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Once again, to Rose.






 


The best weapon against an enemy is another enemy.

Friedrich Nietzsche







 



ONE


Few people presume to whisper into the ears of presidents. Fewer still are duty bound to do precisely that.

Ludmilla Kravchuk sat with practiced calm in a straight-back Louis Quinze chair. She wore a heavy skirt that, even when seated, fell demurely below her dimpled knees. Her shapeless blouse was cast in neutral beige, not by chance blending seamlessly into the curtained backdrop. Her earrings were modest, small cultured pearls in a gold claw setting. Her only other accessory of note was an ordinary wristwatch, this shifted above the cuff on her right wrist. It was conceivable she might be asked the time, but to be seen checking it of her own accord would be a grievous faux pas.

Ever so discreetly, Ludmilla reached down and slipped a finger into the heel of her right shoe. Sensible flats, battleship gray, the shoes had been furnished specifically for this occasion, chosen so as to not clash with anything worn by the two main actors of today’s show. Unfortunately, the shoes proved to be a size too small. No doubt, she would be rewarded with a blister by the end of the day.

Ludmilla would be situated at President Petrov’s right shoulder, her chair perfectly placed in the staged meeting area. The two larger and more comfortable sitting chairs were situated at a perfectly diplomatic slant, the armrests canted toward one another at a thirty-degree angle. Anything less might appear aloof. Anything more confrontational. This would be President Petrov’s first summit with the newly elected Iranian president, Ahmed Rahmani, and it was not to be mishandled. Or as the adage went in diplomatic circles, If everyone does their job, a completely forgettable event.

As if to keep the world off-balance, the meeting was taking place in Damascus. The Syrian regime was desperate to put the war behind it, and playing neutral host to its two greatest benefactors—or coconspirators, some might say—was a baby step back onto the world stage. In a notable snub, however, the Syrian president would not take part. He had been left behind near a tray of scones at the breakfast table while the two principals pursued the world’s real business.

They were presently standing at the head of the meeting room, the presidents of Russia and Iran, posing and smiling for a band of official photographers—three Russian, one Iranian—who were capturing a series of wooden smiles and handshakes to be beamed over news wires later that day. Under a backdrop of whirring and clicking, the two men approached the upholstered chairs with a decorum that would have sufficed in any house of worship. Once comfortably seated, there were more handshakes and strobes until, all at once, the presidential smiles blanked like a pair of lights being switched off. The photographers took their cue and were ushered from the room. Next to go were two small contingents of support staff, followed at the end by the respective security details, two clusters of serious men, one Slavic, the other Persian, who eyed one another with that mix of suspicion and bravado invariably reared into the type. When the great double doors finally closed, a disconcerting silence fell across the room.

Ludmilla took a deep breath. The meeting today would be among the most unusual between heads of state, a pure one-on-one: no whispering advisors or busy stenographers. Had the two men shared a language, even in the most rudimentary sense, Ludmilla was certain that she and her Iranian counterpart would not be in attendance. As it was, the specter of misunderstanding demanded their inclusion.

Her eyes connected briefly with those of the attractive young Persian woman seated to the left of the Iranian president. Ludmilla thought she looked nervous. There had been no words between them since arriving in the room, although they’d met earlier at the hotel, as interpreters often did, to establish a few ground rules. Her name was Sofia Aryan, and she had admitted tautly to Ludmilla that she was nervous about the meeting: this was but her second occasion interpreting for the new Iranian president.

Ludmilla harbored no such insecurities. She had studied Mideast languages at the prestigious Lomonosov Moscow State University, and later honed her linguistic skills at the special language academy of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Mastering both Farsi and Arabic, she had thereafter served in various embassies across the Middle East: Iran, Jordan, Oman, and most recently two postings to Syria. It was this, her experience in both Tehran and Damascus, that had put her at the president’s side for this summit. She would be his linguistic filter, expected to catch every verbal nuance and colloquialism, to neither editorialize nor embellish, and to present herself with paramount dignity. More subtly, but no less important: she had to do it all as a chameleon, blending into the surroundings.

In the three weeks since learning of the assignment, Ludmilla had committed herself fully. She’d memorized the name and location of every military base in Iran, and could cite employment statistics from the most recent government economic report. She knew the Iranian president’s extended family tree, his relationship with the ayatollahs, his penchant for European football, and that he enjoyed fishing for trout. Ludmilla would of course never steer a conversation toward any of these subjects, but if they arose naturally she would be comfortable with the vernacular in every case.

She waited patiently for one of the two men to break the ice. Russia’s ties to the Iranian regime went back to the revolution, and the war in Syria had brought the nations closer yet—an alliance of convenience by any measure. Now the two heads of state were meeting in the heart of the killing grounds.

Not surprisingly, it was Petrov who began.

“I am glad we could meet,” he said in Russian.

Ludmilla listened closely to Aryan’s translation—not so much for content, which was basic enough, but to get a feel for her pacing and volume. At this level, interpreters were expected to operate with carefully governed modulation, the volume subtly loud enough for their counterpart to double-check, and the interval not stepping on the other principal’s reply. Aryan seemed on task, if a bit measured.

“As am I,” Rahmani responded.

“I hope we can someday meet in the new villa you are building. The pictures I have seen are inspiring.”

The Iranian smiled, but a trace of discomfort shone through. Construction of the villa—the word palace carried uncomfortable connotations, regardless of how apt—was supposed to be a closely held secret, a necessary accommodation in a country whose economy had been suffering for years. The president of Russia, who began his career as a KGB officer, had made his first point: on matters of intelligence, Rahmani would be at a disadvantage.

With alpha status established, Petrov meandered to a bit of small talk about families and acquaintances. It was the usual banter of two leaders getting to know one another. Then, after some off-color humor about the American president, Petrov induced a sudden shift.

“My people have swept this room thoroughly,” he said, waving a hand through the air. “We can speak freely.”

The Iranian gave the slightest of nods.

“It is best to not be obtuse,” Petrov continued. “You know what I have come to discuss.”

Ludmilla felt Rahmani’s eyes hold her for a moment, before he said, “Of course. The new capability you have offered us.”

