Lashkin was sitting with his legs crossed at the knee, and one arm stretched across the back of the bench. He didn’t look up when Michaels sat beside him but began speaking as if to the paper cup he swirled absently in his other hand. “We took the travel precautions because we think you are being followed.”

“Lashkin, I assure you I am building as fast as we can. We are slightly behind schedule but have seen great interest from foreign buyers. We are re-forecasting our profit estimates by ten percent,” Michaels reported, listing reasons the project was delayed, holding desperately to his narrative that this was, in fact, a business meeting.

“We are not talking about your money, you idiot,” Lashkin deadpanned. “Your role has been discovered by someone in your government, and we believe the information we receive from you is compromised.” Lashkin had discussed various options with Morozov and Pestova to keep the operation alive. Morozov had reported their recommendations to Naryshkin, who discussed their recommendations with Putin. Their operational escalation had been approved, and Lashkin had been sent to deliver a new set of instructions to Michaels.

Michaels did not say a word, choosing instead to focus on a twenty-four-inch sailboat gliding across the boat pond. Its taut yellow sail had been caught by a breeze and was now keeling over, dangerously close to being capsized.

“We want you to tell your friend who you work for,” Lashkin said.

“Kemp?” asked Michaels, snapped back to the reality of the situation. “You want me to tell him the truth?”

“That’s correct.”

Michaels looked around and hissed in a whisper, “You want me to tell the president of the United States that I am working for the Russians?”

“Yes.” Lashkin nodded. “We also want you to tell him where his campaign money came from. And then we want you to tell him about the dead American soldiers.”

Michaels watched an older man at the edge of the pond struggling with his remote, trying desperately to right the tilting model vessel. For a brief second, he imagined how it would feel to be under the cool water, weightless and silent. “I don’t understand how that could—”

“Peter, you are quickly becoming irrelevant,” Lashkin broke in. “Trust me, you don’t want to be irrelevant.” Lashkin let that sentiment hover in the air. For a long minute, neither man said a word. Michaels looked at the old man now leaning precariously over the edge of the pond, trying to retrieve his capsized sailboat with a long stick. He wondered fleetingly if he would ever reach that age.

Lashkin stood and walked to a nearby trash can, crushing his cup and throwing it into the barrel. He returned to Michaels and stood over him. “Rather than a one-way flow of information, we are changing the game to make this a collaboration. You will share with Kemp your current cooperation with us. Then you will await further instructions. Don’t take too long.”

Michaels watched the tall, long-legged Russian stroll around the pond, stopping as if to admire the statue of Hans Christian Andersen directly across from where he still sat. Lashkin looked across the water and touched his watch before turning onto a path and disappearing into the wooded park.





CHAPTER 67

WASHINGTON, DC

It was two weeks before Michaels could get in to see the president. But finally, early on a Sunday afternoon, he had arranged to meet his friend in the presidential residence for a late lunch and to watch the Red Sox–Yankees game together. The Secret Service escorted him to the casual dining area near the residential kitchen. The navy steward brought them burgers and fries and two glasses of Switchback Ale, brewed in Burlington, Vermont, a favorite from their fraternity days in Dartmouth.

The volume on the TV mounted in the corner of the room had been turned down low so the two friends could catch up while they ate and watched the game. For Kemp, Michaels’s visits were a welcome change from the exhausting politics of Washington. He picked up his burger, happy to set his POTUS mantle aside and to just be Phil again. He noticed his friend was barely touching his food, only picking at the fries, and had already downed his entire beer. “You don’t look good, Pete,” Kemp said. “How’s the building coming?” Michaels did not respond and stared fixedly at the TV. “Pete?”

Michaels took off his glasses and put them on the table. He rubbed his eyes and turned slowly to face his oldest friend. “Phil, we need to talk,” he said quietly.

“Of course. Honestly, I can’t tell you what a relief it is to be called by my first name. Being Mr. President has a way of making you feel like you’re not even a real person. God, you have no idea how much I look forward to our normal meals.”

“Phil, I’m in trouble,” Michaels confessed. “We are in trouble.”

The president of the United States hit the mute button on the remote and looked at his ashen-faced friend.

Now that he had started, there was nothing Michaels could do but dive in. He launched into his story with the equity he had needed to keep his business afloat. He described how he had gone to every bank and had been turned down based on the project’s clouded viability because of the hold-out tenant. And how, as a last resort, he had flown to Moscow.

He outlined the legal trouble with the old tenant, Aaron Seaman, and Michaels’s inability to get him to leave the building. He told his friend how the Russians had helped remove Seaman from the building, but at the last minute, left out the murder of Carla Alvarez and their threats to the old man.

The president listened patiently, still under the assumption Michaels was describing a business problem he needed help with. “Peter, this truly sounds like a mess, but I am not sure how I can help you here.”

“What I didn’t know,” Michaels forged ahead, “what I had no way of knowing, Phil—was that the bankers who bailed me out are Russian agents.”

The president considered this. “You mean Mafia?”

“No. I mean agents. Spies.”

“What does that even mean?”

“They are Russian spies. They work for the Russian government.”

Kemp was still holding his glass in his hand. He set it on the table and ran his hand through his hair, quickly trying to assess the damage this might do to him if it got out. “Jesus Christ, you’re in business with Putin’s people?” He stood and started pacing the room. “Okay, okay, let me see what I can do,” he said, having no idea what could be done.

“It gets worse,” Michaels said, looking at the glasses on the table and back at his friend, who was now pacing like an animal in a cage.

“Wait. Why are you telling me this? You need to stop talking. I cannot hear this,” Kemp said, suddenly realizing that distance was the only way to escape his friend’s disaster. “You need a good lawyer and some protection. Goddamn it, Pete, how could you be so stupid?”

“Phil, you need to hear the rest.”

“I don’t want to hear any more,” Kemp said, almost shouting.

“Phil, there’s more. You need to hear this.” Michaels laid out how he’d received money from the Russians through the sale of his Florida estate, which he’d, in turn, used to fund the PAC. Without giving Kemp a chance to interject, he plowed on, telling Kemp that when he told Michaels about the mission over Ukraine, the Russians had heard their conversation. And that was how they’d known to shoot the helicopter down that had killed nine Americans.

Phil Kemp stopped moving. “What did you just say?” he said. “What the fuck did you just fucking say to me?” He leaned in close to his friend with his finger inches from Michaels’s face. Michaels shrank into the back of his chair. “Did you just tell me that my presidency was funded by the fucking Russians and that I am somehow complicit in the killing of American soldiers?”

Michaels did not answer. He would not make eye contact. A silent cheer went up from the crowds in the baseball stadium.

“What do they want?” Kemp asked, his calm almost more unsettling than the unbridled fury of a moment ago.

Michaels said, “They didn’t say. Only that I was to deliver this message.”

“How the fuck were they able to hear our conversations?”

Michaels pointed to the eyeglasses on the table. “You mean they are hearing this, now?”

Michaels nodded slowly.

The president of the United States leaned down and picked up the glasses, hurling them across the room. They hit the far wall but did not break. He walked over and stomped on the horn-rimmed frames until there was nothing but a small heap of broken glass and tortoiseshell. “Get out of here.”

“Phil, I had no idea—you have to believe me. I was trying to get you into the White House!”

“Shut up! Shut the fuck up! I did not ask for this.” He strode to the door, opened it, and motioned to the Secret Service agent outside the room. “Mr. Michaels will be leaving now. And will not return.” Kemp himself turned away and retreated down the corridor.





CHAPTER 68

MANHATTAN, NEW YORK

Reflections from the streetlamps lining Manhattan’s Park Avenue illuminated the wet pavement. Gregor Varkov sat hunched in a rental car with two backup SVR agents. They had parked two buildings south of Michaels’s apartment, on the east side of the street, waiting for Michaels to return from DC. The only sounds came from the heavy raindrops bouncing off the car roof and hood. Varkov peered through the slanting rain. Finally, after an hour, a dispirited Michaels stepped out of a black Lincoln Town Car and trudged slowly to the building’s front door, oblivious to the relentless downpour soaking his clothes. The perplexed doorman hurried out to meet him, trying to shield him from the deluge with a large black umbrella, but Michaels walked ahead, ignoring the white-haired Irishman.


He’s back.



Varkov texted to Pestova and Lashkin.

Michaels walked through the lobby, ascended the wood-paneled elevator to his apartment, and peeled off his dripping coat. He left it where it fell in a heap by the door and walked straight to the bar cart in his study. He was midway through pouring himself a large glass of Macallan when his phone rang. He answered it, walking to the kitchen with his drink and adding as many ice cubes as the glass would hold.

“Peter, it’s me,” Pestova said in her soft British Lillian voice. “Are you back yet? I missed you, my love. Can I come over?”

Peter took a sip before answering. “Lillian, baby, I just can’t tonight.” He was too overwhelmed to even try to think of a reason. “I’m so exhausted. It’s been a long day,” he said, with a short guffaw—he had never invented a more truthful excuse.

“You sound dreadful, Peter. I’m coming over. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes,” Pestova said, calculating how long it would take for Lashkin and Varkov to rendezvous with her.

Michaels stared at his phone. He was more tired than he had ever felt. But maybe Lillian was what he needed tonight after all. She would let him lay his head in her lap and stroke his hair while he tried to think. Or better yet, try not to think at all. He drank the entire scotch before the ice had a chance to melt and poured another large glass. He had barely eaten at all that day, but the thought of solid food made his stomach churn.

He was completely adrift, utterly lost at sea. He heard the voice of his former attorney, solid old Glen Spengler, warning him to stay clear of this group the morning the Russians had arrived at his office. Regret is a brutal companion, and the only way Michaels knew how to repel it was to pour himself another drink. The one bright spot in his life right now was Lillian. He hadn’t fucked that up yet, he thought, plunking heavily down onto his buttery soft leather sofa. He took a long sip of whiskey, barely noticing the burn in his throat as it went down.

