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For Josh Stanton


Authors’ Note

As our loyal readers and audiobook listeners are well aware, we took a break from the Tier One series to launch two new series that we’re incredibly proud of: Sons of Valor and The Shepherds. During this respite, many of you reached out to us to tell us how much you missed Dempsey and asked us to please hurry and get the next installment out. We can’t tell you how much that meant to us as storytellers. The message we took away was that as much as Dempsey, Grimes, Munn, and Jarvis have a special place in our hearts, they have a special place in your hearts too! Thank you for your patience!

Luckily, the wait is finally over. Dempsey is back, and all the questions we left unanswered in Collateral, Book 6, will finally be answered. Sometimes it’s hard to pick a title for a book, but with this book we knew the title before writing a single word. Dempsey is a title that says it all. This is his story, his mission, his nemesis. If he succeeds, he’ll change history and rewrite global politics. If he fails . . . the world will be pushed to nuclear war.

Finally, we’re thrilled to announce that Tier One has found a new home at Blackstone Publishing, the same house that publishes Sons of Valor and our upcoming slate of near-future thrillers like The Sandbox (September 2023). Also, if you haven’t heard, Tier One has been optioned for film and television. The producers attached share our passion for the characters and the universe we built and are channeling that passion to bring Dempsey to life on the screen. We’ll keep you updated in our newsletter and on social media as things develop.

Now buckle your seat belts and hang on because Dempsey is back!


PART I

“Yest’ pravda svetlaya, Yest’ pravda temnaya, Yest’ na mgnoven’ye. I na vremena. 
Byvayet dobraya, Byvayet tverdaya. 
I tol’ko istina vsegda odna.”

“There is a light truth. There is a dark truth. Lasting a moment. And also forever. Sometimes it is kind. Sometimes it is harsh.
But the truth is one, always.”

—Yevgeny Krylatov, 
song lyrics from the film Не покидай


Chapter 1

room 522, fifth floor, north wing

grand fiesta americana veracruz

boulevard manuel ávila camacho

costa de oro, veracruz, mexico

march 17

1630 local time

No matter what Elizabeth Grimes did, the hollowness refused to go away.

Dempsey was gone, and nothing anybody said or did was going to change that.

On a theoretical level, she accepted this reality, but physiologically, her body rejected it. Medically speaking, there was nothing wrong with her. But damn if it didn’t feel like a miniature black hole had materialized just below her breastbone. The feeling was beyond unsettling, as if her chest might implode at any moment. She hadn’t talked to anyone about it, but maybe she should. The truth was . . . she struggled with loss, which was why she worked hard to keep the circle of those she cared about as small as possible. Operation Crusader had robbed her of her brother, and in the aftermath she recast herself. The woman she was today—the one with her cheek pressed into the stock of a SIG 716 DMR G2 sniper rifle—would be unrecognizable to everyone she’d known three years ago.

Elizabeth Grimes was fiction, an attempt at self-preservation so she didn’t fall to pieces. Grimes wasn’t even her real name. But what was a name anyway? She could barely remember what it felt like to be Kelsey Clark—what it felt like to be that weak. She’d said goodbye to that person forever, just like she’d said goodbye to childhood when she became a teenager.

Get your head in the game, girl.

She blinked to bring the image in her TANGO6 rifle sight back into focus. She was stretched out prone atop a dining room table in front of her hotel room’s open balcony door. The warm Gulf air only barely offset the furiously running AC unit, but she felt comfortable in her tank top and cargo shorts.

She scanned the gray sand beach in the near distance, where a contingent of men, dressed in Hawaiian shirts that barely concealed the weapons they carried beneath, provided security for a makeshift beach camp. Four oversize canopy tents had been pushed together to make a large, shady structure. In the center lay Manuel Rivera, enforcer and operations officer for the Gulf drug cartel. The bloated man had a drink in one hand, a cigar in the other, and laughed with his lackeys as a scantily clad, dark-haired beauty massaged his hairy shoulders. That this man ran a steady supply chain of heroin and fentanyl across the United States southern border was reason enough to despise him. But as the Gulf cartel’s operations officer, he also had intimate knowledge of the training camps his narco-terrorist brethren ran deep in the Central American jungles for Hamas and Hezbollah. He knew not just the where and how but also the who of the cartel’s most dangerous partners. And he knew the details of how the cartel—for a sizable fee—would facilitate bringing jihadists across the southern border and into the US.

During her first six months with Ember, she’d helped foil multiple attacks inside the homeland when another cartel had moved terrorists across the border. The National Counterterrorism Center, or NCTC, was concerned that the Gulf cartel was repeating history, so Ember had been dispatched to Veracruz for a snatch-and-grab mission that felt almost guaranteed to not go according to plan.

She shifted her scan from the beach out to sea, where the cartel had two shallow-draft fast boats—not unlike the boats used by the SWCC operators of US Naval Special Warfare—standing by as a quick reaction force. The boats bobbed just beyond the break, each loaded with a half dozen men making no effort to conceal their automatic weapons. This QRF, sitting brazenly inside the hotel’s designated-swim-area buoys, was her greatest concern. The heavily armed shooters could be on the beach in seconds to thwart Ember’s exfil. Which was why she had lobbied during pre-op planning to grab Rivera closer to the hotel.

If he ever gets his fat ass off the beach . . .

“Eagle, Redneck One—sitrep?” said Dan Munn’s voice in her earpiece. The hollow in her chest pulsed every time she heard him use the handle One—the designator that should have been Dempsey’s, had always been Dempsey’s, but now belonged to Munn.

“No movement, One,” she said and raised herself off her long gun to rest on her elbows. “And no sign of wrapping things up either.”

“Check,” Munn came back.

She glanced at her watch, displayed in military time: 1634.

“Running out of window here, One,” she said, immediately regretting stating the obvious. Despite his perpetual bad mood, Munn had shown himself time and time again over the past months to be worthy of the One designator. In Dempsey’s absence, he’d led Ember’s SAD with the efficiency, courage, and calculation of the SEAL he was.

Even without his best friend at his side.

Her comment was met with the expected silence.

Eventually, Munn addressed her concern by calling in to Ember’s signals coordinator. “Mother, Redneck One—any word on extending the exfil window?”

“Just got off with our air asset, One,” said Richard Wang without any of the boyish charm once common in his voice. “They claim it’s a fuel issue. Drop-dead cutoff is 1700. After that, exfil is on our own.”

More silence, but there was nothing to say. A year ago Wang would have interjected a sophomoric joke that would have annoyed and amused her. Not anymore. Wang had been shaken to the core after the attack in Newport News, but he’d never recovered from the loss of Dempsey. These days he might as well be a machine, routing information with cold efficiency and none of the color and flair she found herself missing.

Without the air asset on loan from the Mexican Federal Police—which had recently changed its name to the Mexican National Guard—the kill/capture mission was over. There was no world in which they snatched Rivera and waltzed up to an armored SUV and drove away. That was the problem with operating in Mexico these days. There were more cartel loyalists in Veracruz than tourists, and even with their two newest operators on the team, Ember SAD would be badly outgunned. Either Munn locked in an air exfil in the next twenty-five minutes at the south end of the resort or the mission was canned.

“Eagle, you have lines on the entire contingent?” Munn asked her.

“Roger that, One,” she said. She didn’t like where Munn’s mind was headed. It was dangerous. It was something Dempsey would do . . .

“The two fast boats included?”

“Yes,” she answered. “Eagle has a line on all outside tangos right now. I also have a line on Rivera’s guys squatting in the suite in the other building, but I guarantee I won’t get everyone once the shooting starts.”

Another painfully long pause while Munn churned the numbers in that precise and calculating mind he hid beneath flannel shirts, a bushy beard, and coffee-stained teeth. The man had been a board-certified critical-care trauma surgeon at one time, in addition to a SEAL, so the lumberjack routine didn’t fool her.

“New play . . .” Munn said and then quickly laid out the details of the audible he was calling. And just as she suspected, what he proposed felt exactly like what Dempsey would have done, were he still with them . . .

“Redneck One, Two,” said Luka Martin’s calm voice in her ear. “Just wanna make sure I heard you, boss . . . You want us to run out on the beach in full tactical gear, through the crowds of tourists, resort security, and whatever hidden shooters Rivera has spread out in the crowd, and grab him in front of everyone?”

“Negative, Two,” came Munn’s calm, cold reply. “We’re gonna bring them to us.”

He laid out the rest of the plan, and Grimes opened her mouth to protest, then shut it again, taking a moment to think things through. The plan was risky, to be sure, but it also seemed like something Dempsey would do. The real question was, did she trust Munn as much as she trusted Dempsey? She pondered a moment before coming to a satisfying answer.

Yes . . . yes, I do.

Munn wasn’t Dempsey, but he was, in his own right, deserving of her trust. Not because of the calculating surgeon’s brain he hid under his gruff, redneck exterior. Not because he had been a SEAL officer. And not because she loved him like a brother. No, she trusted him because, since they had lost Dempsey, Munn had stepped up and performed as the leader and badass operator he was and always had been.

She nodded to herself.

Munn’s balls-out plan could work. It was gonna be a cluster, for sure, but it was either try this or abort the op.

“Redneck, Eagle is set,” she said and adjusted her sight for the short shots she would take into the hotel suite where Rivera’s lieutenants were working. If she didn’t get them first, they’d rush downstairs and complicate the exfil something terrible. She could adjust for the longer shots to the QRF boats with the range-drop graduations built into the reticle of the gunsight—that math was easy.

“Three and Four will reposition to the south corner of the south tower,” said the cool, calm voice of Tony Prescott, a former Green Beret and one of two new members of Ember’s SAD. “One, you sure they’ll move through the south tower breezeway and not the lobby?”

“What would you do if you were them?” Munn came back.

“Roger that,” Prescott said, ending the discussion.

“One and Two are repositioning to level one,” Munn said. “Eagle, on my call, bring the rain.”

“Eagle,” she acknowledged, picturing Prescott and Ember’s other new addition—former Marine Raider Chief Warrant Officer Tracy Lewis—moving down the rear stairs with Prescott scanning in front and Lewis clearing behind.

Grimes reset the scope to target the luxury suite in the hotel tower on the other side of the swimming pool. She was glad she’d chosen the SIG 716 DMR G2 with its semiautomatic capability over the bolt-action SIG 3000. The speed of the semiauto would be a game changer with so many targets in different locations. Through the powerful, high-tech gunsight, she placed the illuminated red dot in the middle of the face of a cartel man looking out the window of the luxury suite.

“Still show four tangos in the south tower,” she said, aware her voice had taken on the soft, singsong tone it always did when she was on the gun. She felt her pulse slow paradoxically, and she slowed and deepened her breathing. She moved the red dot off the mustachioed man by the window and placed it instead on the head of a short, fat man clutching a 9 mm machine pistol under his arm by the door.

Better to start by the door and work back toward the window, she thought. Maybe I can get all four.

She would have to be quick because the next threat would be the shooters in the boats, who would hit the beach quickly once they figured out what was going on.

She took a long, slow, cleansing breath to lower her pulse rate.

“Eagle is set,” she said, her red targeting dot bobbing in sync with the fat man’s head as he laughed at some joke.

“Three and Four are in position,” Prescott said.

“One and Two are set,” Munn said.

