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			1

			In Mother Russia, secrets did not stay secret for long. Information was strength. Informing was ingrained. It was nothing short of miraculous that Colonel Pavel Mikhailov of the 224th Air Detachment, Military Transport Aviation, had been able to hide his sins at all.

			The tribunal convened by his superiors had been a lengthy and embarrassing ordeal. But he was better for it, wasn’t he? Bez muki net nauki—no torture, no science. No pain, no gain, the Americans said. Now he’d gotten back his wings—and he wasn’t about to do anything that would jeopardize them again. He would be careful. He would be precise. Above all, he would be sober.

			Flashlight in hand, the fifty-three-year-old colonel walked beneath the drooping wing of the monstrous Antonov An-124 cargo plane, taking comfort in the smell of jet fuel. A light wind tousled his thinning gray hair. Rosacea that never seemed to go away anymore pinked the round apples of his cheeks. The night had turned out chilly, but the day had been a pleasant one for spring in Moscow, and the black tarmac was still giving up its warmth. Colonel Mikhailov wore small foam earplugs to protect his hearing, but the whine of the auxiliary power unit and the hydraulic squeal of machinery were muffled music to his way of thinking. He played the flashlight under the broad surface of the swept wing, then carefully checked each of the twenty-four tires, as complete and thorough in this preflight as if he were still a pink-faced cadet at Gagarin Academy.

			He’d never wrecked an aircraft, or even had a close call, but as his commanding general said, no matter how skilled a pilot he was, one could only show up for work “looking like a bag of ass” so many times before people began to talk. Ironically, his superiors had not begun to worry until after he attended his first weekly meeting of Alcoholics Anonymous. The Russian government had long been wary of AA—secret meetings and deference to a higher power other than the state lent credence to the general lack of trust in any program created by the West. But more than that, it was Mikhailov’s new attitude that bothered them.

			Vodka was as much a part of the Russian psyche as great-coats and poems about troika rides.

			In 1858 the government attempted to refill the state coffers drained by the Crimean War by tripling the price of a bucket of vodka. Peasants took oaths of sobriety to protest this tax. Temperance movements swelled as formerly sotted citizens swore off anything more potent than beer—and that just would not do. The Army intervened with crushing aggression on behalf of state alcohol interests, flogging the protesters and using funnels to force vodka down their throats. Temperance groups were outlawed, and more than seven hundred protesters were arrested as rebels.

			If Colonel Mikhailov was suddenly worried about handling his liquor, perhaps everyone else should worry as well. Perhaps he was a rebel.

			Three decades of service had given Mikhailov guardian angels in high places, men who had flown with him in Afghanistan in the eighties, who still held some measure of loyalty, though they had risen to loftier heights. Skilled pilots with Mikhailov’s experience were hard to find—and he told himself he was better while in his cups than half the kids in today’s Federation Air Force when they were flying sober.

			The disciplinary hearing had been excruciating. Listening to one’s numerous shortcomings was difficult enough when drunk. A clear head made it nearly unbearable as the panel of generals ticked down the list, fault by disgusting fault. Those well-placed friends didn’t stop the panel from threatening to have him cashiered, but even through the fog of shame he knew better. Had they wanted to take away his pension, they would have simply done it, not threatened it.

			Though at times he felt a bucket would have been the perfect vessel from which to drink more vodka, Colonel Mikhailov managed to keep his mouth shut during the process. He did precisely as he was told, and he eventually earned back his wings—wings that brought with them enough trust for this mission.

			He’d flown his Antonov 124 to Zhukovsky Airport from Migalovo the day before. The runway at the 6955th home base was adequate for the enormous bird, so long as she was empty, but load her up and it was a different story. Seventy-four thousand, three hundred fifty-two kilograms heavier than it was the day before, the An-124 now needed substantially more runway on takeoff than Migalovo provided. Zhukovsky was located some thirty-six kilometers southeast of Moscow along the Moskva River. It served not only as a civilian international airport, but also as home to Gromov Flight Research Institute, which added to the security protocols needed for sensitive missions like this one.

			Apart from the performance and security reasons for changing airports, the two-hundred-kilometer flight served as a shakedown run for the crew of six—four of them new to Mikhailov. He had flown with one of the two engineers before, but the other, along with the radioman, navigator, and first officer, were not from the 224th. Substitutions like this happened, especially on this type of mission, but the An-124 community was relatively small, and he was surprised he’d never met any of these men. Had he stood on firmer ground with respect to his wings, he would have asked more questions. Mikhailov knew his reputation as a skilled pilot was unmatched in the notoriously tricky Antonov, but his reputation as a drunk was just as well known, even outside the military. The new crew members observed him carefully during the preflight briefing for any evidence of alcohol.

			He’d arrived early this evening, used his identification card to badge his way through the concentric layers of gates, doors, and armed security personnel, making it to his airplane in time to watch the onboard overhead cranes and powerful winches load the two twenty-meter-long wooden crates through the tail door. His flight manifest noted that the contents of each box were osoboy vazhnosti—of particular importance—what the United States called Top Secret. Their destination was Sary-Shagan in central Kazakhstan, making the classification somewhat moot. Sary-Shagan was a missile test facility, so there was no question as to what these were. There were no markings, other than computer barcodes, but dosimeters affixed to the fore end of each crate left little doubt that the items inside were nuclear. As pilot-in-command, he had to be informed that each item weighed a little over thirty-seven thousand kilos. The length and weight narrowed it down a bit, some kind of medium-range missile, surely a new model, since they were on their way to be tested. Mikhailov was paid to transport, not to deduce.

			It didn’t matter to him what he carried, so long as he was flying.

			Attachment points on the missiles themselves protruded through small cutouts in the wood along the length of the crates, allowing the Antonov’s internal crane system to load each item through the massive rear cargo door and nestle them all securely in the bay.

			There was room to spare.

			Mikhailov had moved a battalion of soldiers, huge military trucks, tanks, other aircraft, even a rescue submarine. He and his fellow pilots were fond of saying they were capable of transporting the Kremlin, so long as the weight was correctly distributed.

			The loadmasters would stow the massive tow bar in the rear cargo area after the Antonov was pushed back; then they would stay behind in Zhukovsky, leaving the unloading of this cargo of particular importance to their counterparts at Sary-Shagan.

			With his preflight inspection completed, Colonel Mikhailov walked up the open aft cargo ramp, hugged the wall to pass the secured missiles, and climbed the stairs to the upper deck. The rest of the crew had already taken up their positions in the cockpit. They bid him the customary welcome deserving of a colonel and pilot-in-command, and he settled himself into the left seat. No matter how many times he climbed in behind the yoke of any aircraft, he still felt a sense of wonder that heated his belly like . . . well, like a good drink.

			He put on a pair of reading glasses, ready to perform his portion of the pre-takeoff checklist, while the first officer, an imposing and broody man named Cherenko, read point by point from a laminated card. A civilian—or just as likely an FSB pilot—he wore dark slacks and a white shirt with three yellow stripes on the black shoulder boards.

			A secondary warning light for the fire-suppression system in the cargo hold had not been replaced as per Mikhailov’s order the previous day, but he made the decision to wait until they returned to Migalovo. The remainder of the checks were unremarkable.

			Mikhailov turned to the navigator seated behind him, who’d already received clearance and instructions for takeoff from Delivery Control. “Flight time?”

			“Three hours and thirty-seven minutes, Colonel,” the navigator said. “Winds are on the nose most of the way. A Ural Airbus 320 coming in from the south reported heavy turbulence at flight level one-nine-zero.”

			Mikhailov nodded, unperturbed. “Very well,” he said. “Let us be on our way. I know a woman there who makes very good mutton stew.”

			“It is probably Kazakh horse cock,” First Officer Cherenko said and chuckled as he stowed the preflight checklist in the binder beside his seat.

			“Whatever it is”—Mikhailov shrugged, deciding he did not like the man—“the stew is delicious.” He checked his watch—0104 hours—and leaned forward, adjusting the radio to hear the latest flight information service broadcast. He listened to the recorded message play all the way before giving a nod to the first officer. The trip from Migalovo the day before had established that Mikhailov preferred to let his copilot run the radios while he flew the airplane.

