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The art of war . . . is a matter of life and death, a
 road either to safety or to ruin.
 
—SUN TZU

 



Prologue
 
VOSTOK Satellite Imagery Reconnaissance Post Khabarovsk, Russia, 11:05 A.M.
 
The dimly lit basement held nothing but conscripts and sad stories, none of which Junior Lieutenant Andre Bukin wanted to hear. Corporal Popovich knew this full well, and still the bony soldier beckoned Bukin to his flickering video monitor. Bordering on skeletal, he was one of twenty-four paste-white faces around the walls of the quiet room. As officer of the watch and a recent graduate of the Budyonny Military Academy in St. Petersburg, Bukin was absolutely certain he was smarter, stronger, and imminently better than any of the other two dozen men and women around him slouching in front of computer screens. He was a stern-looking man, with jet-black hair slicked backward like a young Joseph Stalin. A heavy brow and strong jaw added weight to his brooding manner and made him perfect for the job of overseer. His superiors saw his potential, and he took enormous pride in that.
 
Every soul Bukin supervised had been drafted into the Army for the term of a single year. Some were nearing the end of their service, but most were at the halfway point. It was called service, but was it really if served at the point of a sword? When their year was done, these minions would flee like prisoners paroled. No one expected much of them, and they gave no more than was expected.
 
Around the chilly room, computer fans hummed and keyboards clicked. In the rare event that any of the soldiers spoke, they did so in churchlike whispers. It was no secret that most kept a mobile phone resting on a thigh and hidden below the desk, content to play games and chat with friends on ICQ. For the most part, the conscripts watched their monitors, and Bukin watched them. It was all so mundanely perfect, the consistent work from which careers were made—until the idiot corporal raised his bony arm.
 
Nestor Popovich was a skeletal thing, barely out of his teens, with a shaved head that bore the many knots and scars of dedovshchina—the brutal hazing he’d received from more senior conscripts during basic training. His baggy blue coveralls appeared to be eating him alive.
 
“There is something in the river, Lieutenant,” he whispered, when Bukin was close enough, dipping his scarred head toward the image on his screen. “Frozen, I think . . . but it is too early in the season . . .” Popovich rolled his chair back from the long metal counter with a squeak, giving Bukin room for a better vantage point. The boy looked up with obscenely naïve eyes.
 
Bukin studied the screen for a long moment, leaning in, then back, then in again. His breath quickened as it dawned on him what he was seeing. He toggled the keyboard to enlarge the image. He had to make certain his eyes were not playing tricks.
 
“Dead fish,” Bukin gasped, taking an instinctive step backward, distancing himself from the screen if not the situation. The horrific images from the satellite feed flickered against his slack jaw. He hooked a finger in the constricting collar of his uniform shirt, a futile attempt to get more air, and thought of how insane it was that a river of dead fish was about to cost him his career—or worse.
 
“Fish?” Popovich said, a little too loudly for Bukin’s rapidly fraying nerves.
 
His head swimming, Bukin had to lean forward and rest his hands on the long counter to stay upright. It put the men elbow to shoulder, and he turned his head to stare at the corporal, seething inside. It was protocol to summon a superior in such instances, but Bukin hated him for it.
 
It was unlikely that the ignorant boy had any idea what he was even seeing, but the lieutenant knew too well. The events unfolding in real time on his screen sent audible waves of nausea gurgling through his bowels. Sweat trickled down his forehead and disappeared into the thick brow that formed a single, unbroken line overhanging his face.
 
The enlarged image on Popovich’s screen showed thousands of bloated white bellies in the otherwise dark oxbows of an Arctic river, forming a shockingly pale raft against the green tundra and gray mountains.
 
The corporal pointed toward the images of crosshatched streets and drab concrete buildings that made up the Siberian port village on the shores of the Chukchi Sea.
 
“This is Providenya,” he said.
 
Bukin shot a furtive glance around the dimly lit room as if Popovich had just divulged a state secret. No one looked up.
 
Bukin turned back quickly to lock eyes with the skinny conscript, narrowing his eyes in the unspoken but universal look from a superior officer that said, Keep your mouth shut.
 
Popovich shrank back, rolling his chair closer to his workstation. He clicked the computer mouse to overlay a map on the satellite image, zooming in more and bringing the river into sharper focus. Both men stared, their mouths hanging open.
 
“Gemorróy!” Popovich gasped. Literally, “hemorrhoids!”
 
Lieutenant Bukin thought it an apt description of the situation. He gnawed at the inside of his cheek, his mind spinning through the possibilities. A die-off near Providenya could mean only one thing.
 
The flight path of Kosmos 2491, one of the satellites responsible for over-watch of American military bases in Alaska also took it directly over the small settlement in the protected bay on the Russian coast, 3,500 kilometers northeast of the monitoring station where Bukin’s sweat now dripped onto the metal counter. Along with the dead fish, the satellite feed clearly showed the gray and unremarkable concrete buildings of the old MIG 17 base across Providenya Bay. Most everyone in the Russian Army knew the lonely outpost had also been a depot for chemical weapons during the Soviet days. Official reports said it had been closed for over forty years. Strategically placed debris and the rusted hulks of several military planes on and around the airstrip indicated that the remote base had fallen into disrepair.
 
Bukin knew differently. From here on, discretion was not only a matter of state security; his life depended on it.
 
Corporal Popovich, still oblivious to the gravity of the situation, glanced up at his superior.
 
“There are so many, sir” he said. “What could have killed them?”
 
Bukin put a hand on the boy’s shoulder, trying to sound like a father figure though he was no more than a few years older. “You must watch your words on this.”
 
“With respect,” the corporal said, “such a massive die-off will be difficult to conceal.” The boy’s hand shot to his open mouth. “Lieutenant, look!”
 
Bukin watched the screen in horror as a small skiff carrying six men moved upriver from the mouth of the bay. The man seated at the bow stood as they neared the fish, teetered there for a moment, then fell overboard, floundering in the water, apparently unable to swim. A moment later the others in the boat began to thrash wildly. Two more fell into the river. The remaining three lay sprawled on the deck of the boat, motionless. With no one to steer it, the skiff arced gracefully through the water to run itself up on a gravel bank mere feet from the drifting raft of bloated fish.
 
Bukin blotted the sweat from his hands on the front of his uniform trousers and placed them palms down on the countertop. A sudden flush of panic washed over him when he saw the glowing red clock below the video monitor. Standing bolt upright, he snatched a small notepad from the pocket of his tunic and ran a trembling finger down the list of times and numbers he’d taped to the back.
 
He found what he needed and grabbed up a black handset beside the monitor and dialed the number from the back of his notebook. Bukin hated the corporal for following protocol—and shortly, another officer would feel the same way about him.
 
He had ninety-one minutes until a U.S. Lacrosse satellite made its first of two daily flights over Providenya. When it did, the Americans were sure to see the river.
 
Still hopelessly oblivious, Popovich used the computer mouse to move around the image, studying the old MIG 17 base.
 
“My girlfriend is Chukchi Eskimo,” The corporal whistled under his breath. “She tells me crazy stories of Providenya. The townspeople do not speak of it much, but there are many secret things that go on there.”
 