Petrov said, “I am convinced the transfer of this technology will help stabilize the region.”

“Yes, a bit of stability is always welcome in our corner of the world.”

“Indeed. Iran is surrounded by Sunnis, and Israeli strike aircraft are never more than a few hours away. Then, of course, you have the Americans blundering about as ever.”

“I am happy you recognize our dilemma,” said Rahmani.

Petrov might have smiled.

Ludmilla was keeping up well.

Petrov said, “The logistics on our end are in place. The delivery will take place in the coming days. As you can understand, we must be extremely careful about such transactions.”

“And this is why you’ve selected such a remote location?”

“It is. Tell your people that the timing will be rather fluid. Expect a window of a few days for the transfer to take place. I can also tell you that the man making the delivery is not provably Russian. He comes more from your part of the world than mine.”

“But clearly you trust him.”

“As much as I trust anyone,” said Petrov with a stone face.

Ludmilla’s ears reached for Aryan’s translation, making sure she did not editorialize these words.

“I am glad we have earned your confidence,” Rahmani replied. “We accept what you are offering with a due sense of responsibility. We of course have our own program in this area, but Russia has always been on the leading edge.”

Ludmilla stuck to her task as the conversation deepened, yet soon it veered onto ground that had not been in her briefing guide. Ground she never would have imagined in her preparations. It was the kind of thing, she supposed, that heads of state might discuss with trusted military advisors. Yet such an open dialogue with a foreign leader seemed acutely misplaced. She tried to maintain focus, and saw Aryan struggling as well.

This was long the conundrum faced by interpreters—try as they might to detach themselves during work, they were in the end humans. Individuals with sentiments and opinions and souls. And as Ludmilla knew all too well, what was heard could never be unheard.

She did her best to stay on task, concentrating on verbiage and tone and detail. Trying not to be distracted by the bigger picture. After ten minutes, the essence of the meeting was inescapably clear. Five after that, Petrov abruptly declared the meeting complete. The president of Russia stood, headed for the door.

Rahmani followed.

Ludmilla remained frozen in her seat. Only her eyes tracked the two presidents as they neared the door. It was Iran’s leader who turned and glanced at her. His gaze then shifted to Sofia Aryan. He gently took Petrov’s elbow and whispered into his ear—the first direct, unfiltered words between the two. She wondered what language they shared. Broken English? Whatever it was, Rahmani’s words seemed to register with Petrov. He, too, looked at Ludmilla and Aryan, as if recognizing their presence for the first time. He gave a slight nod, and the two men disappeared into the hallway.

The room fell uncomfortably still. Ludmilla heard the gentle rush of air from a vent, a door closing down the hall. The welcome return of the ordinary.

Her thoughts still spinning, she stood slowly, deliberately. She absently smoothed her perfectly pressed skirt. Aryan rose, and they exchanged an uncomfortable look. Still cordial, but newly laced with suspicion. A wariness born of the words of others. Words they had both been forced to hear and speak.

“That was … unusual,” Aryan said, her flawless Russian faltering.

Ludmilla didn’t respond.

“What do you think they said as they were leaving … when they looked back at us?”

“I’m not sure what you mean,” Ludmilla said unconvincingly.

Aryan gave her a plaintive look. “What they were discussing—”

“What they were discussing is no business of ours!” Ludmilla interjected. “We are paid for our language skills, not our opinions.”

“Of course, you are right. It is just that … certain things are difficult to forget.”

“Perhaps, but forget we must. That is our duty.” Ludmilla hoped the conviction in her words belied what she felt. She had interpreted for many important meetings. Never had she come away with her thoughts in such disarray. She was confident her translations had been accurate, but she also knew she’d hesitated distinctly on realizing what the two men were proposing. Aryan’s unease was understandable. Even so, Ludmilla would not fuel it further.

“The Four Seasons is a very nice place,” Aryan ventured. “How long will you be staying?”

In a tone that held no regret, Ludmilla said, “Regrettably, I am scheduled to leave tomorrow.”

“Too bad. Perhaps we could have met for coffee.”

Ludmilla recoiled. Such contact would be blatantly unprofessional. Still, she found herself thinking about it. By pure chance the two of them, a Russian and an Iranian who would likely never meet again, had been bonded by circumstances. Tied by a secret neither could share with anyone else on earth.

“No,” Ludmilla said decisively, “that would not be possible.”

Aryan nodded to say she understood. She seemed suddenly smaller, her pretty face gone pale. She looked like a woman being pushed to sea alone in a lifeboat. It occurred to Ludmilla that she would have to report this conversation. A part of her—the old Soviet part of her youth—imagined that the exchange they’d just overheard was only some convoluted test. An assessment of her loyalty. Could Petrov really have sunk to that kind of thing?

Aryan walked toward her, still at sea, and offered a hesitant handshake.

Ludmilla gave her that much.

With a tortured smile, and in a shuffle of crisp polyester, Sofia Aryan turned toward the door and disappeared.






 



TWO


Situated centrally in Damascus, on the northern bank of the Barada River, the Four Seasons was as close to a luxury hotel as remained in Syria. As with the rest of the country, a decade of war had taken its toll. The pool was closed, the hot water intermittent, and half the items on the room service menu were no longer on offer. A letter squared on the writing desk, immaculately scripted in the general manager’s hand, offered his personal apologies for these running inconveniences, and asked guests for their “forbearance in light of our nation’s ongoing troubles.”

It was all of little concern to Ludmilla Kravchuk. As she stared distractedly down from her twelfth-floor window to the empty pool and vacant deck, there was no room in her mind for regrets about not having the opportunity to sunbathe. She turned into her spacious suite, her thoughts no less a maelstrom now than when she’d returned from the palace two hours ago.

The meeting remained stuck in her head, segments of disjointed conversation looping time and again. She’d had misgivings after meetings in the past, but they had mostly centered on her performance. Had she used the right words? Captured accurately the principals’ tones? Today was different. In that unique affliction suffered by interpreters, every word arrived in her head with an echo—in this case, once in Farsi and again in Russian. She searched for faults in her translation. Prayed for them even. Try as she might, there were none. Her work had been unerring. The problem was the subject matter.