			“Ground,” Cherenko said. “Antonov 2808 ready to taxi with information Bravo.”

			“Antonov 2808,” a male voice said. “Hold short Runway One-Two, monitor Tower on one-one-niner-point-five.”

			Military pilots spoke in Russian among themselves, and, to the consternation of pilots transiting from other countries, the tower sometimes did as well. But English was the international language of aviation, and this airspace was controlled by civilians. The tower controller put them in line behind an Il-76 heavy, cautioning them of wake turbulence from the departing giant.

			“In line behind the heavy,” Cherenko responded. “Antonov 2808.”

			A moment later the forty-six-meter, four-engine Ilyushin Il-76 lumbered down the runway, leaving invisible vortices of whirling wind behind it.

			The controller spoke again. “Antonov 2808 clear for takeoff on Runway One-Two, fly runway heading until five thousand feet. Contact Moscow Departure.”

			Cherenko read back the instructions as Mikhailov pushed the throttles forward slowly. The airplane began to shudder in place as he babied the four Lotarev D-18T turbofan engines for almost five full minutes before he released the brakes and began his takeoff roll. Slowly, steadily, the great bird picked up enough speed to heave herself off the runway.

			“Positive rate of climb, Colonel.” Cherenko’s voice came over the intercom in Russian now, eyes on the altimeter. “Landing gear up.”

			The massive Antonov was a touchy bird, but in Mikhailov’s capable hands more than a half-million pounds of airplane, fuel, and secret cargo flew with remarkable grace.

			

			—

			Air traffic controller Svetlana Minsky licked chapped lips and pressed slender fingers against her headphones—as she was wont to do when she grew nervous. Her idiot boyfriend had convinced her to stop smoking, and she was feeling it tonight. A motivational poster tacked to the wall above her said in Cyrillic: The same hammer that shatters glass forges steel. The notion would have been hilarious had it not been so sad. The hammer that was Air Traffic Control was plenty capable of shattering steel. And anyway, Minsky was far too busy doing her job to be reading bullshit motivational posters. She and the dozens of other controllers on watch inside the windowless blue room of Moscow Center took care of the airspace for seventy airports in and around Moscow. Tonight was extra hectic, and she cursed her boyfriend for stealing her cigarettes.

			The agitation in her gravel voice was apparent over the radio, earning her a side-eyed warning from her supervisor, who sat birdlike at a row of desks behind her, in the middle of the bullpen.

			She watched a numbered blip appear on her radar screen as the sweep came around.

			A new voice to go with the blip crackled in her headset. Thickly Slavic, the English would have been almost impossible for anyone but another Russian to understand. “Moscow Departure, Antonov 2808 leaving eight hundred feet for five thousand.”

			“Antonov 2808, radar contact. Continue climb as directed.”

			The Short-Term Conflict Alert on Minsky’s computer showed a second Antonov, also with the Russian Air Force, bypassing Zhukovsky on a heading that would intercept 2808 at present speed and altitude. The planes were still eight miles apart. This gave her three miles before she’d have an “incident”—when two planes got closer than five lateral miles or a thousand feet of altitude.

			Minsky dealt with other aircraft for a time, and gave a phlegmatic cough when she turned her attention back to the two Antonovs. All the open miles in the sky and these two bastards were determined to fly directly into each other.

			Minsky wanted to curse almost as bad as she wanted a cigarette. “Antonov 2967, amend altitude to one four thousand, turn left thirty degrees for separation of company traffic departing Zhukovsky.”

			There was no response.

			This was not unheard of. Pilots bumped radio knobs, switched to the wrong frequency, or became engrossed in some conversation with the flight deck. Sometimes they merely fell asleep.

			Six miles apart.

			Minsky tried again, repeating her command for 2967 to change altitude.

			No response. The term to describe an aircraft that didn’t respond over the radio was NORDO, but she didn’t take the time to use it.

			“Antonov 2808, maintain one six thousand, turn left thirty degrees without delay.”

			Closing in on five miles. This was too close to becoming an official “incident.”

			Both airplanes now climbed toward eighteen thousand feet, converging on the same point southwest above the Moskva River.

			Minsky consoled herself that only one of them had to move out of the way.

			The pilot answered with a read-back of her instructions. “Maintain one six thousand, turn left thirty degrees, Antonov 2808.”

			Minsky snatched up a small rubber alligator her boyfriend had given her to combat the stress of not smoking. She began to squeeze it, as if trying to obliterate the stupid thing from the world. She sighed in relief at the read-back as the number representing 2808 on her radar screen moved from its original path, following her instructions.

			Inexplicably, the radar blip that was 2967 moved as well, directly toward 2808 in heading and rate of climb.

			Minsky didn’t waste time on the NORDO airplane.

			“Antonov 2808, turn left thirty degrees immediately.”

			In the parlance of air traffic control, “immediately” meant exactly that. The pilot should not take time to disengage the autopilot or fool with the heading bug. He was to grab the yoke and turn the airplane the very moment he heard the command.

			Antonov 2808 acknowledged, but did not alter course.

			Fifteen feet away, across the dimly lit room, the “snitch” on the supervisor’s computer alerted him that there was a problem at the same moment Minsky reached up and snapped her fingers to get his attention. He rolled his chair across the blue industrial carpeting, eyes wide when he saw the two blips on the screen coming closer.

			Minsky didn’t expect him to help, she just wanted a witness that she was doing everything by the book.

			“Try the other one,” the supervisor whispered.

			The conflict alert alarm sounded on her radar, signaling two minutes until a midair collision. The Americans called an incident like this a “deal”—certainly the most supreme of all understatements, Minsky thought.

			She tried again.

			“Antonov 2967, turn right thirty degrees, immediately. Maintain flight level one-niner-zero. Break. Antonov 2808, turn left thirty degrees for separation, company traffic three miles off your right wing. Break. Antonov 2967, turn right immediately.”

			Nothing.

			Minsky crushed the rubber alligator in her fist, smacking it over and over against her desk. She could have been singing “Bayu Bayushki Bayu” to these idiots for all the good it was doing.

			Then, blessedly: “Left thirty degrees, Antonov 2808.”

			The blip began to alter course with each radar sweep.

			Minsky released a pent-up breath. “Thank you, 2808. 2967 is NORDO.”

			“We will attempt contact,” 2808 replied.

			Minsky allowed herself a moment to rub strained eyes with the heel of her hand, but a string of expletives from her supervisor snapped her back to attention. Antonov 2808 adjusted course as directed, but the second bird moved right along with it. At their present course and altitude, the two airplanes would very soon become a fireball over Russia.

			Minsky continued to give voice commands. Her supervisor typed the identical flight instructions into the Sintez computer system, sending them to the aircraft via electronic message. At the same time, other traffic was diverted far away from the area. The second Antonov seemed bent on a midair collision. She watched in horror as the two blips on her screen grew closer with each sweep of the radar, squawking the ident numbers of their respective transponders.

			“Antonov 2967,” Minsky said again. The pleading ran like a fissure of softer stone through her granite voice. “You must maintain altitude and present heading.” She repeated the same in Russian, just in case.

			The targets momentarily froze into what was called a “ghost track” as the confused radar and computer processors worked to reacquire the two airplanes.

			The supervisor groaned, leaning in almost on top of Minsky for emotional support. His voice cracked. “Twenty seconds. Then we will know.”

			

			—

			The high perch of the Antonov’s flight deck gave 2808’s crew a terrifying view of the belly of the aircraft above as it overflew them, bearing down like an eagle swooping on her prey. Colonel Mikhailov cursed through gritted teeth, pushing the yoke forward as the other plane flew directly overhead at four hundred feet, matching course as if shadowing in a tight formation.

			The instruments flickered momentarily, along with the cabin lights. Mikhailov heard the flight engineer seated behind him say something unintelligible, but his hands were full and he didn’t have time to check in.

			“I have the airplane,” Cherenko said from the right seat.

			Mikhailov’s head snapped around. “Negative, it is still my air—”

			The cold steel of a pistol barrel against his neck caused the colonel to freeze. Very slowly, he lifted his hands from the yoke.

