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To the memory of David Hagberg.

Author, patriot, friend.





ONE


On appearances, the two events could not have been more disconnected. In reality, they could not have been more intimately entwined.

Raven 44 cut smoothly through thin air, floating effortlessly in one of the earth’s most hostile environments: the lonely sky above seventy degrees north latitude. As the big RC-135 skirted the northern border of Russia, the air outside registered sixty degrees below zero. At that temperature water goes instantly to ice, and fuel in the wings must be constantly heated. The jet’s cabin, of course, was warm and dry, aeronautical engineers having long ago conquered such environmental adversities.

Other threats, however, were far less foreseeable.

“I’ve got an intermittent strobe bearing three-four-zero,” announced Staff Sergeant Kyle Trask over the intercom. He was one of seven airborne systems operators manning workstations in the airplane’s tunnel-like cabin.

“From the north, not landside?” asked Major Tom Meadows, the mission commander who oversaw the sensor suites.

“North,” confirmed Trask. “Looks like it’s coming from 401. Really high power, broad spectrum, comes and goes … haven’t seen anything like it before.”

The major rose from his own console, fighting stiffness from the long mission, and went to stand behind Trask. He studied the sergeant’s display, which was a composite map of the surrounding area: a terrain relief of glacial coastline that hadn’t changed in a million years, overlaid by airspace boundaries that hadn’t existed when his grandfather was born. To Raven 44’s left was the northern coast of Russia, the ice-rimmed frontier where the wilderness of Siberia met the Arctic Ocean. On the starboard side there were no land masses whatsoever, only sea and ice all the way to the North Pole. Thirty miles ahead, however, Meadows saw dashed lines representing restricted-use airspace. Aptly named Danger Area 401, it was a twelve-hundred-mile-long corridor that encompassed all the airspace from the sea’s surface to outer space. DA 401 was used, on rare occasions, by the Russian military to conduct missile tests.

“Is it hot now?” Meadows asked.

“It is, sir. Went active a few hours ago.”

“This is the first time I’ve seen it go live.”

“I have a couple of times,” Trask replied, “but it’s pretty unusual.” He had been running the northern surveillance tracks longer than Meadows.

DA 401 was exceptionally large, stretching hundreds of miles out to sea, and so it was rarely activated—doing so impinged on highly lucrative commercial airline overflights. Yet both men knew an advisory had been issued days earlier announcing its impending use. Indeed, this was probably why their mission had been moved up twelve hours: headquarters wanted to see what the Russians were up to.

Raven 44 was an RC-135W, a highly modified version of the venerable KC-135 tanker. The type had been in service with the Air Force since the dawn of the Cold War, and this particular jet had rolled off the production line in 1964—making it twenty years older than its oldest crewmember. Yet if the airframe was dated, its instrumentation was not. The jet had undergone extensive modifications ten years earlier to become the cutting edge platform known as Rivet Joint, and now the adopted child of the defunct Strategic Air Command was lurking along the borders of the old Soviet Union much as it always had.

Rivet Joint aircraft had a very specific mission: they trolled along the edges of hostile airspace—places like Russia, China, North Korea, and Iran—in the hope of capturing scraps of electronic intelligence, or ELINT. Radar emissions, telemetry data, communications intercepts. All were fair game, collected passively and recorded for later analysis. It wasn’t as swashbuckling as dogfighting in fifth generation fighters, but in the bigger scheme of things the mission was no less vital to national security. And the intelligence gleaned made the F-22s and F-35s that much more lethal.

The crew was weary. It had been four hours since the last aerial refueling, twelve since they’d taken off from their home drome: Kadena Air Base in Japan. Long missions were typical for Rivet Joints, augmented crews standard. The coffeepots got a workout, as did the bunks in the rest area. Even so, with the crew nearing its second shift change, everyone was in circadian arrhythmia, their senses dull and caffeine no longer bridging the gap.

“What spectrum are we talking about?” Meadows asked, trying to ID the raw-data signal.

“S-band, roughly three gigahertz, but it’s not in the library. Looks like they’re painting us, although that’s not unusual.”

Meadows weighed how to handle it, and only one thing came to mind. He flicked a switch on his intercom and called the flight deck.



The chime on the intercom didn’t exactly wake the aircraft commander, but it recaptured his thoughts, which had drifted to the barbeque he’d been planning for the weekend. Captain Bryan Crossfield tapped a switch to make the connection. “What’s up?”

“Hey, Bryan,” Meadows said from in back. “We’re coming up on Area 401. Just wanted to make sure you were planning on staying clear?”

“Yeah, this course should keep us a good ten miles south of the active sector. Why?”

“We’re getting some solid S-band from one o’clock. The library doesn’t recognize the signal.”

“Okay, thanks for the heads-up. We’ll stay clear.” Crossfield flicked off the intercom and addressed his copilot. “Sounds like they’re testing a new one.”

“Guess that’s why we’re here,” said Lieutenant Rico Huerta as he gazed out the window on the right.

“How far to the end of our track?”

Huerta checked the flight management screen. “Nine minutes.”

“Let’s extend it.” This was standard procedure. The Rivet Joint airframe was not ambidextrous—if they turned back east, the twenty-foot-long side-scan antenna on her starboard hip would no longer have a view of the test range. Unknown signals were always worth watching.

“We can’t go more than about forty extra miles,” said Huerta. “We’re due at the last refueling track in less than an hour, and that’s three hundred miles behind us.”

“Fair enough. Let’s just give them what we can so that—” Crossfield’s words cut off abruptly.

“What?” the copilot asked, sensing his skipper’s unease.

“Did you feel that?”

“No, what?”

“Like … I don’t know, maybe a vibration.”

“No, I—”

This time there was no mistaking it. Crossfield’s hands instinctively seized the control column as the great airplane shuddered. Amber warnings lit on the main display, and then the ominous vibration seemed to stop.

“Fault on the weather radar and Sat-Com 2,” said Huerta.

“That’s the least of our worries. Maybe we picked up some ice on the engine fan blades when—”

A great crack stunned both pilots, and in a flash the side window near Huerta’s shoulder spider-webbed, then failed. The decompression was explosive, rocking the airplane from nose to tail. All hell broke loose on the flight deck; the humid inside air crystallized to an icy fog, and papers and Styrofoam coffee cups flew through the breach. The cabin altitude, which had been at eight thousand feet, spiked to thirty-five thousand in seconds.

“Masks!” Crossfield shouted, reaching for his oxygen. He donned his O2 mask amid a riot of audible warnings and red lights. The autopilot kicked off, and the airplane began rolling into a dive—not a bad thing given their situation. “We need to get down to ten thousand feet!” he yelled as he pushed the control column forward.