Junior Lieutenant Bukin held up his hand to quiet the idiot corporal, then cupped his hand around the telephone receiver to explain the situation in frenzied whispers. If the other conscripts noticed, or cared about what was going on, they didn’t show it. The officer on the other end of the line explained in no uncertain terms how he wanted Bukin to proceed.
 
“Now?” the junior lieutenant whispered. “Here?”
 
The officer held firm with his order.
 
“Yes, Captain,” Bukin said, feeling his future prospects drain away. “I understand. I will do so immediately.” He replaced the receiver, trying to remain nonchalant as his hand dropped to the Makarov pistol on his belt and moved it to the pocket of his uniform tunic.
 
“I want to hear more about what your girlfriend has told you,” Bukin said, offering the conscript a cigarette, hoping the boy didn’t see his hands shake. He shot a conspiratorial glance around the room. “But we mustn’t do it here. Let us step outside and discuss it in private. Bukin followed the foolish conscript out the door, his hand gripping the Makarov in his uniform pocket. His orders had been clear. Those who spoke too much of Providenya must end up like the fish.

 
GRU Regional Headquarters, Khabarovsk, 11:33 A.M.
 
“Gemorróy!” Colonel Ruslan Rostov spat into the telephone. His bald head glowed red, his broad face twisted as if frozen in the middle of a sneeze. Thick knuckles turned white around the handset. “How many dead?”
 
“At this point, twenty-seven, sir,” Captain Evgeni Lodygin said, his voice characteristically deadpan. “I anticipate that number to go up as the spill moves downstream and enters the bay.”
 
Rostov knew Lodygin to be exceptionally capable though he did have his little eccentricities. But for certain violent lapses in judgment with the occasional prostitute—whom no one would ever miss anyway—he was able to control his most unseemly appetites. There were times when a high-functioning psychopath could be a valuable commodity—a fact that Rostov had learned from experience.
 
The colonel bounced his fist on the desk in frustration. “How much was leaked?”
 
Lodygin cleared his throat, obviously stalling.
 
“How much?”
 
“The entire cache is missing,” Lodygin said.
 
“Then this was no accident?” Rostov felt his career evaporating. The general would be furious. He hunched forward in his chair, dumbstruck. “Someone released the chemicals on purpose?”
 
“I fear that is exactly what occurred, Colonel,” Lodygin said.
 
“The old fool dumped all his work into the river?” Rostov said, still processing the gravity of the situation. He felt as though he might begin to weep. “This will kill thousands. I will be summoned to Moscow . . .”
 
“That is the thing, Colonel,” Lodygin said. “All the Novo Archangelsk is missing, but we have only found a dozen empty containers in Volodin’s lab.”
 
Rostov closed his eyes, steeling himself.
 
“How much stock was on hand?”
 
“He destroyed the records,” Lodygin said. “Much of the stock has already been sent to secure storage in the vault, but there were at least three cases in the lab as of last week.”
 
“Two full cases . . .” Rostov whispered. That meant two-dozen canisters of the most deadly gas known to mankind were unaccounted for. The news hit him like a sledgehammer in the guts, but as terrible as that was, he had the more immediate problem of the oncoming American satellite.
 
“Very well,” he said. “We must focus on the immediate problem of the spill at this moment.”
 
“Of course,” Lodygin said. “The deaths would have been catastrophic had the water not diluted the compounds. Prevailing winds continue to blow in from the sea, toward generally uninhabited mountains. If the winds reverse, or begin to blow southerly the entire city would be affected.”
 
Rostov groaned. Providenya was a far-flung outpost at the edge of nowhere—that’s what made it perfect. But two thousand bloating bodies would be a difficult thing to conceal, even at the edge of the world.
 
“All but essential personnel have been ordered to remain in their quarters,” Lodygin continued. “Those who must work outdoors are required to wear a protective suit and breathing apparatus. I’ve told local authorities across the bay that there has been a leak of chlorine gas from a shipping container. They are using the tsunami warning system to have everyone stay in their homes until ordered to do otherwise. So far no one has spoken of Novo Archangelsk.”
 
“And you would be wise to keep quiet about it.” Rostov exhaled slowly. Containment. Everything now was about containment. “What of the fish?” he said. “What do you intend to do about them?”
 
“Ah, the fish,” Lodygin said, maddeningly smug. “My men are spraying them with black paint as we speak.”
 
“Paint?” the colonel bellowed. He shoved the padded leather chair away from his desk, sending a ceramic coffee mug made for him by his fifteen-year-old daughter against the thin, institutional carpet, dashing it to pieces. “Paint, you say? How you were ever promoted to captain is a mystery to me. I am told the Onyx 182 will overfly Providenya in sixty-three minutes and your most brilliant plan to conceal the fish is to spray them with black paint?
 
Onyx was a codename for the fifteen-ton American Lacrosse radar imaging satellite that passed over the Russian Far East twice every day.
 
“I assure you, Colonel, we will prove successful, but I am happy to institute your superior plan.”
 
Rostov closed his eyes. He took a deep breath through his nose in an effort to steady himself before speaking.
 
“Captain Lodygin,” he said. “Did it even occur to you that you will simply have a river full of dead fish covered in black paint? You would be wise to remember that American satellites are capable of counting the dimples on a golf ball at night and in bad weather.”
 
“That is true enough.” Lodygin gave a hollow cough, as if he was being forced to pay attention to something that bored him, his superior officer for instance. “But the Lacrosse passes over 650 kilometers above us, covering a large target swath with each pass. That is a great deal of area on which to spy encompassing many square kilometers of terrain. More clearly, the American satellites are so sophisticated that they have mountains of data to sift through. This makes it much easier to hide the golf ball you mention unless they have a specific reason to focus on it in particular.”
 
“Very well,” Rostov sighed. “But I will shoot you myself before I face a firing squad.”
 
“Do we yet utilize firing squads?” Lodygin said, dead serious.
 
“I will reinstitute the practice myself for your benefit, Captain,” Rostov said, his voice rising, “if you do not keep the Americans from seeing those fish! And arrest that fool Volodin. He’s obviously responsible for the spill—and I want to know what he’s done with the rest of it.”
 
Rostov consoled himself by imagining what he would do to the doddering scientist. The Kremlin had forced the man on him with assurances that he was the best in the field of chemical weapons. And so he was, but he was also a nightmare. Once a gifted scientist, Kostya Volodin had begun to slip mentally. Worse yet, he appeared to have developed a conscience over chemical weapons. Rostov had reported this, but the general had made it clear—Novo Archangelsk was important to the Kremlin and to the President himself. The responsibility of keeping Volodin working fell squarely on Rostov’s shoulders. Up to now, the greasy Lodygin had been doing just that, allowing Rostov to abstain from the gory details.
 
A sudden thought sent a new crop of sweat to the colonel’s bald head. “He was not among the dead, was he?”
 
Lodygin remained silent.
 
Rostov screamed into the phone. “Do not dare tell me Volodin is dead!” He wiped frothy spittle off his lips with his forearm. “He must account for the missing gas.”
 
“He has vanished,” Lodygin said.
 
“What do you mean, vanished?” Rostov slapped the desk with his hand. This was possibly the only news worse than if the old bastard had died. “Are you saying he took the gas with him?”
 