			“You have the airplane,” he said.

			He half turned to see the first engineer, unconscious in a heap on the floor, drugged or struck in the head. It was impossible to tell. The engineer he did not know held the pistol in a sure hand. Smiling serenely.

			The second Antonov continued to shadow them. The transponder blinked off and then came back on, flashing a completely different ident number.

			The radio squawked and a new voice came across as the second plane peeled away, wings lifting into the night.

			“Moscow Departure, Antonov 2808. We are in the clear. 2967 passed directly beneath us.”

			The radioman behind Mikhailov spoke now. “Moscow Departure, Antonov 2967. Sorry about that. We experienced an intense electrical storm that had us all flying blind. We have it worked out.”

			“2967, do you wish to declare an emergency?” the female controller asked, her voice strained from the near miss on her watch.

			“Captain advises negative,” Cherenko said. “We will land in Saratov and perform required systems check. Antonov 2967.”

			The controller gave him a telephone number to call to “discuss the matter further.” A report would certainly be logged. He acknowledged receipt but did not write anything down.

			Mikhailov started to lower his hands, but the engineer prodded him with the pistol until he rested them on top of his head.

			“So,” Mikhailov muttered, “we have become 2967 and they are now us.” The radioman continued to speak with Departure, and Mikhailov felt the airplane bank sharply to the right, heading almost due south. He looked at his first officer, pained at the stupid futility of all this. “There are other ways for them to figure out who we are.”

			“True enough,” the engineer with the pistol said. “But with the right equipment and the right people supporting . . .”

			“What could you hope to gain? The missiles will be useless without the launch-control devices.”

			“That is true as well,” the radioman said, smiling down at the two leather briefcases at his feet.

			Mikhailov felt as if his insides had broken.

			“I see,” he said. “What will happen when the other airplane reaches Kazakhstan with no nuclear missiles onboard?”

			“It will fly in that direction,” Cherenko said. “Unfortunately, the same electrical storm we just experienced must have damaged that aircraft’s navigation and communication systems. It will drop out of radar contact somewhere over the wooded hills of the Bashkiriya forest and be lost en route. I can assure you, that plane will not be found.”

			“Then what is our destination?”

			Cherenko glanced sideways and shook his head. “That, I am afraid, Comrade Colonel, is no longer your concern. For, you see, you are supposed to be aboard the doomed aircraft.” He twisted a little farther in his seat to make eye contact with the radioman seated at the workstation behind him. “Yuri, it is already Thursday—little Friday. Would you be so kind as to get the colonel some vodka?”

			“No . . . I . . .” Mikhailov stammered. “I . . . do not drink—”

			“My friend,” Cherenko said softly. “Do yourself a favor and have some vodka. It will make what comes next . . . easier.”

		

	
		
			2

			The President of the United States set a white porcelain coffee cup on a wood coaster at the edge of the Resolute desk. There were those who thought Jack Ryan surely drank from the skulls of his defeated enemies, but in truth, the academic and former Marine much preferred his coffee from a chipped ceramic mug, the interior of which was richly stained from the many gallons of brew that had gone before. He’d make the switch to that mug later in the day, but the first meeting in the Oval Office with a newly minted Cabinet official necessitated the fancy White House china to go with the requisite photo op.

			With the photographer gone now, Ryan had moved around to the front of his desk to sit in one of the two Chippendale chairs, across from Mark Dehart, the secretary of homeland security. The upholstered couches and chairs in the middle of the Oval were more comfortable, but they had a way of swallowing people up. Ryan had met with Dehart briefly once before, immediately following the last White House Correspondents’ Dinner. That off-the-cuff meeting had taken place in a tiny Washington Hilton anteroom not much larger than a phone booth. It was a bit of an ambush—as interviews with the Commander in Chief often were. Dehart hadn’t had the time or the space then to be nervous, but he appeared downright unflappable now. His eyes sparkled with intensity at this first official sit-down with his new boss. Ryan liked that. People who were comfortable in their own skin were more likely to offer honest critiques and advice. And honest critiques from within one’s own camp were in short supply when one was arguably the most powerful person on the planet.

			This morning, Ryan had blocked out a full twenty minutes with his new DHS secretary. It was an eternity as Oval Office meetings went, especially when the purpose was just a friendly chat.

			Ryan gave an approving nod. “I apologize for taking so long to have you in for a visit.”

			“You’re a busy man, Mr. President,” Dehart said. He was a fit sixty-one years old, lean, with the hungry face of a triathlete and the crow’s-feet of a born smiler. A crisp white shirt accented a deep tan, as if he’d spent any vacation time from his previous job as a congressman plowing fields on his old John Deere tractor. Dehart was born of Pennsylvania Dutch stock; his father and grandfather before him had been dairymen. He had used the “milk money” he’d earned to pay his way through undergrad at Penn State and then for a master’s in biology from Carnegie Mellon. A scientist at heart, he was a deep, analytical thinker with a farmer’s work ethic. He was honest and well liked by most. In the Machiavellian world of D.C. politics, that meant there were plenty of people who wanted to see him crash and burn because he made them look bad.

			Dehart shifted in his seat. He wasn’t nervous, he just preferred to be up and doing rather than sitting and thinking about doing. “Frankly, I was surprised the confirmation went through,” he said. “I don’t know why, but Senator Chadwick really has it in for me.”

			Ryan gave a slow shake of his head. As chair of the Homeland Security Appropriations Subcommittee of the Senate, or “cardinal,” Michelle Chadwick wielded enormous clout.

			“No, Mark,” Ryan said and sighed. “Her fight’s with me. She just happens to have a scorched-earth policy when it comes to battles, political or otherwise. Honestly, I think I could put her name forward for a nomination and she’d disclose some sordid affair just to make me look stupid for trying to appoint her.” Ryan took another sip of coffee to wash the taste of Michelle Chadwick’s name out of his mouth, and then set the cup down to wave away any lingering thoughts. “Anyway, you made it aboard. Are you ready to hit the ground running?”

			Dehart smiled. “I am indeed, sir.”

			“Had a chance to read your briefing books?”

			As secretary of homeland security, Dehart was responsible for, among other things, Customs and Border Protection, Immigration and Customs Enforcement, FEMA, the Coast Guard, and the Secret Service.

			“I’m about two and a half feet down the three-foot stack of folders,” Dehart said, completely serious.

			“Take it from me,” Ryan said. “Briefers are like cows, they add more to the pile every day.”

			Dehart grinned. “The manure simile occurred to me, Mr. President. But my mother called this morning to warn me to keep my flippant remarks to a minimum, first time in the Oval Office and all.”

			“Sage advice,” Ryan said. “So you’ve read enough to get a feel for what’s ahead of you . . . ahead of us. Tell me what scares you.”

			Dehart inhaled deeply, and then glanced over at the presidential seal in the middle of the Oval Office carpet. He measured his words carefully before looking Ryan in the eye. “Three things, Mr. President.”

			Ryan raised an eyebrow. “Which three things?”

			“Any three, sir,” Dehart said. “If they all happen at the same time.”

			

			—

			Reza Kazem did as he’d been instructed, more or less. The Russians were, after all, experts in tradecraft. He couldn’t see anyone but knew they were with him every step of the way, watching for signs of a tail.

			The twenty-seven-year-old Iranian had spent four years at Georgetown earning a bachelor’s degree in mathematics and had no difficulty navigating in Washington, D.C. He’d certainly been here long enough to know that there were spies and, more important, counterspies behind every tree and under every stone.

			At just under six feet tall, with olive skin and a full head of dark, wavy hair, Kazem did not stand out in a crowd in Iran or Washington—until one looked at his eyes. Deep green, the color of the sea in a gale, they’d garnered him plenty of female attention during his time at Georgetown. A dreamer at heart, he often forgot to eat—especially now, with so much on the line. This gave him a gaunt appearance, which American girls also appeared to like. He enjoyed football—what the Americans called soccer—and ran two miles every morning to stay in shape. He was not particularly strong in a physical sense, but that didn’t matter. People didn’t bend to his will because he muscled them. He simply told them what he wanted, looked at them with his stormy-sea eyes—and they did it.