Ludmilla’s meandering ended near the nightstand. She stood stock-still in front of the full-length dressing mirror. She thought she looked suddenly older, her face weary. The subtle lines in her forehead had gone to grooves, and her shoulders drooped as if she were hauling heavy bags. She had been working for the foreign ministry for twenty-two years, long enough to draw a modest pension. And what more did she need given her situation?

Ludmilla had married young and impulsively, and for a time it had worked. Then Grishka had lost his job at the tractor factory, and soon after she began a series of foreign postings. He had left her ten years ago for a woman half his age. Two years after that he’d been found dead in a ditch on a sub-zero January morning, an empty vodka bottle by his side. They’d never had children, which was probably just as well. Aside from a sister in Murmansk she hadn’t spoken to in years, Ludmilla had no immediate family.

Perhaps it’s time, she thought. A small cottage near the Black Sea.

She turned away from the mirror, not liking its company. She strove to regain her interpreter’s composure. Subject matter aside, Ludmilla had sensed something unusual today in the current of Petrov’s words. His constructions had seemed crafted with inordinate care, almost as if rehearsed. Conversely, she’d sensed caution, even mild surprise in Rahmani’s responses—an impression she would include in her after-action report. If I could only collect myself long enough to write one.

A knock on the door rattled her back to the present.

Ludmilla edged toward the peephole and peered through. What felt like a shot of stray voltage coursed through her spine. The face in the fish-eyed lens was painfully familiar. Close-cropped black beard, heavy brow, fearsome eyes of coal. Cinderblock head on crossbeam shoulders. It was Oleg Vasiliev, the head of Petrov’s security detail.

She hesitated, wondering if she might call out that she was in the shower. Of course she knew better. Ludmilla was a product of the new Russia, and a near-confidant of its czar. She strongly suspected they’d wired her room. It was a discomforting thought, but one she’d grown accustomed to—one of the prices paid for the privileges she enjoyed. As a more practical matter, Ludmilla recalled what she’d been told in her arrival briefing. The Russian delegation had taken over the hotel’s two highest floors in their entirety. She was on the penultimate level, directly beneath the presidential suite, and as head of security, Vasiliev had in his possession a key that would open any room on either floor. An accommodation made by the Four Seasons, she supposed, for the security chiefs of visiting heads of state.

After a bracing inhalation, she pulled open the door.

Vasiliev barged inside. “Your shoes,” he demanded.

“I beg your pardon?”

“My man brought you a pair of shoes last night—you wore them at today’s meeting. They must be returned.”

Ludmilla blinked. It was not uncommon for interpreters to be issued wardrobes, particularly for head-of-state summits. Indeed, her closet at home displayed an entire rack of grain-sack-cut skirts and neutral blouses, issued like so many uniforms to a diplomatic corporal. As far as she could remember, this was the first time she’d ever been asked to return anything.

She set out toward the closet, feeling Vasiliev’s eyes on her. It was more a watchdog’s gaze than anything leering. This Ludmilla knew all too well. She had not been chosen as the president’s interpreter based solely on her language skills. Solid as they were, a dozen men and women in the foreign ministry were every bit as proficient. What set her apart were her physical attributes—or, more bluntly, her lack thereof. Her peasant’s jowls and thick build had been with her since childhood. So too, her stern facial set and officious manner. Yet what had proved a social handicap as a young woman she’d turned to an advantage amid her small community of interpreters. At the apex of Russia’s male-dominated pyramid of power, she had claimed a niche with her plain, undistracting appearance. Payback of sorts, she told herself, for a lifetime of doors not being opened and catcalls missed.

She went to the closet and saw the shoes in back.

As an interpreter, Ludmilla was something of a professional listener, an expert in the nuanced details of spoken phrases. That being the case, she recalled precisely what Vasiliev had just said: a pair of shoes.

Singular.

His minion had yesterday delivered the dress she’d worn to the meeting, along with two identical pairs of shoes—two, she’d been told, because they had been unsure of her size. It seemed rather wasteful, but Ludmilla thought little of it at the time. This morning she’d slipped on the larger pair. They were tight—her mother’s side of the family was cursed with big feet—yet by the end of the day the shoes had broken in nicely. She also thought them rather stylish, at least more so than the chock-heeled black wedges that dominated her closet back home.

In a decision any Russian would understand—and one that would soon change her life forever—Ludmilla retrieved the smaller pair she’d never worn and handed them to Vasiliev.

He took them in his hairy hand and was out the door.






 



THREE


The second knock on Ludmilla’s door came twenty minutes later. She assumed Vasiliev had come back for the second pair of shoes, and prepared to feign forgetfulness. One look through the viewing port, however, converted mere disappointment to alarm. An agitated Sofia Aryan stood rocking on her heels, her gaze alternating between the door and the hallway.

Ludmilla put on a stern face and opened the door. “You should not have come here!” she admonished.

Much like Vasiliev, Aryan shouldered in without invitation. “They are following me!” she said breathlessly.

“This is highly…” Ludmilla’s protest faded. “Who is following you?”

“Two men—I’m sure they are VAJA,” she said, referring to Iranian intelligence. “I was returning from lunch and they tried to seize me on the sidewalk outside the hotel. As they dragged me toward a car I began screaming, and fortunately a group of soldiers were passing on the sidewalk. They tussled with the men long enough for me to get free. I was able to get away in the confusion, but I can’t return to my room—it is the first place they’ll look. I didn’t know where to go. Then I remembered that you were staying at the Four Seasons as well.”

“How did you know my room number?”

“During our coordination meeting this morning … you used your key to access the business center. I saw the room number on the sleeve.”

Ludmilla stared at the woman with newfound respect. She was clever, or at the very least observant. She was also clearly terrified. Her hair was mussed, and one cuff of her dark blue overcoat had suffered a jagged tear.

Aryan took Ludmilla’s hand and looked at her pleadingly. “You are the only one who could understand. We are in the same position … you heard the same things I did today. You know what is being planned by—”

“No! None of that concerns us! It is a grave breach of protocol for us to discuss anything we’ve heard!”