The doorman, accustomed to “Miss Lillian” coming and going from Mr. Michaels’s apartment, buzzed her into the front elevator with her two guests. “Thank you, Charlie,” she purred as the elevator doors closed between them. She led her colleagues into the apartment, putting her finger to her lips. She carefully placed her umbrella in the turquoise ceramic holder near the door and hung her Burberry trench coat in the closet. Lashkin and Varkov waited in the entrance hall.

Pestova stepped over Peter’s sodden coat, crumpled on the floor in a puddle of rainwater, and walked into the study. Peter sat with his head tilted back against the sofa, looking disheveled, halfway through another drink, staring into space. “Lillian,” he said thickly, reaching his free hand to her.

“Darling,” she said, allowing herself to be pulled down onto the couch next to him. Pestova felt the familiar detachment that overcame her in these moments. She looked away from Michaels, taking in the room for the first time. She had been in it many times but had never stopped to appreciate how perfectly it communicated the message that the owner of this apartment had tried to express: that he was cultured, wealthy, and even perhaps interesting. Of course, he was none of these. The apartment was designed by a $1,000-per-hour interior designer who had ensured that the Papa Bear Chair and the Noguchi coffee table were prominently arranged on the lush Turkish carpet, pieces easy for any mildly aware guest to recognize as collectible. She had hung the artwork purchased by an art consultant in carefully placed groupings over the fireplace and on the walls behind the couch. Everything from the small marble bust on the walnut bookshelf to the books’ titles was there to craft a story. A story of success and confidence. But in reality, Pestova thought, it was a carefully curated illusion. None of this reflected anything about the real Peter Michaels.

She unwrapped her fingers from Peter’s grip and studied his face. He was looking at her with desperation, the way a frightened child looks at his mother, wanting her to make everything okay. “Mr. Lashkin, Mr. Varkov, could you please join us?” she called behind her without taking her eyes off Michaels. The two men entered the room. Lashkin sat in one of a pair of mohair slipper chairs across from the sofa. Varkov stood by the door, dressed in a black leather blazer, looking blankly ahead.

Michaels looked from Lillian to the two Russian agents and then back to her, trying to reconcile the collision of these two worlds. She spoke, the gentle timbre of her voice adding to his confusion. “Peter, my love, after President Kemp broke our glasses, we did not hear the end of your meeting.”

Michaels looked from her to Varkov, not understanding what she was saying. It was as if she were speaking in a different language. Lillian was a British banker working as a consultant for wealthy Europeans. She had nothing to do with this Russian mess. He felt nauseous. “What?” he finally managed to say.

Lashkin said something in Russian, and Varkov guffawed.

Michaels’s world was spinning. He felt suddenly aware of the wet, cold clothes he was still wearing. He was woefully inebriated. He rose from the sofa and took a few steps toward his desk. Varkov was next to the desk within seconds, alert to Michaels’s every move. But Michaels uncharacteristically ignored the looming Russian and fumbled open a pocket door on the wall, revealing a small powder room. He fell to his knees, put his head in the toilet bowl, and vomited.

When he was finished emptying his stomach, Varkov half lifted, half pushed him back to his desk, where he gulped another mouthful of scotch. His face was chalky white. “I just wanted to build a building. I don’t understand what you people want,” he said almost to himself.

“Peter,” Pestova cooed, “nothing has changed. We want you to finish your building, and we will make you a wealthy man. We can even continue to be together.” She paused. “Isn’t that what you want?” she asked. She searched his face, looking for evidence of the epiphany she had led so many others to before him—a realization that life was, in fact, never what one thought it was, that no one was ever truly who you believed them to be. Most importantly, that the inherent goodness of mankind they had based their lives on was a lie.

It still surprised her that most people went about their lives seeing the world through a veil, a gauzy illusion, willing themselves to believe that humankind was ultimately good and that redemption was always an option. Pestova had learned firsthand about this lie many years ago. Now she was enjoying walking Michaels slowly toward the truth, peeling the curtain completely away, revealing to him life’s harsh landscape.

But he just looked blankly at her. There was no emotion on his face beyond utter confusion. “I don’t understand what you want,” he said again, softer this time.

Lashkin shook his head in disgust at both of them. “Michaels, you have done a good job listening to the president,” he said. “Now it is time for the president to start listening to us. We have several suggestions we would like your friend to consider.”

“He will never see me again,” Michaels said.

“Let us take care of that,” Lashkin said. Pestova glared at Lashkin just as a bell sounded in the kitchen.

“What is that?” Varkov said, speaking for the first time.

“That? It’s, um, it’s the service bell. It means the back elevator has been called to this floor,” Michaels slurred.

“Who are you expecting?” Varkov asked.

“No one.”

“Where does the elevator stop?” Varkov continued.

“Just on the other side of the kitchen, in the stairwell through the back door,” Michaels replied.

Pestova looked toward the kitchen and commanded, “You two go see who it is; I will stay here with Peter.”

Varkov moved toward the kitchen. “Let’s go, Lashkin,” he said.

Lashkin reluctantly stood up and said, “I am unarmed.”

Varkov snorted, not trying to hide his disdain for the skinny SVR officer. He reached under his jacket, pulled out a silenced Glock 17, and handed it to Lashkin. “Now you are armed. Let’s move.” With Varkov in the lead, they made their way to the kitchen. The hulking man cautiously opened the door leading into the stairwell.

He walked past the landing and the elevator doors, and down one flight of stairs. Lashkin began to follow, but Varkov held up a giant hand, signaling Lashkin to remain on the landing. The sound of the machinery slowed as the ascending elevator approached Michaels’s floor.





CHAPTER 69

MANHATTAN, NEW YORK

Varkov and his men were not the only people who had been surveilling 874 Park Avenue that evening. Standing in the shelter of a bus stop awning one block north, on East Seventy-Ninth Street, a man stood hunched against the rain, a hoodie pulled over a nondescript black baseball cap, his dark backpack loosely slung over his left shoulder, pretending to be scrolling on his phone.

He spotted the three men in the Honda parked among the Mercedes and BMWs that lined the double-wide avenue. Even through the pelting rain, the oversize Russian in a leather blazer taking up the front seat was easy to notice. He would have recognized Varkov from Skyler’s report, but their brief encounter in the men’s room in Damascus left no doubt: Rhoads was not the only man looking for Michaels tonight.

At 9:30 p.m., a town car pulled up to the curb, and Michaels exited the vehicle and plodded through the rain to the entrance of the fourteen-story building on the corner of East Seventy-Eighth and Park. Varkov remained in his car. Rhoads had his own plan for his encounter with the man who had traded nine honorable lives for a shady loan. But for now, he hung back until he better understood what the Russians were up to.

A black SUV pulled up in front of the building. Rhoads recognized Lashkin’s tall, lanky outline and then watched as a dark-haired woman in a black belted trench coat and black-heeled boots emerged after him. Rhoads strained to see through the downpour. Was this the woman whose image Skyler had circled in the torn magazine page in her folder? The woman opened her umbrella and handed it to Lashkin, who held it while she dialed her phone. Shortly after she hung up, the hulking Varkov climbed out from his own car and crossed the avenue to meet them. The trio walked to the entrance of 874 Park. Rhoads watched the woman smile warmly as she greeted the doorman, touching his arm as she passed him without stopping, leading the men confidently into the building.

Once they were gone, Rhoads left the bus stop shelter and headed south down Park Avenue. He turned right onto Seventy-Eighth Street. He had scouted the block that afternoon and discovered a service entrance to the building on the side street. The back entrance to the building lay past an unlocked gate at the end of a narrow alleyway lined with garbage bags waiting to be put on the street. Rhoads walked past the piles of black and blue trash bags and approached the back door. He tugged his hood farther over the baseball cap, the visor pulled low in case the back entrance was video monitored. From a small pouch on his belt, he extracted a case holding a series of delicate pointed tools. He chose the correct-sized lock pick, and within seconds, the aging lock on the old metal door acquiesced.

Rhoads entered an old service hallway that led to the back elevator. The prewar elevator still housed the original cab, but the elevator call button had been modernized. He pushed the top button, marked “PH.” He pressed his back flat against the wall to the right of the elevator doors and slipped his gun from the holster under his hoodie. The elevator doors slid open, and he stepped into the metal-grate-lined cab. As the ancient machine creaked slowly to the top floor, Rhoads calmly considered the possible scenarios that might be waiting for him.

It had been his plan to encounter Michaels alone. He had played out in his mind the conversation he would have with the man who traded his friends’ lives for rubles, the photo of his team in his pocket as a reminder. But as the elevator slowed to the fourteenth floor, he pushed those thoughts aside. He would deal with the Russians first. He thought of King’s last words to him. Do not approach Michaels. Do not approach the woman. They would have to find another way to run their operation. At least they would have fewer SVR operatives to contend with.

Burn the ships, Baloo’s voice echoed.

With his SIG P226 extended, he waited for the creaky doors to slide open and found Lashkin waiting with his own gun drawn, back pressed against the wrought-iron railing of the stairwell. Rhoads fired at the man he had first encountered on the streets of Damascus, the SIG’s Rugged Obsidian 9 suppressor making a muted tick-thump with each round. Lashkin dove down the stairs at the first sign of movement to avoid the spray. Rhoads’s bullets went wide.

He stepped out of the elevator, gun at the midpoint of his body. He hugged the wall, moving to the corner where the stairs met the landing. Lashkin was shouting to someone in Russian, likely the giant, on the stairwell. Rhoads stood absolutely still. He could hear one of them making his way up the stairs. A Glock fitted with a compact Omega 9K suppressor peeked beyond the corner. Rhoads grabbed the suppressor with his left hand and pulled the man to him, keeping the barrel pointed toward the ceiling. With his right hand, elbow bent, he shot Lashkin in the stomach. He continued to pull Lashkin toward him, slicing his right elbow across Lashkin’s cheek. Rhoads slammed the butt of his gun across Lashkin’s gun hand, and the Russian’s weapon fell to the tile floor.