			Kazem had taken a cab from his hotel to the Metro station at Tysons Corner, where he boarded the Silver train toward Largo Town Center. As instructed, he got off the train at Rosslyn, taking the impossibly long escalator up to street level, where he walked two blocks east to a Starbucks. It was early, and he had to wait in line with all the other morning commuters to buy a cup of coffee and a slice of lemon cake, which he ate outside the doors on the street. The sidewalks teemed with people wearing earbuds, carrying newspapers, drinking coffee, but no one looked anything like an intelligence operative, Russian or otherwise. Whoever was out there must have been highly skilled. Kazem finished the lemon cake—which was moist and as good as anything he’d ever had in Iran, though he hated to admit it—and retraced his steps to the Metro station. This time he took the Orange train that ran parallel to the Silver. At L’Enfant Plaza, he changed to the Blue Line, where he retraced his journey yet again, this train turning south as it sped across the Potomac, through Foggy Bottom—where the State Department was headquartered—and bypassing Rosslyn altogether. Above ground now, Kazem stood, holding on to a steel bar above his head, the train packed shoulder to shoulder. He caught a glimpse of the endless rows of white stones on the hillside at Arlington Cemetery, and the expansive parking lot of the Pentagon. He was indeed in the belly of the beast.

			Kazem exited the train at the Fashion Centre at Pentagon City, returning again to ground level and walking east on 15th until he reached the Crystal Gateway Marriott. He made his way through the hotel lobby and down a long, sterile-looking tile hallway into the Crystal City Underground shopping area, redolent with odors of starched shirts and polished shoes—where he was finally supposed to meet his contact.

			He pushed his way through the crowds of freshly showered government workers and uniformed military personnel arriving via Virginia transit trains on their way to the Pentagon or one of the myriad other offices in this little corner inside the Beltway.

			Kazem found who he was looking for outside yet another Starbucks across from a restaurant called King Street Blues.

			She sat at a small, black metal table, situated among a half-dozen other identical tables. Even though she was seated, he could tell the woman was tall, and willowy thin—a long-distance runner often seen jogging on the paved trail along the Potomac between Arlington and Mount Vernon. Amber hair curled slightly at her shoulders, framing high cheekbones and a prominent, but still attractive, Slavic nose. Her charcoal-gray business suit looked expensive, though Reza had never concerned himself with things like women’s fashion. Contrary to the rules of tradecraft, he knew his contact’s name—or at least the name under which she’d registered at the embassy—Elizaveta Bobkova, first assistant to the Russian economics attaché in Washington. Reza also knew Bobkova worked for SVR, Sluzhba Vneshney Razvedki, the Foreign Intelligence Service of the Russian Federation. More specifically, she was assigned to SVR’s Political Intelligence Directorate, Iran Department.

			He had met her face-to-face once before, at the national zoo, after going through a similar surveillance-detection run. This morning, two cups of coffee and two slices of lemon cake sat on the table in front of her—exactly what he’d ordered in Rosslyn, the signal that all was well.

			Bobkova waved Reza over with a flick of her long fingers, the nails painted bright red. She certainly wasn’t trying to remain unnoticed. She smiled broadly and gestured to the chair opposite her.

			“I trust your journey went well,” she said as he sat down.

			Kazem slid his backpack between his feet.

			“It did,” he said. He eyed the lemon cake. The brisk spring weather had made him ravenous. “May I eat this?”

			Elizaveta nodded, and then took a sip from her cup, smudging the dark plastic lid with a darker half-moon of lipstick. “You are remarkably beautiful,” she said. “Do you know that.”

			Kazem took a bite of lemon cake, just as moist as the one in Rosslyn, and let the comment slip by. He needed this woman, so he decided not to say what he was thinking. “Thank you for meeting me,” he said.

			“Did you see anyone behind you?”

			Kazem shook his head. “I did not.”

			“I thought you might have noticed some of the men who work for me,” the Russian said. “They are bumbling imbeciles, all of them.”

			Kazem knew different.

			He said, “Am I to infer from this meeting that your superiors have agreed to help our cause?”

			“In a way,” Bobkova said. She took another drink of coffee, then swirled the cup around, sizing him up. “As I am sure you are aware, my country has been a remarkable ally of the present regime, but we are certainly not averse to what is happening now. This insurgency, this . . . Persian Spring, as it has been called, is quite . . . remarkable.”

			Kazem stifled a smile. He’d lived in the United States long enough to know that she was overusing the word.

			“Our cause has a groundswell of support,” Kazem said. “Demonstrations beyond Tehran—Qom, Isfahan, east to Mashhad and as far south as Bandar Abbas, and countless other cities. Facebook, Twitter, Telegram—the government blocks them all, but we find ways around.” He waved his hand as if that were old news. “But you do not care about this. Will Russia provide what we need?”

			“This is proving to be . . . remarkably difficult . . .” Bobkova looked up as she spoke, flashing her toothsome smile at a passerby to her left.

			Kazem followed her eyes to see a young man in a beige trench coat—like something out of a Humphrey Bogart movie—stumble over his own feet. The man came to a full stop for a brief moment. A new flood of commuters coming in from a recent train outside across Crystal Drive, loosed mumbled curses at the man’s stupidity, flowing around him toward the Metro station as a river flows around a boulder. The man, likely a few years younger than Kazem, had pink skin that looked as if it had been rubbed with salt. His hair was slicked with pomade. An impeccable navy-blue pinstripe suit was visible beneath the open trench coat.

			The pink man licked full, carpish lips as he shot a furtive look back and forth from Kazem to Bobkova. An instant later the spell was broken and he disappeared into the crowd toward the Metro station.

			“I think he recognized you,” Kazem said. This odd-looking man with scrubbed skin set his teeth on edge.

			“Indeed he did,” Elizaveta Bobkova said.

			“What?” Kazem said, astounded at the flippancy of this woman. “You have me spend two hours avoiding surveillance, when all the while you planned for us to be seen together?”

			Bobkova patted the table and gave a knowing smile. “My job is one of intricate masquerades. The measures you took this morning were absolutely necessary. If you did not try to lose your tail, the FBI would believe our meeting was of no consequence.”

			Kazem shot a worried glance over his shoulder. “That man was FBI?”

			“Hardly,” Bobkova scoffed. “I met him at an embassy dinner a few nights ago. But he is the talkative sort. That serves our purpose well enough. You should be happy. This way the United States will want a piece of the action. I would not be surprised if they begin to airdrop suitcases of money to you at once. That is the way Americans handle things.” A mischievous grin perked her lips. “And anyway, it will drive them crazy trying to figure out the why of it all.”

			Kazem shook his head as if to clear it. “I do not understand any of this,” he said. “But you are the expert. As to the other matter, what do you mean by ‘in a way’? We have been specific enough in our requests. Iranian intelligence is bad enough, but the Revolutionary Guard is ruthless. There are things we will need to combat their effectiveness. Technical equipment that is imperative to the movement. What does this mean that you cannot help us directly?”

			“I can see why people attach themselves to your cause.” She was staring into his eyes again. “So very remarkable . . .” She whispered to herself, dreamily, before snapping out of the stupor. She coughed, sitting up a little straighter. “Anyway, I mean just what I say. The government of Russia can provide you nothing directly.” Kazem started to protest, but she raised her hand. “But I will send you the contact information for the men who can.”

			Bobkova was obviously intelligent and wanted him to think she had more information than she actually did. The masquerade of which he was a part made her little games look silly by comparison. He pushed away the uneaten half of his lemon cake and looked hard at the woman. The poor thing had no idea what she was up against, what she had become a part of. Her arrogance was . . . well, remarkable, and it would be her undoing.

			

			—

			“This is just plain weird,” an FBI counterintelligence agent named Murphy said, taking a sip from his coffee cup at a table sixty feet up the corridor from Bobkova.

			“’Tis indeed, Grasshopper,” the senior of the two agents muttered. This one’s name was Coyne. He’d been with the Bureau for seventeen years, eleven of those with the Counterintelligence Division. Hailing from Tennessee, he counted his southern roots as a badge of honor and an outward sign of his savvy as a hunter of men.