The gentle lines in Aryan’s pretty face deepened, and her lively dark eyes lost some of their luster. “You know what it is like in Iran. I can’t go back now. If they find me, they will—”

“Out!” Ludmilla demanded. “Out of my room now!” She herded Aryan through the still-open door and into the hall. The woman looked on the verge of panic.

“Don’t you understand?” Aryan argued. “If they have come for me, they will come for you as well! If not VAJA, then Petrov’s SVR! You and I heard far too much to be allowed to—”

Ludmilla slammed the door shut and threw the bolt.

She expelled a great breath and put her shoulders on the door as if to prevent another assault by Aryan. She waited, expecting her pleading voice or frantic pounding. What she heard was something else.

A man somewhere down the hall was shouting in Farsi: “Stop! We mean you no harm!”

That was followed by multiple footfalls. The first set were light and quick, scampering like a deer. These were followed by what sounded like a stampede of bison. More shouting, the words unintelligible. Ludmilla heard a door slam somewhere down the hall.

Then an uneasy silence.

She tried to remain calm.

She crossed the room tentatively, retrieved a bottle of mineral water from the bedside stand. Cracking the cap, she took a deliberate sip, trying to right her disjointed thoughts. She recalled the panicked look on Aryan’s face. Then the conversation the two of them had heard and translated this morning. And now? Now Iranian thugs were chasing the poor woman down the hall. It was some minutes later—how many she could not say—that the last underpinnings of her steadfast world were removed. It would prove to be the moment she remembered above all others. The one that forced its way to her nightmares.

A scream.

It began with disconcerting suddenness, full-throated and desperate. More curiously, the cry changed swiftly in pitch and volume, like the screech of a passing subway car. She didn’t know precisely where it was sourced, but it ended with dreadful abruptness. Soon after, Ludmilla was drawn to the window by a chorus of shouts. Ever so slowly, reluctantly, she crossed the room.

She looked down at the pool deck. No longer vacant, three uniformed hotel employees stood in a perfect triangle, and between them a body lay splayed facedown on the stone patio. A body in a dark blue coat. The arms were outstretched, almost as if pleading. A puddle of red was growing quickly beneath, oozing toward the empty pool.

Ludmilla’s knees buckled, and she leaned involuntarily into the wall next to the window. She gasped for breath, as if the room had suddenly gone to a vacuum. Thoughts that had been brewing only moments ago, fleeting and ill-defined, seemed to fuse with a crushing weight. More shouting broke the spell, this time from above. The words were muddled, yet the tone was easily distinguishable. An alarm being raised. Commands given in Russian.

It was coming from Petrov’s suite.

She stood frozen, stilled by indecision. A lifetime of conformity collided with far more basic instincts. The likes of fear and self-preservation. Slowly, glacially, Ludmilla’s methodical nature reasserted itself. She knew what she had to do … at least in the next sixty seconds.

She retrieved her purse from the nightstand, double-checking that her passport and wallet were inside. She suspected her phone could be tracked, so she set that aside. She considered packing a bag, but a door slamming somewhere above ended the thought. She yanked her light jacket from a hanger in the closet. On another day she might have remembered sunglasses, or perhaps a scarf with which to cover her hair. Then again, on another day she might not have been so bold. Only later would Ludmilla realize that the most crucial decision she made in those seconds was quite accidental. From the closet she picked out the shoes she’d worn that morning.

Moments later she was out the door and rushing through the hall. The elevator seemed quickest, and she breathed a sigh of relief when the door opened to present an empty car. In the lobby she made a beeline for the front entrance where the doorman ably waved up a taxi. She gave the driver an address that she knew to be across town—not because it was her destination, but because she didn’t have one. She needed time to think. As the car pulled away, Ludmilla glanced over her shoulder. She saw two men bustle out the hotel’s revolving front door. They skidded to a stop on the curb and began conferring with the doorman. He pointed to her receding cab like a witness pointing out a murderer in a courtroom.

Ludmilla shrank instinctively in her seat. She opened her purse and pulled out a fistful of Syrian pounds—she’d intended to go shopping, but had run out of time. In an impulse that was completely at odds with her frugal nature, she threw a wad of cash into the front seat. “I wish to change my destination!” she said in perfect Arabic, adding the name of a hotel less than a mile away. “Please hurry! I am late for my daughter’s wedding!”

The driver glanced at her in the mirror, then looked at the lump of cash on his seat. The car accelerated.

Ludmilla ventured a final look back as the cab turned onto a side street. She didn’t recognize the two men as being from Vasiliev’s detail, but their Slavic features and the way their eyes tracked her cab left no doubt.

There were Russian.

And they had come for her.






 



FOUR


News of Ludmilla Kravchuk’s disappearance spread through the top floor of the Four Seasons like fire through a wood-rotted saloon. Her harried departure, witnessed by the SVR team who’d been sent to collect her, had all the hallmarks of a defection. That scenario seemed even more likely when it was learned that the woman now splattered on the hotel’s Italian travertine pool deck was in fact Kravchuk’s Iranian counterpart.

Petrov, who had been enjoying a late lunch on the expansive balcony, made a series of snap decisions. To begin, he ordered his regrets to be given for a state dinner with the Syrians scheduled for that evening, explaining that he faced “pressing business on the home front.” In seeming contradiction, he declared that he and his entourage would stay in Damascus for another day, perhaps two. The presidential finger then landed squarely on his security chief.

Vasiliev trailed Petrov into his private suite like a wayward student being led into the principal’s office. As soon as the door closed, Petrov began in a low voice: “Do we know why this woman has run?”

“Who can say?” Vasiliev said weakly.

Petrov, of course, already knew the answer: the woman feared for her life. After this morning’s meeting, President Rahmani had pulled him aside, in full view of both interpreters, and suggested that the women had heard more than they should have. Petrov, whose English was only passable, recalled falling back on one of his standard catchphrases: “I will take care of the problem on my side.” He had arranged for Kravchuk to be sequestered and debriefed once they returned to Moscow, and to be reminded that for a woman in her profession, discretion was inviolate. In Petrov’s Russia, no more was necessary.

Not so, apparently, in Rahmani’s Iran. The Iranian president had taken care of his half of the problem by unleashing his VAJA thugs whose inelegant solution was to throw the interpreter off the roof. In all likelihood, Kravchuk had seen it happen and fled for her life. A perfectly understandable reaction.