Rhoads stepped back for another shot, but Lashkin lunged across the floor, smashing both of his hands down on Rhoads’s gun, followed by a left jab to Rhoads’s face. Lashkin smiled, so pumped full of adrenaline he did not realize he had been shot in the stomach. Rhoads spun on the railing and saw Varkov ascending the stairs. He stepped toward the wounded Lashkin, who had a growing red spot on his shirt. As Varkov reached the top step, Rhoads shoved Lashkin into Varkov. Varkov tried to push his colleague out of the way, and while the two men were momentarily entangled, Rhoads delivered a kick to Varkov’s left knee with his right foot, and the Russian thug stumbled back, missing a step. He crashed backward down the stairs. Rhoads changed his focus, reengaging Lashkin. He gripped the Russian’s bony shoulder and pulled him in as he delivered a knee strike to Lashkin’s midsection bullet wound. As Lashkin folded, Rhoads slid his hand to Lashkin’s neck and, in a twisting motion, pulled him to the ground. Rhoads had barely straightened up when Varkov’s fist hit him in the face. He staggered backward, stunned, and tasted blood in his mouth.

For a brief moment, Varkov stopped. “Ya znayu tebya”—I know you—he said, recognizing Rhoads from the bathroom in Damascus.

Rhoads took advantage of Varkov’s pause to close the gap between himself and the towering Russian. Distance was his enemy. He tucked his left shoulder and rushed the larger man, coming up hard under his diaphragm and delivering a blow with his right fist to Varkov’s left side. Retreating a half step, he threw two brutal right blows at Varkov’s head again. Varkov moved to the railing side of the stairwell, where Rhoads landed a roundhouse kick to Varkov’s midsection, pushing him backward down the stairs again. Lashkin had pulled himself up, now painfully aware of his wound. As desperation set in, Lashkin lunged, tackling Rhoads from the back and pulling him down the stairs, where they both landed on top of Varkov.

Rhoads rolled and pivoted down to the next landing. Lashkin had slid off Varkov, the red stain on his belly almost completely covering his shirtfront, and clutched the wound with both hands, his face ashen. Varkov stood and pushed Lashkin toward Rhoads. The lanky Russian fell slowly toward the American. Rhoads could read the panic on the man’s face. As he stumbled forward, Rhoads let him try to deliver a failed blow and, using the wall for leverage, kicked Lashkin once again in the stomach, causing him to crumple in agony before falling down an additional flight of stairs. Lashkin lay unmoving on the lower landing, hands still holding his side, out of the fight.

From the corner of his eye, Rhoads caught Varkov lunging at him with a knife in his right hand. Varkov smiled. “I know you from Damascus,” he said in a thick accent, slicing the air high and low, forcing Rhoads’s back against the wall. Varkov attempted a forward thrust. Rhoads was ready but missed Varkov’s hands and instead tightly wrapped his hands around the knife’s blade. His left hand was exposed to the cutting edge. Twisting and pushing the knife toward the floor, Rhoads pulled the Russian off balance, feeling the blade slice deeply into his palm. Still keeping a tight grip on the knife and Varkov’s hands, Rhoads rolled forward onto his back and, using the momentum from his weight, forced the giant hands to follow, sending Varkov’s body crashing to the floor. The twisting torque pulled the knife from Varkov’s hand. Rising to one knee, Rhoads grabbed the knife, and, as Varkov took hold of the railing to pull himself up, Rhoads stabbed him in the upper left shoulder and then again in the lower back, at the same time pressing his wounded hand against his own leg to slow the bleeding. Varkov rose and turned to face his attacker. Rhoads took advantage of the opening and first stabbed him in the left front shoulder and then sank the blade into his chest, puncturing the Russian’s lung, where the knife remained.

Varkov stumbled two steps back, stunned. He jerked the knife from his chest and staggered toward Rhoads, making a sluggish lunge at Rhoads with the knife in his left hand. Rhoads leaned back and caught the hand and knife with his bloody left hand and sharply shoved Varkov’s elbow with his right hand until he felt and heard the elbow joint snap. Varkov cried out and released the knife into Rhoads’s hand. Rhoads flipped the knife in the air and, clasping the handle, embedded the blade into Varkov’s throat.

Before Varkov’s massive body hit the floor, Rhoads grabbed him by the arm and sank to his knee, pulling the Russian over his shoulders. He flipped Varkov’s body over his back, sending the behemoth tumbling down the stairs to his death.
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Anya Pestova had remained on the sofa for only a minute longer, contemplating her next move. When the unmistakable sounds of suppressed gunshots came through the back door, she rose to her feet and turned toward the kitchen, waiting to see if the altercation would spill into the apartment. From the ensuing thuds and thumps, the fight seemed to be moving down the stairwell. Michaels showed no reaction to any of it, staring numbly at the back wall, mouth agape, hands robotically turning the empty whiskey glass.

It didn’t matter to Pestova who was winning the battle in the stairwell. Either way, the police were already en route. Protecting herself and her cover was her first directive. “Peter, stay where you are, and I will find out what is happening,” she said quietly. “I’ll be back in a moment.” Michaels nodded absently without seeming to hear. As she walked across the room, the sounds of fighting abruptly stopped, the silence as unsettling as the gunfire had been minutes earlier. In the quiet that followed, Anya walked to the front hall, retrieved her raincoat and umbrella, pressed the elevator call button, and exited the building.

Pestova stepped out into the deluge, the rain hammering against her umbrella. As she turned south on Park Avenue, she automatically swept the street for threats. A block away, a black town car sat idling on the other side of the Park Avenue meridian near Lenox Hill Hospital, but at the wrong location for a late-night hospital visit.

She maintained her pace, angling her umbrella as if adjusting it against the wind. The motion gave her a clear view down Park Avenue and the car. The driver’s-side door opened and quickly closed. In that moment, the car interior illuminated just long enough for Pestova to make out the two occupants within. An older woman sat in the passenger seat, her cropped gray hair and a cane propped beside her visible in the brief flash of the interior light. A younger woman sat in the driver’s seat. She had her head turned away as the older woman spoke. Pestova filed away the face she’d seen. She continued down Park and into the rain-soaked night, already calculating. The Americans had been watching. They’d seen her leave.
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One block south of 874 Park Avenue, King and Skyler sat in a town car on the far side of the street in front of Lenox Hill Hospital. The torrential rain transformed the city into an impressionist blur. Prismatic lights from the headlights of passing cars reflected off the slick asphalt. They had chartered a CIA flight from Washington, DC, to Teterboro, gambling they could beat Michaels back to New York City. But nature had other plans. The heavy downpour had temporarily closed the smaller New Jersey airport, and now they were unsure if they had missed his return.

“A block ahead of us.” King’s hoarse voice sounded like a growl. “Do you see them?”

Whitney’s fingers tightened on the steering wheel as she pulled herself forward, fixing her gaze on a double-parked sedan on Park Avenue and Seventy-Eighth Street. She could discern the outlines of two men sitting inside, their faces obscured in the rain-induced darkness, but their attention seemingly fixed on the building’s entrance: predators watching a den. “You think they’re waiting for Michaels too?”

The heavy double doors of Michaels’s building opened abruptly, and a woman in a black trench coat emerged, her face hidden beneath a sleek black umbrella. She strode through the rain with purposeful steps that carried her south along Park Avenue until she vanished into the gray curtain of water.

“That’s our girl,” Whitney said, and instinctively threw open the car door, the light spilling onto the wet street.

“Shut the door, for godsake!” King shouted, her hand flying to the car ceiling, fumbling to turn off the dome light.

“Fuck,” Skyler said, pulling the door closed. She craned her neck around. “She turned down Seventy-Seventh.”

“Alone and walking in this rain? Something’s not right,” King muttered. “Skyler, we need more intel. Go to the lobby. See what you can get from the doorman.”

Skyler hesitated.

“Go!”

The younger analyst stepped into the deluge, her upturned collar offering little protection. The light was red, but she darted across the street, dodging the splashes of passing tires. She felt like a target on a range until she finally reached the arched green awning at the building’s entrance.

She expected the doorman’s practiced smile and the courtesy of an open door. She waited for a moment, but the door remained closed. She pulled it open and stepped hesitantly inside. The checkered marble floor reflected the dim lights like a vacant chessboard. A man in a maroon jacket and cap sat unnaturally still on an upholstered bench under a mirror.

“Excuse me.”

There was no response from the doorman. Skyler took a step closer, her brain screaming danger before her conscious mind caught up. Her fingers reached under his starched collar, searching for a pulse that logic already told her wouldn’t be there.

She dialed King, her voice barely a whisper: “The doorman’s dead.”

“Get back to the car.” King’s response crackled with urgency.

“I’m going up.”

“Skyler. Skyler!”

Skyler pressed the end button on her phone and shoved it into her pocket as she moved toward the elevator, each step echoing off the marble floor.
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The service entrance to Michaels’s penthouse opened to the rear of a modern kitchen clad in polished walnut veneer and luminous white marble. The door remained slightly ajar. Rhoads stopped just outside of it, listening for anyone who might be waiting for him on the other side. He pushed it open and moved silently through the kitchen with his weapon in the high-ready position. Blood was dripping from his palm, and he picked up a kitchen towel on the counter as he passed by and wrapped his wounded hand.