“I do not know,” Captain Lodygin said. “Corporal Myshkin informed me only moments ago. Apparently, a young woman with whom Volodin keeps frequent company has also gone missing.”
 
“You are as close as can be to the end of the earth,” Rostov said through clenched teeth. “Where could they have gone? Put Myshkin on speaker.”
 
A shaky voice came across the line. “I . . . am . . . Corporal Myshkin, Colonel.” If pale gray had a sound, this was it.
 
“You’ve searched the entire facility?” Rostov barked. “What of his apartment?”
 
“We have looked everywhere, Colonel,” the boy stammered.
 
“Well, look again!”
 
“Yes, Colonel,” Myshkin stammered. “The captain has placed men at his apartment, in the event he returns. . . but I fear he will not.”
 
“And this girl?” Rostov snapped.
 
“Yes, Colonel,” Myshkin said. “Kaija Merculief. We are watching her apartment as well. The neighbors inform us that she is a night butterfly, a prostitute, but that Dr. Volodin is her only customer. She is fifteen years of age—”
 
Rostov wanted to strangle someone with the phone cord. His daughter was fifteen. “Kostya Volodin is an old man. You tell me he keeps company with a fifteen-year-old prostitute? Is that how you people amuse yourselves in Providenya?”
 
“No, Colonel,” the corporal stammered. “I mean, I suppose Dr. Volodin does. In his defense, the girl looks much older than fifteen.”
 
“Never mind,” Rostov said. “I do not much care how old she looks. Find Volodin. Now. I want him back in his lab with the missing gas canisters within the hour. Your life depends on this, Myshkin. Am I clear?”
 
“Yes, Colonel, extremely clear, but . . .” The corporal’s terrified gulp was audible over the phone. “I . . . I fear that is not possible. No one has seen the doctor since the last flight out of Providenya.”
 
Rostov ran a thick hand across his face, thinking. “Are you there, Captain? Pick up the phone.”
 
“Yes, Colonel,” Lodygin said, still supremely smug, as if he were perfectly happy digging his own grave. The line was clearer now that it was off speaker and the sniveling Myshkin was gone.
 
Rostov took a long breath, working to relax his clenching jaw. “What does he mean, the last flight?”
 
“An air charter departed Providenya one hour and ten minutes ago.”
 
“Tell me what you make of this, Captain.” Rostov’s voice rose with each and every word. He had abandoned any idea of calming down. “Because from where I sit, it looks as though the doctor hoisted a flag of warning to our enemies with this debacle in the river and then slipped away with the remainder of the gas under your watch.”
 
“I will locate Dr. Volodin myself,” Lodygin said, finally showing some sort of initiative beyond his inane plan to spray black paint on dead fish.
 
Rostov paused before answering. “This charter flight,” Rostov said. “Did it by chance go to Murmansk? I seem to remember the old fool having family there.”
 
“Not Murmansk, sir.” Captain Lodygin gave a quiet cough. “Alaska.”


 



PART I
 
CONSPIRE
 
The meaning of my star is war.
 
—RUDYARD KIPLING, Kim
 





Chapter 1
 
Near Anchorage, Alaska, 3:25 P.M.
 
 

 
Jericho Quinn knew an ambush when he saw one. He rolled the throttle of his gunmetal gray BMW R1200GS Adventure, leaning hard over into the second of a long series of S turns. Sometimes called the two-story bike of the motorcycling world, the big GS flicked easily on the twisty road. A chilly wind bit the tiny gap of skin between the chin of his helmet and the collar of his black leather jacket. Behind him, riding pillion, Veronica “Ronnie” Garcia squeezed with strong thighs, leaning when he leaned, moving when he moved as he negotiated the narrow, seaside road. Her soft chest pressed against his back, long arms twined around his waist.
 
Popping the bike upright on a straightaway, Quinn shot a glance in his side mirror and watched the grill of a dark panel van loom behind him. It came up fast, pressing aggressively on the winding two-lane that ran on the narrow ledge between mountain and ocean. Quinn bumped the throttle again and sped up, easing farther to the right and buying some distance while he considered any and all options that didn’t end with him and Garcia as twin grease spots on the asphalt or Wile E. Coyoted into the mountainside.
 
The van accelerated, moving close enough that it filled Quinn’s side mirrors with nothing but chrome grill. Just as he was about to swerve onto a gravel trail that cut off toward the ocean, he got a clear view of the guy at the wheel. A kid with a thick mullet haircut pressed a cellphone to his ear while gesturing wildly with the hand that should have been reserved for steering. Quinn kept up his speed but took the shoulder instead of the trail, allowing the van to barrel past before the next blind corner. For all Quinn knew, the guy never even saw him.
 
He’d ridden the Seward Highway south of Anchorage hundreds of times while growing up and knew there was a passing lane less than a mile ahead. Cell phones, sleepy drivers, drunks, turds with mullets—all made Quinn want to beat someone to death with an ax handle—but road rage had no place from the back of a motorcycle. No matter the traffic laws, the reality of physics dictated a right-of-way by tonnage if you wanted to stay alive.
 
“I’m proud of you, Mango,” Garcia’s sultry voice, spiced with a hint of her Cuban heritage, came across Quinn’s Cardo Bluetooth headset as he flicked the leggy BMW back onto the highway proper. “You didn’t even mutter when you yielded to that dude.”
 
Quinn poured on more speed, sending up a tornado of yellow leaves from a tiny stand of birches along the road. “I’m not much of a mutterer,” he said.
 
“Yeah, well,” Ronnie chuckled, “you’re not much of a yielder either.”
 
Turnagain Arm, a narrow bay off the Cook Inlet of the Pacific Ocean, lay to their right, silty waters white-capped and churning as if her tremendous tides hadn’t quite figured out which way to flow. Craggy peaks of the Chugach Mountains loomed directly to their left in a mix of rock, greenery, and waterfall that tumbled right to the shoulder of the winding road.
 
Quinn moved his neck from side to side, letting the adrenaline brought on by the idiot in the van ebb—and taking the time to enjoy the ride until the next idiot barreled up behind him. He flicked the bike around a basketball-sized rock that had come to rest in his lane. Here and there, great swaths of stone and shattered trees that had been bent and torn by avalanche, fanned down the mountainside, just beginning to heal from the previous winter.
 
Quinn could relate.
 
It felt good to be back—back in his home state, with a badge back in his pocket, and back on his bike with the woman he loved on the seat behind him. Along with the two guns and Japanese killing dagger that hid under his black leather jacket, he bore as many scars as the avalanche chutes that cut the mountains above him. Some of the wounds were still painfully raw.
 
Ronnie bumped the back of his helmet with the forehead of hers and worked in closer behind him, giving him a playful squeeze. She was a strong woman, just a few inches shorter than Quinn, with broad, athletic shoulders and strong, alluring hips. Far from fat, her Russian father had called her zaftig. Her ex husband—a man who wisely steered well clear of Quinn—described her as having a “ghetto booty.” But if the powerfully aggressive BMW reminded Quinn of The Death Dealer’s black warhorse, Veronica Dombrovski Garcia was no helpless maiden, cowering at the feet of a Conan or John Carter of Mars. She was a beautifully fierce warrior princess, clutching her own sword and flanked by pet tigers. Quinn’s seven-year-old daughter had privately confided to him that Garcia looked an awful lot like Wonder Woman.
 