			The two agents watched the Iranian and the Russian with their peripheral vision while they drank their coffees and chatted. They wore neck lanyards with color-coded badges that allowed them access to the Pentagon, like half the other people in the underground shopping mall.

			“The Russians have always played patty-cake with Tehran,” Murphy said. “I don’t get it. Why would Elizaveta Bobkova be meeting with the leader of a group trying to topple the present regime?”

			“And better yet,” Coyne said, “why did she park herself right where Corey Fite would see her during his morning commute?”

			“Corey Fite?”

			“Guy with the puffy lips,” Coyne said. “He’s Senator Michelle Chadwick’s top adviser and boy toy. No, Elizaveta’s a smart lady. A certified no-shit brainiac. She’s the queen of the maskirovka, the big show. Crystal City is the Serengeti Plain of counterintel officers. This place has more spooks per square foot than anywhere in the nation. We’re everywhere, either training or running real ops. There’s no way Bobkova holds a meeting down here if she wants to keep it secret. She wanted to be seen—for sure by Fite, probably by us.”

			“Why?” Murphy asked. “What’s the angle?”

			“Skullduggery and shenanigans, Grasshopper.” Coyne set his coffee down hard enough that some of it geysered out of the little hole in the plastic lid. “We got the apparent leader of what’s shaking out to be a viable Iranian coup sharing cake with a known Russian spymaster—who wants Senator Chadwick to be aware of the meeting. I don’t know if they taught you this at Quantico, but if the Iranians and Russians are involved, they are up to their treacherous asses in no good.”
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			United States Air Force Captain Will Hyatt pulled his red VW Passat into the parking lot of the twenty-four-hour Walmart just west of Highway 95. People assigned to Creech Air Force Base tended to designate where they lived by the zip code alone rather than saying North Las Vegas. He’d just scored a house nearby in 89149. The kids were loving the new pool. The Walmart was just around the corner, so he’d offered to stop by “on his way into battle” to grab a few things for the twins’ birthday party.

			Hyatt was sweating by the time he got out of the car, thinking he should have done a few laps himself just to cool off before work. It was early, not even seven in the morning, but heat already shimmered up from the asphalt.

			He was in and out in a half-hour—mainly because he couldn’t buy anything that melted or went bad during his twelve-hour shift, which was pretty much everything on his wife’s list except paper plates and napkins. He’d grabbed a couple of bags of water balloons even if Shannon hadn’t told him to. All seven-year-olds liked water balloons, didn’t they? Will was only thirty, but it seemed like it was half a century since he’d been seven years old.

			Flying drones aged you—and not for the reasons one might think. It wasn’t particularly physical. He wasn’t pulling any G’s. Hell, the MQ-9 would suffer catastrophic failure if it had to pull two G’s. He wasn’t sweating his ass off in some bunker in Kandahar, or trying in vain to keep his kids’ attention over an iffy Skype connection. He got to sit in a comfortable leather chair in a temperature-controlled trailer, and then go home at the end of his shift. He even had the day off tomorrow for the party.

			It sounded like he was whining when he said it out loud, but therein was the problem.

			Captain Hyatt was home, and yet he wasn’t. Not really. How could you loiter over some ISIS shithole for weeks, watching for signs of some high-value target—and then blow that same HVT to hell and then jump into the family Volkswagen and make the hour drive back to zip code 89149 to kiss your kids and try to screw your head on straight enough to keep the wife happy. He wondered if the guys downrange missed the endless list of honey-dos that seemed so mundane, if not downright pointless, next to hunting terrorist assholes.

			Shannon didn’t understand. To be fair, she probably would have if he’d confided in her, but how do you tell your wife that not actually having to be eight thousand miles away from her makes you sad? “Honey, this coming home at night in between war fighting is about to make me crazy.” That was the lamest of all lames. He would suck it up, kill who needed to be killed, and then replace the water heater—or whatever stupid shit happened to break around the house—and he’d be happy about it.

			He unlocked his car, feeling the blast of superheated air roll out when he opened the door. This Nevada heat was killing his new Passat. He’d bought it with the retention bonus the Air Force gave him to keep him from jumping ship. He knew guys that were making double his O-3 salary flying for private contractors in the same facilities at Creech.

			He waited a few seconds so the car would cool down to what the twins called “subvolcanic,” and then threw the flimsy plastic bag onto the passenger-side floor. This shift was 0700 to 1900, the most volcanic part of the day. Hopefully the balloons wouldn’t melt into a ball of goo in the parking lot. Balloons. He started the car and backed out, shaking his head. Who gave a shit about balloons, anyway? Hyatt was suddenly sorry for the internal fit of anger. He’d schedule a meeting with the chaplain as soon as he arrived on base. One part minister and two parts listening ear, Captain Willis was a godsend when it came to negotiating the dynamic of war fighting and yardwork.

			Traffic seemed lighter this morning—which was weird, because it was the same group that went into shift every day. No one lived on Creech—less affectionately known as Crotch—so the cars coming from North Las Vegas to Indian Springs formed a slow-moving line that stretched for two miles from the gate.

			Hyatt parked, leaving his window cracked to protect the balloons, and then, having second thoughts, returned to get the bag and took them inside with him. He wrote himself a note on the palm of his hand so he wouldn’t forget to grab them at the end of shift.

			His workspace, like those of the five hundred other drone pilots flying from Creech, was a desert-tan air-conditioned trailer tucked in with dozens of other air-conditioned trailers. A sign on the metal door said You Ain’t in Kansas Anymore, reminding all who entered that they were operating in a theater more than seven thousand miles away when they sat at their consoles.

			He wore a flight suit—a bag, they called it—and a green David Clark headset, and sat in the left of two beige leatherette seats in front of six screens and video monitors that displayed the specifics of his MQ-9 Reaper UAV, located over Helmand Province in Afghanistan at that precise moment. The cameras offered Hyatt a remarkably clear view of the target from twelve thousand feet.

			Sensor Operator Staff Sergeant Ray Deatherage sat in the right seat. The workstations were remarkably similar, but where Hyatt flew the aircraft and fired the missiles, Deatherage’s job was to operate the onboard cameras and fix the laser on target to provide the missiles with an aiming point. The irony of his name was not lost, but the CO expressly ordered that no one was to refer to him as Death Rage, or Death Ray Deatherage, his skill with the laser targeting system notwithstanding.

			The new guy was there, too, sitting in the back of the cramped trailer with his embossed leather notebook that said Oreo on the front—like the damned cookie. It was a weird cover for a CIA drone guy, but whatever. Hyatt got paid to fly the Reaper, not second-guess the intel weenies. The movies always made the spooks out to be more sinister somehow than the military, but they were just people. Weird bastards to be sure, but still just people. Brian, if that was even his real name, had been with them ever since Hyatt had sent up a report on Faisal al-Zamil’s location. Brian seemed like a nice enough guy, even with his Connecticut accent. But Hyatt knew he was there for only one reason.

			A cell-phone number belonging to one of Zamil’s wives had been pinging off a tower near Nad Ali for the past month. Hyatt and another MQ-9 had taken turns loitering for days above the compound believed to be her residence. At twelve thousand feet, the woman never even knew they were there. Hyatt thought it weird that he, Deatherage, Brian, and the other Reaper crew were probably six of maybe eight or nine men in the world who saw her without her veil. They watched her hang out her laundry, shake her fist at the kids, or hustle out to the car to go to the market, always escorted by three dudes who were not Zamil, damn it. Sometimes, though, she went to another house some six klicks away. It was thin, but higher thought it worth the time and effort. Zamil was a known supplier of weapons to ISIS, and as such, the high-value target du jour. And this was their only real lead.

			Hyatt watched the missus for six days, logging visitors, building patterns of life, noting how often she made the six-kilometer journey to the other compound, and, more important to him, where the kids were at specific times during the day. Most of his shift was during the nighttime in Afghanistan, so the bulk of his images were ghostly infrared images like something out of a video game. But a kid’s head poking out of a window helped him avoid collateral damage in the event Zamil did show up.