She let out one last, long breath and moved her finger inside the trigger guard. The magazine held twenty rounds, making it short enough that she could swivel her Harris bipod without the magazine getting in the way or impacting her firing angle. Provided her aim stayed true, one magazine would be enough.

She exhaled and put tension on the trigger.

She held her breath at the bottom of the exhale.

“Eagle—go!” Munn said.

Trigger squeeze.

The rifle rocked back into her shoulder, the long suppressor concealing nearly all the muzzle flash. She held her eye in the scope long enough to see the laughing man’s head jerk backward and gore spray onto the wall beside the door.

The other three marks froze, shocked by what had happened.

She shifted her aim to the target seated on the couch—a cigarette bleeding a tendril of smoke beside his head—and squeezed again. The side of his head popped like a melon beneath a sledgehammer, but his lifeless body lingered, cigarette still between the fingers, before pitching forward.

Before she could set the next shot, the mark on the balcony crouched and scrambled for cover, blocking the shot. She adjusted her aim, hovering the red dot just above his ducked head until he turned and looked over his shoulder . . .

Trigger squeeze.

His body collapsed onto the floor in a pool of his own blood.

She shifted her sight, just in time to see the hotel room door swing closed behind the fourth dude, who’d capitalized on the moment to flee.

Damn it!

“One, Eagle—we have one squirter from the room,” she said, her voice tight with regret.

I should have waited on the shot for the other guy and taken out the balcony dude last.

“Check,” came Munn’s reply.

She shifted her aim to the beach, which was in chaos. Not because of her suppressed gunfire onto the south tower but because Rivera’s men—alerted by the squirter she had missed, no doubt—had pulled their weapons and were screaming at the crowd of sunbathers to get back, aiming their machine pistols at anybody reacting too slowly. In the center of the crowd of shooters, Rivera ducked low behind his men, his fat, hairy body glistening with oil and sweat. He shoved his bikini-clad masseuse out of his path, she fell, and Rivera’s detail trampled her with no regard as they swarmed to shield their boss.

With no clear shots, Elizabeth shifted her targeting reticle to the two fast boats now screaming toward the beach. She placed the red dot on the face of the man at the helm of the lead boat, then raised the dot above his head, dropping the first cross mark of the reticle on his nose to correct for the added distance. Then she corrected for their forward motion by dropping the red dot back down by half and squeezed.

The boat driver pitched backward, and the boat yawed suddenly left as he fell, dumping two of the four shooters into the ocean. The bow continued around, thunking one of the shooters in the head and then passing over him, the water churning red in the wake as the prop tore the unlucky fellow to pieces. Not finding the other swimmer, she reacquired the boat and scanned for heads, but the two dudes still on board had ducked low, and the boat now headed out to sea. She shifted to the driver of the second incoming boat, who wisely drove a serpentine pattern on his approach in an attempt to spoil her shot.

Nice try, dumbass.

Exhale.

Trigger squeeze.

The driver’s head whiplashed.

He pitched forward onto the control panel, and the boat accelerated wildly. Seconds later the boat careened onto the beach at full speed and flipped, crushing the three shooters still aboard, and catapulting one into the air. She watched him hit the beach face first and collapse motionless, out of the fight, so she saved the bullet.

She spun right, finding the group of bodyguards protecting Rivera had made it up the beach and across the pool deck. As they wove through the screaming tourists, one guy smashed his rifle butt into the face of a panicked, thong-clad woman.

“Asshole,” Grimes grumbled, placed her sight on the back of his head, and squeezed.

She set about thinning the herd, choosing only shooters with separation from Rivera. She dropped five tangos as the security caravan followed the exit path Munn predicted.

“Still five tangos with Rivera,” she said as they made the south tower ground entrance.

Exhale.

Trigger squeeze.

“Make that four,” she said.

“Eagle, break down and exfil,” Munn said. “We got this now. See you at the bird.”

“Dust off on the helipad in three mikes,” came Wang’s tight voice.

He’s never quite mastered the art of calm, she thought, looking for another target. She took one last shot at the final man making it through the door, but her round missed left, tearing a chuck of gray stucco from the wall beside his head as he disappeared.

She rolled off the table, leaving the SIG 716 DMR G2 where it was, tilted upward now on the Harris bipod. She repositioned the radio on her waistband, slung a SIG MPX submachine gun over her shoulder, and slipped a green terry-cloth beach cover-up over her head to hide her weapon. On the way out, she snagged her sunglasses from the bar counter.

With a hand through the pocketless slits in the side of her billowy cover-up, she gripped the 9 mm machine pistol and slipped into the empty hallway outside her room. Gunfire echoed from below—not the suppressed rounds from her teammates but bursts of automatic fire from Rivera’s men. Jaw clenched with worry, she double-timed it down the stairs to the lobby level.

“Five possible tangos inbound from vehicles parked in the valet lot,” Wang said. “They’re heading for the lobby . . . and they’re pulling machine guns. Tangos for sure.”

Grimes recalled the hotel layout she’d burned into her brain during the pre-op brief. From this stairwell she’d emerge beside the row of shops on the north side of the lobby, fifteen yards from the main entrance doors.

“Eagle will intercept,” she said.

“Redneck One is jackpot,” Munn said, using the code word that meant they had Rivera.

She grinned.

Now all they had to do was get to the helipad—a seventy-five-yard sprint across an open field of seagrass on the south side of the hotel. But to do that, she’d need to take care of the incoming shooters who would intercept Munn’s team any second.

You got this, she told herself, pushed the stairwell door open, and walked into the lobby—just a clueless American on vacation coming down from her room to get a margarita. She walked casually, her long legs taking leisurely strides while her hands held a death grip on the SIG under her cover-up. To her right, the hotel entry doors swished open, and five men burst into the lobby, assault rifles at the ready. Unlike Rivera’s beach guards with their little 9 mm machine pistols, these dudes carried highly lethal LWRCI REPR MKIIs that fired high-velocity 7.62 rounds that would shred her teammates.

She fell in with a cluster of panicked tourists who were dropping low and screaming in fear. Like a chameleon, she became one of the terrified crowd, but the instant the shooters moved on, she slipped from the crowd and pursued them from behind. She angled left to stay in their blind spot while closing. Heart pounding, she pulled the cinch that banded her cover-up around her waist. Then she used her left hand to flip the front of the blouse clear, tossing it over her right shoulder like Clint Eastwood’s poncho, as she raised the compact SIG MPX, pointed the muzzle at the back of the closest narco-terrorist’s head, and fired.

Screams again filled the lobby as she dropped another shooter before collapsing to her knees, once again becoming a terror-stricken tourist. She huddled, bent at the waist, her flowing cover-up concealing her slung weapon.

“¡Por favor, no me disparen!” she sobbed as the men scanned the crowd, frantically looking for the shooter. “¡Por favor, tengo hijos!”

She stared at the floor, her left hand over her head, and sobbed loudly.

She sensed the men, unable to find the assailant, spin on heels and hustle again toward the hallway to the south tower. She rose, intent on finishing the job, but Munn’s voice filled her ear again.

“Redneck One is Colorado,” he said, indicating that the team was clear of the south tower and headed for the helipad.

She spun right, keeping the weapon under her beach cover, and sprinted toward the main doors out of the lobby to the bell stand. “You have three tangos moving down the hall into the south tower,” she said. “Check six.”

“Three will hold and cover the exfil,” Prescott announced. “We already dropped the squirter from the suite.”

“¡Ayuda! Tienen armas,” she screamed as she ran out of the main lobby, panic in her voice as she sprinted past the bellhops toward the parking lot. “Nos están matando.”

They have guns! They’re killing us!

She turned south, sprinting full speed toward the front corner of the south tower, aware of the thrum of the approaching helicopter. As she reached the corner, she heard several controlled pops of suppressed 5.56 gunfire.

“Three tangos down,” Prescott said in the calm Green Beret voice that confirmed this was far from his first rodeo. “Redneck Three is Colorado.”

She rounded the corner and locked eyes with Prescott. He smiled and gave a nod, and together they sprinted toward the LZ. Running side by side, they crossed a dirt road, cleared a low fence, and charged across the open field of grass. Moving in a combat crouch, she scanned left and right for threats as the seagrass clawed at her bare legs and ankles.

“You have two SUVs inbound at high speed from the north, just passing Playa la Bamba on Boulevard Camacho. Looks like a cartel QRF,” Wang said in her ear.

“They’re too late,” Munn said. “The helo’s here.”

She watched the S-70i helicopter, an export version of the American Black Hawk, flare and touch down beside the crouching operators gripping the chubby arms of the sweaty, half-naked Rivera, a black bag over his head and flex-cuffed hands behind his back. Munn was on a knee, his keen eyes scanning for threats, his rifle at the ready as Martin and Lewis jerked the narco-terrorist to his feet and shoved their prize into the helicopter.

Grimes performed a final scan behind her, then climbed in herself, the wind from the spinning rotors whipping the loose beach cover around her in a flurry. Munn and Prescott secured their sweeps and jumped in just as the engines whined for liftoff. The helo nosed over and banked right in an aggressive turn out to sea, vectoring clear of the beach, where any cartel soldiers left alive could take potshots at them.

Munn sat in the rear corner at the starboard slider, his feet dangling out the side. He caught her watching him and gave a nod. She nodded back and smiled, but he didn’t smile back—just looked out to sea with that granite-hard expression he always wore now. Around her the other three operators scanned for final threats out the open doors until they were well clear over the ocean, then secured their weapons on their chests and leaned in close to chat with each other. Normally, this was when Munn and Dempsey would begin a juvenile smack-talk marathon. Once upon a time, she’d found their banter unprofessional, but that was before she’d become a shooter herself. Now she would do anything in the world to have it all back.

Munn was struggling, just like she was, but she sensed he’d sunk into a far darker place.

She shifted her gaze to the hooded drug lord cuffed to the rear bench seat in the cargo compartment and felt an upwelling of revulsion at the man. Rivera represented everything she despised in humanity but also in a man—a callous, corrupt misogynist who profited from the suffering of others, packaged in a slovenly, corpulent body. She looked away, lest she feel compelled to put a round through the man’s heart.

The rhythmic beat of the helo’s rotors calmed her like a lullaby and drew her into a contemplative trance.

She’d done her job today and done it well . . .

It had been a perfect, righteous Ember mission . . .

But all she could think about was the black hole gnawing in her chest.

And how worried she was about Dan Munn.


Chapter 2

pokrov correctional colony (ik-2)

vladimir oblast district, eighty-five kilometers east of moscow

march 19

0555 local time

John Dempsey woke before the Russian national anthem played on the loudspeakers. A handful of other prisoners stirred in the sixty-man cellblock. He could hear them coughing. And sobbing. Someone was always coughing in IK-2.

Someone was always sobbing.

Pokrov Correctional Colony was not just a prison; it was a psychological torture chamber, designed to break the will and spirit of every inmate unlucky enough to be sentenced to Russia’s modern-day successor to the Siberian gulags of old. From what he understood, there were a handful of prisons in Russia where the conditions were rumored to be worse—like Fire Island and the Black Dolphin—where the terrorists, rapists, and serial killers were housed. But those were built for permanent incarceration—lock ’em up and throw away the key–type facilities. Pokrov was different. Located only an hour’s drive from Moscow, it was intended for a special kind of prisoner—prisoners of consequence that Russian President Vladimir Petrov kept a close eye on. Oligarchs, political rivals, and vocal dissidents were all welcome.