The noise was overwhelming, and having removed his headset to put the oxygen mask on, Crossfield couldn’t hear the intercom. What he did hear was shouting from the cabin behind. He glanced right and to his horror saw his copilot rag-dolling against the failed side window. There was blood on his face and he was clearly unconscious.

Crossfield shouted for help, but doubted anyone in back could hear him. He began running through the procedure for an emergency descent—a maximum speed dive to a lower altitude where supplemental oxygen would no longer be needed. With the nose continuing to drop, he tried to right the airplane, but found the controls sluggish. In the back of his mind he recalled one exception to the emergency descent procedure: if structural damage was suspected, a high-speed dive was ruled out.

Another great shudder from the airplane, like nothing he’d ever experienced. The jet seemed disconnected from his inputs, like a train no longer on the tracks. He fought the yoke desperately as the nose continued to bury. Rolling past ninety degrees—one wing pointed at the sea, the other toward the sky—the airspeed neared the redline. Just like that, the depressurization emergency became secondary to what was always priority one: maintain aircraft control.

Crossfield hit the stops on the control column, but the airplane kept rolling. Approaching an inverted altitude, but still flying, the airplane emitted a terrible groan. The controls went suddenly light in his grasp, as if the great beast was hesitating. In a near vertical dive now, the windscreen filled with sea—still miles away, but closing in fast. Crossfield’s instincts told him—rightly, as it turned out—that the jet had suffered damage.

The airspeed was approaching Mach 1—never a good place to be in a sixty-year-old airframe that wasn’t designed to go supersonic. For a moment his inputs seemed to find purchase, the flight controls beginning to respond. Then a second explosion, more disastrous than the first, sent everything tumbling.

Crossfield was thrown to the left, his lap belt the only thing keeping him from slamming against the side window. Whatever had happened, he knew it was catastrophic. They were screwed, falling out of the sky a thousand miles from nowhere. Amid the Christmas tree of warning lights on the panels in front of him, he picked out the hydraulic pressure gauges. All were pegged to zero. It meant he had no flight controls, along with a damaged airframe and an incapacitated copilot. With g-forces pinballing him around the cockpit, Crossfield did the only thing he could do—he kept fighting the listless controls and prayed for an idea … any idea.

Despite all his training, all his years of experience, nothing came to mind as the ice-clad Arctic Ocean filled the front windscreen.





TWO


The second critical event took place two thousand miles away. It involved not one of the world’s most technologically advanced aircraft, but rather a melon stall in a market in Almaty, Kazakhstan.

In the stirring early morning, a slim young woman laced her way through the crowd. She was strikingly attractive yet had gone to great lengths to hide it. Her dress was long and shapeless, and a scarf cloaked her luminous raven hair. Her most arresting feature, a pair of olive eyes set above high cheek bones, was lost behind a pair of cheap sunglasses. Her ethnicity was vague, although in Kazakhstan such labels were often elusive. The country had long been a crossroads, a place where East met West, where traders intersected and gene pools mingled. While Asian features prevailed, faces bearing Slavic and Mediterranean traits were quite common. The dominant language was Russian, and the young woman spoke it with a local accent. This was no less than a tribute to her tenacity—when she’d arrived here, slightly over a year ago from warmer environs to the west, her Russian had been of the serviceable kind learned in a classroom. As with so much in her twenty-four years, the woman, whose name was Ayla, had set her mind to improving.

The market was active under a crisp blue sky, a chill rain having kept the crowds away in recent days. Ayla had been here twice before, on both occasions to prepare for today. This morning she ran a more intricate surveillance detection route than on her other visits, like an athlete warming up for a big game.

The agent had insisted she come alone. Ayla didn’t like that part, yet there was little she could do about it—communications had been a one-way affair. It had all begun two weeks ago when a street urchin handed a message to a guard at the entrance of the Israeli embassy in Nur-Sultan. It was a suspicious contact by any measure, and made even more so by one particular demand: a request that the assigned case officer be female. Ayla was the only Mossad katsa in Kazakhstan fitting that description, and since the source seemed dubious to begin with, it landed on her desk with all the import of a discarded gum wrapper.

She’d followed the directions to a seemingly innocuous Gmail account, and there, deposited in a draft folder and left unsent, were instructions for a dead-drop pickup. As tradecraft went, the draft folder ploy was old school and marginally secure. Skeptical but intrigued, Ayla got approval from her supervisor to make the retrieval, and the next day, behind a loose brick in a churchyard wall, she found one USB memory stick. Back at the embassy she tried to see what was on it but was stymied by the stick’s security. Sensing a dead end, she sent it via secure courier to headquarters and heard nothing for five days.

Finally, she was called in by her supervisor, who briefed her on the situation: the source, who’d begun as little more than a curiosity, had provided highly valuable information. After a second dead drop, Ayla got a call from a deputy director in Tel Aviv, whose instructions had been unequivocal: We like what he’s giving us. Do whatever is necessary to keep the flow going. This source will want something from us eventually. Until then, do nothing to compromise our good fortune.

Despite her short time in the field, Ayla had already developed a distaste for directives from the soft-bottomed chairs of Glilot Junction. She also knew a great deal about Mossad’s history, and understood that its greatest successes had come from risk-taking. And anyway, I’m the one putting my rookie ass on the line. Perhaps it was raw enthusiasm, being new to the game, or maybe the bulletproof assuredness of youth. Even more likely: the inherited obstinance of her father was taking hold. Whatever the reason, Ayla made up her mind. I’m going to do whatever it takes to get eyes on this source.

And what it took that morning, apparently, was a visit to a melon stall in Almaty.



The marketplace was open air, row after row of vendor stalls: fresh produce, dried meat, bread, spices. Those who couldn’t afford rent set up on blankets in shaded corners. The traffic lanes that connected it all were thick with people—thick enough to make countersurveillance all but impossible. The previous dead drops had been in far quieter places—the first in a church courtyard on a rain-sodden Tuesday, the second on a walking path in the foothills of the Ile-Alatau Mountains. Both retrievals had gone flawlessly.

But this …

Instructions for today’s rendezvous had been included on the second stick. At nine a.m. she was to go to a melon cart near a certain power pole, and the next memory device would be in the bottom of the back right-hand bin. Clearly, at some point before that, either the source, or possibly a courier, would arrive to make the drop.

Ayla was determined to see who it was.