He moved from room to room, methodically clearing each one. He stopped outside of the closed door to the main foyer, hearing the sound of heels clacking on the wood floor, followed by the quiet click of a door opening and closing. He pushed open the door and, finding it empty, proceeded to the wood-paneled library, where Peter Michaels sat alone behind an elegant art deco writing desk. It made an incongruous image: the polished, sophisticated Macassar surface of the desk and the man behind it—disheveled, a sweaty sheen around his pale face, a vomit-flecked Hermès tie hanging loosely around his unbuttoned shirt. An empty glass sat on the desk in front of him. Rhoads scanned the room. A hint of a woman’s perfume lingered in the air.

“Hands on the desk,” Rhoads commanded, his gun leveled at Michaels.

Michaels looked up in a daze and did not respond to the command. “She’s one of them,” he said as if in a dream.

Rhoads took up position in the room so that he could see Michaels and the entry to the study at the same time. He looked at the pathetic mess of a man before him. The tight knot of rage that had made its home deep in his gut expanded, flooding his body with uncontained fury. For this? he thought with disgust. They died for this?

Michaels looked up from his stupor, a detached puzzlement on his face. “She’s one of them,” he repeated.

Rhoads lifted the Russian gun and aimed it at Michaels’s forehead. “So are you.”

Without hesitation, he fired one single round into the middle of Michaels’s forehead, sending him backward off the chair, landing sprawled across the carpet and the polished wooden floor.

“Diaz,” he said. He stood over the lifeless body, a small pool of blood and brains spreading across the floor, and fired again. “Swan.”

Again. “Mahoney.”

Again. “Park.”

The Russian gun clicked empty. Rhoads removed his gun.

“Baloo.”

Thank you, brother.

But in the millisecond between the squeeze of the trigger and the final bullet’s spiraling trajectory from the barrel, Rhoads’s rage was washed away by a flood of regret. He lowered the gun and sank into one of the chairs facing the vacant desk. With those five shots, Rhoads had erased everything he had sacrificed and achieved in service to his country. In an instant, he was transformed to—it was suddenly clear—a fugitive. He had disobeyed direct orders from the director of the CIA. There was no flag on his arm for this engagement. Yes, he had eliminated a traitor responsible for killing nine US servicemen, but with the same bullets, he had murdered an American citizen.

Fugitive. The word resounded in his skull. There was no going back. No returning to Homer and his family. No contacting Whitney. The phone lines would be monitored. Too late he recalled his father’s warning in seventh grade when a middle school bully punched Rhoads’s cousin. Rhoads had promised young Nate he would take care of the bully the next day in school. His father had cautioned him with the words of the Chinese philosopher Confucius: “Before you embark on a journey of revenge, dig two graves.”

As Rhoads watched the growing pool of blood emerging from behind the desk, the meaning hit him with full force: Vengeance consumes the target but also the avenger. If he didn’t understand the words as a child, he understood them now.

Bro, time to leave.

The sound of the elevator door opening brought him back to the moment. He edged to the wall adjacent to the door.



Skyler entered the apartment. The acrid stench of cordite assaulted her, a sign of the gunpowder and death that awaited her beyond the entrance. She stood frozen in the foyer, fighting her instinct to turn and run. She took one step into the apartment as a man emerged from the den, a silenced pistol aimed at her head with the confidence of an executioner.

“Kevin.”

Rhoads lowered the weapon. “Whitney, Jesus, I could have killed you.”

“Are you okay?” The question felt absurd even as she asked it. “Where’s Michaels?”

Rhoads nodded toward the room behind him, an invitation to witness his deed.

She walked slowly past him, toward the legs visible on the ground behind the desk. She forced herself to look beyond the desk and saw Peter Michaels sprawled on the floor, the back of his head missing, his chest dotted with bullet holes. Blood spread across the floor beneath him, seeping into the edges of the thick carpet.

Rhoads followed her back into the room. Skyler’s eyes remained fixed on Michaels’s corpse, her mind making quick calculations.

“Come with me. King is downstairs. We’ll go back to Langley.” Her voice cracked with desperate hope. “We can figure this out. They’ll understand.”

“This isn’t over,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

Rhoads’s movements were precise as he carefully navigated past Michaels’s body, keeping his feet clear of the expanding pool. Behind the desk, he retrieved a framed photograph of Michaels and his girlfriend standing with Kemp at the inauguration. He shattered the glass against the desk’s edge and cleaned away the shards using the bloodied towel wrapped around his injured hand. He handed her Michaels’s half, the dead man’s smile cut off in the ragged tear, and pocketed his next target.

“I’m not done.”

“Kevin, not like this.” Her voice cracked. “Please. Come back with me. I love you.”

Rhoads took a step toward her, but stopped at the sound of approaching sirens. He gestured to the window. “Remember rule number one. Don’t get caught.”

He took one final look at the carnage and then at the trembling woman visibly fighting back tears before him. He pulled his hood over his head and left the building back through the kitchen door. He stepped over the bodies of Lashkin and Varkov, taking their phones on his way down, and stopped to pick up the baseball cap that had fallen during the fight. He proceeded into the alley and onto the street. The rain had stopped. He balled up the cap and hoodie, now torn and caked in blood, and stuffed them into his pack. With death and vengeance in his wake, he faded into the anonymity of the city.





CHAPTER 73

WASHINGTON, DC

Patrick Shapiro, the president’s chief of staff, lingered outside the door of the Oval Office. It was 8:45 a.m. The president had seemed distracted during the morning’s daily presidential briefing and had not asked a single question. Nor had he checked in with Shapiro the previous evening. Instead, after a late lunch with his friend Peter Michaels, the president had retired to the residence, asking not to be disturbed. Which made this unscheduled interruption even harder.

Shapiro took a breath, knocked, and pushed open the door to the Oval Office. The president was alone, standing in front of the Resolute Desk, where a full cup of coffee and a croissant sat untouched on a small silver tray. He was staring at the presidential seal on the carpet so intently that one might have thought he was trying to make out the words. He didn’t move when Shapiro entered.

“Mr. President,” Shapiro began, “I’m sorry to interrupt you.”

“Yes, come in, Pat,” Kemp said, looking up and trying to appear at ease, waving his chief of staff into the most storied office in the world.

“Sir, I am afraid I have terrible news.”

The president stared dully at Shapiro, waiting for him to continue.

“It’s about Peter Michaels,” Shapiro said.

An electric jolt ran through Kemp’s body. How could the scandal have come out so quickly? Or had a covert investigation into Peter already been in progress? National and international issues landed on Kemp’s desk every day. Foreign conflicts, political disputes, the daily grind of living in a presidential bubble: He had learned to take each crisis in stride. Nothing had shaken him the way Peter’s announcement the previous night had. Kemp had spent a sleepless night gaming out every possible scenario if the news of his unwitting cooperation with the Russians ever saw the light of day. The bomb that his once-closest confidant had dropped on him had repercussions that covered the spectrum from personal ruin to complete global instability. There was not one avenue that didn’t end in disaster.

And now his fears were already coming true. There would be an investigation. Impeachment would be the natural next step. The humiliation of televised hearings would follow. While an unwitting coconspirator, he had carelessly leaked classified information to an agent of the Russian government that led directly to the deaths of nine American servicemen. And none of those scenarios, he reminded himself, addressed the source of his campaign funds. The words “treason” and “incarceration” cycled through his mind. He forced himself to meet Shapiro’s gaze. His chief of staff was uncomfortably shifting his stance, visibly anxious to deliver his news and leave.

“Sir,” Shapiro repeated gently.

“Yes, sorry, Pat,” the president said, clenching his teeth, steeling himself for Shapiro’s next sentence.

“Sir, Peter Michaels was murdered last night in his home in New York.”

“What?” Kemp played the words back in his head, his sleep-deprived brain not quite taking in the information. Pete is dead?

Pat continued. “He was shot multiple times. The police found him dead when they arrived.”

It took a long moment for the news to crystallize in his mind, and a new set of possible future scenarios began to unfurl. Pete is dead. As far as Kemp knew, no one besides himself knew of his friend’s dual identity. Kemp shook his head in disbelief, a tsunami of relief surpassing any grief he might have felt, awash in the glorious feeling of waking up from a nightmare and finding yourself in your own bed. For a fleeting second, he wondered if this was, in fact, a dream. He walked slowly around the desk and sat down.

Shapiro broke the silence. “Sir, please let me be the first to offer my sincere condolences.” He had been practicing that sentence as he waited outside the Oval Office. He had never liked Michaels, the fawning frat boy with the arrogance to think his opinions were worthy of presidential consideration.

“How could that be?” Kemp asked, slowly regaining his composure. “I just saw him yesterday.”

“We don’t have any concrete information yet. The NYPD alerted our office as a courtesy, knowing he was your personal friend.”

“I don’t know what to say.” Kemp glanced at the uneaten pastry on his desk, suddenly aware that he was hungry. He took a long, steadying sip of the now-cold coffee.

“We have asked the NYPD to keep my office up to date with the investigation, and I will personally let you know of any developments,” Shapiro offered. He turned to leave but hesitated in the doorway, weighing the appropriateness of his next thought. After a few seconds, he added, “I wonder if we should get you to New York to deliver a eulogy.”

Patrick, always doing his job, Kemp thought cynically. “Do you think that would be a good idea, given the nature of his death?” asked the president, instinctively hoping to create space between him and Michaels.

“Well, sir, it’s just that your relationship with him is… was so public. And he was a major contributor to your campaign. I think your attendance at his funeral would be expected. And good for your image,” Shapiro added, slightly perplexed that he had to explain this to the man who had shared the last supper with his murdered friend.

Of course, Kemp thought. Shapiro was right. Future donors would appreciate the image of the president wiping a tear at Michaels’s funeral. Besides, his absence might raise questions. He was, after all, one of the last people to have seen Pete alive. “Yes, I understand. Can you have Alex work up a draft of a speech? And, Pat, thank you.”