John Dempsey had worked very hard to qualify for the list. His future depended on it.

He’d dreamed entirely in Russian last night, the third time this week. When his inner monologue defaulted to Russian, then—and only then—would he be ready. That hadn’t happened yet, but dreaming in Russian must certainly be a critical milestone. Right? Even if it wasn’t true, he would choose to believe it. Because he was a man who defined himself by making and measuring progress. Acquiring new skills, getting stronger, persevering in the face of adversity—that was what he did. What he had always done. First as a SEAL, then as a covert operator, and now as prisoner 511 at IK-2 . . . the most hope-depleted place he’d ever had the misfortune to find himself in.

He’d languished here two months longer than originally intended, but these things took time, he reminded himself. He would have only one shot at executing his plan, and if he failed, he would be locked away in this Russian prison until the day he died.

He’d learned much the last few months. Russians did not think and communicate like Americans. Conversations were measured in half truths and half lies, and those two things were not the same. It was a distinction not easily explained, most especially to an American. You had to live with Russians to appreciate the nuance, which Dempsey thought he was finally beginning to understand. His mind drifted to the last conversation he’d had with Alexy Narusov, before the guards had transferred Narusov to Sector A.

“In the Russian language, John, there are two words for truth: istina and pravda,” Moscow’s most famous political dissident had explained over a breakfast of cold powdered eggs and stale bread one morning. “Istina is sometimes called God’s truth—incorruptible truth. But it is also the word we use for the truth of mathematics and science. Do you understand what I mean by this?”

“You’re talking about objective truth,” Dempsey said.

“Very good, John. Istina is objective truth. Higher truth. Truth that transcends politics and opinion.”

“Then what the hell is pravda?”

Narusov flashed him a smile—a smile that said, I am broken but not yet beaten—before answering. “Pravda is the people’s truth. You ask any Russian what is pravda, and he will tell you it is the truth you believe. In America you might call this relative truth. In Russia, I call it rhetorical truth. In a place like this, pravda is the only truth that matters. Pravda is why we are both here, my friend. Pravda is the truth that rules the land.”

Dempsey, despite having never been much for philosophy, understood.

Narusov had aggressively challenged the Russian President for over a decade: leading political protests in Moscow, campaigning for candidates unsanctioned by the Kremlin in local elections, and exposing Petrov’s systemic corruption on social media. In response, Petrov had ordered Narusov poisoned by the FSB, but when Narusov miraculously survived the assassination attempt, Petrov had the upstart promptly arrested and incarcerated in IK-2.

In Petrov’s Russia, pravda was law.

In Petrov’s Russia, pravda was justice.

The first notes of the Russian anthem began to play, and the prison lights came on. With a weary sigh, Dempsey swung his legs out from under his too-thin blanket, and his booted feet clunked on the concrete floor. Since his very first night here, he’d slept with his boots on—not just to keep his feet warm but for tactical reasons. Just like in BUD/S, taking care of his feet was a priority. Mobility is a prerequisite for strength, he reminded himself. Several prisoners had tried to take his boots, and in each case, he’d defended them like his life depended on it. Because it did.

The guards hadn’t come for him last night, with their batons and their hate. Some nights they dragged him to a concrete interrogation room for questioning, forcing him to sit on the hard edge of a bench until sciatic nerve pain made the sitting unbearable. Some nights they beat the soles of his feet with rubber batons. And some nights they doused him with freezing water and let him shiver until he thought his bones were going to crack. But through it all, he’d not given up his istina, only his pravda. They knew this, and it drove them crazy. He was the only American in IK-2, and they desperately wanted to know his secrets.

For the past several weeks, the temperature in the cellblock had been hovering around ten degrees Celsius. The barracks-style accommodations were shoddily built—by intent, he imagined. The long rectangular cellblock had thin exterior walls with poor insulation and weatherproofing, and the prison’s anemic HVAC system did little to offset the bitter cold always creeping in from the outside. When he was Senior Chief Jack Kemper—in the days before terrorists had blown up his entire Tier One SEAL Team and forced him to assume a new identity—he’d learned techniques to combat the cold. Nobody liked being cold, even Navy SEALs, but he tolerated it better than most. The key was managing the metabolism, keeping your inner fire stoked and always burning. To do that required access to high-quality fuel—something that, unfortunately, was not available here.

The food here sucked.

And that was also by design.

He’d lost twenty-five pounds since coming to IK-2. Even his hyperconditioned body was not immune to the ravages of starvation, sleep deprivation, and the prohibition of regular exercise and weight training. When he’d walked through the gate, he’d been in the best physical condition of his life. Over the past six months, the pendulum had fully swung to the other side. Despite his best efforts, he was wasting away. And as his body atrophied, so did his mental acuity and emotional stability. The constant stress, sleep deprivation, and punishment eroded his hope and discipline, both of which he needed to survive.

No matter how much he tried to deny it, IK-2 was winning.

Eventually, he would snap, and when that day came, terrible things would happen.

As Dempsey made his bed, an “activist” named Churkin walked down the aisle between the rows of bunk beds performing wake-up duties with his hard rubber baton. Kuh-clang, clang . . . kuh-clang, clang . . . kuh-clang, clang . . . went the sound as Churkin dragged it against the metal bedposts lined up in long parallel rows stretching the length of the cellblock. After tucking his last corner, Dempsey grabbed the bedpost to pull himself up, moving his hand a millisecond before the enforcer’s club whacked the exact spot he’d been holding. Their eyes met, and they traded mutually disdainful stares.

Assertive eye contact was an infraction that easily could have earned him a painful whack to his hamstrings or stomach. But Churkin let it slide. Maybe the activist had finally come to understand that messing with Dempsey—regardless of Churkin’s position of authority in the prison hierarchy—was not something that happened without consequence. Unlike most prisoners, Dempsey punched back. Not often, but when he hit, he made sure it counted. The kidney, the solar plexus, the groin, the throat—he only targeted the most vulnerable parts of the human anatomy. Most men, even hardened criminals, had never been hit by someone with his combat experience and precise punching power. He’d not lost an encounter yet. The blows he dealt were always later repaid tenfold, but that didn’t change the simple fact that he made every bully who tried to dominate him pay. This strategy flew in the face of conventional wisdom in such situations. Most people, when confronted with the threat of constant physical violence, would fly under the radar and not pick fights. But conventional wisdom would not serve his mission objective in IK-2.

He was in here for a reason.

“Russians respect strength above all else. Never forget that . . .” Those had been the last words spoken to him before he’d been hauled off to IK-2. Of all the things Dempsey had learned, this little gem governed his entire approach when it came to dealing with the prison staff, his fellow inmates, the activists, and the thieves in law. It had taken many months and countless beatings, but eventually they’d stopped calling him the Amerikanskiy debil, the American moron. These days even the men who wanted him dead called him by a different nickname: Rosomakha.

Wolverine.

“Line up,” Churkin barked in Russian.

All the prisoners in Cellblock Five stepped into two parallel lines inside the aisle between the bunks for inspection. Unlike prisons in America, where inmates typically wore orange jumpsuits, the prisoners at IK-2 wore solid black shirts and trousers more akin to unmarked BDUs. The material was coarse, stiff, and itchy, but it had some weight to it, which helped against the cold. Each inmate was also issued a black jacket and a fake-fur-lined ushanka hat. Dempsey had come to appreciate its ear flaps immensely.

The inspection focused primarily on each man’s bed and the quality of his shave. Beds were made, unmade, and remade multiple times daily. When an activist was feeling particularly annoyed or sadistic, prisoners could be made to unmake and remake their beds dozens of times—a pointless and Sisyphean activity designed to needle the psyche. Churkin had once made Dempsey remake his rack one hundred times in a single day, which he’d done with wordless clenched-jaw compliance.

As for the shaving, well, that was an entirely different form of abuse.

“Shave unsatisfactory,” Churkin said, dragging a knuckle across Dempsey’s cheek. “Since Americans do not know how to use a razor, I will teach you how to make a proper Russian shave myself after morning exercise.”

Dempsey said nothing, just stood with stoic resignation as the activist moved down the line, picking out three other targets for the razor before breakfast. His stomach went to knots as he processed the names of the other men Churkin selected.

Looks like today is going to be a very bad day.

“Make sure he shaves you first,” the inmate beside Dempsey whispered.

Dempsey grunted acknowledgment at the other man’s advice, but that was most certainly not Churkin’s plan.

Gevorg Blaskovich slept in the bunk above him, and the two of them had become allies. Blaskovich was a decade his junior, as was over half the inmate population in IK-2. The political activists imprisoned here—not to be confused with “the activists,” inmates who functioned as snitches and brownshirts for the guards—tended to be young, brazen, and idealistic. The IK-2 curriculum was designed to break these young troublemakers like a cowboy breaks a wild mustang. The broken ones were easy to spot, with their hunched shoulders and zombified stares. But Blaskovich hadn’t broken. His mental toughness and attitude were stronger now than when Dempsey had been assigned the bunk below him three months ago. The same could be said for many of the inmates in the cellblock. Not one of these men knew he was a former Tier One operator, but his SEAL ethos and you-can’t-hurt-me attitude had been slowly and methodically contagious.

Unfortunately for Dempsey, both the prison staff and the activists had taken notice.

“Take them to the yard,” a guard said to Churkin.

Churkin acknowledged the order, and the cellblock emptied into the exercise yard.

The exercise yard, despite the name, was no place for exercise. At ten meters by thirty meters, the fenced-in concrete slab was nothing more than an outdoor kennel for humans. The “calisthenics” the inmates were forced to perform each morning had nothing to do with fitness. In no reality did standing at parade rest with hands behind the back for prolonged periods qualify as exercise. It was just another form of structured, institutionalized abuse. This morning the wind was gusting from the northeast, pushing around the dry snow on the ground in little swirls. The air felt colder than yesterday, and Dempsey sensed that tomorrow would be colder still. As he settled into line, a single thought echoed in his mind.

The only easy day was yesterday.

When training to become a SEAL two decades ago at BUD/S, open-water swims in the Pacific had been a cornerstone element of the vetting process. Cold incapacitation and hypothermia were a very real threat in the sixty-degree-
Fahrenheit waters around Coronado. Without a wet suit, ocean currents quickly and efficiently drained the body’s thermal energy, sapping core temperature and reducing circulation to the extremities, causing numbness and muscle weakness. No SEAL, no matter how badass, was immune to the cold. It was simply a matter of time, insulation, and metabolism. Air was not as efficient a thief as the ocean at stealing his warmth, but the combination of below-freezing temperatures, swirling wind, and his poorly insulated clothing was going to make today’s yard time a challenge.

He closed his eyes and let his mind drift back to those hypothermic days of old . . .

“What’s your name?” the SEAL Senior Chief barked, leaning over the side of the boat.

“My name?” he asked, sputtering, his lips barely above the surface as he treaded water next to his swim buddy.

“Yes, your name, sailor. What is your name?”

It wasn’t a hard question. Of course he knew his name, but for some reason he couldn’t think of it. If he weren’t so damn cold, he would know it. His brain felt thick and viscous, like green Jell-O between his ears. Lime Jell-O. No, brains were red Jell-O. God, he hated Jell-O . . .

“I asked you a question,” the instructor shouted, false fury in his voice.