She had arrived two hours early, just in time to watch the vendor in question, a weathered old man with a wrinkled forehead and gray beard, lift his crates onto an empty table. From a distance Ayla watched closely, rotating between vantage points she’d scouted the day before. So far, she’d seen nothing suspicious: a few customers who seemed typical, no one loitering near the corner bin, nothing but cash and coin going openly to the vendor. Mossad had already identified the merchant, a testament to the importance of what they’d been receiving. A team from the embassy, at Mukhtar Auezov Street 8, had followed him for two days. Another had mined government records. Neither found anything to suggest he might be complicit. No revolutionary leanings, no connections to police or organized crime. No visits to other embassies. He was simply a sixty-four-year-old Kazakh who, by all accounts, had been hauling produce to the market for the better part of thirty years.

Concealed beneath the shadow of a tarp, Ayla checked the time. Five minutes to go.

The crowds were getting thicker. A young boy hawking prepaid phone cards darted from stall to stall like a hummingbird on espresso. The flower cart beside her was run by two querulous old women, and they were too engrossed in their harping to pay her any heed. Just to be sure, Ayla mimicked thumb-tapping her phone as if in a heated texting session, the pleasant scents of their roses and hyacinths going unappreciated.

From her staging point she had a clear view of the old man and his table a hundred feet away. At two minutes before nine, Ayla relented. She had seen no evidence whatsoever of a drop.

She set out at a metered pace, pausing occasionally to survey the area. When she arrived right on time, she was the only customer at the stall.

“Do you have sweet melons today?” she asked, because to say nothing would have been odd.

“These are the best,” the old man replied, gesturing near where Ayla wanted to go.

She briefly held the old man’s gaze, searching for recognition. Seeing nothing, she smiled and ran her long fingers over his fare. She squeezed a few, as she’d seen other women do, checking their softness or texture or whatever. The old Kazakh turned away as she reached the critical bin. She half lifted a melon as if testing its weight, then lowered it and let her fingers probe. She felt nothing. Ayla didn’t panic. She tested a second melon, went through the same drill. Still nothing. This was a contingency she’d thought through ahead of time. She would search the other bins, but that would take time. Which meant getting the merchant on her side.

“I’ll take this one to begin,” she said, setting a melon aside without negotiating the price. She glanced at him, expecting a smile—and that was when everything went wrong.

The man seemed suddenly wary.

Feeling the first stab of caution, Ayla said, “Do you have any—”

“No,” he said cutting her off. He put the melon she’d chosen back in a bin. “There is nothing here for you!” A harsh, clipped tone.

For this Ayla had no contingency, so she did the most natural thing that came to mind. She picked up an orange and turned it in the sun. She saw the man’s eyes snag on something behind her. As much as she wanted to turn, Ayla kept her cool. She set down the orange, turned left, and walked away calmly. Steady and unhurried. In her peripheral vision she discerned two heavy shadows ten paces behind her.

She willed herself to ignore them.

Ayla had come to the market alone—the source was adamant about that—yet she wasn’t without backup. Two members of her team were waiting in a car on a nearby street. She made a right turn, which took her in that direction. Ayla ventured a quick glance behind and saw them: two men, casually dressed and definitely following her.

Her support detail was two blocks away. They’d discussed setting up closer, but the chief of station had overruled it—he didn’t want to risk irritating the source. It was clearly a mistake. Outside the market, Ayla picked up her pace on a charmless cobblestone sidewalk. Not running, but damn near it.

There were fewer people here, and Ayla realized she should have stayed in the market, let the team come to her. Another mistake. She pulled out her phone and discovered how hard it was to text while walking fast over cobblestones. She got off a one-word message: Aborting.

With the situation degrading quickly, Ayla tried to think clearly. She scanned ahead for options. A storefront fifty feet away had its door blocked open. Was there a back door if she turned inside? Perhaps an alley behind that would take her in the right direction? She should have known. The footsteps behind her quickened, and out of nowhere a sedan bounded over the curb ahead and cut her off.

No more pretenses.

She stopped and turned, saw the two men closing in. They looked at her with glares meant to intimidate. The one in the lead towered six inches above her own five-foot-seven frame and had to be twice her well-conditioned weight. The other was smaller and squat, a pugilist’s face.

Ayla kept her composure, kept searching. To her right she noticed a damaged section of sidewalk near the gutter, and she was suddenly very glad she’d taken her Krav Maga training seriously.

As the bigger of the two men closed in, she looked at him questioningly, all doe eyes and slack posture. Then, the moment he was in range, she lashed out and kicked him in the balls. She made solid contact, and the man grunted and dropped to his knees, his hands cradling his crotch.

Ayla pretended to stumble to her right, dropping a hand as if to arrest her fall. As she did, she picked up the only improvised weapon within reach, a loose cobblestone the size of a beer stein. The second man rushed full force. Ayla feinted right, then moved left and spun, swinging the stone toward his head in a wicked forehand arc. It caught him a glancing blow and he reeled toward the car. But it was only half a victory. On contact she lost her grip on the stone, and the pugilist seized a handful of her dress—never the clothing of choice for close-quarters combat. It put Ayla off-balance, and together they careened into the car’s fender.

Ayla was first to regain her balance, and she lashed out with a solid kick to his knee. He screamed as it buckled and started to go down, but he never lost the fistful of fabric. Ayla heard a car door open behind her, and before she could turn something hard struck her in the head.

She lurched away, dazed. Her vision went blurry and she felt her arms being seized on either side. She tried to swing an elbow, making marginal contact before a fist struck her on the temple. She thrashed and writhed, trying to twist her limbs free. Trying to fight. It was hopeless. There were too many of them—three, four?—all bigger and stronger.

Still, she never gave up, and it took another thirty seconds for them to wrestle her into the car’s backseat. Once inside they pummeled her without mercy, her face and her body, and she was sure she broke a nose in return. They cursed in a language she didn’t recognize. A massive blow to the head stunned Ayla, and the next thing she knew she was hopelessly immobilized on the floor, big hands and boots holding her down.

To her credit, she kept gathering information, all the way to the moment when the needle sank deep into her thigh. Only then, finally, did fear take its grip.



There were but a handful of witnesses to the donnybrook on the curb. A mailman down the street saw the end of the scuffle, and a nearsighted spinster knitting at the window of her second-floor flat caught a few flashes of motion. A teenager on his way to a music lesson saw the car bump onto the curb and watched a woman get accosted, but organized crime being what it was in Almaty, the boy instinctively turned and ran away with his violin clutched to his chest.

Only one person saw the row in its entirety.

He was sitting in a mostly empty coffee shop, across the street and on a slight diagonal. Dressed in simple work pants and a worn jacket, he was rooted to a stool at the window-side counter. A small tablet computer was in front of him, a lukewarm café Americano near his left hand—he’d been born right-handed, but an injury had forced him to adjust. Once a robust man, lean and athletic, he sat crookedly on the stool with one leg askew. He was thirty-eight years old, although on first impression most gave him ten more. The lines in his leathered face were deeper than they should have been, and flecks of white in his thinning hair were well ahead of schedule. His most remarkable feature was a pair of emerald-green eyes, although these, too, were faded beyond his years. At that moment, they were obscured by a pair of wire-frame glasses.