As strong as she was, Garcia’s squeezes were considerably weaker than they had been, absent the ferocity they’d once possessed. It was understandable. Her treatment at the hands of sadistic captors had left both shoulders badly damaged, one requiring a lengthy surgery and months of physical therapy to repair. There had been concerns that she might not be able to use that arm again at all.
 
It would take a while, but Quinn was sure she’d heal, maybe only to ninety percent—but ninety percent of Ronnie Garcia was ten percent above any other woman Quinn had ever met. She pushed the limits being out of her sling, but he wasn’t really in a position to admonish her.
 
Gripping the handlebars, Quinn rolled his own shoulders back and forth, feeling the tell-tale pop and grind of damaged gristle and working out some of the stiffness and after-effects of being shot by a Chinese terrorist just months earlier. Emiko Miyagi, friend and defensive tactics mentor, had done wonders with shiatsu massage and her specially designed, if incredibly painful, yoga routines. He could deal with physical pain. It was the thought of being incapacitated that haunted him.
 
The official written orders from the Air Force doc at Andrews had been to take it easy. But in an off-the-record chat, he’d told Quinn to work the injury until he started to “piss it off,” and then dial back some. Riding the bike definitely pissed off his old wounds. He found the hyperawareness and attention to balance it took to negotiate the mountain roads and prosecute the tight turns on the leggy Beemer to be just what he needed to put a bow on his recovery process—both mental and physical. In any case, disobeying doctor’s orders was part of his DNA. He’d been doing it for weeks, adding dead hangs and then pull-ups to his physical therapy regimen as soon as he could make a good fist. His old man had once lamented that Jericho could burn calories just sitting in the corner and looking mean. The older he got, the less that was true, so exercise was a necessity, injured or not.
 
Quinn knew he might not be a very good yielder, but he was a good healer. At nearly thirty-seven, the mending just took a little longer.
 
Both he and Garcia wore beaked Arai dual-sport helmets, his gray with an airbrushed paint job of crossed war-axes on the sides, hers canary yellow. Racing gloves and full black leathers protected them against an accidental dismount and the icy crispness of an Alaska autumn. Icon Truant motorcycle boots offered protection to his ankles but allowed him the freedom of movement to run should the need arise.
 
Though not a heavy woman by any stretch, Garcia was ample enough to make an extremely pleasant backrest. Her warmth seeped through Quinn’s leather jacket, bringing with it an added layer of comfort against the chill and an excited happiness that he hadn’t felt since his daughter was born.
 
Garcia gave him another playful squeeze. It sent a twinge of pain through Quinn’s bruised ribs but he didn’t care. His father had often urged him to lead the kind of life that bruised ribs. Now, as an agent for the Air Force Office of Special Investigations or OSI, he’d been assigned to work directly for the President’s National Security Adviser—doing the things that needed the heavy hand of his particular skill set. He wasn’t about to let a couple of old wounds—or some jackass with a mullet—stop him from enjoying this trip with Garcia. They’d been apart for far too long, and now he’d finally gotten her to his home state.
 
They’d been in Alaska for the better part of the week, going to the Musk Ox Farm and eating reindeer hotdogs in downtown Anchorage with his seven-year-old daughter Mattie. The two got along well enough that they shared whispered girl-secrets that they kept from him. To Quinn’s astonishment, even his ex-wife Kim seemed at ease with the fact he’d brought his girlfriend up to spend time with his parents—an obvious final step before any more permanent arrangement.
 
The trip was never meant as a test, but if it had been, Garcia would have aced it. Every new place Quinn took her threw her into a state of childlike awe. If anything, she appeared to love Alaska even more than he did—which was saying something.
 
The pavement was still clear and dry but the mountains along the Seward Highway had been dusted by snow that same morning. This “termination dust” signified the end of Alaska’s short autumn but gave the already breathtaking scenery an extra shot of beauty. Quinn couldn’t remember the last time he’d wanted to impress anyone as bad as he wanted to impress Veronica Garcia. It was a difficult endeavor considering everything they’d been through together.
 
As if she knew he was thinking about her, Garcia moved even closer—if such a thing were even possible.
 
Quinn absorbed it all, flicking the BMW back and forth through a maze of rocks that had tumbled onto the road on the far side of a blind curve. Like Quinn, the bike was happiest when dealing with the rough stuff.
 
Garcia’s husky giggle poured through the Cardo earpiece in his helmet. “She wiggles like a sassy woman.”
 
“That she does,” Quinn said, his lips pressing against the foam microphone. “But she doesn’t wiggle herself. I wiggle her.”
 
“You got that right—”
 
Always scanning, Quinn tensed at a sight a quarter mile up the highway, causing Garcia to stop mid-sentence.
 
He could tell by the way her body moved—or stopped moving—that she saw it right after he did.
 
A white Anchorage PD patrol car sat parked in a paved pullout overlooking the ocean. The driver’s door gaped open and a uniformed officer crouched behind the back bumper. He was bent over the prone body of his partner, one hand on the downed man’s chest, the other at the radio mic clipped to his lapel. A scant three hundred yards ahead on a long straightaway, a red pickup and a white Subaru sedan sped away, southbound, past the turnoff to the ski village of Girdwood.
 
Quinn slowed, using his left hand to unzip his jacket and reach inside to retrieve a black leather credential case. Pulling up on a fallen officer without ID was a good way to get shot.
 
The downed officer lay on his back, surrounded by shattered glass from the rear window. His eyes were open and he writhed in pain. A good sign, Quinn thought as he put his foot down to steady the bike and flipped up the visor on his helmet. A line of what could only be bullet holes stitched the side of the police car. The other officer, a younger man with the earnest look of a full-grown Cabbage Patch doll, glanced up at the sound of the approaching motorcycle. His big eyes narrowed with adrenalized intensity. He nodded at the sight of Quinn’s OSI badge and returned to his radio traffic.
 
“. . . medics code red,” the officer said, calling in help for his injured partner.
 
The officer’s earpiece had come unplugged and the steady voice of the dispatcher spilled out of his radio. “All units, 10-33 for 25-Bravo-2,” she said, advising others on the frequency to yield to the officer’s traffic.
 
The young officer continued with his description. “Two white male adults, one white female. They . . . it . . . I mean . . . the vehicle’s still going south.” His face was flushed, his voice a half an octave higher than it should have been.
 
Quinn recognized the wounded officer as Greg Sizemore, a man Quinn had gone to high school with. A patch on the shoulder of his navy blue uniform identified him as an FTO or Field Training Officer, which made his partner a trainee. New or not, the rookie was doing everything right by applying pressure to an apparent gunshot wound just above Sizemore’s collar bone.
 
“Are both vehicles involved?” Quinn asked, nodding toward the tiny dots that were the pickup and the Subaru as they faded into the distance around a mountain curve.
 
“Only the white sedan,” Sizemore said, grimacing at the pain from his wound. “The pickup came by just before the shooting. I think the white car must have passed him. Driver and . . . front passenger are both armed. Don’t know about the girl in back.”
 