“My name is . . . Kemper,” he blurted finally. “Seaman Jack Kemper.”

“And where are you right now, Seaman Kemper?”

“I’m . . . I’m . . . I’m in hell, Senior Chief,” he said, and then his frozen legs stopped working altogether and he went under . . .

“Enough. Bring them in,” a voice shouted in Russian, snapping Dempsey’s mind back from that hell to this one.

When he tried to open his eyes, the lids caught because his lashes had frozen together. He didn’t dare touch them, staring out through icy slits until Churkin finally released them from parade rest. Pump-clenching his fists, he shook out his arms and shuffled his legs to get the circulation properly restored. Then he wiped his lashes clear until he could see.

Inmates weren’t allowed to wear watches, but Dempsey knew the time was 0700. The guard’s cease-and-desist order meant Churkin had kept them in the yard for an hour, the maximum time permitted. As far as activists went, Churkin had embraced his elevated status more than any other activist in the prison. He pushed the boundaries of his authority every day, but instead of reining Churkin in, the guards had done the opposite. In Dempsey’s mind, they were secretly betting on what Churkin would try next.

Unlike Narusov and Blaskovich, Churkin was not a political prisoner. He’d been arrested for running an underage sex-trafficking ring in Saint Petersburg. Like rapists and child molesters, sex traffickers were typically pushed into the lowest class of the prison hierarchy called the degraded. Men in the degraded caste were subjected to the greatest abuse—physical, emotional, and sexual. Churkin, who was no fool, had understood the fate awaiting him and volunteered as an activist before even setting foot inside IK-2. The only way to avoid becoming degraded and abused by his fellow inmates was to gain a position of power and become an abuser instead. So far, the hedge had paid off. Churkin was still a prisoner, but as an activist he was empowered by the warden to police and bully his fellow inmates. The activist program was just another layer of institutionalized torture—another uniquely Russian policy to complicate prison politics. Activists were universally hated by the regular prisoners, but striking an activist earned a steep punishment.

Unlike the guards, who rotated in and out of the cold, Churkin remained outside with his fellow prisoners. The difference was Churkin had gloves, wool socks, and an insulated jacket, and he was allowed to pace during yard time.

Fucking bastard.

Dempsey surveyed the yard. Everyone, including him, shivered uncontrollably. But nobody had collapsed today, so there was that.

“Return to the cellblock,” Churkin shouted and led the men of Cellblock Five back inside.

They shuffled into a line and started for the door in a quasi-orderly manner. Before Dempsey could take his first step, someone shoved him from behind, causing him to collide with his bunkmate, Blaskovich, who stood in front of him. Blaskovich whirled, his cheeks flush with anger, but that anger dissipated as his gaze shifted from Dempsey to the instigator of the incident behind him.

Dempsey nodded cordially at Blaskovich—verbal apologies in Russian prisons were a sign of weakness—and then turned to assess the situation.

“Move, debil,” growled a towering, ill-tempered brute everyone called Kulak, the Russian word for fist.

Dempsey eyed the bully, then shifted his gaze to the man standing behind the big Russian—a powerful Bratva boss called Ivan Makarov. Makarov met Dempsey’s stare and smiled, flashing him a mouthful of crooked teeth, most capped in gold. The smile confirmed for Dempsey that the shove was not about him shuffling too slowly in the queue by an extra millisecond.

No, this was a test.

“Otvali,” Dempsey said, the Russian version of fuck off, not backing down.

Kulak glanced at Makarov for direction.

The mafia boss nodded, and the fight began . . .


Chapter 3
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Dempsey shifted into a fighting stance.

“I’m going to rip your head off and shit down your neck,” Kulak said through a growl.

Dempsey smirked.

How original . . .

He’d observed Kulak in several other fights the brute had picked and won at IK-2 since his arrival. Dempsey wasn’t impressed. The mafia enforcer relied entirely on his size, his Vory status, and his fugly face to intimidate his opponents and gain the upper hand before his fights even started. Yes, the Russian was powerfully built, but he fought entirely from the waist up and lacked combat training.

As expected, Kulak threw the first punch, a snap left jab to Dempsey’s face.

Dempsey slipped it and shifted right.

Driving with his legs through his hips and torso, he slammed his right fist into the big Russian’s left kidney. Kulak grunted and arched his back in pain. Dempsey swept the man’s left leg out from underneath him and clocked him under the chin with his left forearm. Kulak flipped backward and landed hard on the concrete, stunned and staring up at the sky.

Dempsey had logged many close-quarters combat kills in his years as an operator. Killing the Vory thug would have been easy. After all, he’d bested Arkady Zhukov’s best Zeta operative, Valerian Kobach, in hand-to-hand combat, and this moron was not even a shadow of what Kobach had been. But winning a fight in IK-2 was determined by a very different set of rules than winning a fight on the battlefield. In prison it was all about gamesmanship and messaging. Sure, plenty of guys had the living shit beaten out of them—a fair number so badly they required hospitalization. Two inmates had even been beaten to death during Dempsey’s tenure in IK-2, but those poor fools were all members of the degraded.

But this fight was not about retribution or Kulak trying to teach Dempsey a lesson.

This fight was a test, arranged and sanctioned by Makarov.

“Oh no, an inmate has slipped on snow!” Dempsey’s bunkmate, Blaskovich, announced in a loud, theatrical voice, pointing to the fallen Kulak, who was gasping for breath on his back.

Dempsey suppressed a chuckle at his friend’s perfectly timed cover story. A small circle of prisoners had gathered around to watch the two gladiators battle, but they were disappointed in the brief and bloodless show. Churkin, rubber baton raised and ready in his gloved hand, shouldered his way past two of the onlookers.

“What happened here?” the activist said, looking from the fallen Kulak to the gold-toothed Makarov.

Despite Churkin’s activist status, Makarov outranked him in the prison hierarchy. Incarcerated Vory were known as “the authorities” in the Russian prison system, and even a power-hungry fool like Churkin knew better than to cross or disrespect a man like Makarov.

“It is like the man stated,” Makarov said dismissively. “Kulak slipped on the snow. Nothing to see.”

Churkin nodded but fixed Dempsey with a narrow stare that said, I know you did this, and I’m going to make you pay.

Dempsey resisted the urge to help the fallen Russian to his feet. The ass whooping wasn’t his fault; he was only following orders. But helping a brother up would have been the American thing to do.

Russians respect strength above all else . . .

Dempsey turned his back on Kulak and faced Makarov. Falling in league with Makarov was one of his top mission priorities, but to date, the mafia boss had rebuffed all Dempsey’s attempts. Hopefully, this meant the door was finally opening.

“Sit with me at lunch today,” Makarov said to Dempsey.

Dempsey nodded, and that was it.

“Everyone inside,” Churkin said, his voice tinged with irritation.

Makarov chuckled and moved toward the building while Kulak scrambled to his feet and chased after his master. Dempsey gave Churkin enough space so as not to further provoke the man and returned to his bunk, grateful to be back inside. The perpetually cold cellblock felt like a sauna after their time in the yard, and his mood lifted in sync with his rising core temperature.

“What was that all about?” Blaskovich whispered as Dempsey blew into his hands to warm them up.

“I don’t know,” Dempsey said, speaking in Russian. “A test maybe.”

“Or an invitation. Makarov has been watching you. Probably wants you to work for him.”

“Probably.”

“What are you going to say?”

Dempsey’s lips curled at the corners. “Does it matter?”

“If you want to live, it does,” Blaskovich said.

Dempsey shrugged. “We’ll see how it goes, yeah.”

“Yeah, yeah,” his friend said. Then, his gaze shifting over Dempsey’s shoulder, he added, “Here comes trouble.”

“Inmate Five One One,” Churkin’s annoying voice called behind Dempsey. “You failed your shave inspection. No breakfast until you have shaved and passed reinspection.”

“I understand,” Dempsey said, turning to face the activist. “Request permission to shave in the washroom.”

“Permission denied. I told you I’m going to give you your shave today,” Churkin said with a malevolent grin. “Follow me.”

Dempsey glanced at Blaskovich, who shook his head.

Exactly.

He stuffed his thin gloves into his trouser pockets and followed the activist to the bathroom, where he was joined by the three other inmates who had also “failed” their shave inspection. None of them looked Dempsey in the eye. They knew what was going on here. A guard stood at the door to the hall, arms folded across his chest, looking on. He also knew what was about to happen, and his presence and silence signaled his complicity and consent.

A stool sat in front of one of the bathroom sinks with a bucket full of used disposable razors next to it. A bloodstained towel hung draped over the side of the basin.

“Dmitriyev, you’re up first,” Churkin said to a hunched man with sunken cheeks and dark circles under his eyes.

The inmate started to say something, but his attempt was cut short by a horrendous coughing fit that took him a full thirty count to get under control. Dmitriyev was one of several dozen prisoners with tuberculosis—a highly contagious infection of the lungs, which was medically treatable in principle but not in practice inside the Russian penal system. The look of revulsion on Churkin’s face at the hacking fit morphed into a smile as he shifted his gaze from Dmitriyev to Dempsey.

“Sit on the stool, inmate, and be very still,” the activist said as he reached into the bucket and selected a disposable plastic razor.

Dmitriyev did as instructed, slumping on the stool in defeat.

Churkin went to work, whistling the Russian national anthem as he dry-shaved Dmitriyev, not even wetting the razor before starting. Little red blossoms appeared on the man’s cheeks, jawline, and neck as the activist dragged the cheap, dull razor over every square inch of the prisoner’s face in quick, aggressive strokes. To Dmitriyev’s credit, he took the abuse with the fortitude of a statue, not moving or wincing the entire time. When Churkin finished, Dmitriyev was bleeding from at least two dozen nicks all over his face.

“May I wash my face?” Dmitriyev asked, glancing in the mirror to see the damage.

“No,” Churkin said and tossed the degraded man the bloodstained rag. “Clean yourself with this.”

The inmate nodded and blotted at his face with the rag, trying to stanch the worst of the bleeders, most of which were on his neck.

“Who wants to go next?” Churkin said, turning to look at a pair of inmates. Both men were HIV positive and former drug addicts, and neither man looked well. They glanced at each other and then at Dempsey.

“I’ll go last,” the first said, summoning his courage and surprising Dempsey.

“Da, and I’ll go second to last,” the other man said. “We let Rosomakha go next.”

Churkin scowled and pointed at the first man. “Nyet. The American is going last. You go next.”

The man apologized to Dempsey with his eyes as he took his place on the stool. The sadistic play repeated itself with both prisoners dry-shaved by Churkin in succession. He used the same dirty razor and forced them to use the same bloody towel as Dmitriyev to service their wounds. When Churkin was done with the third man, he turned to Dempsey.

“Have a seat,” the activist said, gesturing to the stool.

Dempsey exhaled loudly through his nose, but he didn’t move . . . just kept his narrow gaze locked on the activist.

“I said sit, debil,” Churkin said.

“Here is what is going to happen, my friend,” Dempsey said in Russian, the words coming to him like a song. “You’re going to unlock the cabinet and let me get my razor. And I’m going to shave my own face. And then we’re all going to walk out of this bathroom and pretend none of this ever happened.”

Churkin laughed, but when Dempsey held his stare, the activist’s cheeks flushed with color. “Sit your ass down.”

“No.”