He’d spotted the woman as soon as she turned out of the market, two burly men trailing behind her like loosely joined boxcars. He had seen her before, but never this close, and even from across the street he was struck by how pretty she was. He had once appreciated beautiful women, even pursued them. That, however, was a thing of the past.

The car came out of nowhere, and he watched it veer onto the curb and cut her off. The girl’s reaction was perfectly natural. He sat transfixed by the violence taking place not thirty meters away and was impressed—and not completely surprised—by the fight she put up. He glanced once around the nearly empty coffee shop to see if anyone else was watching. There were only three others, including the nose-studded barista, and none of them were in a position to see the melee.

He held his coffee and sat still, mesmerized, while the altercation played out in what seemed like slow motion. In fact, it was over in less than a minute. When the car finally backed into the street and spun away in a squeal of burning rubber, the man let go a long breath, no idea how long he’d been holding it.

He knew he had to leave—remaining here would be inordinately risky. He needed to get across town, to the safety of his room. If the police arrived quickly, he might be questioned, even compromised. Still, he had wanted to get one look at her: the woman who was risking her life for his information.

And so he had.

The agent, who Mossad now knew as Lazarus, never tried to call the police. Ten minutes earlier, he’d composed a hasty message and placed it in the draft folder. It was a warning that the drop had been compromised. Now, of course, the point was moot, and anyway, they never could have reacted quickly enough. Still, they would at least know he’d tried.

He folded the tablet closed, drained his cup, and slid carefully off his stool. On the sidewalk outside he turned left and set out at his usual slow pace into the chill morning. He walked with a distinct limp—the cold weather worsened the pain in his right hip. Lazarus looked up and down the street, listened for approaching sirens. So far, nothing. The poor woman, his primary link to Mossad, was probably a mile away by now. Swept up cleanly and professionally. He was sure Mossad would find a replacement—the information he’d been providing was first-rate. Teams of case officers would follow up, discover his too-late warning in the email account, and watch for new messages.

He was mentally composing the next one—he had no shortage of information to give—when the first sirens began rising in the distance. Lazarus tried to quicken his pace, but his hip protested. He cursed under his breath.

With one look over his shoulder, he turned left at the first corner and disappeared.





THREE


Reaction to the two events ran distant parallels.

The loss of Raven 44 launched through the power corridors of Washington, D.C., like an unguided rocket. It lit off at the Pentagon, shot toward the director of national intelligence, and apexed in the Oval Office.

President Elayne Cleveland was pulled from her morning intelligence briefing to be apprised of the fast-moving situation. The messengers were Secretary of Defense John Mattingly and Air Force deputy chief of staff for intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance, Lieutenant General Margaret Tran. After the doors were closed, the SecDef took the lead.

“One of our Rivet Joint aircraft has gone down in the Arctic, very near the Russian border. It was conducting a standard surveillance mission last night when it disappeared suddenly.”

“Suddenly?” the president remarked. “Does that imply a hostile act?” Having long ago served as an intel officer in the Army Reserves, Cleveland was better versed than most politicians in the nuances of military vernacular.

“Based on what we know so far, it doesn’t look that way. We were able to layer data from certain air and space sensors, and there’s nothing to suggest a missile launch or an intercept by fighters. Rivet Joint aircraft also stream live sensor information over the course of their missions. Raven 44—that was the mishap airplane’s call sign—was picking up some radar activity, but nothing high rate to suggest missile guidance.”

“Well, that’s good at least. What else do we know?”

“We’re in the initial stages of planning a search, but the extremely remote location, combined with the impending weather conditions—there’s a fierce Arctic storm on the way—will tie our hands for the next thirty-six to forty-eight hours.”

“What about the Russians? Could they help with a search?”

The SecDef’s answer was measured. “That is something we need to discuss.” He yielded to Tran, a three-star general who’d risen through the Air Force’s technical side—an outlier in the pilot-dominated upper ranks of the service. Tran had a PhD in engineering and a proven knack for translating technical breakthroughs to strategic implementation.

“Madam President, our intelligence networks are in overdrive trying to determine if the Russians have even noticed this crash. Based on radio traffic and communications intercepts, we see no sign of it. I will tell you straightaway that the fate of the crew, seventeen good airmen, remains foremost in everyone’s mind.”

“As it should be,” the president seconded.

“Unfortunately, the initial reports are not promising. Our Rivet Joints have been upgraded with a system that streams snapshots of flight information in near real time. What it shows, unfortunately, is a dive that could not have been survivable. Because the RC-135 is a standoff platform, not meant to go behind enemy lines, it’s not fitted with ejection seats or parachutes.”

The president looked on grimly. “Are you telling me there’s no chance of survivors?”

“I can’t say that with absolute certainty. Yet there is further damning information. Two years ago, NSA began a program to pry into Russian air defense networks. They were surprisingly successful, and the northern-tier facilities proved especially vulnerable due to undersea cables that proved … accessible.”

This was news to Cleveland. She tried to recall if it had been in any of her daily briefings but drew a blank. “You’re saying we’ve hacked Russian air defense?”

“Not everywhere, but we get solid information from certain regional networks. Relating to Raven 44, NSA has forwarded their data for the last twenty-four hours. A radar station in Kotelny had a solid primary return on Raven 44. It documented her final plunge.”

“Primary return?”

“That’s the most basic kind of radar data, with no identifying information. The Russian operators would have seen Raven 44 as a blip on their scope. We fly surveillance routes regularly, and there’s airline traffic as well, so they probably weren’t watching too closely. If anyone saw the return disappear, they likely would have written it off as an anomaly. We studied that raw data closely and found more bad news. In the critical moments near the end, we were able to discern multiple targets. That suggests the aircraft broke apart in flight.”

Cleveland looked at Tran, then Mattingly. She was beginning to see the decision she would be facing. “That does sound damning. All the same, we prioritize the crew, no matter how slim the chances.”

“We agree, ma’am, yet there are complications. To begin, the wreckage we were able to track came to rest near Wrangel Island. That’s Russian territory.” From a portfolio General Tran extracted a satellite photo of the area. She put her finger on a trapezoid box overlapping a remote island. “We believe parts of the aircraft fell on the island itself, while others may have ended up in the sea nearby.”

“Is this island populated?” the president asked.