Shapiro assumed what he hoped was a sympathetic expression and left the grieving president alone in the Oval. Phil Kemp had never felt luckier in his life.





CHAPTER 74

MANHATTAN, NEW YORK

Sunlight slanted through the stained glass windows of St. Patrick’s Cathedral, casting a refracted rainbow across the assembled mourners. To the casual observer, it appeared to be a standard funeral for a wealthy New Yorker. But seated in the back pew next to Whitney Skyler, Cynthia King was aware of the careful choreography playing out beneath the somber facade.

Despite the grand columns and kaleidoscopic rays streaming through the vaulted windows, the event felt more like a business convention than a funeral. Two weeks after Peter Michaels’s death, real estate moguls and Wall Street titans maneuvered through the sacred space with the calculated moves of pieces on a chessboard. A handshake here meant millions changing hands. A whispered conversation there could reshape the Manhattan skyline. Even in death, Peter Michaels drew power players to his orbit.

In the front row, Michaels’s elderly father hunched forward, dwarfed by the cathedral’s soaring architecture. King watched as his nurse patted the old man’s hand in sympathy. A few rows behind him, Peter’s two ex-wives sat rigidly on opposite sides of the aisle, bookends with perfect posture and Chanel suits.

“She’s here,” Skyler whispered, drawing King’s attention back to the cathedral entrance. Lillian Montgomery walked past them, alone. Her hair was in a low bun, and she wore a cap-sleeved navy dress that was just fitted enough to stop the conversation of several Wall Street men as she glided by, perfectly balanced on navy heels. King caught the calculated precision in each step, the way her eyes swept the room even as she dabbed at dry eyes. The two ex-wives shared an eye roll, momentarily united by a common enemy, as Pestova strode past them to take her seat in the second row.

President Kemp sat in the row opposite the senior Mr. Michaels. His face was a serene mask of presidential grief, but his right hand trembled slightly as he adjusted his tie. King leaned forward in her pew and narrowed her eyes. That small tell confirmed what she’d suspected: Kemp knew something about Michaels’s death, something that made him both relieved and terrified.

The organ’s first notes of “Abide with Me” forced the networking to cease, at least temporarily. King watched Lillian’s hand rest comfortingly on Michaels’s father’s shoulder as the mourners settled into their pews. “She’s good, you’ve got to give her that,” King whispered.

Next to King, Skyler shifted uneasily.

The night before, she had awoken again tangled in sweat-soaked sheets, unable to fall back asleep. She had pulled on a dry T-shirt, dragged her comforter to the couch, and thought of Kevin. She missed him for many reasons, but at that moment, she had desperately wished he were there to help her navigate a way out of this mess. Alone, she could only ask herself how she had fallen so far down this rabbit hole. By the time the sun had risen, it was clear to her: The path that she had started on had to end, regardless of the personal consequences.

Skyler kept her eyes straight ahead, separated from the other attendees by rows of empty pews, watching the last few mourners shuffle in. Finally summoning her courage, she whispered, “Cynthia, this has to end.”

“End?” King replied without taking her eyes off the woman in the second row.

“End,” Skyler repeated, a little less confident. “This has all gone too far.”

King shifted her gaze to Skyler. “I see,” she whispered so softly that Skyler had to slide over to hear her. “And so now… what is it you want to do?” she continued, speaking quietly into Skyler’s ear. “You plan to, what, write a memo to the Senate Intelligence Oversight Committee outlining that the director of the CIA approved a mission to feed disinformation to the president? How you, Whitney Skyler, were a party to all of the intel and planning?”

Skyler opened her mouth to reply, but King cut her off. “Can you repeat that into the mic, Ms. Skyler? We didn’t hear you.”

“Cynthia—”

“Public hearings broadcast on all the networks—CNN, ABC, Fox. This will make the Oliver North hearings look like a skirmish compared to the full-scale war we’ll face. Will you tell them your boyfriend killed Michaels at point-blank range because you showed him a classified document?” King had moved her lips so close to Skyler’s face she could smell King’s stale nicotine breath.

“Ms. Skyler, was this part of your plan to avenge the killing of the Omega team?

“What exactly is your relationship with Kevin Rhoads?

“Where is Rhoads now?”

“I just—” Skyler unsuccessfully tried to interrupt.

“Answer the question. Ms. Skyler, were you not directly involved in the plan to murder Peter Michaels? Can you repeat that into the microphone?”

Whitney looked nervously around her. King was delivering her performance without turning her head, speaking so softly no one else could hear. But Whitney felt the heat rising in her face. King paused, glancing around herself before looking directly at Whitney. “What the fuck are you thinking? You will—all of us will find ourselves in prison. For the rest of our lives—if we are lucky. For treason. Punishable by death. The only thing that your noble act will accomplish will be to further destroy Americans’ faith in their government and make the US look like a banana republic.” She finally turned back to face the altar. “You got yourself a seat at the grown-up table; now act like a fucking grown-up.”

Skyler could feel herself shaking. As long as Lillian Montgomery was walking around freely and Skyler’s boss was making the calls, there was no ending to this nightmare. But King’s message had hit home.



President Kemp was seated next to the mayor, flanked by members of his Secret Service detail, who also stood at attention in various parts of the church and balconies. Kemp watched solemnly as the coffin was wheeled to the front of the church, and came to rest at the foot of the stairs leading to the altar. Two things could be true at once: Phil would miss his friend. He was also deeply relieved that the man and the complications he had brought into Kemp’s life had been eliminated.

After a brief service that no one listened to besides Mr. Michaels, the president rose, nodded to the priest, and approached the pulpit. He cleared his throat and looked from the coffin to the people before him.

“Ladies and gentlemen, today, we gather to honor the memory of a devoted son, a loyal friend, a supporter of worthy causes, and a generous soul whose presence enriched the lives of all who knew him. His passing leaves a void in our hearts that words can scarcely fill. He was a pillar of our community, a beacon of kindness, and a steadfast advocate for the causes he held dear. His commitment to friendship was unparalleled, and his loyalty knew no bounds. As we reflect on his life, let us cherish the moments we shared, the laughter we enjoyed, and the wisdom Peter Michaels imparted. His legacy will endure through the countless lives he touched and the countless hearts he uplifted.”

The president continued on with a speech that had been crafted to avoid anything personal in case there would come a time when he needed to distance himself from his former college roommate. It did not matter. Had he looked up, he would have seen the soft glow of phone screens illuminating the bent heads of most of the attendees.

He mentioned the names of the surviving family members and invited them to a small reception in one of the cathedral halls after the service. When the memorial ended, cell phones again began to ring, and people made their way to the exits for their next meeting. Several people the president considered important had also been invited by his staff to the private reception. These fortunate few stayed behind to offer their condolences to the most powerful man in the world.

Pat Shapiro had suggested that Lillian Montgomery be included in this exclusive gathering. Not only had she been allowed to accompany Peter onstage at Kemp’s inauguration, but she had also been instrumental in securing several significant campaign donations from her deep-pocketed client list. She presented her invitation to the Secret Service standing guard at the reception door. Checking her name against his list, he looked up and allowed Anya Pestova into the room. From the back of the cathedral, all King and Skyler could do was watch.

“We’ve got to find a way inside,” Skyler whispered.

“Impossible,” King answered. “We’re going to have to wait until she comes out. We can trail her from here, but I doubt anything will happen tonight. She’ll wait until Kemp’s back in Washington before she plays her next card. This is just a warm-up.”



Pestova felt the male gazes and the ex-wives’ venom as she moved through the crowd of donors and Michaels’s inner circle, her heels silent on the thick church carpet. Secret Service agents tracked her progress with practiced indifference. The crowd parted slightly, giving her a clear view of her target. The president worked the room with the charisma that had won him the White House, each handshake and shoulder clap perfectly calibrated.

“Lillian, I have no words,” he said when she had angled her way to his side. His sympathetic expression was flawless, down to the slight moistness in his eyes.

“Mr. President.” She kept her voice soft and intimate. “Peter told me about your last meal together.”

The change was subtle, a narrowing around his eyes, a tightening of the jaw. “Yes, tonight in his memory I will light up the last of the Cuban cigars he left me that night.”

“Quite.” She let a cold smile play across her lips. “Though he seemed more concerned about leaving his glasses behind.”

His right hand twitched, a motion she’d studied in a hundred press conferences. The president started to step back, but she moved with him, maintaining the illusion of a friendly conversation. His cologne couldn’t mask the sudden sharp scent of fear.

She captured his hand between both of hers, feeling his pulse race beneath her fingers. “I’d love to continue that conversation one day. Perhaps we could speak again.”

Kemp withdrew his hand and gave a look to Shapiro across the room that signaled it was time to move on to another supporter. “It was nice seeing you again, Lillian. I wish it were under happier circumstances.”

Pestova leaned in close, her lips nearly brushing his ear. The nearest Secret Service agent shifted uneasily. “Phil,” she whispered, her voice icily steady despite the calculated risk she was taking. “Unless you want a very public problem, you will take my call when I am ready.”

Kemp went rigid, his face draining of color so quickly she thought he might faint. A muscle jumped in his jaw as he swallowed convulsively.

“Sir?” Pat Shapiro materialized at his side, gray eyes boring into the woman who had taken the president’s hand again, and was holding it gently between her own. “Is there a problem?”

Pestova squeezed Kemp’s hand. The president’s recovery was remarkable. The color returned to his face, his smile reappearing like a magic trick. Only a fine sheen of sweat on his forehead betrayed him.

“Pat, you remember Lillian Montgomery. She was… close to Peter. I assured her that I would always be happy to speak with her. Please see to it that whenever she calls, she is put through.” Kemp’s eyes met hers, and for a split second, she saw raw hatred there. “I’ll leave you to make the arrangements.”