			And then the wily bastard just walked out of the house. He didn’t go anywhere at first, he just took a stroll around the inner compound, and then ducked inside. Captain Hyatt had written a report, and Brian, the CIA drone guy, showed up in the middle of the next shift, less than twenty-four hours later. He wore a flight suit like everyone else, but with no nametag, unit patch, or rank insignia, there was no doubt to everyone on base who he worked for.

			A good deal of Hyatt’s job could be a lot like watching paint dry—but life got a little more interesting once Zamil actually came into the picture. He was wanted directly in connection to an attack that cost the lives of three American soldiers and fifteen Afghans. This would be a preplanned operation. A targeted killing based on evidence. A team of lawyers checked the law, then policy, and then the boxes to say it was okay to pull the trigger. These suits made certain any proposed strike met the laws of armed conflict, the preordained rules of engagement, and the top-secret instructions known as “spins” put in place by theater command. No laser was aimed and no trigger got pulled until the lawyers at the Air Force head shed signed off on all three.

			The CIA had lawyers, too, and their own checklist, but they operated under different ROEs and had a little freer hand to pull said trigger when the time came.

			That’s where Brian came in.

			“Movement,” Staff Sergeant Deatherage said, toggling the Reaper’s cameras to follow Zamil out of his house to a waiting Toyota pickup. The truck had arrived the day before, a green tarp covering a load of something that was stacked in the bed.

			Captain Hyatt tapped his joystick slightly. At twelve thousand feet, it didn’t have to move far or fast to keep up with the pickup. He shot a quick glance over his shoulder, but Brian held up an open hand. “We have a ‘concur’ on the death warrant, but let’s see where he goes.”

			“Roger that,” Hyatt said, inching along, unseen, the wrath of God more than two miles above this death-dealing asshole who was about to become one with the yellow dirt over which he now traveled.

			“Second truck coming in from the north,” Staff Sergeant Deatherage said, calling out what all of them were seeing.

			“A transfer,” Hyatt said, zoned in now. The crosshairs on his console stayed on the Toyota.

			The two trucks stopped nose-to-nose in the middle of the deserted road. It was late, a half an hour until sunset. The trucks, along with every rock and pebble, cast long shadows over the orange ground.

			“The new guys are wearing shemaghs,” Deatherage said. “Impossible to ID them.”

			Brian was standing now, hovering just off Hyatt’s left elbow, as if the extra eight feet of distance would help him see the images on the screen any better. All three men watched as Zamil and his second-in-command walked to the rear of the Toyota. The second man was Omar Khalid, who, though not quite to the level of Zamil, was adjudged bad enough by the head shed that he’d be worth qualifying for prosecution. That was the word they used. Prosecution.

			The men in the air-conditioned trailer leaned forward slightly as the two Afghans they’d identified threw back the tarp.

			Hyatt stood up without being told, and Brian slid into his seat. Agency rules of engagement were more permissive. Their lawyers said it was okay to fold unidentified third parties in with the death warrant, if those unidentified third parties were doing something illegal. Nobody wanted these guys running around with a dozen new French Mistral MANPADS. Like its American cousin the Stinger, the shoulder-fired Mistral could wreak havoc on coalition aircraft—especially the MQ-9s, which were sitting ducks if they ventured below ten thousand feet.

			By the time Hyatt handed off the controls and Brian plugged in his own headset, Omar had climbed into the bed of the Toyota.

			“Master Arm on,” Brian said. “Weapons hot.”

			“Lasers hot,” Deatherage said.

			“Three, two, one, rifle,” Brian said, pulling the trigger. “Missile away.”

			Standing behind his chair, Hyatt looked at the instrumentation.

			The hard work had been the endless hours of waiting, watching, logging patterns. It was largely academic from this point. A single AGM-114R Romeo Hellfire II missile locked on immediately, flying toward the lased target as if on a wire. Traveling at 995 miles per hour, it took just over seven seconds to make the trip.

			Zamil and the others were in the process of unloading the Mistrals and pulled the tarp a little farther, displaying the rest of the Toyota’s contents the instant before the Romeo turned them to a flaming ball of fire and dust. A secondary explosion—really a series of them that happened almost too fast to distinguish—touched off just after the initial splash.

			Hyatt watched the wind blow away smoke and dust.

			“Master Arm off,” Brian said. “Weapons safe.”

			“Laser safe,” Deatherage said.

			Brian sat still for a moment.

			“Did you see that?” Captain Hyatt said.

			“The secondaries.” Brian gave a low whistle. “I know, right.”

			“That, too,” Hyatt said. “I’m going to rewind the video feed a little. I think he had some MICAs.”

			“French MICAs?” Brian stood now, unplugging his headset and making way for Hyatt.

			“Pretty sure,” the captain said.

			“I call that a well-armed enemy,” Brian said. “French Mistrals, French MICAs. I’d like to know where they’re gettin’ their shit.”

			“That’s your battle space,” Hyatt said. He set a course for Kandahar. The guys on the ground there would land the bird, perform any needed maintenance, and then do a refuel so she could jump up on station for another ten to twelve hours.

			A few clicks of his keyboard later, the report and relevant video were on their way to Hyatt’s commanding officer at Creech. She’d run it up the chain, where it would be reviewed and discussed every step of the way, before being sent to encrypted servers at Langley, the Pentagon, and the director of national intelligence’s staff at Liberty Crossing, just to make sure all bases were covered.

			Brian put a friendly hand on Hyatt’s shoulder. “Not to be a sociopath, Captain, but we did a good thing here. It needed to be done.”

			Deatherage still had the cameras focused on the carnage of the kill site.

			“Yep,” Hyatt said. He could get over the splashes, but he didn’t get off on talking about them. “Done deal,” he said.

			Brian took the hint. “What’s that written on your hand?”

			Hyatt gave an embarrassed shrug. “A note to myself so I don’t forget something for my kids’ birthday.” He took a final look at the smoldering crater that had once been Faisal al-Zamil before he turned his palm upright.

			Balloons.

			Some terrible god of war he was . . .
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			If Portugal was the westward-looking face on a map of the Iberian Peninsula, then the pinnacled rocks and secret grottoes of the Algarve coast made up the whiskers below a pointed and somewhat pensive chin. The coastal village of Benagil lay in a deep valley, equidistant from the coastal towns of Albufeira and Lagos to the east and west, respectively, one of countless whitewashed jewels on the limestone cliffs above a half-moon beach of honey-colored sand. The proximity to Africa made the Atlantic here seem almost—but not quite—like the Med.

			While tourism had certainly come to this tiny village of fewer than three thousand, Benagil still had a robust fishing fleet and boasted a charm reminiscent of a quieter, more innocent Portugal. This naïveté made it an excellent location for Hugo Gaspard to conduct his business. There were enough tourists with money that the arms dealer did not have to go without the creature comforts to which he’d grown accustomed. The local gendarmerie, though intelligent enough, tended to attune themselves to car break-ins or burglaries at holiday villas. The mere idea of an international crime boss completely overwhelmed their radar.

			Gaspard had been down to this same beach three days in a row, while he waited for the Russians to show up. He made the mistake of walking the hundred fifty meters down the hill from his Mercedes on the first day. There was parking along the narrow road on the cliffs overlooking the sea, but the corpulent Frenchman was much too fond of fine wine and rich pastries. Walking more than a few meters aggravated his gout—and his heart, and his lungs, and the bone spurs on his heels. Worse than that, walking made him feel poor.

			Today, he’d ordered his driver to drop him off near the handicapped parking spot, as close to the trail to the beach as possible. The driver would stay with the car while the other three accompanied him to the beach. One could not be too careful these days.

			Gaspard stripped off his loose shirt as soon as he got out of the Mercedes. He would have done it earlier, but his ponderous belly made much movement in the backseat problematic. He’d already changed into his swimsuit in the villa and stepped out of his trousers on the side of the road, throwing them into the car on top of his shirt. The suit, a small triangle of red spandex, would have been considered tiny even on a man of much smaller stature. Gaspard’s belly hung low enough that a casual observer could be excused for thinking he wore nothing at all. Gaspard didn’t care. He had little to prove—and enough money that he could even buy respect if anyone had a problem with the way he dressed.