But what risks does it introduce? Petrov wondered.

He circled the room like a caged animal. He recalled seeing a cursory background check on Kravchuk. She had a solid reputation at the foreign ministry, nearly twenty years in service. Her linguistic skills were solid, although professionally she was seen as something of a plodder—not necessarily a bad thing. She had interpreted for Petrov twice before without issue. There had been but one red flag, and that a distant one—her husband had died eight years ago, not long after an awkward separation.

Had that affected her allegiance? Made her unstable? It seemed unlikely, but not impossible. At the very least, it was something Petrov should have considered. The woman had few remaining ties to Russia.

He paused at the window and regarded the Damascus skyline. Compared to the glass and steel of Moscow, the mosques and sandstone architecture before him seemed from a different world. Petrov cursed inwardly. Given what was at stake, he should have looked at Kravchuk more closely. Would he have made such a mistake twenty years ago? Had he gotten lazy, become too reliant on those around him? He had risen through the ranks of the KGB as a detail man, finding every threat, identifying weaknesses to be exploited. Over time, as the scale of his empire expanded, he’d been forced to delegate more and more. That was an inescapable consequence of having reached the pinnacle. Yet today seemed different. For an operation of this magnitude, of such importance, he should have been more careful. The woman had heard too much.

And now she’d disappeared.

Petrov turned back to the silent Vasiliev, his reptilian eyes fixed. His voice was calm when he said, “Your job is to keep me safe, and you have done so admirably. Today, however, I need something more. I cannot stress enough the importance of finding this woman.”

“I have men searching for her,” Vasiliev said, his tone reflecting more confidence than he likely felt. “But please understand, we brought only eighteen men to Damascus. Nearly all of them are needed to maintain security here. We will have to rely on the Syrians to find this woman. They have unlimited manpower, and we are on their ground.”

“See to it then.”

Vasiliev said that he would. “She cannot evade us for long. She is not trained.” He then paused before adding, “I should tell you, sir … there is one other problem.”

Petrov’s gaze never wavered.

“It has to do with the shoes. It seems she was given two pairs.”

“What are you saying?”

“Mikhailov wanted a good fit … to ensure that she wore them. I had no knowledge of this until only moments ago. When I went to her room to retrieve them, she returned only a single pair—according to our technician, they are not the ones she wore to the meeting. We have checked her room, but the other pair are gone.”

A barely perceptible twitch came to the presidential brow. “Are you telling me that she—”

“We are trying to find out. I sent a man to check the hotel’s video footage from the lobby.”

After a motivational pause, the president said, “Do you have any doubts as to your current mission?”

“None sir!”

“Then get on with it!”

Vasiliev did precisely that.






 



FIVE


Vasiliev wasted no time in sending a message to his Syrian security liaison, a midlevel man in the Ministry of the Interior. That the request was coming directly from Russia’s president caused considerable hand-wringing in the ministry’s upper ranks. After an unusual amount of departmental churning, orders were sent down to the Damascus Police, criminal investigations division. A certain inspector was to report without delay to the Four Seasons Hotel and give every assistance in the matter of a missing Russian interpreter.

His name was Omar Hadad.

Hadad was a long-tenured captain and senior inspector in the division. He was a slightly built man with thinning hair and a methodical nature. Wire-rimmed spectacles sat upon a thin nose, and behind them were a set of inquisitive brown eyes. He was, by most accounts, including those of his colonel and his wife, a serviceable man. Hadad had been on the force for twelve years, a detective for eight. In the course of his career he had earned a solid reputation, although the consensus was that he’d reached the top rung of his personal ladder.

Hadad was given instructions to begin at the hotel, and when he arrived he took the elevator to the twelfth floor. He found the Russian he was to meet in the room where Ludmilla Kravchuk had been staying. He extended a hand and introduced himself in passable Russian. A number of the detectives in his section had a rudimentary grasp of the language, a consequence of the two nations’ long and arduous history.

The man, whose name was Vasiliev, shook his hand wearily and launched straight into business. “It is imperative we find this woman. She is a traitor to Russia.”

Hadad nodded sympathetically. “My orders were very explicit. I can assure you every national resource is at my command.”

Vasiliev gave a quick rundown of what he knew so far—or at least, what he was willing to share. His level of angst, Hadad thought, likely reflected that of the Russian president himself. He sensed more at stake than a simple defection.

The first order of business, the two agreed, was to establish a constellation of checkpoints: every highway leaving the city had to be covered. “That,” said Hadad, “should at least confine the field of play. Do you have a photo of our quarry?”

“There is a digital image on my computer upstairs. I can send it to you.”

Inspector Hadad scrawled down an email address on hotel stationery. Vasiliev headed for the door, promising to be right back.

Alone, Hadad began wandering the room. As he did so he took up a series of phone calls, bounding between various regional police divisions. He emphasized the importance of finding Kravchuk, and while everyone agreed to help, Hadad recognized the all-too-familiar hallmarks of dysfunction: many of the regional commanders suggested the woman had likely fled to a quarter more lawless than their own. Just as Hadad’s last call ended, he saw an email notification and opened it. He studied a decent image of Ludmilla Kravchuk, and wondered how much damage could really be wrought by such a nondescript suspect.

The inspector had ended near the window, and he was looking down toward the pool when a second email arrived. It was from his sergeant, who’d begun interviewing the staff.

Vasiliev returned moments later, and Hadad said, “The Iranian interpreter, Sofia Aryan. Are you aware she was thrown off the roof?”

“Thrown?” Vasiliev repeated.

“Apparently there was a witness, the hotel gardener. He heard a scream and looked up, saw a set of hands helping her over the edge.”

“Did he see who it was?”

“No.”

Vasiliev’s face crinkled beneath his beard. “I am a soldier, not a detective. But … do you think Kravchuk might have murdered this woman?”

“The way she fled so suddenly … it has to be considered. For the time being, it helps drive our search. We can call her a suspect in a murder investigation.”

“I suppose it might help. But make no mistake: President Petrov does not want this search to be taken public. Kravchuk’s disappearance is to remain an internal Russian matter.”