“Minimally. There’s a radar station, manned by a few technicians and a small unit of Russian Army regulars. No more than thirty men altogether, essentially there to keep the radar running. They venture out for occasional patrols in the summer, but this time of year everyone bunkers up. The island is also a designated wildlife preserve, and there’s a small research station with three or four rangers in residence. Both these contingents live in prefabricated housing on the south shore of the island, forty miles from where the wreckage landed. Bottom line—unless the Russians realize what’s happened, and it doesn’t appear they have, nobody is going to stumble across this crash site. At least, not until summer.”

Cleveland studied the overhead image. It reminded her of her days as a lieutenant in Army intel. “How certain are you about the location of this wreckage?”

“It’s a rough estimate. We received a brief satellite ping from the flight data recorder immediately after the crash, but it disappeared. When an airplane goes down at sea, in deep water, the signal can be tricky to find. The hits we received are here.” She pointed to a red dot labeled FDR in the sea near the island’s northwest coast. “Plots for the rest of the wreckage field are less certain, mostly derived from the stolen radar data. It’s a lot of guesswork, and our analysts are trying to tighten their estimates. We’re coordinating some satellite passes that will hopefully give us better information.”

“This emergency beacon—can the Russians see it as well?”

“No … at least we don’t think so. Rivet Joints, owing to their highly classified systems, are equipped with a new black box that transmits discreetly. It was designed for this very situation. We’ve also been listening to Russian communications and watching nearby military bases for unusual activity. We’re pretty sure they don’t have any idea what’s going on.” General Tran looked expectantly at Mattingly.

Cleveland did the same, and said, “Pretty sure? I’m hearing a lot of qualifiers in this briefing.”

“Yes, ma’am, you are. We would be more definitive if we could.”

“All right, give me options.”

“First and foremost, we have to search for survivors. Unfortunately, our options are limited. We can’t ask the Russians for help without admitting that one of our spy aircraft has gone down on their sovereign territory. That would give them first shot at the wreckage, which is a problem—this jet was carrying some highly classified technology.”

“Aren’t they going to find it eventually?”

“At some point, yes. But if we beat them to it, we can recover or destroy the most sensitive equipment. On the downside, if we try to organize a search ourselves it’s going to take longer.”

“How long?” the president asked.

“To begin, this time of year there’s nearly solid ice coverage in the surrounding sea. The only practical surface ship would be an icebreaker, and we don’t have many of those. The nearest right now is a Coast Guard ship operating in Alaskan waters, and she’d have to plow through hundreds of miles of ice—it would take three days to reach the scene. The other option is to use a submarine. One of our fast-attack subs, New Mexico, is much closer and she’s equipped for the job—she’s taking part in our annual ICEX exercise as we speak. There are also two missile subs in the area, but they would have far less capability to respond. And of course, for national security reasons, we prefer to keep them silent. New Mexico could reach the crash site in about a day and a half.”

“The weather is also a consideration,” Tran added. “This storm is bearing down fast. It’s going to shut down any rescue attempt for the next thirty-six hours.”

“So even if we asked the Russians for help, they couldn’t mount a search any sooner than we could?”

“Effectively, yes. After the storm passes, they would have far better resources for a large-scale response. But in terms of arriving on scene and standing up a search … everyone will be limited by the storm.”

“If this turns out as we fear,” Mattingly added, “and there are no survivors, our priority has to be securing the most sensitive wreckage—recover what we can, and then destroy anything too large or too difficult to retrieve.”

Silence prevailed as Cleveland weighed it all. “All right,” she finally said. “In that case, let’s keep this to ourselves. Order New Mexico to respond, and make sure everyone knows that finding the crew is top priority.”

Two nods in return.

Mattingly said, “I’ve also reached out to the CIA. As it turns out, they have a contingency plan for just this kind of scenario—recovering sensitive technology from foreign territory. SAC/SOG is putting together a mission as we speak.” He was referring the spy agency’s Special Operations Group.

“Anna Sorensen?” Cleveland asked.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Had the circumstances been less somber, the president might have smiled. There was no one she’d rather have running such a delicate op than Deputy Director Sorensen. “All right,” the president said, “do it. And if anything changes, I want to know right away.”



As the U.S. secretary of defense was issuing orders regarding the crash of Raven 44, the more subtle disaster in Almaty worked its way through a large and busy building outside Tel Aviv. The dispatch from Israel’s Kazakhstan embassy was quickly routed to Mossad director Raymond Nurin, who had left firm orders to be apprised of all developments involving the important new source known as Lazarus.

Nurin’s tenure as head of the Office had been marked by both spectacular successes and stunning failures—the ratio was more or less in line with those of his predecessors, and par for the treacherous local course. Even so, when he was told about the message from Almaty, confessing that Lazarus’s case officer had been snatched off the street in broad daylight, the director blinked. After the young man briefing him read the message a second time, confirming the name of the missing woman, Nurin issued an order he had never before given: an emergency, all-agency response.

Mossad’s version of DEFCON 1.

On the headquarters end, it threw the agency into electronic searches and a desperate postmortem of a mission gone wrong. The more critical task, however, was getting boots on the ground in Kazakhstan. The embassy station there was minimally staffed, and so the only option was to send in reinforcements. Nurin was hardwired to caution when it came to committing assets on foreign soil—small operational failures had a way of snowballing. The situation in Almaty, however, was untenable. One of their own had been abducted. And that wasn’t the worst of it—the matter of who the girl was loomed not large but titanic.

He called in his three most trusted advisors, and together they brainstormed a plan to dispatch fifteen operatives, some from Tel Aviv, others from neighboring stations, to aid in the search for the kidnapped case officer. In a moment nearing panic, Nurin told them to double that number, then added two. It would typically take weeks of preparation to insert such a force, but the director wanted it done within forty-eight hours.

That order given, he dismissed the team to put the plan in motion.

Alone behind his desk, Nurin looked at the nearby secure phone as if it were made of white-hot steel. He rehearsed in his mind a series of opening lines, but none seemed right. Some situations were simply beyond compassion. After telling his receptionist he didn’t want to be disturbed, Nurin placed one of the most difficult calls he had ever made.



Within twenty-four hours, the two disasters were firmly on a collision course. Perhaps fittingly, they merged on a desolate mountain road near the Montana-Idaho border. A heavy SUV lumbered through thickening stands of pine. Of the three men inside, the two in front were well-armed and alert, the one in back grave-faced and exhausted.

The Land Rover negotiated a series of turns, ending on a private road that did not appear on Google Maps. After the third turn since leaving the highway, the vehicle paused before a broad cattle guard, and from the nearby fence line two men appeared. Both were carrying machine pistols and had earbuds implying a comm network.