Quinn felt Ronnie tap him on the shoulder. He scooted forward against the gas tank, giving her room to get off the bike. The bullet looked to have caught Sizemore just above his vest, probably destroying his collarbone. Blood seeped up through the rookie’s clenched fingers but he appeared to have it stopped until an ambulance arrived. Ronnie peeled off her helmet, shaking out long black hair, and bent to help.
 
“You good for me to go get ’em, bud?” Quinn asked, looking at the downed officer.
 
“Hell, yes,” Sizemore grunted, stifling a cough. “Sons of bitches shot me. Tear ’em up.”
 
The rookie looked up at Quinn. “We have units responding from South Anchorage and a Trooper coming north from Summit Lake—”
 
“Tell them the man on the bike is a good guy,” Quinn said, before flipping down his visor and giving the highway behind him a quick head check. A cloud of smoke rose from the BMW’s rear tire as he rolled on the gas, falling in after the white Subaru.
 
The GS accelerated quickly, scooping Quinn into the seat as it ripped down the highway. He leaned hard, nearly dragging a knee as he rounded the first corner past the Girdwood cutoff. He pushed from his mind the fact that the only thing that kept him upright were the two rubber contact patches where his tires met the pavement, each about four square inches.

 



Chapter 2
 
Quinn’s mind raced ahead of the bike, looking for rocks, vehicles jumping out from side roads, and any other obstacles that could send him over the side of the Seward Highway in a flaming ball of twisted metal and leather.
 
He toed the Beemer down a gear, feeling the aggressive pull of the engine. The speedometer on the GPS display between his handlebars climbed past ninety and then a hundred miles an hour. The Subaru moved fast, and the red pickup stayed tight on its tail, but Quinn began to gain ground the moment he left the downed officer.
 
Still a mile back, Quinn watched the red pickup move up as if to pass the little Subaru on a long straightaway. Instead of passing, the larger truck jerked to the right, untracking the sedan and sending it spinning out of control and slamming it against the mountain on the left side of the road. The red pickup flew past, smoke pouring from its rear tires as it skidded to a stop, and then began to back down the middle of the road toward the wrecked Subaru.
 
Quinn reached back with his left hand, feeling along the metal cargo box until he found a one-liter metal fuel bottle.
 
He was still a little over a half mile behind the Subaru. At his present speed, the GS would close the distance in less than twenty seconds. It took Quinn a few of those precious seconds to flip the latches that held the fuel bottle in place, but he finally felt it snap and brought the bottle up by his handlebars, holding it tight in his left hand.
 
Ahead on the left, people began to boil out of the wrecked Subaru, surely stunned. They’d shot a cop, so Quinn still considered them plenty dangerous.
 
He eased off the throttle but kept the bike moving around forty miles an hour as he neared the man who’d climbed out the driver’s side of the Subaru—the shooter. The man from the red pickup was already engaged in a shouting match with the Subaru passenger, who’d made it out first. Quinn saw the gun in the Subaru driver’s hand when he was still fifty feet away. The sneaker-like Truants would allow him to fight and run better than his usual motocross boots, but he wanted to tenderize the men as much as possible before he even got off the bike.
 
Quinn goosed the throttle, closing the distance in an instant, bringing the aluminum bottle up just in time to catch the driver in the side of his head with a resounding “tink.” Two pounds of aluminum and fuel traveling over forty miles an hour dropped the witless shooter in his tracks. Quinn let the bottle go the moment after impact, grabbing a handful of brakes and skidding the bike to a hard stop along the asphalt shoulder. He drifted the rear wheel during the slide to bring the back end of the bike around so he was facing his threat.
 
He got the Beemer stopped in time to watch the driver of the red pickup, an older man with a tweed driving cap, slap the Subaru passenger in the ear with an open palm, driving him to his knees. The female passenger from the Subaru threw her hands in the air, wailing and cursing as if she was being beaten herself, but giving up immediately. Quinn drew his Kimber 10mm from the holster tucked inside the waistband of his riding pants and scanned the area.
 
The man in the driving cap had drawn a gun of his own and now trained it on the downed Subaru passenger.
 
“Jim Hoyt, DEA,” he shouted to Quinn. “Retired.”
 
* * *
 
The driver of the Subaru, a skinny twenty-something covered with meth sores, looked up at Quinn from where he sat against a slab of rock, a bloody hand pressed to the side of his head. “You could have killed me,” he said. “I don’t know who you are, but I’m gonna sue the shit out of you, mister.”
 
“Hell of a thing,” Hoyt said. “You’d think a little shitass cop shooter who got smacked from the back of a moving motorcycle would be a little more sedate.”
 
Quinn raised an eyebrow, wondering how Hoyt knew a cop had been shot.
 
“Got a scanner in the truck,” Hoyt said. “Heard the description go out about the same time this rocket scientist flew past me.”
 
There was a no-nonsense air about the Jim Hoyt that made Quinn wonder just what he’d done for the DEA—and how long he’d been retired. A tall woman with long, silver hair and a silver gleam in her blue eyes introduced herself as Mrs. Hoyt. She’d moved their pickup out of the roadway and now stood beside the open door, arms across the large bosom of her fleece vest. She looked at her husband and shook her head, giving a resigned sigh—certainly a policeman’s wife, accustomed to his behavior.
 
Quinn and Hoyt worked together to pat down the occupants of the Subaru, lining them up face down in the grass along the shoulder of the road. Bad guys secured, Hoyt stepped up to Quinn, keeping an injured elbow tucked in tight against his body. His cheeks were flushed, and he was obviously in pain judging by the way he treated the elbow. Pain or not, his green eyes sparkled with a mischievous grin. His jacket fell open when he extended a large hand toward Quinn, revealing a sweatshirt bearing a blue Air Force Academy Falcon logo.
 
“That was some good work back there pitting these guys, Mr. Hoyt,” Quinn said, nodding to the man’s shirt and giving him a knowing wink as they shook hands. “Fast, neat, average . . .”
 
“Ah.” Hoyt returned the wink with one of his own. “Friendly, good, good,” he said, providing Quinn with the second half of the phrase used by one Air Force Academy graduate to identify another. Taken straight from the Mitchel Dining Hall comment card, Fast, Neat, Average, Friendly, Good, Good were the only acceptable critique freshman cadets were allowed to give on the mandatory Form 0-96.
 
Hoyt stepped back to give Quinn a more thorough up-and-down look. “Class of seventy-five.”
 
“Two thousand and two,” Quinn said.
 
“Oh.” Hoyt rubbed his elbow. “That class.”
 
“Yeah,” Quinn said, “that class.” He decided to steer the subject away from the fact that he’d graduated from the Air Force Academy the same academic year Al Qaeda brought down the Twin Towers and crashed a plane into the Pentagon. “You sir, are a good guy to have around.”
 
“That was hellacious!” Hoyt grinned, shooting a glance at his wife. “Work as long as you can, son. Retirement’s not all it’s cracked up to be.”
 
Quinn chuckled, rolling his shoulders to relieve the pain in his ribs as he nodded to the Hoyt’s elbow. “You should probably have that looked at.”
 
“Don’t worry about him.” Mrs. Hoyt gave a little good-natured scoff. “He’ll be glowing about this for days,” she said. “Best thing in the world for him, getting to mix it up with some bad guys. Makes him realize he’s still relevant.”
 