“I understand,” said Hadad.

And truly he did. Given what he knew so far, Hadad would bet his pension that Ludmilla Kravchuk, by all accounts a mild-mannered interpreter and matron of Russia, had probably never thrown trash on a sidewalk, let alone a healthy young woman from a thirteen-story building. He smiled reassuringly at Vasiliev. “Tell your president to rest assured. She cannot have gone far.”

Although Hadad would not realize it for days, he was in fact quite right.






 



SIX


The woman they were looking for was, at that moment, wandering the streets of the nearby Arnous district in a daze. The city around her seemed a blur. Noxious clouds of diesel belched from buses and crowds choked the sidewalks. Street vendors sold meat from grills, the scent of cooking flesh drifting past in waves. Because Western clothing was more or less the norm in Damascus, Ludmilla drew little attention from passersby.

But it was not the casual faces on the sidewalk that worried her.

Not for the first time, she wondered if she’d made a terrible mistake. Bolting from the hotel had been rash and impulsive—completely at odds with her typically thoughtful conduct. She tried to imagine some way to surrender herself, a rational reason for her unconscionable blunder. Every time she did, the disturbing images came back, flickering like so many snapshots in a terrible scrapbook. The two presidents at the door whispering to one another. The glance back at their interpreters. A desperate Sofia Aryan coming to her room, pleading for help. And soon after—Aryan’s scream as she fell from the roof of the building.

The associations couldn’t be clearer. Couldn’t be more damning.

No, Ludmilla thought, there was no turning back. Petrov’s men had seen her running away. She had served in the foreign ministry long enough, even as a lowly interpreter, to know how such defections were handled. Only last year she’d seen an army major try to defect from the embassy in Cairo. He was captured within hours by the SVR, put hurriedly on a specially arranged flight back to Moscow. The rest could only be imagined. A car ride to an FSB interrogation facility—nothing so explicit as Lubyanka, but one of the smaller off-the-books prisons that were today preferred by the agency.

And then?

Ludmilla didn’t want to think about it.

Like it or not, she was committed. Running for her life.

She was completely lost in this bleak train of thought, and stepping across a dirty curb, when out of nowhere a hand clamped over her arm. Ludmilla jerked upright, and in the next instant a bus rushed past, horn blaring. Recoiling in a swirl of dust, she half turned to see an old man, his bony hand on her bicep. He stared at her with the compassion one might confer upon a stray dog.

“Thank you,” she said in Arabic.

The old man gave her a quizzical look, then went on his way. The light turned red and the traffic came to a stop. Ludmilla fell in with the crowd crossing the intersection. Her heart was racing, her nerves shot. She felt near a breaking point.

This dilemma was unlike any she’d ever faced. Hers was a world of meeting minutes and transcripts. Of staid conferences and numbing briefing papers. But now? Now her life had been distilled to something far more elemental—she had to get out of Syria alive.

Since ditching the cab an hour ago, she was sure she’d made a hundred mistakes. Ludmilla forced herself to think logically. She needed help, and there seemed but one obvious source: the Americans.

The logistics of that, however, were not so simple.

It had been decades since the Americans kept a diplomatic presence in Syria. There was no longer any embassy or consulate, the relationship between the countries having long ago sunk beneath the threshold of such pretenses. Ludmilla knew, however, that there was one possibility. As was customary in such diplomatic estrangements, the United States had arranged for a third party—in this case the Czech Republic—to serve as its diplomatic surrogate. Getting word to the Americans, therefore, meant going through the Czechs.

Ludmilla began stepping more quickly as her plan took shape. She soon realized that before she attempted contact, more pressing needs had to be addressed. To begin, she needed a place to stay.

No, she corrected, I need a place to hide.

A bus approached a stop just ahead, and she hurried to board it. Settling into an empty seat near the back, her paranoia began to ease. Like public transportation the world over, everyone on the bus was wearing their thousand-yard stare. Ever so slowly, the shock was wearing off.

Ludmilla realized she was not completely helpless. She had been posted to Syria twice, most recently three years ago. She spoke the language fluently, knew the local customs. In her time at the embassy, she’d received countless briefings on how to stay out of trouble. She knew which neighborhoods to avoid and where the militias prevailed. Her best resource of all: Ludmilla had once had her share of friends.

But which would still be here?

Who was safe to approach?

The first few names that came to mind were staff from the Russian embassy. She’d had a handful of close acquaintances, and some might conceivably still be posted in Damascus. Ludmilla had also gotten to know a handful of Syrians, locals who were tied to the embassy by various means: messengers, caterers, cleaning crews. Her hope then faltered when she realized that all such contacts had to be avoided. The staff at the embassy would soon be apprised of her disappearance, ordered to report any contact.

She had to find help elsewhere.

The solution came in the middle of a busy commercial block when through her window she saw the marquis of a high-end hair salon. As it turned out, Ludmilla knew of another such place, although decidedly more egalitarian. During her time at the embassy, the salon’s owner had become the closest thing she’d had to a friend in Syria.

And a friend was very much what she needed.



Her feet were aching twenty minutes later when Chez Salma came into view. Ludmilla paused at the front window and peered inside. The business day was nearing its end, and she saw the proprietor unwrapping strips of foil from a customer’s hair. The other two stylist’s chairs were empty.

Ludmilla walked in, and Salma saw her immediately. The two exchanged a warm embrace before, predictably, the hairdresser pulled back. She regarded Ludmilla’s much neglected pageboy with a jaundiced eye and a tsk tsk noise. Her brown hair was due for a tint, the gray beginning to win.

“I know,” admitted Ludmilla. “I need the works.”

“I can put you on the schedule tomorrow.”

“That would be wonderful. How is business?”

Salma frowned. “Terrible. Too many husbands tell their wives that food is more important than style.”

“How shortsighted.”

This brought the slightest of grins. “Everyone has cut back during the war. Everyone except those living in Qasr ash-Shaab,” she said, referring to the presidential palace. She looked up and down at Ludmilla’s dress and shoes. “Are you back at the embassy?”