After a few words and a close inspection, the Rover was allowed to proceed. The guards immediately blended back into a forest shot with shadows.





FOUR


The first thing Christine heard was the vehicle—the low rumble of a big engine, gravel crunching under wide tires. When one was far removed from civilization, such sounds stood out like fireworks on a clear winter night. She reluctantly put down the book she was reading—the latest investigations of Michael Connelly’s Harry Bosch—and was rising from the couch when the secure comm system trilled.

Her alertness notched upward. She went to the kitchen counter and picked up a heavy plastic handset that belonged in a missile silo—she’d been told that was actually where it came from.

“What’s up?” she asked, her eyes searching through the front window.

“Good morning, ma’am,” replied a familiar voice—Thomas, head of the morning detail. “You have a visitor on the way up.”

“A visitor?”

“He’s approved.”

Christine hesitated. In the last year, since taking up residence on the ranch, there had been only a handful of “approved” visitors. All but one related to the security team itself. The outlier had been Anna Sorensen, head of the CIA’s Special Activities Center.

“Can you give me a name?” she asked.

“I actually wasn’t told … but he was cleared specifically by Miss Sorensen. She said he’s an old friend.”

“Mine or my husband’s?”

“Both.”

Well, that narrows it down, she thought.

Hanging up the Dr. Strangelove phone, she went through the front door and stepped onto the weathered hardwood porch. Christine was immediately enveloped by fresh mountain air. Spring was a week away, winter losing its grip. The early sun was muted by thick mist, a dim orb behind a blanket of gray. She spotted the SUV a quarter mile away, topping the driveway on the low southern hill. A trail of dust rose behind it like a brown contrail.

The number of “old friends” she and David shared could be counted on one hand. Of those, she could think of only one who might be sent here by Anna Sorensen. Christine, David, and their son had been living on the ranch for a year under deep cover—the CIA’s version of a witness protection program. Except the word “witness” didn’t fit. Target was more like it.

The SUV pulled directly to the top of the gravel parking apron, and moments after stopping the rear passenger door opened. Christine instantly recognized the man who emerged. Early sixties, heavy build. Features weathered by time and sun, not to mention a life of artful deception.

Her first thought was, I was right. Her second—the question of why he was here—was far less satisfying. Anton Bloch was the former director of Mossad. He had recruited David into the agency straight out of university, ensnaring him through false pretenses. For ten years, before Christine first crossed paths with the man who would become her husband, Bloch had molded him into Israel’s most lethal assassin. For that Christine would never forgive him. Just as she would never forget the moment, years later, when Bloch had taken a bullet to save her own life. It was an impossible contrast—as was so often the case in the world of mist and mirrors.

Watching him walk toward the porch, she thought Bloch looked older, more frail than the last time she’d seen him. How long had it been? Two years? Three?

He climbed the short set of steps and stood before her with the air of a supplicant facing a tribunal. “Hello, Christine.”

“Hello, Anton,” she replied guardedly. Their relationship was not one of hugs and la bise, but mutual respect prevailed.

He looked around the hills appreciatively. “You and your husband have a strong inclination to remoteness.”

“We have our reasons … as you know better than anyone. I’m afraid David’s not here at the moment.”

“I know,” the spymaster replied in his intractable baritone. “Actually, I was hoping to have a private word with you.”

She raised one eyebrow and managed a wary smile. “Why not?”



Christine led Bloch into the house. She made coffee, as much for herself as for her guest. At ten in the morning she’d not yet had her bracer, and she had the distinct feeling she was going to need it.

Bloch stood by the farmhouse table in the dining room, watching her distractedly. She had always known him to be brusque and direct, a consequence, no doubt, of years spent running the Office. Having made countless life-and-death decisions, she’d assumed he was inoculated against doubt. Now, however, Christine saw nothing but hesitation. Even anxiousness. Bloch looked around the room nervously, like a priest in a brothel—a man desperate for distraction.

“Very rustic,” he said.

“We like it. It was originally built in ’08,” she said, leaving the century in doubt. “We’ve made a few upgrades.”

“I can only imagine David’s contributions. Let me see: gun safe, safe room, firing range on the back forty? I’m surprised there wasn’t a moat around the perimeter.”

“Keep that to yourself—you might give him ideas.” She handed over a mug of Death Wish coffee, and said, “Let’s go out back.”

He followed her through the back door onto an expansive terrace. The stonework was exquisitely done, intricate patterns and perfect joints on a split-level base, raised planters and benches around the main sitting area. It was all pleasing to the eye, yet Christine imagined Bloch would recognize more; clear areas, channels, walls near the home entrances. Subtle to be sure, but security was baked into the design. An offshoot at the back edge led to the project under way—a fire pit and sitting area with a view of the distant mountains.

“I see he still pursues his masonry obsession,” Bloch said, his eyes panning over the perfectly mortared seams.

“You know David, he never does anything halfway. Sometimes I can’t tell if it’s a streak of artisanship or an exercise routine.”

Bloch should have smiled. Instead, he said somberly, “Where exactly is he?”

She gestured toward the slope of a distant mountain. “Somewhere on the west ridge. He took Davy camping for a few nights. It’s their new father-son thing.”

He sipped his coffee distractedly.

Christine was getting impatient. “Anton … you didn’t come here from Tel Aviv to tour our house.”

He nearly responded, then faltered.

Christine’s worry magnified. She thought herself familiar with Bloch’s behaviors and mannerisms; indecision had never been among them.

“There has been an incident in Kazakhstan,” he said. “One of our operatives has gone missing.”

“When you say ‘our’ … I assume you’re referring to Mossad?” Bloch had left the agency years ago, yet he retained a good relationship with his successor. A conspicuously working relationship.

The broad shoulders shrugged. “Certain bonds are not so easily severed.”

“What does this have to do with David?” This was the loaded question, the one that generally had but one answer. Her husband had served Israel in a number of capacities, yet his specialty was distinctive: he killed people who deserved to be killed, and did it without leaving traces.

“The operative who’s been taken was running a very valuable agent. As it turns out, one whose information is of great interest to America. We’re desperate to find this missing case officer, and also to discover the identity of her agent.”

Christine’s eyes narrowed. As a physician, she was something of an expert at reading people under stress. What she saw on Bloch’s face, in every crease and shadow, was closer to fear than worry. “I’m guessing Mossad is trying to locate this missing case officer?”

“Of course. But, in my opinion, they’re not doing enough.”

“What makes you say that?”

“I could tell you the steps they’ve not taken. I could tell you about budget cuts and personnel shortages, about delicate relations with certain involved countries. But the truth is rather more straightforward … the case officer who has gone missing is my daughter.”