Churkin screwed up his face in anger, then turned to the guard standing in the doorway. The guard, who looked mildly disinterested, simply nodded. With an angry exhale, the activist set the razor down on the lip of the sink basin and pulled the hard rubber baton from his belt loop.

“Think, Churkin,” Dempsey said, his voice grave. “There’s only one way this doesn’t end badly for both of us.”

“You really are a moron,” Churkin said, slapping the club rhythmically into the open palm of his left hand as he strode toward Dempsey. “You’re trapped in here with me. I can do anything I want to you.”

“You’ve got it backward, comrade,” Dempsey said, slipping on his black leather gloves and setting his feet in a fighting stance. “I’m not trapped in here with you. You’re trapped in here with me.”

The activist swung the club.

Dempsey ducked the blow and felt himself slip into the zen of combat. Instead of dispatching Churkin with a single strategic strike like he should have—like he intended to—months of pent-up anger, angst, and aggression got the better of him. He worked the sadistic activist like a heavy bag. The beast he’d kept locked up inside broke free from its chains and took over, and it felt . . . so, so good. The torrent of blows he unleashed on Churkin turned the man’s face into a bloody, swollen mess.

The guard at the door, perhaps misjudging the outcome, made a call on his radio and then tried to intervene. A voice from Dempsey’s past—Shane Smith maybe—tried to talk him down, but he ignored it. The wolverine was in control. He wanted to smash, to eviscerate, to annihilate. More guards came, batons and Tasers in hand. They poured into the washroom like angry hornets, but he didn’t care. He would take them all. He would make them pay. He would make them all regret the day they were born.

He hurt them, a lot of them, targeting the vulnerable and convenient places with his fists, elbows, and knees. The washroom floor became a horror show, slick and crimson, but he didn’t care. They needed to bleed. They needed to suffer . . . like they’d made him suffer.

A Taser turned him off like a light switch, fifty thousand volts trumping his rage and two decades of combat training. His vision returned, showing him the ceiling and a crowd of angry guards looking down on him.

It’s just biology, Grimes’s voice said in his mind as his legs gave out. You’re not Superman, despite what you tell yourself.

They beat him with their clubs—the ones that were still standing, that is—while the guard holding the Taser squeezed the trigger, hitting him again and again with an electric hammer. The pain was terrible and wonderful.

“Get some,” he growled, taking blow after blow until the blackness took him.


Chapter 4

phil h. bucklew center for naval special warfare

naval amphibious base coronado

coronado, california

march 21

0250 local time

“Don’t try to conquer the week or even the day—just conquer the next event . . .”

The man who’d shared that wisdom also said the best way to eat an elephant was one bite at a time. Only now was Jake Kemper beginning to comprehend the advice as he fluttered his feet above the concrete grinder, eyes squeezed shut and fingers digging into his belly in a futile attempt to manage the burn. That man, a retired SEAL and the executive director of a charity supporting the families of fallen SEALs, had visited Jake the night before he left for boot camp. The retired SEAL and the charity had been there for Jake and his mom after the death of Jake’s legendary SEAL dad, Special Operations Senior Chief Jack Kemper.

SEALs took care of their own.

His mom had cried in the kitchen that night. She pretended otherwise, but her red, puffy eyes betrayed her. For some reason, Jake couldn’t get that image out of his mind . . .

“Get your fucking legs down low, Kemper,” the SEAL instructor screamed at him through a bullhorn, even though he bent over at the waist a foot from Jake’s face. “Not that low, asshole. Get your heels up!”

Another burst of M60 automatic gunfire drowned the voice out, followed by two dull explosions from concussion grenades close to where the grinder met the sand of the beach.

“Roll over, ladies. Let’s do another fifty!”

Jake rolled over onto his belly and pushed out another fifty push-ups, trying to remind himself just why in the hell he was here. He knew the statistics—the attrition rate was seventy-five to eighty percent of candidates in BUD/S but more like ninety percent of those accepted into the pipeline, if tracking them from start to finish. He also knew that the overwhelming majority of them didn’t fail. They quit. DOR, or drop out on request, was how most candidates left the grinder, and he was sure as hell not going to be in that group. In the weeks leading up to his decision to become a SEAL, that same retired SEAL commander had cautioned Jake that if he was doing it to honor his father or to prove he was his father’s son, then Jake was making a terrible mistake—and he would fail.

“The life is hard, Jake, but it’s a calling. You have to know your why, or you’ll never get past Hell Week. You can’t do it for anyone else because, honestly, it’s just too damn hard. Your old man was a legend, but he would tell you the same thing. If there is something else you can do and be happy—something not being a SEAL—then go do that instead.”

Jake’s arms screamed as he finished the last few push-ups. He’d done hundreds of push-ups the last few hours—too many to keep count. They were harder now; the shivering from the bone-deep cold and wet made his arms shake uncontrollably. All he could think was what a waste of energy shivering was, when he needed every molecule of ATP to bang out the punishing exercises. His neck ached from the run up the beach, shoulder to shoulder with five other candidates, a two-hundred-and-fifty-pound boat on their heads. He’d chosen the front, thinking the middle would be more direct weight on his head, due to the shape of the boat. He’d been right, except at the front the damn thing bounced up and down, pounding on his head over and over and over. He was wet and freezing cold. Every part of him hurt.

And his best guess was they were only a few hours into the first night of Hell Week.

The squeal of the whistle—two blasts, over and over—signaled the next evolution. Every time they heard the double blast, they were to belly crawl toward the instructor blowing the whistle until they heard three blasts on the whistle, and then they could recover.

“On your bellies to the beach. Let’s go, let’s go . . .”

The instructors never stopped screaming at them, their angry, ear-piercing shouts painfully magnified by bullhorns and somehow louder than the gunfire and grenade detonations that lit up the night like fireworks. Grunting, they belly crawled, dragging their wet, weary bodies over the sand to the double tweet of the whistle.

I know my why . . .

Jake was here because protecting people was in his DNA. And not because his dad was a legendary SEAL who’d been lost with his team in Operation Crusader. When Jake thought of his why, he didn’t picture his dad. He pictured the terrorists at the aquarium in Atlanta that fate or circumstance had forced him to confront. Something had come alive in Jake that day, and that thing had simmered and grown and eventually consumed him. He would be the one who kept others safe. He would be the one who ran toward danger instead of away from it, and he would do it for his mom, for his friends, for his community.

For his country.

And eventually for his teammates.

Jake tucked in tight beside the one man he’d bonded with at BUD/S since arriving three weeks ago, Randy Ketron.

“You good, bro?” he asked his friend through a cough.

Sand flew all around him from the eighty-four pairs of arms and legs pulling and kicking with an unsynchronized rhythm. They were like a single wounded organism, flailing but fighting for survival. Jake grunted, wondering if Ketron heard him. Every elbow strike ground the tattered fabric of his BDU blouse into his bleeding skin.

But at least they were off the pavement.

“Solid, bro,” Ketron finally croaked, but Jake could hear the pain in his voice. He knew Randy had injured his left arm during log PT the day before. Ketron had begged Jake not to say anything, not wanting to have to repeat anything he’d already done.

“Faster, ladies, faster . . .” the bullhorn shouted.

In the distance behind them, he heard three sharp rings of the bell.

Someone had decided they just couldn’t make another trip to the surf.

Now there were eighty-three SEAL candidates. At the edge of the surf, Jake saw the instructor, hands on his hips, blasting away on a whistle. Jake scrambled to get vertical, then helped Ketron to his feet. The line of SEAL candidates eventually came to attention, signaling they were ready for their next punishment.

“You look a little dry, ladies,” the instructor screamed, a grin on his face. “Let’s cool off, whaddya say?”

Moments later they were in the surf, arms linked tightly together, lying on their backs as the waves crashed over them again and again. At least there was no shock of cold; the water seemed warmer than the freezing air. Mercifully, the water washed the sand from Jake’s eyes, but the salt burned in the thousand places where he was abrased and chafed. Ketron shivered, but the candidate on Jake’s right shook so badly that he worried the dude might be having a seizure.

“I thought we were supposed to eat every six hours,” the guy sobbed. “I gotta get some food so I can make some heat.”

It was true. They’d all assumed there would be a meal at midnight, but their run toward the chow hall had instead ended beside the dreaded logs, where they’d done an hour of log PT instead of eating. The one thing they could count on during Hell Week was food every six hours, but apparently that would begin in the morning. Supposedly, tonight would be the last night of the dreaded logs, and that gave Jake some solace.

“We’ll eat at 0600,” Jake whispered. “It can’t be more than a couple of hours away. And at least we’re done with those fucking logs.”

Just conquer the next event.

Someone started singing.

Despite his shaky voice, Jake joined in, and soon everyone in the line was singing in the surf. They sang in defiance of the pain. They sang for each other. Lasting until their next meal seemed insurmountable, so he focused instead on getting through the current evolution: lying on his back in the surf, the cold air stealing the life from him with each breath.

I won’t quit. I won’t. I won’t. One more song . . . one more minute . . . one more wave . . .

The man to his left pulled his locked arm free and crawled, sobbing, out of the surf and onto the beach. Jake tilted his head back to watch. At first the instructor yelled at the sobbing quitter, but then his demeanor changed. He moved in closer, getting forehead to forehead and talking to him softly. Jake had heard that the instructors often tried to seduce candidates to the bell with promises of a blanket or a doughnut and a hot cup of coffee or maybe just the freedom to sit in one of the warm trucks idling on the beach. Jake watched his would-be teammate shaking with sobs, and he knew the dude was done. Bringing his eyes back to front, he reached for the man across the gap where the candidate had been, and locked elbows with the stranger. They shuffled and pulled each other closer for warmth. The organism, smaller by one but made whole again, shrugged off the loss. There was no looking back. No time to mourn those who no longer shared the load. Jake closed his eyes and resumed singing. A few minutes later three clangs of the bell rang in confirmation—another DOR and another green helmet added to the ever-growing line of those who’d quit.

One more wave . . . one more wave . . .

Time passed.

Two blasts on the whistle, and he released his buddy arm locks, rolled over, and crawled out of the surf. The night air was colder than the sea but a less efficient thief of heat. Moving—even crawling—would generate more heat than just lying in the waves.

I have to keep moving.

Ketron slipped behind, and Jake reached back for him.

“I’m solid, bro,” Ketron said, then vomited.

The sound made Jake puke instantly—a thin bilious stream running off his chin and onto his BDU blouse. Others were puking too.

Three blasts on the whistle.

“Attention, on your feet!”

They were up, and the instructors were yelling at them to jog in place.

“Get those knees higher. I’m talking to you, Ketron,” the bullhorn barked.

Jake felt eyes on him. He looked over at the pickup truck on the beach, headlights shining in his eyes. Two instructors stood beside a third man whom he didn’t recognize. The man was in operational BDUs instead of the woodland cammies worn by students and instructors. Lungs heaving, Jake drove his knees up into his outstretched forearms. The man—shorter by half a foot than the taller of the instructors beside him but thick and powerful—stared at Jake.

Or was it a trick of the light?

The man laughed at something the taller instructor said, and the Senior Chief clapped him on the back with a familiarity suggesting that perhaps they’d served together. Then the new arrival put his hands on his hips and fixed Jake with another stare.

Who the hell is that guy? Am I in some sort of trouble?

“Okay—time for log PT, gentlemen! That’ll warm you up.”

A low groan from the group and a tight sob from Ketron.