			His meeting with the Russians was two hours away. The turquoise-and-cobalt water was much too cool to swim, but the air was a pleasant—and a slightly unseasonable—twenty-five Celsius. The cloudless sky made it feel even warmer. He would use the time waiting to work on his tan.

			Praia de Benagil was not an incredibly large beach. It could be packed with pale British tourists in the summer, but now, in May, he had the place almost to himself. A few climbers, probably Americans, scrambled up the rock cliffs to the east. A Nordic-looking couple with a small child braved the chilly water, splashing in the surf near three wooden fishing boats that lay on the sand on the western end of the beach, by the walkway up toward the village.

			Gaspard spied a slender woman in a black two-piece as he tromped along the beach leaving splay-footed divots in the sand. She had staked her claim in the center of the beach. She lay provocatively on her back, her head propped up on a woven-grass beach bag, the brim of an almost comically huge hat shielding her face while she read a paperback. Gaspard thought she might be a blonde, maybe with a splash of freckles across her nose, but the hat made it difficult to be sure. That did not matter to him. She was a leggy thing, with all the right swells and curves and a minuscule suit that obviously meant she sought companionship. Anyone with a figure like that, who wore such tiny bits of cloth, was . . . well, looking for it.

			He would sit near enough to strike up a casual conversation, and see where it progressed. The French were not animals. He was not an animal—not any longer, having attained a certain amount of refinement with his newfound wealth. He would be discreet, smooth, the perfect gentleman. If that did not work, he would let her know how rich he was. Whatever method he employed, Hugo Gaspard intended to take this nubile creature to his villa by midafternoon. She could drink wine and eat chocolates while he met with the Russians, and then they would spend the evening together.

			It was a good plan. Gaspard was a man of vision—and he could envision it—every delectable moment.

			Gaspard’s three bodyguards flanked him, gazing outward with the predatory looks he paid them for. Gaspard himself had carried a pistol most of his life—since his time as a thuggish youth running a string of hundred-franc whores in the Bois de Boulogne. His lunatic mother—a prostitute and a heroin addict—had passed to him one single piece of worthwhile wisdom during her short life: A man who carries many keys may look important—but a truly important man hires someone to carry the keys for him. Now, having made enough money to buy all the whores in the park, Hugo Gaspard paid others to carry the guns.

			Sun glinted off the thick gold chain that nestled among the rolls of his fleshy neck. Lines of sweat dripped down his chest. He nodded at a spot two meters from the woman, standing by while two of his men laid out his towel. It was extra large, to provide coverage from the sand against his sizable breadth. The third bodyguard, a bulldog of a man with a nose flattened by many fights, eyed the young woman suspiciously. His name was Farrin, and his threatening glare was certainly overkill. The woman had not approached them. They were setting up near her. And anyway, she could not be dangerous. She was so young, so deliciously . . . breakable.

			“Relax,” Gaspard said, loud enough for the young woman to hear. It would not hurt for her to know that Gaspard was a man in charge of other men. “This peach is nearly naked. What harm could she possibly bring to me?”

			She glanced up from her book—a mindless romance written in English, judging from the bare-chested muscleman on the cover—and then she looked away, pretending to ignore him. Faint parallel scars on her upper thigh, like a tribal initiation or ritual, became visible as Gaspard got closer. There was a story there, to be sure, and he would have it before the night was over.

			Gaspard situated himself on his belly, grunting a little as he wallowed a depression into the sand beneath his towel, enabling him to lie relatively level. Resting his jowls on stacked hands, he could ensure an even tan on his back while still gazing sideways at the young woman.

			“Are you American?” he asked, eyes half closed, sleepy from the radiation beating down from the sun and the exertion of walking fifteen meters up the beach.

			She raised the brim of her hat and gave him a long look, as if considering whether or not to reply.

			“Dutch,” she said. “Why do you ask?”

			“Your book is written in English,” Gaspard said and chuckled. “What do the English know of romance? French romances are much better, both in the writing—and in the flesh.”

			“You read a lot of romance novels, then?” the young woman asked.

			Gaspard shrugged. “It is a logical argument. The French language is a romance of the tongue. Just speak a few words of it and you will see for yourself.”

			“I am to assume you are French?”

			“Oui,” he said. “Tu parles français?”

			She held up the thumb and forefinger of her free hand. “Un peu.” A little. “I prefer English.”

			“Pity,” Gaspard said. “‘Please rub my back with oil’ sounds much too forward in English.”

			The young woman stifled a laugh—a good sign, to be sure. “You are certainly the bold one.”

			“I have a very important meeting in two hours. That allows me only a finite amount of time in which to meet you, dance around the niceties of social discourse, and then invite you to my villa before dinner.”

			The woman lowered the book to her chest, still open, and cocked her head to one side. Perfect brunette locks brushing tan shoulders. Not a blonde after all, but, oh, the glorious freckles splashed across her nose. “Before dinner?”

			The young woman scooted into a sitting position, hugging exquisite knees. Gaspard could plainly see the lines of many scars along her thighs—an automotive accident, or possibly an athletic injury. He could picture her, splashed with freckles while she played football with the local boys. She may have been a garçon manqué—a tomboy—growing up, but she was certainly all woman now.

			“I see no point in wasting time,” Gaspard said. “As I mentioned, I have a meeting in two hours.”

			She finally closed the book, but kept it clutched in her hand. “An ‘important meeting,’ you said.”

			“I said ‘very important meeting,’ to be precise.” Gaspard rolled half up on his side so he could look more directly at the object of his conquest. A line of sand pressed into the edge of his belly where it had escaped the confines of the beach towel. He brushed it off with sausage fingers. Two gold rings caught the sunlight. “No point in beating around the bush—”

			“Or wasting time,” the young woman said.

			“Quite,” Gaspard said. “I am already rich, but this meeting will make me richer, I dare say, than anyone you have ever met.” He leaned forward, looking back and forth from the sea to the cliffs before lowering his voice. “My meeting is with the Russians.”

			“The Russians?” the young woman said, wide-eyed, mocking him just a little. “All of them.”

			“You are quite the forward girl,” Gaspard said.

			She smiled playfully. “No point in beating around the bush.”

			She scooted across the sand on her knees, extending her free hand.

			“I am Lucile,” she said.

			Gaspard brightened. “A magnificent French name!” Still on his side, belly and chest sagging toward the beach, he took her hand and kissed it. “I am Hugo. Encantado.”

			“I thought you were French?”

			“When in Rome,” Gaspard said. “Or Lisbon . . .”

			Gaspard’s bodyguards perked up. Farrin, especially, grew apoplectic about anything or anyone who got between him and his boss, but Gaspard waved them away. He’d warned them as soon as he’d seen the woman—targeted her, really—that he wanted space, ordering them to keep watch from a comfortable distance of at least twenty meters away. Having bodyguards showed everyone he was rich. Bodyguards who treated him as if he might shatter at any moment only made him look frightened, weak. It was a delicate balance.

			Lucile was close enough to smell now, earthy, Gaspard thought, like warm rain.

			“You are visiting Portugal?” Gaspard said.

			“Small talk?” Lucile said. “I thought we were dispensing with such things.”

			“Touché,” Gaspard said.

			“Are you well and truly rich?”

			The Frenchman smiled. “More money than you could possibly imagine.”

			“Oh.” Lucile scrunched her freckled nose. “When it comes to money, I can imagine quite a lot. Do you really want oil on your back?”

			“I do indeed,” Gaspard said.

			“And you will buy me dinner?”

			“Indeed.”

			She leaned toward her bag. “I have some oil here—”

			Gaspard grabbed her by the toes—tan things, painted pink—and thought that his reflexes were still very good. “You must use my oil,” he said. Farrin marched over an instant later, shoving a plastic bottle of suntan oil at the woman. It was greasy from recent use.

			“Thank you,” Gaspard said to Farrin. “Now go away.” He released the woman’s foot and let his face fall forward, toward the towel. He turned slightly toward Lucile, words muffled. “I know it may be difficult for you to comprehend, but it is possible to kill someone with poisoned suntan oil.” He raised wildly overgrown eyebrows up and down. “The process will be easier if you straddle me.”