Christine stiffened. “Ayla? I didn’t know she’d joined the service.”

“I assure you, it was not my idea. She barely made it through university, although I’ll grant that she has always had a knack for languages. Ayla approached one of my old deputies, the man who now runs recruiting. She said she was interested in a career with the Office and convinced him she had my blessing.”

“But she didn’t.”

He sighed a father’s sigh. “And so the deceptions begin. I tried to talk her out of it, but to no avail. Moira wouldn’t speak to me for a week.” Bloch looked at her with something near vulnerability. “If anything happens to her, my wife will never forgive me. Nor, I suspect, will I forgive myself. I should have seen this coming, should have prevented it.”

Christine understood all too well. The previous year she’d found herself in a dire situation with Davy. She knew how it felt to have a child put at risk.

“Ayla and I have had our differences,” he hedged. “Yet I must admit, the day she graduated from training … never have I felt such pride. If she had done it with my help, that would have been one thing. But to do it against my wishes, excel as she did…”

Christine didn’t dwell on that thought, fearing an extrapolation to her own family. “Do you really think David can help?” she asked.

“I can think of no one better.”

“So you’re here for my blessing?”

“Miss Sorensen tells me the three of you have a delicate arrangement. She has provided this place and the attendant security. In return, David provides his services on occasion to her Special Activities Center. And you … you are the arbiter between the two. The ultimate approving authority.”

“That’s not quite the way I see it … but yes, David includes me in his decisions.”

“Then I am here to ask your help.”

“And maybe I owe you because you took a bullet for me?”

“I will be more shameless than that. I ask you as a parent.”

It was the perfect answer. That he gave none of the details—where David would be asked to go, what dangers might be involved—was surely by design. Bloch might be tormented, but his instincts for manipulation remained intact. As always, the former director knew which strings to pull and which to leave slack.

“All right,” she said. “If David agrees, I’m on board.”

Bloch didn’t bother with a pretense of surprise, yet when he spoke it was from the heart. “Thank you, Christine.”

“I’ve been in your shoes. I know what it’s like to feel that kind of worry. To feel helpless with your child at risk.”

He nodded. “Is there a way to reach him?”

“You know David…” Christine got up and headed for the basement, the combination to the gun safe looping in her head.





FIVE


David Slaton watched his son turn a trout over the campfire, the long-handled grill basket wavering only slightly. He was getting the hang of it, keeping the filets at just the right height, giving them the occasional turn. The sweet smell was a memory in the making.

“When will it be done, Dad?” Davy asked.

“Almost there, buddy.”

“Will it be as good as last night?”

“I hope so. But we can’t rush it … you have to be patient.”

He reached for his backpack, removed the plates and forks. They’d awakened with the sun, but cold morning air kept them in the tent for a time. Two rounds of Go Fish broke out, each of them winning once. After a beef jerky breakfast, they’d carried the fishing poles down the slope to the river, Davy leading the way, and found a perfect glade among the cottonwoods. The riverbanks were edged in frost, the water running fast and sparkling in the morning light. For an interval of time that defied any clock, they talked and watched the forest, and eventually pulled two big brook trout from the crystalline water.

Davy was starting to show an unusual ability to focus on tasks, and he almost never complained—not just any four-year-old would hike miles up a mountainside and spend two nights in near-freezing temperatures. Yesterday had gone by in a blur; gathering firewood, climbing trees, naming squirrels, skipping stones into the frigid river. The only casualty came when Davy slipped while crawling over a fallen tree and tore the pocket off his pants. He seemed to relish it all, and Slaton, in turn, felt a contentment like nothing he’d ever experienced. Watching his son learn, watching him grow.

He looked out across the chained peaks of the Northern Bitterroots. The early mist was fading, only pockets now in the deepest valleys. The view was turning majestic before their very eyes, the long shadows of morning giving way to contours of green and brown. The sun infused the great copper sky, its warmth beginning to cut the cold.

“Are we going home today?” Davy asked.

“I think we should. It’s been two nights and Mom might be getting lonely.”

“Yeah, I miss her.”

“Me too.”

“We should bring her next time.”

Slaton thought it was a great idea. Better yet, he was glad Davy was already thinking about coming back. “Absolutely. Maybe you should invite her.”

His son nodded, then pulled the trout closer and gave it an inspection. “I think it’s done.”

“Okay. Let’s eat.”

They split their catch on two plates, divided a can of beans that had been heating on the side. It was every bit as good as last night. They ate in silence watching a pair of hawks soar over a nearby hill, effortless as they rode the updrafts. Slaton pointed out a distant herd of elk grazing in a notch in the adjoining valley. Davy had no trouble picking them out—he’d been blessed with his father’s sharp eyesight.

“I think next time we should go farther, maybe set up camp in that valley.”

“Will the elk still be there?” Davy asked.

“It’s possible, but they usually don’t stay in one place for long. They never stop moving.”

Davy was about to say something else when the sat-phone in Slaton’s backpack chimed. He got up, dug it out, and checked the screen. It was a message from Christine: All is well, but we have a visitor. Need you to come back ASAP.

Slaton stared at the screen. All is well …

He forced himself to not overthink the situation. “It’s a message from Mom. We need to head home.”

A slight frown. “All right.”

“I’ll take down the tent and pack up. I need you to put the fire out … do it just like I showed you.”

“Okay. But why do we clean up camp?”

The answer that nearly escaped was So people won’t know we’ve been here. What he said was straight from Mom’s playbook. “Because it’s kind to others to leave nature as we found it.”





SIX


“You’re sure about this,” Slaton said, studying his wife closely.

They were seated on one of the benches he’d built beside the patio.

After an hour’s hike home, he’d been surprised to find Anton Bloch, of all people, waiting on his front porch. Christine had lured Davy inside with hot chocolate, giving Bloch time to explain the situation. As soon as he’d set eyes on Bloch, Slaton knew something was wrong. He looked weary, fragile—modifiers he’d never before applied to the legendary director. After struggling through greetings, Bloch had gotten right to the point. No sooner had he laid out the disappearance of his daughter than his Mossad-issued phone had gone off, and he’d diverted to the driveway to take an urgent call.

It gave Christine time for a one-on-one to explain her own thinking.

“It’s his daughter, David. I’ve never seen Anton so … off his game.”

“I agree,” he said, watching Davy clamber over the playset he’d built near a pair of wintering Aspen. “But it’s strange for you to be pushing me to go on a mission.”

When the CIA came asking for his help, Christine generally insisted on a morally supportable case for his involvement. She implied that he committed to missions, at least in part, for the adrenaline rush of high-stakes ops—an “addiction” she’d once called it. Slaton never viewed it that way, but he understood why she might. And he knew better than to argue otherwise.