“You cold, Kemper?” the instructor beside the truck shouted.

Jake swallowed hard. “I’m just getting warmed up, Senior,” he shouted back, disappointed by the crack in his voice.

The new arrival leaned in and made a comment to one of the instructors that garnered an approving nod.

“I don’t know if I can do it, Jake,” Ketron whispered as the group moved toward the telephone pole–shaped, two-hundred-pound logs. “I thought we were done with log PT.”

“One more evolution, Randy,” Jake whispered back, just as a sustained burst of machine gun fire from his left made him jump. “One more, bro.”

They took their positions at the log, Jake stepping in front of Ketron to move him back away from the end of the log; maybe he could take some of Ketron’s weight. With six of them, this was an exercise in teamwork more than brute strength.

“Prepare to up log!”

They knelt, reaching under the log, Jake tensing and remembering he had to lift with his legs.

“Up log!”

They rose together, Ketron stumbling slightly as he winced in pain, the log now held against their chests with bent arms.

“Right shoulder, up!”

Jake squatted slightly, lifting the log as a unit with his team as he rotated to face forward for the carry march. With the first step, his lower back and left calf shrieked in pain, and all thoughts of the stranger on the beach were incinerated from his consciousness.

Pain was in charge once again.

“Four count overhead . . .”

One more evolution . . .


Chapter 5

infirmary

pokrov correctional colony (ik-2)

march 22

0655 local time

Hell Week was eating him alive. He had so many bruises that his entire body qualified as one giant hematoma. He ached everywhere, but his back and the top of his head were the worst. His skull and shoulder blades felt like they were on fire.

“Dempsey, dude, you’re bleeding all over the boat with your head,” Thiel said beside him, flashing him a weary sideways grin as their boat crew half ran, half stumbled their way down the beach.

“I’m so sorry to inconvenience you with my blood loss,” he huffed, wondering why Thiel had called him Dempsey.

“Well, knock it off. You’re making the bottom slippery for the rest of us.”

Delirious with pain and lack of sleep, Dempsey couldn’t help but laugh, which immediately sapped his strength further. His body sagged under the weight of the boat, and the other men grumbled and cursed as their share of the load increased. But Thiel didn’t care; he just kept on yammering. No matter how bad things were, no matter how deep in the suck they’d sunk, the dude never lost his sense of humor.

God, I miss you, brother . . .

Time skipped, and Dempsey was lying on his back in the surf—wet, sandy, and frigid. Locked arm in arm with his fellow SEALs, he suffered in silence.

No, not SEALs . . . they were future SEALs—SEAL candidates.

Uh-uh, you’re a former SEAL, bro, a voice reminded him.

What the hell is going on?

The waves were coming in quick, punishing sets—battering him like a gang of thugs with clubs, not like breakers on the beach. He tried to free himself from his brothers, but their grip on his arms was so tight he could barely move. Like being strapped down to a table. He tried to scream, tried to tell the instructor this was all wrong, but the man just stood there, looking down at him with impassive, pitiless judgment.

“Go ahead—ring the bell,” the BUD/S instructor said, his face morphing into that of Kelso Jarvis. “Do it, and the pain will disappear.”

“No,” Dempsey said, shaking his head.

“You know you want to.”

“I can’t . . . I won’t.”

The SEAL Captain’s face flashed crimson. “Ring the bell!” Jarvis screamed at him in Russian. “Do it! Do it! Do it now!”

The world twisted, and suddenly Dempsey stood on a different beach, walking beside a different Jarvis—now the Vice President of the United States—with the lights of St. Petersburg, Florida, illuminating the night sky behind them.

“What do you want, John?” Jarvis asked, his gaze fixed on the ocean.

What do I want? To be done with all the bullshit. To find peace. To rest. That’s what I want . . . but can never say.

He didn’t answer the question, choosing instead to let his silence do the talking for him.

“I told you this operation was voluntary, John. I told you it would be a one-way trip . . . I made that very clear.”

“Yes, sir,” he said. “I remember.”

“I told you they would try to break you. I told you this would be the most difficult mission of your life.”

“I know.”

“Are you going to ring the bell?”

“No, sir.”

“That’s good,” Jarvis said and clamped a hand on Dempsey’s shoulder. “Because I’m counting on you, son. The whole world is counting on you . . .”

He blinked, and now he stood in the TOC in Djibouti, surrounded by lost, familiar faces. Live satellite thermal imagery streamed on flat monitors, showing multiple Tier One SEAL Team elements closing in on a terrorist compound in Yemen.

“I’ve been here before,” he murmured.

“Say again, Senior Chief?” Commander Dietrich asked, pacing nearby.

“Nothing, sir. Just feels like déjà vu,” he said.

“I hear ya,” the SEAL officer said. “Another night, another mission. They all blur together after a while.”

“No, this is not just another mission. This is the mission—Operation Crusader. The one that changed everything. The one that ruined my life.”

Dietrich nodded, unconcerned and unmoved. “Roger that, Senior.”

“Crusader Main, Scotch Actual—feet dry. We’re Crusader Actual,” said a familiar voice, brimming with swagger and purpose on the comms circuit.

Dempsey’s heart skipped a beat, and he locked eyes with Dietrich. “Was that my son? Is Jake on that stick?”

Dietrich screwed up his face. “Are you feeling alright, Jack?”

“Just answer the damn question,” he snapped. “Is my son a SEAL?”

Dietrich dabbed sweat from his brow with a wadded bandanna. “Of course he is. Jake’s leading Scotch platoon and doing a damn fine job of it, I might add. You should be proud.”

“No, no, no . . . this is all wrong. This is not how it’s supposed to go down,” he said and grabbed the SEAL commander forcibly by the arm. “We’ve got to pull them out. It’s a trap.”

Dietrich smiled and gave the back of Dempsey’s hand a little pat. “Don’t worry, Jack. Everything is fine. It’s all going to work out the way it’s supposed to. Trust me.”

Dempsey looked over the SEAL officer’s shoulder at the monitors and felt nauseated. Both platoons had already breached the compound perimeter. How had they gotten there so fast? Frantic, he tried to key his mic and warn his son, but he wasn’t wearing a headset or a radio.

“Get out of there!” he screamed at the monitor but to no avail.

A heartbeat later both monitors whited out completely as the compound, which had been wired as a giant IED, incinerated itself and everyone inside.

“Noooo!” he screamed. It felt like a massive machine had sucked all the air out of the room. Hyperventilating, he ran out of the TOC into the night. “Not again . . . dear God, please, not again.”

This time he kept running and didn’t look back. It didn’t matter. He knew how this story ended.

Lightning flashed.

And then came the thunder as the TOC exploded behind him.

The shock wave hit him like a wrecking ball and sent him flying face first into the dirt, his back on fire.

He woke up coughing the dirt out of his lungs.

No . . . not dirt. Phlegm. Bloody phlegm.

He tried to sit up but couldn’t. Because he was in traction. Not traction. He was in restraints.

“Ahh, you’re awake,” a woman said in Russian. She had an ugly voice and, when she walked over to the bed and looked down at him, an even uglier face. Dr. Orlova had performed his compulsory examination as part of indoc on day one at IK-2. Her “examination” consisted of smoking a cigarette in his face while he completed a medical history questionnaire and signed a treatment waiver. The latter, thanks to his limited Russian vocabulary, had been difficult to read, but the gist of it was: If you are injured or become ill while incarcerated at IK-2, there is no promise of medical treatment. If you die, it is your fault.

“Where am I?” he asked, defaulting to Russian, which was interesting.

“You really are a moron,” Orlova said, scowling at him. “Just like they say.”

He tried to smile, but it hurt too bad, so he simply said, “Da.”

“On a scale of one to ten, how is your pain?”

He answered honestly. “Eight.”

“Mm-hmm,” she said. “Okay, well, no pain medicine for you. If you had said nine, then you get paracetamol. Too bad.”

Orlova had a reputation as a clinical sadist at IK-2, which Dempsey found ironic considering her occupation and professional obligation to provide care. Ironic and yet not surprising. There were many sadists in IK-2. From the warden, to the guards, to the activists, to the Vory, to the inmate population itself—sadists all around. If one had to choose a single defining characteristic for the facility, then clinical sadism would win hands down. And if one had to choose a poster child for all the sadists, then Dr. Natasha Orlova would be that person.

The standard of care in her hospital was apathy.

No matter the condition, injury, or disease, in Orlova’s book, the best course of treatment was no treatment. Antibiotics? What are those? Prescription medications? Never heard of them. In IK-2 the only benefit derived from being sent to the hospital was a brief respite from the antagonist who put you there. In Dempsey’s case, that meant not enough time to recover from the beating before the guards he’d humiliated sought their retribution.

I am a moron, he decided.

“What are my injuries?” he asked, putting the odds of her answering his question truthfully at fifty fifty.

“You have some broken bones, probably a concussion, blood in your urine—so maybe internal damage,” she said. “I told the warden I would keep you for twenty-four hours, and if you don’t go into shock, he can send you back to the cellblock. He is very angry with you. So are the guards.”

“Nyet! He stays until he’s recovered,” a gruff male voice said over punctuated footsteps.

Dempsey turned his head to see who entered the room and was punished with pain in his neck and left ear.

Makarov, thank God.

Orlova hesitated, and Dempsey could practically hear the gears turning in the woman’s head as she performed the risk-reward calculus of defying the warden versus the Vory boss. “You’re not a doctor,” she said at last. “You have no training to make medical decisions like this.”

“I am not a doctor, but I’m not blind either,” Makarov said, walking up to Dempsey’s bedside. “All you need do is look at this man and it is obvious he is in no condition to return to the cellblock.”

“This decision is not up to you. You do not run this prison, inmate. The warden does.”

“Your daughter—she is twelve, da?” Makarov said, his voice taking on a malevolent tenor.

Orlova bristled. “You wouldn’t dare touch her.”

“Me, nyet,” he said, flashing his golden smile. “I’m locked up in here, but I cannot control what happens outside these walls. Accidents happen, Doctor. Sometimes little girls trip and fall and hit their head walking home from school. Sometimes they get hit by cars. Sometimes they run away. You never know what can happen. It is a dangerous world out there.”

She glared at him, but her silence signaled her surrender.

“Leave us,” the Vory boss said, waving his heavily tattooed hand as if shooing away a fly. Once she was out of earshot, he said, “How do you feel?”

“I’ve felt worse,” Dempsey said, “but not much worse.”

“I had you put in this single room, so you might survive the night.”

“Thank you.”

“You put Churkin and five guards in the hospital,” Makarov said, pulling up a chair next to Dempsey’s bed. “Very impressive what you did, but also very stupid. You don’t have the brotherhood to protect you. They will come for you.”

“I know. I lost my temper. It was a mistake,” Dempsey said, speaking truthfully, his brain too foggy with pain for mind games.

“You are an American?”

Dempsey nodded.

“Former special operations, I assume?”

“What makes you say that?”

“Oh, come on,” Makarov said with a laugh. “The way you fight. And you have scars all over your body. Bullet wounds. Knife wounds. Surgical scars. These are not something a man gets working at a desk, da?”

“All true,” he said, meeting the mafia man’s eyes.

“This scar is very impressive,” the Russian said, pointing to Dempsey’s left forearm. “Like a coiled serpent. I like it.”

“Every scar has a story,” he said, trying to lift his arm but unable to because of the restraints.