Ludmilla faltered. It was a question she should have predicted. “Yes … but only for a short time. They are performing some renovations in the temporary living quarters at the station, so I need a place to stay for a few nights.”

She held her breath, hoping things were as she remembered. Salma lived on the second floor with her husband, who drove a bus in the city. On either side of their residence were small rooms they rented out. Ludmilla remembered Salma complaining about the high turnover rate.

When Salma didn’t reply, Ludmilla prompted, “Perhaps you should ask your husband.”

The hairdresser’s expression went cold. “Adil died,” she said flatly.

“Oh God, no,” Ludmilla said. “I am so sorry.”

“It’s been two years,” Salma said, as if that made a difference.

“And Naji?” Ludmilla asked, referring to Salma’s son who’d been an infant when she’d last seen him.

“He was two when his father died. In the beginning it was easy, but now Naji asks about him every day. I tell him what I can, the stories I remember. But there was so little time when we were all together. That’s what war does to families—it steals their chances to make memories.”

Ludmilla looked around the salon. As an infant Naji had often been in a playpen in the corner. “Where is he now?”

“Upstairs. My mother watches him most days. One day each week we go south to Mezzeh. Naji has become close with an uncle there.”

“Achmed, the one you once told me about?”

Salma nodded. A hard silence descended until she forced a smile and said, “As it turns out, you are in luck. One of my renters moved out last week. But I haven’t had time to clean the place.”

“I’m sure it would be fine. I could tidy it up myself.”

And just like that the deal was struck. Ludmilla settled on a price for five nights, thinking that would give the Americans plenty of time. She used half the cash in her wallet to pay in advance. Salma gave her a key, then went back to the coloring in progress.

“There is one more thing,” Ludmilla said.

Salma looked at her inquisitively, wet foil in her hand.

“My phone has stopped working.” She pointed to an old computer and a hard-wired phone at the front desk. “Might I look up one phone number and make a call?”

Salma waved a hand to say that she could.






 



SEVEN


The call to the Czech embassy went smoothly, or so Ludmilla thought—clandestine communications were not her forte.

She had tried to think everything through beforehand. It was crucial that she give enough information to draw interest, some of which had to be backstopped as verifiable. Once that was settled, she took the direct route. She called the embassy’s switchboard, asked if the line was being recorded. The operator assured her it was, and for the next thirty seconds Ludmilla stated her case. She ended by giving a time and place for a rendezvous, then abruptly disconnected.

Salma was putting the final touches on her last customer of the day, and with an hour to kill until her rendezvous, Ludmilla headed upstairs to see her new flat. She was nearly to the second-floor landing when she wrenched the heel of one shoe on a crooked board in the staircase. She caught the handrail, righted herself, and reached the landing. Room 3 was at the end of the short hall. Ludmilla unlocked the door, stepped inside, and sank the deadbolt behind her. For the first time since this morning she felt safe.

Her first look at the room reinforced what Salma had said—it did need to be cleaned. There was trash on the floor, the bed was unmade, and dead bugs lay strewn about the tiny kitchen. No matter, she thought. I’ll have plenty of time. It was a small room, even by Russian standards, everything wedged into a continuous space. There was a bed in one corner with a mattress like a taco shell. Someone had thrown a sheet over the listing couch. Ludmilla made the mistake of lifting it and saw upholstery that was grossly stained. She sighed and thought wistfully of her tidy flat on Tverskaya Street.

A place she would never see again.

She let out a long sigh and settled on the couch. The springs groaned in protest. After her rendezvous later, there would be nothing to do but wait. Hours, days, weeks. Whatever it took for someone to rescue her. She reached down, removed her shoes, and began to massage her blistered right foot. As she did, she remembered catching her heel on the stair. She picked up the right shoe, held it by the toe.

And that was when Ludmilla got her final shock of the day.



Thirty minutes later, across town from Chez Salma, Tomas Kovacs walked out of the Czech embassy into a gathering evening. He took up a purposeful stride along the ruined sidewalks of Al Jalaa Street. Having been posted to Syria on three occasions since joining the foreign service, Kovacs had a good measure of the city’s suffering. Once-thriving coffee shops and bakeries had gone under, never to return, and municipal funding for the likes of roads and sewers was all but a memory. Still, people adapted. Planks spanned washed-out gutters, and traffic cones appeared to mark the worst potholes. Damascus today was like an aging ship—a serviceable craft that carried on wearily, disinterested in whatever storms lay ahead.

Kovacs was dressed for the office: a stiff button-down shirt over tan chinos, dress shoes that had not yet been broken in. He’d had no time to change into something more suited to countersurveillance. His usual jeans, Barcelona jersey, and trusted Nikes were in his apartment closet. Lamentably, cold contacts were like shooting stars: they never came with advance warning.

Kovacs was an ordinary man in appearance. He carried ten more pounds than he should have, had a modestly receding hairline, and was generally soft spoken. Less prosaic was the fact that for two years running he had been the U.S. State Department’s default proxy in Syria. Or in the lexicon of his D.C. liaison, who’d played American football in college: their Hail Mary receiver.

In practice, of course, most of those who tried to contact the Americans via the Czechs tended to be cranks, lunatics, or amateur terrorists. This was no less a problem for the Syrians, who knew full well of the arrangement, and who put considerable effort into intercepting the embassy’s incoming calls and emails. Still, everyone played along, spy versus spy, on the odd chance of the system working—some desperate contact providing critical intelligence.

Today’s caller had, if nothing else, sounded desperate.

The recording from the embassy’s communications center was of an anxious woman who claimed to have vital information regarding Iran and Russia. The few details offered were intriguing, and it hadn’t been lost on the embassy staff that the woman made her claim in reasonably proficient Czech. An astute staffer in the communications center recalled that the Russian president was indeed in Damascus that day for a summit with his Iranian counterpart. There had also been rumblings about a dust-up at the Four Seasons, where both delegations were staying. It was far less a long shot than most tips, and enough of a coincidence that the duty officer committed to a response.

He dispatched Tomas Kovacs.






 



EIGHT


Kovacs approached Sibky Park with a casualness that was not entirely manufactured. It was a lovely evening in Damascus, the low sun bathing in a gentle breeze. With the war winding down, people were getting out, pent-up wanderlust after so many years of bunkering up. Even the birds and squirrels seemed more active, instilled with a new freedom.