Today Christine had no reservations. “You and I know what it’s like to have a child in danger. Anyway, we owe him. I owe him.”

“There was a time when I would have argued otherwise … but yeah, I get it.”

Neither of them could take their eyes off their son as he dangled one-handed from a monkey bar. Davy fell into the mulch, hitting hard. He lay still for a moment, and his parents watched with collective held breath. Like parents did. Davy bounced up and raced back to the ladder.

“Gives you a different perspective, doesn’t it?” she said.

“Ayla is his only child. She’s an adult now, living her life, making her own decisions—but I guess you never stop worrying about them.”

“Anton says time is critical. He has a jet waiting in Missoula.”

Slaton blew out a long breath. “Okay, I’ll go pack a bag.”

When he stood, Christine looked at him pensively. He was sure he knew what she was thinking. He also knew she wouldn’t put it into words.

He leaned down and kissed her forehead. “Don’t worry, I’ll be careful.”

Christine watched her husband disappear inside, then closed her eyes. David rarely misread her, but just then he had. And how could he not?

She resolved to let it go—for now.



Twenty minutes later the Land Rover was running back toward the main highway. Slaton waited patiently as Bloch finished a string of phone calls.

“There’s been a change,” Bloch finally said, ending the last call. “Instead of Almaty, we’re going in a different direction.”

“What direction is that?”

“North … Alaska, to begin.”

Slaton showed no reaction. He knew missions could change quickly, although during his time with Mossad the detours had been more regional in nature. A car ride to Beirut switching to a trek through the Golan Heights. The idea that a private jet was now going to take him to Alaska instead of Kazakhstan … he supposed it was simply a matter of scale. The more practical problem was that he’d packed for the trip quickly; a few pants, shirts, a light jacket. All of it totally inappropriate for late winter in Alaska. Slaton had never been a fan of extreme cold, and he guessed Bloch was even less enthralled—for security reasons, former Mossad directors rarely traveled outside Israel, meaning his desert bones would run deep.

“Can you brief me in?” Slaton asked.

“I’ll explain after we’re airborne,” Bloch replied. “Events are changing rapidly, and your new overseer has become involved.”

“Anna Sorensen?”

“Yes.”

“The Special Operations Group is going to help find your daughter?”

“There’s a good deal more at play. As it turns out, the United States and Israel have found themselves with deeply converging interests.” His phone went off again and he took the call.

Slaton went back to waiting, pushing deep into the plush seat. He felt the transition beginning. Campfires and monkey bars were behind him, more consequential challenges ahead. He thought back to his parting with Christine. Something had seemed amiss, although he couldn’t say what. He shrugged it off and took one last look back at the fading Bitterroot Mountains. They had become intimately familiar, the meridians of his new life.

Slaton wondered when he would see them again.



The Falcon 900 could only be part of Mossad’s hand-me-down air force. Slaton studied it on the brief crossing from the Rover and saw a paint job that was the aviation equivalent of a plain brown wrapper: dirty white, bordering on gray, with no discernable logo. The only identifying marks were those required by international law: a registration number and a tiny flag near the tail that wasn’t Israeli. A Cypriot flash, if he wasn’t mistaken. He noted extra antennae suggesting satellite communications and an HF radio. It struck him that he was becoming a connoisseur of such conveyances, although never as a matter of mere convenience. For Slaton, jets had become a tactical tool, the best way to take a fight to the enemy when distances were great and time critical. And in the ops he’d been drawing lately, time was always critical.

He followed Bloch up a short set of stairs into a cabin that was anything but opulent. Rough galley, serviceable fittings, a dozen seats in a variable configuration. It smelled like a limo after prom night, an image further advanced by a rack of mostly empty liquor bottles near the galley. On a given day, the airplane might deliver a dozen commandos to an overseas raid. On another it could whisk a defense minister to a secret tête-à-tête. And today? Today it was being used by a former director to collect his best assassin.

They were airborne quickly, and as the jet climbed northward through smooth air Bloch set up a laptop on a table between two worn club chairs. He seemed steadier now, back on solid operational ground. No time to dwell on what might be happening to his daughter. Slaton recognized this compartmentalization all too well—as long as you were busy there was no time for reflection. It was the idle moments—breaking for a meal or trying to fall asleep—when the demons of doubt had their way.

Slaton settled back in the wide chair. A tiny air vent overhead spewed cold air, along with a few shards of ice—as if the airplane knew where they were headed.

“I’ll begin by explaining why I came for you,” Bloch said, “although keep in mind, it was based on the situation as we knew it yesterday. Two years ago, Ayla took it upon herself to enter Mossad’s academy. Needless to say, it was not my idea.”

“I never knew. When you last mentioned her, you said she was going through a rebellious phase.”

“That has been ongoing since she was twelve. School proved a constant challenge. Ayla is a smart girl, but applies herself selectively. Her mother and I battled this attitude for years, and effectively gave up during her third year in university. Curiously, as we pulled back, her performance improved.”

Slaton filed this away as a parental lesson for the years ahead.

“Ayla came home the week after graduation from university and informed us of her decision to join Mossad. Moira was apoplectic. I tried to talk her out of it, but she was determined.”

“Stubborn, is she? Can’t imagine where that came from.”

Bloch ignored the comment. “She excelled in training, then spent another six months fine-tuning her skills. After a brief stint in a headquarters planning cell, she took her first assignment in the field—our station in Almaty. She speaks decent Russian, which is a requisite for that posting. Soon after she arrived, two months ago now, the station received an unsolicited message from a prospective source. On face value it appeared amateurish, the kind of contact bigger embassies get all the time, and that usually amounts to nothing. For unspecified reasons, the source requested a female contact. Ayla was given the assignment. She followed up, and managed to retrieve a memory stick from a dead drop. The information turned out to be quite interesting. It claimed the Russians were preparing to employ a new weapon. There was little technical detail, yet the source was quite specific regarding the target: a strike would occur in the Arctic against one of America’s Rivet Joint aircraft.”

“The ELINT platform—a modified tanker.”

“Correct.”

“Did you warn them?”

“We forwarded the message last week through the usual channels. Unfortunately, according to Director Nurin, our original communication implied a measure of skepticism about the reliability of the source.”

“So the Americans didn’t give it any credence?”

“I wouldn’t go that far, but there was a definite lack of urgency. Such warnings can easily become lost in the machine. What is the term they use at the Pentagon? Analysis paralysis?”

Slaton had seen it all too often: a critical shard of intelligence not recognized until it was too late.

Bloch went on, “As this was all running its course, Lazarus—that’s what the source calls himself—made a second drop, another memory device.
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