She watched the president retreat into the safety of his Secret Service detail. She had what she needed. The fear in his eyes. The tremor in his hands. The understanding that she owned him. Pestova finally allowed herself a smile.

Pestova left the private reception and walked down the almost empty nave of the cathedral. She slowed as she reached the back of the room, pausing just feet from where Skyler and King were seated. She smoothed her dress, and walked past them toward the cathedral’s sculpted bronze doors.

“What was that?” Skyler said.

“Ms. King?” A young man in a black suit approached their pew. “I’m Liam McCarthy, from the funeral home. I was just asked to give this to you.” He handed her a large, rigid envelope with Director King written across it in long, slanted script.

The young man remained standing in the aisle. “Well, Liam, now you’ve given it to me,” King growled, staring at him until the flustered young man walked hurriedly away.

King opened the envelope and pulled out a photograph. It was an image taken at the inauguration. President-elect Philip Kemp was in the center of the photo, beaming in triumph, hand raised, confetti filling the spaces in between the balloons. And there, just behind his left shoulder, perfectly positioned in the frame: Lillian Montgomery.

She turned the photo over. On the back of the picture a single word was written in the same elegant script: Mat.

“Checkmate.” King snorted. She turned the photo back over and stared at the image.

“Let me see,” Skyler said, reaching for the photograph. King watched the color drain from the younger woman’s face. They had manipulated the president of the United States, broken every law they’d sworn to uphold, compromised the CIA’s integrity, and Pestova had still succeeded.

“We have to stop her,” Skyler said, starting to rise.

King’s hand shot out, gripping Skyler’s wrist. “If we arrest her, everything we’ve done comes out.” Her voice was final. “She’s untouchable. At least for now.”

“So, we just let her go?” Skyler was on her feet now, pulling on her coat.

King remained seated, looking at the image of the president, oblivious to the smiling predator at his shoulder. “We wait,” King said. “And we watch. Because she’s not done.”

But Skyler was no longer listening. Her eyes were fixed on the cathedral doors that Montgomery had just passed through. This was the woman who had helped kill her friends, and the woman who was attempting to turn the president of the United States into a puppet for the Russians. And Skyler had let her walk away. I can end this, she thought. If King won’t, one day I will.

She imagined Lillian Montgomery on the other side of the cathedral doors, and wrapped her fingers around a phantom gun.

Release the gun from the holster; draw the gun to chest level; present the weapon; and aim at the target.

Inhale.

Exhale.

Squeeze the trigger.





CHAPTER 75

MANHATTAN, NEW YORK

Pestova had walked down the steps of the cathedral into a waiting black Suburban that took her to Teterboro Airport in New Jersey, where Yelizaveta Aven’s Bombardier Global 8000 sat ready on the tarmac. As she ascended the aircraft stairs, the twin engines began to wind. She lowered herself onto the first seat to her right and turned to the man seated to her left. Alexei Morozov patted her hand, relishing the immensity of the moment.

As soon as Pestova had left Michaels’s apartment, she had texted a message to the backup team waiting in the car across the street, saying that Lashkin and Varkov had been involved in an altercation in the back stairwell, and that she was leaving the scene.

The two agents had tried unsuccessfully to reach both Varkov and Lashkin by phone, and then entered the back stairway, not noticing a man in a navy T-shirt and baseball cap slinging his backpack across his shoulder as he crossed the intersection. A bloody scene awaited them on the stairwell, including the bodies of the two SVR operatives. They did their best to sanitize the scene before the police arrived, fireman-carried their dead comrades down the stairs, waited for the street to clear, and quickly dumped the bodies in the car. The NYPD forensic team would find bullet holes and blood, but at least they would not find two dead Russians.

Pestova had not made any excuses about leaving her asset and two colleagues behind. Nor had she second-guessed her decision to remove the one witness on the scene. On her way out of the elevator in Peter’s apartment building, the doorman had come hurrying across the lobby. “Miss Lillian, are you okay? Don’t worry, the police are on their way,” he had said.

“Oh, Charlie, thank you. We’ve been hiding up there, afraid to move,” she had said, and without offering any reason for being in the lobby alone, she gave him the grateful hug of a woman in distress. As she did so, she plunged a small needle with a lethal dose of Novichok into the doorman’s neck. The nerve agent disrupted the pathways that allowed nerves to transfer messages to Charlie’s organs, shutting down the doorman’s internal system. She watched as confusion clouded his face and led him to the upholstered bench in the lobby, from which he would never rise. The police would conclude that the doorman of twenty-six years, father of four, and grandfather of twelve had suffered a heart attack from the stress of the building’s break-in.

“Is it done?” Morozov asked.

Pestova crossed her long legs and leaned back in the leather seat. “Kemp will fall in line when the time comes,” Pestova said in her native Russian. A steward approached the only two passengers and handed them each a flute of champagne.

“You did the right thing by leaving the apartment as you did, Anya Pestova,” Morozov said. He looked at her appreciatively. He raised his glass. “No one plays this game better than you. Lashkin was an idiot,” he said, adding, “We will find you another Varkov. Vashe zdorov’ye.” Cheers.

Pestova smiled. Morozov was more a politician than a spy. She knew he would take credit for the events that had transpired, telling leadership that he’d planned the whole affair leading to today’s historic milestone. But he was right. No one played this game better. She clinked her glass against his. “Vashe zdorov’ye.”





EPILOGUE

Six Labatts, Rita.”

“You got it, Tommy.” The bartender set up six glasses on the polished wooden bar and poured the beers from the tap. Three fishermen came to the counter and carried two glasses each to a booth while three others slid in along the long, worn seats. The smell of fish and salt water drifted in off the bay and off the men themselves. It had been a long day on the Jeannie D, a small fishing trawler porting out of Nova Scotia’s Peggy’s Cove.

Keating’s Wheelhouse was built out on pilings over the Cove, the weathered gray-shingled structure still showing faint vestiges of the red it once was. Like so much of Peggy’s Cove, the buildings had been allowed to weather and fade while the fishing boats remained brightly painted and well maintained. Not much changed in the picturesque fishing village. Tourists and day-trippers came and went, but many of the locals had lived in this town for generations. For most of their adult lives, these six men had gathered at Keatings after unloading the day’s haul and spraying down the trawler.

“Jimmy, are you seriously going to keep that tire?” A scruffy bearded man set his IPA down with a look of mock concern. The deep lines around his eyes and mouth made it hard to pinpoint an age. Like the other fishermen, he had broad shoulders and hands that looked like they knew a day’s work. Like the others, he had traded his rubber fishing bibs and boots for jeans and leather Timberlands before coming into Keating’s.

“What do you mean?” Jimmy responded, clearly the youngest member of the group.

“You know what salt water does to rubber? Why do you think it was thrown in the bay anyway?”

“Jimbo wants it for his Jeep. You know Diane won’t let him spend any more money on that wreck.”

“It’s a—”

“Jesus, Jim, we know, it’s a”—five men chimed in to finish the sentence—“1981 Jeep CJ-7.”

They all laughed, even Jim.

The new cook behind the grill at the restaurant’s open kitchen enjoyed hearing the group’s good-natured banter. He missed feeling that relaxed camaraderie, but now was not the time to make friends.

After leaving Manhattan, Rhoads had made his way up the East Coast, eventually taking a ferry to the island of Nova Scotia. Random choices and movements would frustrate the CIA’s algorithms.

On the ferry, he spotted a friendly couple with a large Newfoundland hound. He struck up a conversation with them, sharing stories about a Newfie he had had growing up in Connecticut. The lie came easily. By the time the ferry landed in Yarmouth, Henry and Jody Tierney had offered him a ride as far as Halifax, where they lived. Mrs. Tierney had insisted they stop in Peggy’s Cove to show their new friend the famous lighthouse. Smelling the fried fish from the gray, weathered fishing shack, Rhoads thanked the couple, said goodbye, and drifted over to Keating’s Wheelhouse. A rusted classic Oklahoma Joe’s double-barrel offset smoker stood off to the side of the restaurant in the corner of an outdoor sitting area.

Tom Keating had owned the Wheelhouse for over twenty years. He came out of the restaurant and struck up a conversation with the stranger. “You know how to use that?” he asked, pointing to the smoker.

“I had one growing up,” Rhoads replied.

“We haven’t had time to use a smoker in ten years. I guess you know how time-consuming it can be. It’s hard to find help around here.”

The short conversation led to a coffee and a job offer that included a small one-bedroom apartment on the restaurant’s second floor. “If you don’t mind jumping in to help when the dishwasher shows up drunk, I’ll give you an even better deal on the rent.”

Over the six weeks he had been there, Rhoads enjoyed the daily rhythms of a small-town restaurant. It reminded him of the lodge, and it felt good to cook for the hardworking fishermen who appreciated the food he put out. But at the same time, Rhoads was taking careful notice of the schedules of the different fishing trawlers, mostly local but others coming in from Iceland and beyond. In addition to the commercial boats, luxury yachts bobbed gently in the water about a hundred yards from the dock. Some were just passing through, making their way up or down the East Coast. Others seemed prepared for longer journeys, their decks stocked for transatlantic crossings. Rhoads knew that patience was his ally now. Peggy’s Cove wasn’t just a picturesque tourist spot; it was a launching pad to anonymity. The right moment, the right vessel, and he could vanish into the vastness of the Atlantic.

“We are going to miss you, Jim,” the captain of the Jeannie D said, raising his pint. The amber liquid flowed steadily at the Wheelhouse. The other crew members raised their glasses in toast.

“Well, don’t give my spot away yet. I’ll be back in a month. I wouldn’t leave at all, but these guys are offering twice what I usually bring in.”

“Shit, bring me too,” Sean Murphy said.