			“Are you being serious?” Lucile knelt beside him. “Poisoned suntan oil?”

			He wallowed deeper into the sand, head on his hands again, squinting into the sun. “There are people who do not like me very much.”

			“I find that difficult to believe,” the young woman said. She threw her leg across his rump, climbing aboard to pour a line of oil onto the leathery folds below Hugo Gaspard’s hairy shoulder blades.

			The book lay in the sand beside her right knee—within immediate reach.

		

	
		
			5

			Domingo “Ding” Chavez stood on the edge of the limestone cliff above the eastern end of the Praia de Benagil, eyes fixed at the small screen on the controller in Bartosz “Midas” Jankowski’s callused hands.

			“She saw it,” Chavez said, gritting his teeth.

			“Relax, boss,” Jankowski said. “How about you exhibit a little faith?”

			“I’m telling you, she saw it.”

			“That’s a big nope,” Jankowski said, popping the p for emphasis. “I’m keeping the bird in the sun. She didn’t see anything but glare.” Working the bird—a pocket-size unmanned aerial vehicle called a Snipe Nano—the retired Delta colonel swung his legs easily, as if he were sitting on a boat dock and not perched on the edge of a sheer seventy-foot drop. He was tied in, but that little factoid didn’t do much for Chavez’s churning stomach.

			“You better be right,” Chavez said. “The last thing we need is for some beach bunny to tip off the target that we have an eye in the sky.”

			Chavez had let his hair grow out over his ears, as he often did on ops where he didn’t want to look like the former Army NCO that he was. Even absent the military haircut, it was obvious to anyone with experience downrange that Chavez had been around the combat block. That wasn’t exactly rare in this day and age. There were enough war-fighters coming home who’d seen the elephant that he could at least blend in at the mall.

			Domingo Chavez was in that height range that tall people called short and short people called tall. Good genes and a lifetime of PT gave him an athletic build, even in his late forties—an age his son reminded him was “too old to die tragically young.” JP was a good kid, but had he known the dangers his father faced “for reals, yo” on a daily basis, he wouldn’t have been such a smartass.

			Chavez and Midas had counted four bodyguards, three on the beach plus the guy guarding the vehicles—a gray Mercedes that served as Gaspard’s limo and a dark Peugeot they apparently used as a follow car.

			The rest of Ding’s team was doing some bouldering this morning while they watched. Hiding in plain sight was the only way to operate in these small villages where there was a hundred percent chance that you’d run into your target a dozen times a day. Scrambling around the rocks allowed Chavez and his team to blend in, to be noticed for something other than what they actually were—operatives from The Campus. The off-the-books intelligence organization worked under the guise of the financial arbitrage firm Hendley Associates, across the Potomac from D.C.

			Free climbing over the ocean was fairly safe—so long as you knew what you were doing. Chavez did not, so he spent his time at the top, looking down, happy to keep his feet planted on the level. Hands and fingers were made for pressing triggers and slapping the shit out of bad guys—not hanging on to minuscule rock nipples on the face of some cliff. Still, he’d dressed to look the part—nylon running shorts, a tank top, Scarpa approach shoes with sticky soles, and a harness for a small bag of climbing chalk. Midas was dressed much the same, while Jack Ryan, Jr., worked his way up the rock face, shirtless, wearing skintight Lycra climbing shorts and pointy La Sportiva climbing shoes that made him look like some kind of ballet dancer. Chavez was just old enough that he would have looked like the creepy old dude in bicycle shorts had he tried for the same getup. Lisanne Robertson climbed with Jack, also wearing Lycra shorts—which she wore much better than Ryan did—and a black sports bra.

			Not officially a Campus operative, the former Marine and police officer was the transportation coordinator and in-flight attendant for the Campus/Hendley Associates Gulfstream. Because she often pulled security when the plane set down in hostile situations, John Clark, director of operations—and Ding’s father-in-law—folded her into tactical training sessions and range time. She had zero experience running surveillance detection or tailing a target, but she was as savvy as Chavez had ever seen. She was also an accomplished climber, often hitting the rock gym in Bethesda after an evening team PT workout that left Chavez looking for the nearest couch and a cold beer.

			Lisanne’s voice came over the net, as if she knew Ding was pondering her climbing skill. “I don’t think either of them saw it,” she said.

			“Told you so,” Midas said, without looking up from the palm-size controller. “I still have eyes on our arms-dealing asshole—and the girl is still clueless. You gotta learn to trust me, boss.”

			

			—

			
			Lucile Fournier used her left hand to distribute the oil, keeping her right hand dry. Clasping with her thighs, she leaned forward, digging into the fleshy back with her forearms and elbows now, paying particular attention to the base of the disgustingly flabby neck—searching for just the right spot. Gaspard’s hair was well groomed but longish, the dark curls reaching below his collar, had he been wearing a shirt. Good. That would help to hide what she had in mind.

			He moaned under her rough ministrations, his alligatored skin shining bronze in the sun.

			Plouc, Fournier thought. Such a slob. Gaspard might have money, but he would never have class. But she laughed as though she were oh-so-lucky to be riding on this fat pig. She shot a quick backward glance under the crook of her arm, checking the location of the three bodyguards. As she suspected, they were behind her, slumping on the gunwales of a couple of fishing skiffs that were pulled up on the sand, more than twenty meters away. The black bottoms of her swimsuit had a small rip over her left cheek, and she was certain that all three men, including the more astute Farrin, were completely mesmerized by the flexing muscles of her toned derriere as the rip opened and closed and opened again in concert with her movements.

			“Have you been in Portugal long?” she asked.

			Gaspard grunted in time to her kneading. “Now . . . you start . . . the small talk . . .”

			She ignored the gibe. “Do you know sebastianismo?”

			“I confess that I do not,” he said.

			“King Sebastião,” she said. “He was also a rich man. Like you, he too had an important meeting, his against the Moors. Unfortunately, he was forever lost in the deserts of North Africa. The word sebastianismo comes from that. A failed venture—hope for something that can never be.”

			“Stop,” Gaspard said, sounding pained. “Your history lesson depresses me.”

			“As you wish,” she said. “But I do like the word. Sebastianismo . . .”

			She leaned forward now, kneading with her left arm, pressing her breast against Gaspard’s back. Her right hand slipped into the paperback book at her knee and retrieved the MSP derringer hidden in the hollowed pages. A whirring noise above her head, like a dragonfly—or a passing bullet—almost caused her to fumble with the pistol. She regained her composure and brought the gun up quickly before the bodyguards could see it, covering it with a cupped palm. Pistol secure, she turned, looking for the source of the noise, half expecting to see Farrin standing there, ready to blow her head off. Merde! She released a pent-up breath. Nothing but a blinding sun. Maybe it really was a dragonfly. She willed her body to relax and become more fluid, and then returned to the task ahead.

			The Soviet-era Malogabaritnyj Spetsialnyj Pistolet fit her hand perfectly—better, in fact, than the Beretta she customarily carried. The Small Special Pistol had first seen action with KGB units in the early 1970s. Its specialized ammunition utilized a captive piston inside the brass casing that drove a 7.62x37 projectile, similar to that of an AK-47, out a short barrel at a speed just shy of five hundred feet per second. The gases from the detonated propellant—and nearly all the resulting noise—remained trapped inside the cartridge, rendering the MSP very close to “Hollywood quiet.” The ballistics were quite limp, something around half of the diminutive .32 auto. But the Russians had proven many times over the last four decades that a Spitzer bullet delivered at point-blank range more than made up for the round’s middling performance.

			Lucile leaned forward slightly, digging in with her elbow to draw a grunt of pleasure from Gaspard. She nodded to herself. That would be plenty loud enough to cover the noise.

			He groaned. “Masterful. Are you certain you are not French?” He clenched his buttocks beneath her groin, making her want to vomit. “I am usually the one to do the riding,” he mumbled. “If you know my meaning.”

			Pistol hidden between her breasts now, Lucile clutched with her thighs to retain her balance and leaned farther forward, lips touching Gaspard’s ear. The smell of his sweat was nauseating.

			“.
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