A white Alaska State Trooper SUV approached from the north carrying Ronnie Garcia in the passenger seat. Quinn could tell immediately from the frown on her face that something was terribly wrong.
 
“What is it?” Quinn said when she opened her door. “What’s the—”
 
Half in, half out of the car, Ronnie waved Quinn over. “Jericho,” she said. “You need to come hear this.”

 



Chapter 3
 
Nome, Alaska, 3:52 P.M.
 
 

 
Dr. Kostya Volodin inhaled the smell of popcorn and freedom as he left the windy tarmac along with the other eight passengers and entered through the metal doorway to the air-charter office. The buzz of people chattering in English made him feel heady as if he’d suddenly had a great weight lifted off his chest.
 
Dressed in a threadbare woolen blazer with patched sleeves and light wool traveling slacks that were half tucked in to ankle-high hiking boots, Volodin looked like the professor he had been and not the defector he had become. Gaunt and stooped, Volodin appeared to be much shorter than his six foot two inches. Numerous cowlicks caused his wiry head of gray hair to grow in all directions at once, leaving it in a perpetual state of bedhead.
 
Across the cavernous hanger, a smiling American Immigration and Customs official sat at a lone metal desk. Russians were accustomed to queuing up for bureaucrats so the other passengers who’d come across the Bering Sea with Volodin lined up without direction. Kaija stopped directly ahead of him, her head moving back and forth, birdlike. He could not blame her. This was her first trip to America. There was a lot to take in.
 
At twenty years old, his dear daughter could pass for a much younger woman, but he would always think of her as a five-year-old with a skinned knee, before her mother had taken her away for all those excruciating years. The tail of her blue wool shirt hung to mid-thigh of her faded skinny jeans. Her sleeves were too long and frayed at the cuffs where they swallowed up her tiny hands. Red ankles were dry and chapped above thin canvas sneakers. He could have afforded more, but she would hardly accept a kopek from him.
 
Youthful lips trembled when she turned to look him in the eye, obviously frightened by something she’d seen. A black wool watch cap topped straw-blond hair that hung around narrow shoulders, framing a stricken oval face. A pair of white earbuds perpetually connected her to the music on her mobile phone, but even in her terror, she refused to remove both of them, leaving one in her ear and the other trailing down the side of her neck. She shook her head, mouth hanging open, the way she’d done when she was a small child. She’d borne the same expression the day her mother—Volodin’s dear Maria—had died.
 
“What is the matter, kroshka?” Volodin whispered. He put a hand on her shoulder. She was trembling and it broke his heart.
 
Kaija cast a hurried glance toward the door.
 
He followed her gaze but saw nothing but a handful of Native people, all dressed in wool and fleece and fur. He saw a few men, but mostly there were smiling women with round bodies and Asian eyes sitting on shabby furniture next to boxes of diapers and cases of canned soda pop in the open bay of the charter office that served as a combination waiting and cargo area. Fluorescent lights hummed in the high ceiling of the tin building, barely cutting through the thin fog of dust that rose into the chilly air.
 
“We are safe now, kroshka,” he said. “I will inform the Customs Inspector we mean to defect to the United States. He will escort us to the proper authorities. He will give us something to eat and warm clothes.”
 
Kaija clenched her eyes as if she was about to scream. “They are here, Papa.”
 
“Who?” Volodin shook his head, still holding the poor girl’s trembling shoulder. “Who is here?”
 
Kaija brushed a lock of blond hair from her eyes and tucked it up under the wool cap. She’d not been one to worry much with her hair after her mother died the year before. Volodin wondered for a time if she’d even bothered to bathe.
 
Kaija glanced toward the front of the building again, past the rows of customers waiting for their small charter flights within Alaska.
 
“You do not see the men?” Her breath came in short, tremulous gasps. “Outside. They are waiting for us. I am sure of it. Colonel Rostov has wasted no time in finding you.”
 
Volodin chanced a quick look at the door. The front window of the air charter building was covered in grime, but there were indeed two men outside, smoking cigarettes and chatting in the light swirl of blowing snow. The menace in their faces was all too evident. Of course they would be here, ordered to force him back—or kill him, which was the highest of all possible probabilities considering the man who sent them.
 
Volodin looked at the head of the line. There were now only six passengers between Kaija and the uniformed Immigration agent.
 
“Do not worry, my dear,” Volodin whispered, leaning down and forcing a smile for his daughter. “This man will protect us.”
 
“How can you be sure, Papa?” Kaija said. “Is it not possible he has been paid to detain us? He could at this very moment be in league with the men outside.”
 
Volodin rubbed a tired hand across the stubble on his face. The girl was as wily and wise as her mother. She made a valid point. Americans were brought up to trust people in uniform. In Russia it was quite the opposite—and sadly, the Russian perspective was often the correct one. Anyone could be bought.
 
It was a Herculean effort to look nonchalant as he scanned the air-charter office for anyone who might be waiting to shoot him in the back of the head. A bullet to the back of the head—that’s the way they’d done it in Mother Russia since the beginning of bullets. Considering the awful things he’d been a part of, a quick shot would be a merciful way to go. That time would come soon enough, but for now, he had to stay alive to take care of his daughter.
 
Volodin snugged the wool jacket tighter around his neck and used the tip of his finger to push a pair of thick, tortoiseshell glasses back on a large nose. He tilted his head, trying to get a better look out the window without being too obvious.
 
“You are right, Kaija,” he whispered. “It is KGB.” He kept his voice low in the unlikely event the Immigration officer was one of those rare Americans who spoke something other than English—or was indeed in league with the men waiting outside to shoot him in the head.
 
Kaija’s already pale face fell ashen. “What did you say?”
 
“I said you are right, my child,” Volodin said, working to control his breathing. He felt as if the entire world was leaning sideways, and he found it difficult to remain on his feet. He put a hand on Kaija’s shoulder, more to steady himself than to comfort her. “The KGB. They have come for us. I have no idea how they arrived here so quickly.”
 
Kaija’s gaze dropped to her feet. The fear in her face had been chased way by a look of shame. Instead of someone in mortal danger, she’d become a child whose father made her uncomfortable.
 
“How is this not embarrassing to you?” She whispered, suddenly much less terrified of the men outside.
 
A fluttering twitch blossomed in Volodin’s left eye. What was she saying? KGB thugs or not, he hated to embarrass Kaija.
 
He could see she was still upset but working to control herself. “I am sorry, Papa,” she said. “But there is no more KGB.”
 
Volodin groaned. What had he said? “Of course I know there is no KGB.” His face flushed red at the foolish mistake. “I meant to say FSB.” The runaway twitch forced Volodin to clench his eye shut. He removed his glasses, and rubbed it with his palm, willing the possessed thing to be still. “FSB . . . or more likely Army. Colonel Rostov’s goons from GRU.” He pronounced it GuRoo.
 
“What should we do?” Kaija said. Her emotions could change so quickly, from anger to embarrassment to an abject willingness to do whatever he said. Her mother had been just as mercurial.
 
“I suppose this was always a possibility.” Volodin shoved a shock of gray hair out of his face and replaced his glasses. He glanced toward the front window again.
 