“That’s the thing—they just need one guy. It’s a fluke I know about it, but I heard one of the crew from the Tiree Breeze talking when I was up to Halifax on Wednesday. He was complaining about this herring contract and how they ended up with a full belly of frozen fish and engine trouble. Their radio tech went AWOL, so now they’re a man short and desperate to get back on the water.”

“So of course you offered to go.”

“Hell yeah, I did. We’re headed to Scotland with a stop in Reykjavik. I don’t even need a passport, and they’re gonna pay my way back.”

“Well, this job is here for you when you get back,” the captain said gruffly.

“Thanks, Captain. Like I said, a month tops. I’m meeting them tomorrow morning at the Waterfront Marina in Halifax and we are off.” Jimmy looked at his crew and his smile disappeared. “Keep your eyes on Diane for me when I’m gone. She’s not happy about this.”

Rhoads’s knife stopped mid-slice. He’d learned to strike when preparation and chance collided.

At 10 p.m., when his shift was over, Kevin climbed the creaking stairs to his room. He collected his few belongings, wiped down the room, and left a note simply saying, Thanks for everything.

His hitchhike to Halifax took longer than expected. By the time he spotted the Tiree Breeze, a muted gray dawn was replacing the night sky. The medium-sized trawler was docked at the end of Terminal Road. Rhoads settled into the shadows of an abandoned rusted metal equipment shed halfway down the dock. He scanned the wharf from his secluded vantage point, his mind running through contingencies.

The sun had not yet peeked above the horizon, but a pale light illuminated the dock. The marina began to come to life as a slow stream of vehicles pulled into the parking lot delivering labor for another busy day. Rhoads’s muscles ached from holding still as he watched the crew members trudging to their vessels. The sun rose over the bay and doubt flickered in Rhoads’s mind. Had he misheard the day, the time? A cab pulled up and Jimmy stepped out, checking his watch as he half jogged toward the Tiree.

Rhoads remained in the shadow of the shed as Jimmy hurried toward the trawler.

“Jimmy.” Rhoads’s voice was casual as he stepped out from behind the shed.

Jimmy stopped, startled, and recognition washed across his face. “Kyle? Hey, what are you doing here?”

“Tom wanted me to give this to you.” Rhoads held out a backpack. The movement was practiced and natural.

Jimmy looked confused but walked toward Rhoads and took hold of the backpack strap. “What’s in—”

The moment Jimmy’s hand touched the strap, Rhoads struck, delivering a palm strike to Jimmy’s diaphragm, a movement drilled into muscle memory through years of practice and training. Jimmy collapsed, gasping, eyes wide with betrayal. Rhoads put his arm over the sailor’s heaving shoulders and dragged him to the equipment shed before anyone could notice.

He pulled a small roll of duct tape from his pocket and pinned Jimmy on his stomach. With a knee pressed against his back, he taped Jimmy’s mouth, and then wrapped the tape around his hands and legs. He propped the terrified young man against the wall.

Rhoads pulled Jimmy’s duffel bag to him and methodically went through the contents, removing the satellite phone, personal emergency position-indicating radio beacon (EPIRB), and rain and safety gear. The radio tech watched, trembling, as his possessions disappeared into Rhoads’s backpack.

Rhoads turned back to Jimmy and held up his phone. “In about an hour, after the Tiree’s gone, I’ll call the police. Tell them you were mugged.” Rhoads paused, tilting his head slightly as he studied the ashen face before him. “Nod if you understand.”

Jimmy nodded frantically.

Kevin reached into his jacket and pulled out an envelope. “Three thousand dollars. Compensation.” He gently tucked it into Jimmy’s shirt pocket, and then, leaning closer, Rhoads grabbed Jimmy’s chin with fingers like steel, forcing eye contact.

Jimmy tried futilely to pull away. “One more thing.” Kevin’s voice dropped to a whisper. “If you breathe a word about me to anyone…” He paused, letting the silence stretch until Jimmy’s trembling increased. “I’ll come back. And, Jimmy, I’ll come for Diane.”

Jimmy’s eyes welled with tears as he nodded desperately, a muffled sob escaping through the tape.

Rhoads straightened up, brushed off his knees, and adjusted his jacket. His face returned to its neutral mask, as if the last few minutes had never happened. He glanced at his watch, a mundane gesture that made Jimmy flinch. Rhoads took one last look at the young man. He had served the gregarious young fisherman countless times in the Wheelhouse.

Jimmy was gasping and trying to say something. Rhoads carefully pulled back the tape.

“I just want to go home.”

Rhoads let out a soft, bitter laugh. “Me too.”

He replaced the tape and paused. He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a kitchen knife he had taken from the Wheelhouse. He knelt down once again. With his sleeve, he wiped away the sweat streaming from Jimmy’s forehead into his eyes. He put his hand on Jimmy’s face to hold it still and carefully cut an air slit in the tape between his lips. Rhoads gave him a pat on the cheek.

“You will be home soon.” Rhoads’s voice was almost conversational. “Just remember what I said.” He walked out, leaving Jimmy alone in the shed, shaking uncontrollably in the growing light of dawn.

He continued down the pier toward the Tiree, casually falling in line with the rest of the crew. Everyday life was on display around him. Forklifts and industrial carts rattled over the dock’s wide wooden slats. Babies’ fists wobbled back and forth in time to their mothers’ chants of “wave goodbye to Daddy.” Seagulls cried overhead, as men patted each other’s backs in familiar hellos.

Rhoads made his way up the gangplank toward the waiting captain and didn’t look back.





GLOSSARY


	.338 Winchester Magnum:

	Inspired by the .375 H&H Magnum cartridge, the .338 Winchester Magnum rifle cartridge, developed in 1958 by Winchester Repeating Arms, has become the top choice for professional bear hunters due to its powerful stopping caliber. Bears hate it.

	.375 H&H Magnum:

	Developed in 1912 by Holland & Holland, the .375 H&H Magnum rifle cartridge has since become a popular choice for hunters due to its consistent performance at varying distances for large and small game alike.

	1st SFOD-D (1st Special Forces Operational Detachment-Delta):

	Commonly known as Delta Force or “The Unit,” this special operations force, founded in 1977, specializes in counterterrorism, hostage rescue, direct action, and special reconnaissance.

	3M PELTOR ComTac VI:

	Tactical headset made by 3M PELTOR that allows for wireless communication within close proximity while reducing external noises for clear communication even in noisy and harsh environments—recommended for law enforcement and military officers.

	AAR (After-Action Review):

	A report that documents a unit’s actions, submitted after a mission or operation.

	AK-74 (Avtomat Kalashnikova):

	An assault rifle designed by Mikhail Kalashnikov in 1974, offering nearly double the range, less recoil, faster bullet speed, and a flatter trajectory than the AK-47.

	AK-74M:

	A modernized variant of the AK-74 that offers more versatility, such as the ability to fire underslung grenade launchers without the previously necessary additional equipment and a built-in pistol grip reinforcement plate.

	AMRAAM (Advanced Medium-Range Air-to-Air Missile):

	An American air-to-air missile capable of all-weather day-and-night operations and firing at ranges up to forty kilometers.

	C-130 (Lockheed C-130 Hercules):

	An American tactical airlifter manufactured by the Lockheed Martin Corporation. This aircraft is designed for transporting troops and cargo, as well as medical evacuations. Now the main tactical airlifter, it is used for search and rescue, airborne assault, reconnaissance, aerial firefighting and refueling, and much more.

	C-17 Globemaster III:

	A large transport aircraft manufactured by McDonnell Douglas, designed for transporting troops and cargo and medical evacuation. The C-17 has also assisted in the aftermath of natural disasters like the 2010 Haiti earthquake, 2011 Sindh floods, and 2023 Turkey-Syria earthquake.

	CH-47 (Boeing CH-47 Chinook):

	Designed by Vertol and manufactured by Boeing, this heavy-load transport helicopter is capable of transporting soldiers and even light vehicles.

	CIA (Central Intelligence Agency):

	US foreign intelligence service tasked with advancing national security through collecting and analyzing intelligence overseas.

	CIRCM (Common Infrared Countermeasures):

	A laser-based infrared protection system designed by Northrop Grumman for US helicopters and light fixed-wing aircraft. The system will shoot out disruptive pulses when it detects incoming missiles. If you are using it, you are in trouble.

	CPAC (Conservative Political Action Conference):

	An annual political conference attended by conservative activists and officials.

	CPO (Chief Petty Officer):

	Seventh rank in the US Navy and US Coast Guard.

	Crye Precision:

	Enhanced thermal insulation suit for high-altitude conditions with HAHO operations in mind (see HAHO).

	DCIA:

	Director of the Central Intelligence Agency.

	DCS (Dry Combat Submersible):

	Designed by Lockheed Martin Corporation, the DCS is a mini submarine designed specifically for use by the US Navy SEALs for special operations missions.

	De Havilland Canada DHC-2 MKIII Turbo Beaver:

	A classic seaplane outfitted with floats under the fuselage to provide buoyancy. Manufactured by de Havilland Canada, the DHC-2 Beaver is a small bush plane used for cargo and passenger hauling.

	DEVGRU (aka SEAL Team Six) [Naval Special Warfare Development Group (NSWDG)]:

	A US Navy component of the Joint Special Operations Command. Composed in 1980, the special operations team became the US Navy’s premier hostage rescue and counterterrorism unit, comparable to the Army’s Delta Force (see 1st SFOD-D).

	DIRCM (Directional Infrared Countermeasures):

	Similar to CIRCM, this directional system detects oncoming missiles and protects aircraft. The DIRCM or AN/AAQ-24, also developed by Northrop Grumman, can directly target an infrared threat and focus a stronger laser, incapacitating it directly (see CIRCM).

	EPIRB (Emergency Position-Indicating Radio Beacon):

	A portable, battery-powered radio transmitter that can be activated, transmitting a continuous distress radio signal that can alert search-and-rescue teams to the emergency. Modern beacons also have GPS and broadcast their position, accurate within one hundred meters.