For Kovacs, however, this posed a problem.

He entered the park with diminishing ease. The crowds were thick, coursing over sidewalks and roaming the lawns. A band was setting up to play on a makeshift stage in the distance, a few dozen people already staking out the front row with blankets and coolers. To undertake a meeting in such a public place, in Kovacs’ view—and in broad daylight no less—was a dreadful bit of tradecraft. There were too many people to have any hope of spotting a tail. He put the odds at fifty-fifty that he was already being followed. To say the park was centrally located in the city was a gross understatement. To the east he saw Syria’s Parliament building. To the west was embassy row, at least a dozen diplomatic stations—some friendly, others less so—in plain sight. Kovacs imagined there was not a more heavily monitored ten acres in all Syria.

To the positive, he was not in any personal danger. The Syrians followed him regularly, at least to the limits of their manpower, which had been strained during the war. The Mukhabarat knew perfectly well who Kovacs was and what he did for the Americans. This made him something of a known evil, and imbued him with a kind of immunity—the Syrians had never once bothered to pick him up during meetings gone bad. The same could not be said for those on the other end. He’d watched helplessly on a half dozen occasions as government defectors and hopeful asylum seekers had been swept up and thrown into cars—or in one case, the trunk of a ZIL limousine. The Muk had its charms.

He walked directly to the meeting point, a surveillance detection route being pointless. His instructions were to proceed to the center circle and stand by a specific topiary. Kovacs reached the spot and stood with his hands in his pockets as if admiring the sculpted gardens. He felt about as unobtrusive as a tour guide with a pink umbrella.

He saw the woman coming from a hundred paces. Her dress had an almost rectangular fit. Indoor complexion and purposeful gait. Take away the cheap sunglasses, and he was looking at his accountant’s receptionist back in Prague.

She came straight at him, and without any salutation whatsoever said in heavily accented English, “Should we take a walk?”

Kovacs weighed a smarmy reply that running might draw more attention. He said, “Why not.”

They set out on the nearest path, wandering beneath the sparse shade trees. Kovacs considered her selection of language. She’d spoken Czech when she’d talked to the embassy operator, but it had been rough and rather rehearsed—he’d listened to the recording three times.

“Why are we speaking English?” he asked.

“I thought it better for us to not use Arabic in such a public place and my Czech is not the best. I am more comfortable with English and I assumed you would be proficient.”

Kovacs considered her logic, allowed that it was solid. “You are Russian?” he ventured, fairly confident of her accent.

“Yes. I am an interpreter.”

“With the visiting delegation?”

A pair of young men approached in the opposite direction. She waited for them to pass before saying, “Yes. I was Petrov’s interpreter for his summit this morning with President Rahmani.”

Kovacs came to a stop. The woman did the same. Nothing in her face caused him to doubt what she had just said. “You are Petrov’s interpreter?”

“For this trip, yes. And on a few other occasions.”

“And the information you claim to have … it relates to today’s meeting?”

The street was a short distance ahead, and the woman turned and began walking back the way they’d come. Kovacs rolled his eyes and fell in beside her.

“Let me start at the beginning,” she said. “My name is Ludmilla Kravchuk…”



For the next five minutes Kravchuk talked quickly. She explained what had happened to Sofia Aryan, and covered her escape from the Four Seasons. Then, in a very general way, she told Kovacs what she’d heard at the meeting.

“An attack with a chemical weapon?” he repeated.

“Yes.”

“Do you know what the target will be?”

“What I know is for the Americans.”

“All right. And is there anything else you want me to pass along?”

“I want them to get me out.”

“Out of Syria?” he asked, just to be clear.

“Yes.”

In truth, Kovacs was relieved. He had been half expecting the woman to ask for refuge in the embassy—ever since Julian Assange had commandeered Ecuador’s London mission, it had become the de rigueur request.

He said, “I can’t speak for them, of course, but I will pass along what you’ve told me. If it is enough, they may wish to get involved.”

She looked at him incredulously. “How could it not be enough?”

He steered her toward a new path with fewer passersby. “You must understand … what you are asking carries great risk. The Americans get many vague promises of ‘things overheard.’”

“There was nothing vague about what I heard—and I can prove it.” She told him what she’d found in her shoe. “I don’t know why this was done, but I can tell you the device ended up in my possession quite by accident.” She explained the confusion over two pairs of shoes.

As had been the trend for the last fifteen minutes, Kovacs’ interest ratcheted up another notch. “How can you be sure it is what you think it is?”

“I admit, I am not a technician. But I know our president better than most. It is precisely the kind of thing he would do.”

Kovacs considered it.

In that pause the woman’s agitation seemed to grow. Her eyes flicked across the park. Kovacs doubted she was sensing a specific threat, but rather a more generalized fear. He knew the signs all too well.

Kravchuk stopped and gripped him by the elbow. “Whether I have the proof or not, the Americans must be informed.”

He nodded and pulled away slightly. “Very well. I will pass along what you’ve told me. From there, you understand, it is out of my hands. Where will you be staying?”

To his utter surprise, Kravchuk gave not only an address, but told him how to reach it and explained why she’d chosen the place.

“Do you think that is … safe?” he asked.

“The woman who owns the salon is a friend.”

He thought, She won’t be after the Mukhabarat batters down her door. What he said was, “All right. I suggest you go back now, and don’t venture outside.”

Kravchuk hesitated, then turned and hurried away. In that moment she looked more like a grandmother late for choir practice than what she was—a presidential interpreter walking the tightrope of treason.

Kovacs watched her until she disappeared. To his mild astonishment, no squad of regime thugs materialized from the trees. No cars bounded to the curb to cut her off. Kravchuk simply blended into the crowds and disappeared. Not lost on Kovacs was that she was heading directly toward the address she’d given him.

Against all odds, she’d somehow succeeded. She’d called the embassy on an open line, arranged a clandestine meeting, and gotten away with it—right under the Muk’s nose.

“God have mercy on the amateur,” he mumbled. Turning back toward the Czech embassy in the waning evening light, he wondered what might come of it all.
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