“These scars, they are your history. Your pedigree.”

Dempsey nodded, liking the metaphor.

“This is my pedigree,” Makarov said, standing abruptly and pulling off his prison top to display his bare torso and arms, which were covered with tattoos from knuckles to navel. “In the Vory our tattoos tell the story of our suffering. The story of our service.”

Dempsey studied the man’s ink. Makarov’s tats were not the first Vory ink he’d seen in IK-2. Many of the inmates had them, and there were common and repeated themes. Dempsey’s bunkmate, Blaskovich, had explained the hidden language of Vory tattoos. The iconic Saint Basil’s Cathedral that covered the expanse of Makarov’s chest—with its distinctive onion-shaped cupolas—symbolized the man’s tenure of imprisonment, each tower representing a conviction and prison sentence. The snarling dragons clutching and peering out from around both sides of the basilica denoted Makarov’s hatred of authority and anarchist tendencies. The virgin mother with child on his stomach communicated that he’d been born into a life of crime. The roaring bear on his left shoulder told Dempsey that the man had once been an enforcer and had probably been built like a tank in his youth. The hooded monk with half a skeleton face and a quill dripping blood said that Makarov kept a ledger of those who had wronged him and debts to be repaid. The eight-pointed stars—one on each shoulder—and elaborate crown on the back of his right hand denoted his high-ranking status in the mafia as a Pakhan, or boss. There were others Dempsey didn’t know the exact meaning of but could reasonably extrapolate; the special operations community also had a culture of tattoos.

“You like them?” Makarov said with a smile that said, Say no at your own peril.

Dempsey nodded.

“You have no ink, my American friend,” the Pakhan said, putting his shirt back on. “Why is that?”

“My uniform was my ink,” he said, adopting Makarov’s metaphor in reverse. “I wore my rank, my rating, a gold trident, and ribbons telling the history of my campaigns and battles on the outside. My scars, as you so astutely noticed, also tell my story. For me, that was always enough.”

The Vory boss nodded, seeming to like—or at least accept—the answer. He sat once again in the chair at Dempsey’s bedside. They stared at each other for a long moment, each man waiting for the other to make the next move. When Dempsey made it clear he was playing defense, the Russian fired his first salvo.

“I must know, how in God’s name did a decorated American soldier like you end up in IK-2?” Makarov asked, punctuating each syllable of the prison moniker for effect.

“It’s a long story.”

“I have plenty of time—three years remaining on my sentence.”

Dempsey blew air through his lips—the one part of his face that didn’t hurt too badly. His head felt like it was full of cotton, but he’d prepared for this moment and had been rehearsing how this conversation might play out in his head for months. It was now or never.

“After devoting my entire life to the military, they forced me to retire. I’d given them everything—my body, my mind, my marriage, and my youth. After burning me up like a candle, they tossed me in the garbage. After that, I drifted aimlessly . . . drinking, fighting, pretty much making good people’s lives miserable wherever I went. Then one day I got a phone call from a buddy who was working for the dark side.”

“What is the dark side?”

Dempsey chuckled. “That’s what we call the private sector for people in my line of work. Basically, he offered me a way back in and a way out at the same time . . . if that makes any sense.”

“Da, it does. I can appreciate your story more than you might imagine.”

He nodded. “I breezed through indoc, and they shipped me off to Syria as a contractor,” he said, using the American word contractor because he didn’t know the Russian equivalent. “Do you know what I mean by this word, contractor?”

“Da,” Makarov said. “Private paramilitary for the United States CIA.”

“That’s right, but not all contractors work for the CIA. I was working for a different group at the time, but that doesn’t matter—they’re all the same in principle. But while I was over there, I met a man who made a very compelling argument to quit my employer and come to work for him, and so I did,” he said, baiting the hook.

“Tell me his name, this man who recruited you,” Makarov said, hitting the lure like a marlin swimming at thirty knots in the open ocean.

“Maybe because of your line of work, you’ve met him,” Dempsey said. “Anzor Malik.”

Makarov nodded and almost looked impressed.

Almost.

“I’ve heard of him. Arms dealer, before he got killed. Thought he was a big shot, always in Saint Petersburg causing trouble. Tell me the reason you worked for this man.”

“Well, until six months ago, I could have given you a million reasons,” Dempsey said with a wan smile.

“You did this for money. You walked away from your brotherhood?”

“And why not? My brotherhood walked away from me!” Dempsey fired back, jerking hard against his restraints. “At least Malik paid me fair market value for the work I was doing. The same cannot be said for my country.”

“Good, you still have fire in your belly. This is what I needed to see with my eyes and feel with my heart. I have a place for you, Rosomakha,” the Pakhan said, using Dempsey’s wolverine nickname. “A new brotherhood that will not toss you aside like a piece of garbage. A brotherhood where loyalty is rewarded. Where your skills are in demand and where you will get paid fair market value, as you say, for the work you do. Do you want to join my brotherhood? Do you want to work for me?”

Dempsey didn’t answer, just probed the other man’s eyes as if looking for signs of insincerity, then said, “Before I give you my answer, I need to know something.”

The comment seemed to amuse Makarov, who smiled at Dempsey with his gold-capped teeth. “Ask me anything.”

“Are you afraid of Vladimir Petrov?”

The Vory boss snorted. “Every person in Russia should fear this man, but that’s not the question you’re asking me, is it? I have seen you talking with Narusov.”

“Da . . .”

Makarov lifted his shirt and double-tapped his chest with a closed fist against the head of one of the twin dragons. “Who do you think put me in this fucking place?”

The corner of Dempsey’s mouth curled. “Then my answer is yes . . . brother.”

Makarov flashed him a victorious smile and turned to leave. On his way out, he poked his head into Orlova’s office and said loudly, “Remove his restraints immediately. He stays in hospital until I say he’s ready to go back to the cellblock. Do you understand, Doctor?”

Dempsey couldn’t hear Orlova’s response, but it didn’t matter. The threat had been made; Makarov had the power. Dempsey exhaled with relief and leaned his head back onto his pillow.

I did it, he thought, his mind defaulting to Russian. And now I get to live another day.


Chapter 6
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“Doc, I just need you to sign off so I can get back out there,” Jake said. His anxiety rose as the warm air melted away the bone-crushing chill that had become background noise for him. He’d forced the pain—in his joints, his neck, his fingers and hands, and places where the skin had been stripped away by chafing, leaving bleeding, raw tissue behind—into that background with it. As he warmed up, the pain screamed for attention. If he warmed up too much more and then had to get cold again, he feared he would simply be unable to continue. The comfort of the tiny room might, in the end, be the thing that defeated him. “I didn’t ask to come—they made me,” he added.

“That ain’t how it works, sailor,” the Navy Chief said, shaking his head and chuckling. “I gotta get an x-ray. I’m working as fast as I can. Now sit down and extend your legs together for me, Mr. Kemper.”

Jake sighed and did so, pain shooting up his left leg from the knee into his groin as the Special Operations Medic pressed resistance into the movement.

“How’s that feel?” the man asked.

“Fine,” Jake lied. “I’m five by.”

“Shit, dude, your face says something different, and I saw you hobble in here. You had a damn two-hundred-and-fifty-pound log drop on your bent leg, sailor. They said you were writhing in pain.”

“It was a muscle spasm,” Jake said. “It’s better already. Can I get back to my boat crew now, please?”

“If you have a fracture in the distal femur, it’ll end your career if we don’t square it away. Better to recycle than to fail, right?”

Jake gritted his teeth but nodded. He was terrified, not by the prospect he might have a fractured leg but by the siren’s call of the warmth and dryness. Every passing moment of comfort in the exam room made the thought of returning to the beach, where his boat crew was finishing up log PT, more and more appalling. He had no idea what fresh hell the instructors had planned next, but if he missed it, he might be forced to recycle.

Can I do this again? Three weeks of PT and class, rock portage drills, surf drills with the IBS, obstacle courses, running everywhere, and Hell Week all over again from the beginning? I’m so close—only a little over forty-eight hours to go. I won’t quit, but will I come back if recycled?

“Let me check the x-ray, Kemper. If everything looks good, I’ll release you to your boat crew.”

The Chief squeezed Jake’s shoulder. The trident stitched in black on his cammies was all the proof Jake needed to know that he understood. This guy was a SEAL. He’d experienced BUD/S firsthand, been through Hell Week, and made it.

As soon as the door closed behind the Special Operations Combat Medic, Jake reached tentatively with shaking fingers for his thigh, probing the black, blood-filled swelling above his knee. Touching it hurt, but not like before. He straightened his leg again, quickly instead of slowly. It hurt, but the pain was bearable.

God, please don’t let it be broken. Please.

He heard voices out in the hall and looked up to see two silhouettes in the frosted glass panel of the door.

“. . . we’ll talk while you check the x-ray. I just need a minute with him, okay?” the newcomer said.

“I don’t think that’s authorized, sir,” the Chief said, his voice suggesting he didn’t like this one bit.

“This is my authorization, Chief,” the other said, and Jake heard a rustling of paper.

“Well, shit, I guess so then,” the Chief said, no less distaste in his voice. “Didn’t realize Kemper was a VIP. Some frigging admiral’s son or something? Doesn’t seem the type to want or need favors.”

The stranger laughed. “Hardly. And he’ll get no favors—not from you, me, or the instructors. I’m here to fulfill a promise to an old friend . . .” The speaker’s voice got low and quiet.

Jake strained to hear what the man was saying but couldn’t make out the words.

“Ah, I get it. Easy day, sir. I’ll take another look at that x-ray and be back in a few minutes.”

“A few minutes is all I need. Thanks, Chief.”

Jake sat up straight, wiping the pained expression from his face. Panic flared in his chest. What if the officer was here to inform Jake that it was over? That he was done, finished, kicked out . . .

No, it doesn’t work that way.

A part of him began to fantasize that very scenario. It wouldn’t be so bad to find himself in a warm, dry bed. It wouldn’t be so bad to sleep . . . No, no, put that out of your brain. He blinked and shook his head, desperately trying to clear his mind. Maybe this whole damn thing is a hallucination? Maybe I’m not even here.

Before 0600 chow, when they’d stood at attention at the surf’s edge, soaking wet and covered in sand, the cold wind blowing through his very skin to his bones, he’d had several hallucinations. He’d seen his mom, sitting in a green johnboat out in the water, holding a blanket, and waving him over. Had they not been ordered back to the steel beach for survival drills, he might have swum out to sea to find her.

The door opened, and a SEAL officer walked in. The visitor wore a trident stitched over the left breast pocket of his BDUs and a lieutenant commander’s oak-leaf insignia, and the name tape on his right chest showed his last name to be Redman. The dude was built like a tree stump, and his short, thick physique seemed familiar. Jake’s foggy mind flashed back to the first night of Hell Week, which seemed like months ago but in reality was barely thirty-six hours ago. Had this man been there . . . watching him from the shadows on the beach?

What in the holy hell? This has to be a hallucination, he thought. Like on the steel beach, when I saw Instructor Perry as a great white shark in blue shorts with a whistle.

“How are you doing, Jake?” the SEAL asked, his thick arms hanging relaxed at his sides.

“Who are you? I mean, who are you, sir?”

The SEAL smiled, but it was a pained smile. “Jake, I’m Lieutenant Commander Keith Redman, and I promised your dad I would check in on you from time to time.”