	The Farm:

	A covert CIA facility where recruits are trained.

	FDC (Fire Distribution Center):

	A mobile command center used in NASAMS to provide extra support. The FDC uses sensors and data links to provide real-time updates to assist NASAMS users and accelerate decision-making.

	FISA (Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act):

	Enacted by the US Congress in 1978, FISA is a US federal law that requires intelligence agencies to get authorization before gathering foreign intelligence information from agents of foreign powers suspected of espionage or terrorism while on US soil.

	G650 Gulfstream:

	A luxury business jet manufactured by Gulfstream, designed to carry eleven to eighteen passengers at a max speed of 610.6 mph.

	GS-6500:

	A luxury airliner manufactured by Bombardier, focused on providing comfort to its passengers in flight.

	HAHO (High Altitude High Opening):

	A military technique used to airdrop personnel at high altitudes when aircraft are unable to fly above enemy territory. Often done at night, a jumper will jump from the aircraft and deploy the parachute immediately.

	HK417 (Heckler & Koch):

	An assault rifle produced by Heckler & Koch, a German firearms manufacturer. The fully automatic rifle offers impressive range, able to engage targets beyond five hundred meters while maintaining mobility for close-quarters combat.

	HUMINT (Human Intelligence):

	Gathering intelligence through human sources and interpersonal communication via interrogations, interviews, and reconnaissance.

	HVT (High-Value Target):

	You don’t want to be one…

	IED (Improvised Explosive Device):

	A man-made explosive device that is commonly used as a roadside or homemade bomb. Some IEDs will contain small items like nails or rocks to increase the damage inflicted on victims.

	IRP (Individual’nyy Ratsion Pitaniya):

	Russian meal ration box designed to provide enough nutrients for a full day. The box contains various tins containing meat and vegetables, beverage powder, crackers, tea, sugar, jam, multivitamins, and caramel candies. A heater and can opener are included.

	ISIS (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria):

	A Sunni jihadist terrorist organization and former quasi-state known for its extreme violence and strict, radical interpretation of Islamic law.

	ISR (Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance):

	A strategy to use satellites to gather and process information for military, intelligence, and security purposes.

	KH-11 (Keyhole-11 Satellite):

	A reconnaissance satellite manufactured by Lockheed that was first launched in 1976.

	L3Harris Falcon III RF-7800H-MP HF Manpack Radio:

	A small, lightweight long-range radio capable of broadcasting at varying frequencies.

	L3Harris GPNVG-18Ground Panoramic Night Vision Goggles:

	Night vision goggles designed to give the operator a ninety-seven-degree field of view to increase situational awareness.

	Leupold VX-6HD 2-12x42mm:

	Leupold Vari-X hi-def medium-long-range hunting rifle scope with 2-12x magnification and 42mm lens.

	M14 DMR (Designated Marksman Rifle):

	A semiautomatic rifle capable of shooting accurately at up to eight hundred meters.

	MDMA (methylenedioxymethamphetamine):

	Commonly referred to as “Ecstasy” or “Molly.” Within thirty to sixty minutes of oral consumption, effects such as euphoria, relaxation, increased self-confidence and sociability, and enhanced sensation or sexuality may be felt.

	MI6 (Military Intelligence, Section 6):

	The foreign intelligence service of the UK. Think 007.

	MK 17 (SCAR-H):

	An assault rifle designed by FN (Fabrique Nationale Herstal), a firearms manufacturer based in Herstal, Belgium. Able to be converted for close-quarters combat, standard, and long-barrel variants, this versatile rifle allows for combat at varying ranges.

	MMA (Mezzeh Military Airport):

	An air base of the former Syrian Air Force located in Mezzeh, Damascus, Syria.

	MPQ-64 F1 (AN/MPQ-64):

	A 3D radar manufactured by RTX Corporation’s Raytheon Missiles and Defense department that detects helicopters, planes, drones, and missiles.

	MQ-1B (MQ-1B Predator):

	This drone, manufactured by General Atomics Aeronautical Systems, is a modified version of the remote unmanned aircraft MQ-1 Predator used primarily for aerial reconnaissance.

	NASAMS (National Advanced Surface-to-Air Missile System):

	A short-medium-range ground-based anti-air defense system developed in the 1980s by Norwegian Kongsberg Defense & Aerospace and American RTX Corporation.

	NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization):

	A military alliance formed in 1949 involving thirty European and North American countries.

	NOC (Non-Official Cover):

	An undercover operative working without ties to the US government.

	NSA (National Security Agency):

	US intelligence agency specializing in signal intelligence, information assurance, and cybersecurity.

	ODNI (Office of the Director of National Intelligence):

	Head of the US Intelligence Community, which oversees the National Counterterrorism Center, National Counterintelligence and Security Center, National Counterproliferation and Biosecurity Center, Cyber Threat Intelligence Integration Center, and Foreign Malign Influence Center.

	OFAC (Office of Foreign Assets Control):

	A financial intelligence and enforcement agency in the US Treasury Department. Enforces US trade and economic sanctions to pressure a country to conform to acceptable behavior.

	OGA (Other Government Agency):

	A term used for federal, state, or local organizations that handle specific government functions.

	Omega:

	A group of teams made as a collaboration between the CIA’s intelligence network and the Joint Special Operations Command’s elite military training to create highly secretive and lethal groups often tasked to find HVTs in hostile environments (see HVT).

	ORCON (Originated Controlled Dissemination):

	Security clearance that allows the originator of the documents to track the possessors of the information.

	OSS (Office of Strategic Services):

	Precursor to the CIA, shut down in 1945.

	Piper PA-18 Super Cub:

	Two-seat, single-engine monoplane manufactured by Piper Aircraft.

	QRF (Quick Reaction Force):

	Military units trained to respond to developing situations or emergencies within minutes.

	RA-1 Advanced Ram Air Parachute (RA-1 Military Free-Fall Advanced Ram-Air Parachute System):

	A high-altitude parachute that supports jump heights between 3,500 and 35,000 feet. The system is complete with an electronic automatic activation device to auto-deploy if the parachutist is unable to do so, an oxygen mask for supplemental oxygen at high altitudes, and a navigation aid to help locate a drop zone easily.

	RAT (Remote Access Trojan):

	Malware used to access and monitor or control a target’s device.

	RVV-AE/R-77:

	Russian counterpart to the AMRAAM missile, a long-range air-to-air missile capable of all-weather day-and-night operations (see AMRAAM). RVV-AE refers to the export variant while R-77 is the base model.

	RVV-SD:

	Improved version of the R-77, capable of shooting up to 110 kilometers instead of 80 kilometers.

	SAP (Special Access Program):

	Top-level security clearance restricting access to details regarding black projects or highly sensitive operations such as presidential transport.

	SCIF (Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility):

	An enclosed area within a building used to process sensitive compartmented information, a type of classified info derived from sensitive intelligence sources, methods, or analytical processes.

	SDR (Surveillance Detection Route):

	A planned path used to expose surveillants.

	SDV (SEAL Delivery Vehicle):

	A flooded submersible in which Navy SEALs ride to their destination, breathing using the vehicle’s air supply or scuba gear. This method of delivery is primarily used to deliver SEALs into denied access areas (see DEVGRU, SEAL).

	SEAL (Sea, Air, Land):

	The primary special operations force in the US Navy. Tasked with special operation missions in varying environments, the Navy SEALs often capture or kill HVTs or gather intelligence behind enemy lines (see DEVGRU).

	Sheep-dipped:

	Describes military or CIA operatives stripped of their identities before undertaking classified missions where government involvement must remain hidden.

	SIGINT (Signal Intelligence):

	Gathering intelligence by intercepting signals either between people or electronics.

	SIG P226:

	A semiautomatic pistol manufactured by SIG Sauer that can be configured with a suppressor.

	Sony a7R V and FE 200-600mm (Sony Alpha 7R 5):

	A full-frame camera and telephoto lens duo that excels at capturing still targets—good for urban surveillance missions.

	SSE (Sensitive Site Exploitation):

	Collecting info, materials, or persons from a designated location to analyze and gather information for further action.

	Su-57 [Sukhoi Su-57/Сухой Су-57]:

	A fifth-generation stealth fighter aircraft developed by Sukhoi, a Russian aircraft manufacturing company.

	SU-60 (Sikorsky UH-60 Black Hawk):

	A utility helicopter manufactured by Sikorsky Aircraft. The aircraft was first designed in 1972 as a submission to the United States Army Utility Tactical Transport Aircraft System competition, going on to win the program in 1976.

	SVR (Sluzhba Vneshney Razvedki):

	Foreign Intelligence Service of the Russian Federation. Some refer to it as “the Forest.”

	Swarovski Z5:

	A lightweight yet powerful rifle scope developed by Swarovski that offers a wide field of view and up to 18x magnification.

	TCO (Tactical Control Officer):

	Responsible for determining which launchers are best positioned to achieve maximum percentage kill and how many missiles to fire when using NASAMS.

	Trijicon ACOG Hybrid:

	A dual-sighting rifle scope giving a shooter a tactical advantage by allowing both close-range and long-range targeting.

	VBID (Vehicle-Borne Improvised Explosive Device):

	An improvised explosive device designed to trigger in a vehicle (see IED).

	VLF (Very Low Frequency):

	A radio band used for covert communication.

	Wartburg 353:

	Produced between 1966 and 1988 by manufacturer VEB Automobilwerk Eisenach, this medium-sized car was used for all government transportation.

	Winchester Pre-64 Model 70:

	High-quality bolt-action rifle manufactured by Winchester prior to World War II.

	Yakovlev Yak 18T:

	A 1967 Russian bush plane manufactured by Yakovlev.
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