The taller of the two men waiting to capture or kill them held his cigarette pinched between his fingers the way few Americans would. The other, an older, stockier brute had a tattoo that peeked from the cuff of his tight, European leather jacket when he gestured at his partner, pointing with his own cigarette to make some point. Such tattoos and jackets were favored by members of Russian organized crime. Mafia thugs or government operatives—the titles were not mutually exclusive—the men seemed oblivious to the blowing snow, chatting with each other and conspicuously ignoring the arriving passengers.
 
Volodin looked up at the round clock above the gate agent for the fifth time in as many minutes. Bony knuckles on long and slender fingers turned white as he grabbed the rumpled canvas duffel and moved forward a few steps with the line.
 
Kaija had retreated to her music, but her eyes still flicked around the room, a frightened fawn, frozen, but looking for a way to run. She gave a small start when he put a hand on her shoulder again, slowing her long enough to let another Native woman and her two children move ahead of them in the line. His mind was suddenly foggy, and he needed a little time to figure out how not to get shot in the head.
 
Kaija toyed with the dangling earbud. “Please, tell me you have a plan.”
 
“I know this must seem odd to you,” Volodin said, keeping his voice low. “But understand, króshka, the colonel has eyes everywhere. It is not outside the realm of possibility that he has KGB assets already in Alaska.”
 
“FSB, Papa,” Kaija said, muscles in her cheeks tensing. A spark of impatience flared in her green eyes, then subsided.
 
“Yes, yes, yes . . . FSB,” Volodin muttered. He tried to wave off the mistake but inwardly cursed himself for getting it wrong again. “That is what I mean.”
 
Kaija took the remaining bud out of her ear and stuffed the white cord in her pocket. “Do you think it is wise to trust this American agent?” Her nose turned up, clearly demonstrating that she did not.
 
Mind racing, Volodin looked around the hangar for any alternative. The professor knew he’d reached a point of no return. There was no flight back to Providenya. The die was cast, and he had crossed his Rubicon, his only choices now to move forward or perish.
 
His scientific brain, fevered and worried as it was, began to shuffle and sift through the possibilities, while his eyes dissected the architecture of the hangar. Kaija was maddeningly correct. It would be gambling everything to place his trust in the lone government agent seated at the table. The man was young, with honest eyes—but he also wore a ring, and with a ring there was the likelihood of a family—and with a family came responsibilities, which meant he would need money and might be ripe to accept a bribe to simply look the other way when two KGB . . . FSB operatives dragged away an old Russian scientist and his terrified daughter and stuffed them into the belly of a waiting airplane bound for Russia.
 
Volodin fought the urge to hyperventilate. Trusting a stranger at this point was far too dangerous. And still, they could not simply walk out the doors and into the waiting guns of Rostov’s thugs.
 
Still scanning the room for a way out, he followed the line of the high ceiling to a set of washrooms located along the wall that divided the area where they now waited from the adjacent hanger he’d seen as they’d disembarked the airplane out on the tarmac.
 
He put a hand on his daughter’s arm. Only one more person stood between them and the Customs official. Volodin gave a slight nod toward the far wall. Kaija followed his gaze. He did the math in his head to convert to Alaska Time—twenty hours ahead of Providenya. “It is almost 4:00 P.M. here,” he said.
 
Kaija gazed up at him, eyes wide. The little girl waiting to be told what to do had returned.
 
“It will be a risk,” Volodin continued, “but I believe it to be our only option. After we clear Immigration and Customs—”
 
A muffled gasp rose from the travelers crowded in with their bags around the ticket counter thirty feet away. Volodin looked up to see a Native woman carrying a baby throw a shocked hand over her mouth. All eyes in the room turned to a television mounted on the wall above the popcorn machine.
 
The news feed at the bottom of the screen said the shaky images were streaming live from Texas. Hundreds of people ran, trampling others, as those around them fell dead and dying from some unseen force—all amid the pageantry and waving flags at an American high school football game. News commentators stammered, trying to make sense of what they were seeing—but Volodin knew. His heart was a stone in his chest. This was his doing, his fault. He fought the urge to vomit.
 
Machinelike, he pushed his duffle bag forward with his foot and shoved his passport onto the simple wooden table. He doubted the Customs agent would make a scene in front of the other passengers, even if he were in league with the men outside. But the situation had suddenly changed with the awful scenes unfolding on the television. He and Kaija might make it past Colonel Rostov’s thugs, but if the Americans ever discovered Novo Archangelsk was his creation, they would stop at nothing to find him. He’d been certain he destroyed it all. And yet he was obviously mistaken. A batch had gotten away from him. His mouth hung open as he watched the horrible footage on the screen. Only a very few people even knew of the existence of New Archangel gas. Fewer still had access to his lab—but one of them had smuggled some to America. Volodin closed his eyes as a cold reality washed over him. The real question was not how they had taken the New Archangel, but how much.

 



Chapter 4
 
Dallas, Texas, fifteen minutes earlier
 
 

 
The interview with Allen Lamar’s high school teacher took less than twenty minutes—but it had scared the hell out of FBI Special Agent Joel Johnson.
 
Now, as he slammed the door to his forest green Dodge Durango and ran across the rapidly filling parking lot toward a packed football stadium, he wondered if five agents were going to be enough. The brassy blare of two high school bands greeted him on the crisp air of the Texas evening.
 
One of the two supervisors assigned to the Dallas Area Joint Terrorism Task Force, or JTTF, Special Agent Johnson had done time in Pakistan, Central America, and a couple of refugee camps in Europe. He’d seen enough despair, madness, and evil that he was not an easy man to scare. Social media would have everyone believe that armed terrorists were lurking behind every rock and tree—a fact of life that only made it difficult to root out the real threats. But the teacher who called in the tip wasn’t some paranoid conspiracy theorist. Sixteen-year-old Allen Lamar appeared to be the real deal.
 
The teacher had recounted the cold hard facts of the boy’s downward spiral, how she’d watched Lamar change from an introverted math genius with few friends to a popular thug, disdainful and threatening to everyone in the school who wasn’t a member of his select group of acolytes. Allen’s new friends called him Tariq Mohammed—and he made it clear that this was his war name.
 
Allen’s teacher had seen this sort of behavior before—youth finding themselves, experimenting with boundaries and new sets of friends. She’d been ready to write the behaviors off as teenage angst—difficult to watch, but not out of the norm.
 
And then she’d found the manifesto. Her jittery principal, fearful of another “Clock Kid” scenario and the legal battles that went with it, was furious when she’d contacted the FBI directly instead of the boy’s parents. Agent Johnson felt an overwhelming sense of foreboding when he’d read the letter. Peppered with the hateful regurgitated spewage of at least three well-known Internet Imams who had close ties to the Islamic State, Lamar/Mohammed detailed, in his awkward handwriting, his fervent wish to kill as many infidels as possible.
 
The JTTF was comprised of representatives from federal, state, and local agencies and ordinarily capable of standing up a large surveillance operation at a moment’s notice. But late afternoon on “Federal Friday,” when agents tended to disappear early from the office, were problematic, even when stopping a suspected terrorist. Most of the agents, troopers, deputies, and detectives who made up the task force had families and all the attendant commitments that went along with them.
 
Countless high school kids followed the Hate-America crap that slimed the feeds of a dozen social media sites. Standing up a rolling surveillance on one of them at the last minute seemed a futile waste of a weekend. It was all too easy for otherwise good people to become cynical under the constant barrage of reports regarding sleeper cells of bearded men, strange women wearing hijabs at Walmart, and radicalized teens about to ship off to join the Islamic State. Johnson was on constant guard to make sure the bona fide threats didn’t get buried in the noise.
 
To make matters worse, Lamar was already on the move by the time the teacher called in with the tip, giving Johnson zero opportunity to brief his team—or put a real team together. It was like some unwinnable test scenario from the Bureau’s supervisory selection process. Everything had to be done on the fly, utilizing agents who were available rather than those who were chosen for their superior abilities. Johnson had been lucky to find five warm bodies who would answer their cellphones.
 
Nearing the stadium, Johnson stepped from the asphalt parking lot to the concrete sidewalk that led to the long bank of ticket booths. He lived just five minutes away from this very field, but his boys were too young to play football so he’d never been inside. A pressing crowd teemed like thousands of salmon trying to swim up four narrow streams. Static crackled in the tiny, flesh-colored bud in Johnson’s ear as he slowed with the crowd to funnel through the stadium gates. Hidden by shaggy blond hair, a clear plastic “pigtail” ran from the earbud and disappeared into the collar of the agent’s black leather jacket and the neck of a burnt orange University of Texas sweatshirt. The shirt was a size too large but covered the Glock .40 on his hip should he need to loose the jacket. A voice-activated microphone, sensitive enough to pick up his mumbling curses, was pinned inside that same collar, also out of sight. This surveillance kit negated the need to go all Hollywood and lift a hand to his lips each time he needed to communicate or, worst of all, touch a finger to his ear. A cellphone would have been even less conspicuous, but encrypted radios allowed each member of the team to hear the conversation of all parties in real time.
 
“I got eyes on,” Andrea Lopez said, sounding breathless and a little too eager over the radio. She was fresh meat, just four months on the job and still covered with the entire can of whoopass they poured on new agents before they left Quantico. Her training report noted that one of the male agents in her class had made the mistake of calling her Betty Bureau Blue Suit during defensive tactics training and earned himself an “accidental” elbow to the jaw. She could handle herself but she was a hair too aggressive for Johnson’s taste. Blind aggression combined with inexperience was a good way to get hurt in this line of work.
 
“He’s inside the ticket gate,” Agent Lopez continued. “A second male just walked up to him. Olive skinned, wearing a red hoodie. I’m moving closer so I can try to identify him.”
 
“Negative,” Johnson snapped, drawing a wide eye from the blue-haired grandmother who happened to be walking next to him. He lowered his voice. “Just keep your distance for now.”
 
“Welcome to the party, Joel,” a second female said over the radio. This one was much calmer, more seasoned. At fifty, Angie James had recently become a grandmother while working undercover inside a violent splinter group of the Black Israelites in Harlem. Fifty was the new thirty, she often said, and where Angie James was concerned, Johnson was inclined to agree. It was she who had guessed Allen Lamar was going to a football game after he’d left his house. She’d been ahead of the game since Johnson had given her a thumbnail brief and made it to the stadium less than two minutes after the boy pulled up in his mom’s Corolla.
 
“Our rabbit’s walking toward the concession stand,” James said. Rabbit might sound odd to anyone who overheard the conversation, but it was much less prone to inducing fear than target.
 
“Concessions under the grandstands?” Johnson’s New York accent made him immediately identifiable to his team on the radio. He shoved a twenty-dollar bill under the glass at the ticket booth and shuffled impatiently while he waited for his change.
 
“That’s negative, sir,” Andrea Lopez stepped on Agent James as both women tried to broadcast at the same time, sending a garbled mess across the air.
 
“Talk to me, Angie,” Johnson said, calling the agent he wanted by name, and at the same time shutting down the jittery Lopez. He used plain talk instead of radio codes, so the two guys from Dallas PD assigned to the JTTF who were already inside would be on the same sheet of music.
 
“West end of the field,” Angie James came back. “Concession stand is a series of trailers, located just past where the band lines up to go through the gate at halftime.”
 
“Copy that,” Johnson said, falling in with a river of football fans streaming toward the bleachers on the home-team side.
 
The smell of popcorn and chili warmed the crisp Texas breeze. Parents, brothers and sisters, grandparents, church leaders, scoutmasters—all wearing jackets and sweaters of bright red, the color of the Fighting Rams of Reavis, Texas. A larger-than-normal press gaggle milled along the track—four from local news affiliates and at least two from major cable networks. It seemed like a lot for a local high school football game, even in Texas.
 
Johnson stopped in his tracks, thinking, letting the current of red booster jackets flow around him. “Why are there so many cameras?” he asked over the radio, to no one in particular but expecting one of the DPD detectives to answer.
 
“It’s an underdog story, boss,” Lopez came back, breathless, like she’d been running . . . or was just excited at the prospect of tailing a bona fide terrorist. “Reavis High just got big enough to make AAAA status. This is their first year to compete with larger schools. It’s getting them some real national attention.”
 
The knot in Johnson’s gut tightened. Huge crowds, nonexistent security, and media attention were just too juicy a venue for a radicalized teenager who appeared ripe to go over the edge.
 
A shorter, squarish man with dark hair shoved his way through the crowd and fell in next to Johnson. His tailored gray sports coat and black open collar shirt made him look like a New Jersey wise guy. Johnson felt a flood of relief. Special Agent Dave Gillette would make seven on the surveillance. It was almost getting doable.
 
“I thought your kid had a baseball game?” Johnson said, still processing the realities brought on by all the media attention.
 
Gillette raised dark eyebrows and scoffed. “It’s T-ball, and he’s not very good. I got your message a few minutes ago and then headed this way when I heard the radio traffic.”
 
“Well, I’m glad you’re here.” Johnson resumed walking toward the concession stand. He didn’t relax, but felt better. With Angie James and Dave Gillette they might actually make it through the evening.
 
Both former street cops—Gillette in Miami and Johnson with NYPD, they’d been assigned to NYFO—the New York Field Office—as their first duty station, then gone their separate ways before drawing the Dallas office by chance. Each of them had been promoted to supervisory agent but over different squads.
 
“What do you think?” Johnson said as they walked through the crowd.
 
“I think I could use a hot dog.”
 
“I mean about the kid,” Johnson frowned.
 
“I don’t know.” Gillette shrugged. “He’s fresh, isn’t he? Not likely to do something right away. Maybe he’s just coming to meet some friends at a ballgame.”
 
“What if we’re the ones who are fresh?” Johnson said. “Maybe this kid’s been under our radar for months blending in.”
 
“Or maybe he’s just a kid at a football game.” Gillette rubbed his face. “I read your briefing notes. The teacher said he was a normal little socialist shithead until two months ago.”
 
A line of Reavis High School cheerleaders, all red faced from the chilly evening air bounced and tumbled on the track in front of the band at the end of the grandstands nearest the gates. Young and pretty, their short uniforms allowed them to show a great deal of leg while still maintaining their apple-pie wholesomeness—the way only a high school cheerleader could. The Reavis High School band’s section belted an explosive drum-and-horn challenge that carried across the field to the rival school.
 
“That gets the blood up,” Johnson said nodding toward the band.
 
“El Degüello,” Gillette said.
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