Jake’s chest tightened, and for some reason tears welled in his eyes. “You knew my dad?”

“Yeah,” Redman said, his eyes warm. “We served together. Fought together a few times.”

Jake nodded, the information as vague as expected—his dad had been with the Tier One JSOC Team, after all. Then he blew air through his teeth. I’m just too damn exhausted for this. Since Hell Week had kicked off, he’d slept a total of two hours with his boat crew, huddled beneath their overturned IBS boat on the cold, wet beach between drills.

“And he asked me to look in on you before . . . before . . .” The words caught in Redman’s throat.

Jake squeezed his eyes shut, not surprised by his tears but surprised at the unexpected rage at his father boiling up inside his chest. Maybe instead of sending some cake-eater to look in on me, you could have worked things out with Mom and not died on us!

“You alright, son?” Redman asked.

Jake popped his eyes open and glared at his uninvited visitor. “Funny, because my dad died while I was still in high school. He couldn’t have known I would decide to go into the Navy—to go to BUD/S. That was never on anyone’s radar before . . .”

“Before Operation Crusader—yes, I know, son. But maybe he knew you better than you think. Maybe even better, in some ways, than you know yourself.”

Jake laughed at that, aware his laugh sounded a bit like a madman’s.

I am just so fucking tired.

“Hardly, sir. He was never around. He didn’t know me. Hell, if I make it through this damn thing, I’ll never get married. I’ll never do to someone I love what he did to us.”

“For you,” Redman corrected softly.

He wanted to ask what the hell that meant but couldn’t find the words. So he stared at the officer, tears streaming down his face.

“Jake, your dad has—well, had,” Redman said, correcting himself, “an insanely well-developed sense of mission and purpose. It made him the SEAL and the leader he was. He was the embodiment of mission before self, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t honor you and your mom. He made sacrifices for his country, yes, but also his family—to keep you safe from a threat he understood and most people don’t.”

Jake thought about that, or tried to, but instead just felt his head swim. He let out a long, rattling sigh. “Sir, all due respect, I just can’t do this right now. If you have some debt to my dad you feel like you need to repay, I respect that, but can we do this another time? As for me—I’m not doing this for my dad. I’m not trying to be like him. In fact, I’m hoping to not be like him. He sucked as a husband and father. None of this is for him or because of him. Like I said, I barely knew the guy. I’m doing this for my own reasons.”

“That’s fair,” Redman said with grave eyes and another sad smile. “Then let me end with this, and my promise will be fulfilled. Every man who’s ever pinned on a trident had to find a reason to persevere. I suspect your why for wanting to become a SEAL is related to something you discovered about yourself at the aquarium in Atlanta, but whatever it is, hold on to it . . .”

Jake tensed at the mention of the aquarium and the terrorist attack he’d unwittingly found himself in the middle of. He’d charged one of the jihadists—believing he would probably die in the attempt—but he couldn’t let innocent people die while he cowered and watched. He’d thought a lot about that moment of courage in the months leading to his decision to enlist. It was the first time in his life he’d put the lives of others ahead of his own. It was the first time he’d been brave. He liked being brave—in the moment but also in the aftermath. Had he not acted, people would have died. Being brave and saving lives—it felt like that was what God had made him for.

“. . . during Hell Week especially,” the officer continued, “you gotta break each evolution down into little bites and make each one a victory—”

“Yeah, Commander McGinnis said the same thing,” Jake interrupted. He was ready for this guy to go.

“Mark McGinnis? From the Foundation?” Redman said, nodding. “He’s a good man and hugely respected in the Teams. Listen to everything he said, and you’ll be fine. Hold on to your purpose, Jake. Never let it go, and remember, you are never out of the fight. Not ever. This is not a place where men fail. Here, you have only two choices: quit or endure. You’re getting to the point now—with forty-eight hours left to go in Hell Week—where the difference between quitting and enduring is measured in minutes. The guys who wash out never recognize that the only person you’re competing with here is yourself. Every minute you persevere in the surf is a victory. Every minute you keep that boat in the air is a victory. Every minute you grit your teeth and bear the pain and cold and wet is a victory. One bite at a time . . . okay?”

“Okay,” Jake said, meeting Redman’s eyes for the first time and feeling the gravity of the man.

The door opened, and the Medical Chief walked in. Apparently, their time was up.

“No fracture, Mr. Kemper,” the Chief said. “But listen to me carefully. You have an enormous hematoma in that thigh—in the muscle and under the skin. It is going to be miserably painful. It’s enough to get you a medical chit and slip you to the next class, where you can hit it fresh.”

“No,” Jake said, louder and sharper than he meant to. “I don’t want that. I . . . I can’t do that. Can you sign me off? I have to get back, like now, or . . . or . . .”

“I get it,” the Chief said, glancing at the trident on the lieutenant commander’s blouse and giving the man a familiar, fraternal nod. Rank meant less here in the brotherhood, Jake knew. “I have your chit.” He held it out, and Jake snatched the paper.

A fresh wave of pain flared in Jake’s thigh as he stood, barely masked by the fact that the movement brought pain everywhere. His bones ached. Every muscle screamed at him to sit back down. Even his teeth hurt, as odd as it seemed. Jake grabbed his still-wet—but somewhat warmer—BDU pants from the chair and slipped his booted feet into them, feeling his thigh quiver at the cold. He winced as the coarse fabric made contact with his inner thighs, where the skin had been rubbed raw to bleeding from the salt, sand, and sea.

“Thanks, Doc,” he said, the chit held in his teeth while he secured his web belt. He turned to the stranger. Maybe the SEAL had served with Jack Kemper at Tier One, or maybe they’d worked together in some other capacity. It didn’t matter. The men in that unit were all ghosts now. For Jake, this guy showing up was just another reminder of a dad who was never around. “And thank you, sir. I know you’re trying to help, and maybe you even did.”

He reached for the door and hesitated. A part of his brain begged him to stay—lie on the exam table, warm up, even just a few more minutes. He chased the seductive voice away, knowing that succumbing to the temptation would be the end of his quest.

“I don’t hate him, you know,” he said, resisting the urge to look back. “I never knew him well enough to hate him. The guy I thought I knew as a little kid was just the dad I wished he was—the dad I wanted him to be.”

Without waiting for Redman’s reply, Jake pulled the knob and walked out. Teeth gritted, he hadn’t made it five steps down the hall before his thigh spasmed. It didn’t matter. It was just pain.

He kept walking.

I just need to get through this next evolution. But first, I just need to get myself to walk past the grinder—past that damn bell—and back to my boat crew. If I can just make it back to my boat crew without looking at the bell . . .

Putting one foot in front of the other, he marched back to the beach and the pain that waited there.

“Ah, Mr. Kemper! Welcome back,” the lead instructor said, greeting him with a sadistic grin. “How about you get wet and sandy while we wait for your boat crew to return from their little swim?”


Chapter 7

the kremlin

office of the president

moscow, russia

march 25

0922 local time

Encroaching footsteps drew Arkady Zhukov’s eyes from the book he was reading up to Petrov’s assistant secretary, Tatia.

“Would you like another coffee?” she asked, stopping so close that he had to lean back in his chair to avoid craning his neck.

“No thank you, Tatia,” he said.

Tatia towered over most Russian women, a trait accentuated by her lithe, runway-model frame and long neck. He estimated she stood one hundred and seventy-eight centimeters tall, a full five centimeters taller than Petrov—something he knew both attracted and infuriated the Russian President.

It’s more than that, Arkady decided, his mind uncharacteristically sharp this morning. He is a man who loves that which he hates and hates that which he loves . . . a man of volatile contradictions.

“How long has he kept you waiting?” she asked.

“Two months, nine days, and twenty-one hours,” he said without missing a beat.

“I meant this morning.”

She’d not been here to greet him on his arrival as he’d expected. Probably tasked with some banal errand for her boss and lover.

“One hour, twenty-five,” he said, checking his watch. “I was his first appointment of the day.”

“A fallen star . . . back down to earth with the rest of us, it would seem.”

“Better than in the gulag or the grave,” he said.

She fixed him with a furtive smile as she delivered a barb about his new position as the director of Criminal Incarceration and Administration. “No one would know that better than you.”

“Touché, my dear. Touché.”

He liked Tatia.

Brash and beautiful. Flawed and fearless. It was why he’d recruited her to the cause six months ago. She was the perfect woman to help him slit Petrov’s throat in the night . . . if only it were so simple. When she’d suggested as much, Arkady had briefly considered the idea. After all, she shared Petrov’s bed regularly, which made using her as his instrument of murder both expedient and convenient. And Tatia had the mettle to do it, but when he played out the scenario, he dismissed it out of hand. Any plot that tapped Tatia as an assassin would guarantee her arrest and swift execution, but not before they broke her and she told them everything. If he was personally implicated in Petrov’s assassination, then the entire operation was for naught. No, it was more than just the murder of the leader that was needed here—his death had to represent something. It had to be a page in the play, turned at just the right time to usher in the new era Arkady had meticulously planned these past few years. To move the chess pieces necessary to prevent the power vacuum from imploding catastrophically, he needed his hands to be clean. He was playing a long game. The only way to ensure Narusov ascended to the presidency was for Arkady to be completely unencumbered to do what he did best: operate two steps ahead of everyone else.

So yes, Tatia had a critical role to play in his master plan, but not as a black widow.

“I can’t imagine you’ll be made to wait too much longer,” she said with a slight bow of her head. “After all, if one is made to wait too long, conviction can falter. I would hate for you to walk away before the job is done.”

He nodded, her subtext not lost on him.

Just as he hadn’t met with Petrov in person for two months, she was making the same complaint about him. Their last covert rendezvous had been ten weeks ago. Tatia was not Zeta and had no formal training in espionage or covert operations. She was a weapon of opportunity, not a well-honed blade accustomed to spending so much time sheathed in a scabbard. A Zeta could lie in wait for months, even years, between taskings. It was part of the job, part of the lifestyle. Tatia, despite her impressive emotional discipline, was growing restless. She wanted Petrov dead so badly that Arkady’s greatest worry was not that she would lose her conviction and fail to deliver but rather that she would lose patience and act rashly. She needed reassurance that the outcome was worth the wait, that he had not walked away from their bargain.

“You’re right—waiting can be difficult. But when I am made to wait so long that I think our meeting will never happen, I remind myself that the President is a busy man who is juggling many balls in the air. I tell myself that it is better to have his full and undivided attention than to risk our meeting being interrupted by someone who is not invited—someone whose interference could be detrimental to executing my agenda,” he said, holding her gaze.

“I understand,” she said, her smile wooden. Her eyes ticked to the book in his lap. “What are you reading?”

He dog-eared the corner of the page and closed the book so she could see the cover. “The Big Green Tent,” he said, “by Ludmila Ulitskaya.”

Her expression instantly soured. “Leave that with me before you go in. He hates this book.”

He flashed her a wolf’s grin. “I know. That’s why I brought it with me.”

“I’m serious. He will not find it amusing, and you don’t have his favor anymore.” She extended her hand. “Give it to me. If you don’t, the only thing you will accomplish is getting yourself kicked out.”

He hesitated a moment, then handed her the book. Not because he thought he couldn’t handle Petrov’s temper—he wanted the Russian President triggered and distracted—but because it served his relationship with Tatia better. She was looking out for him. He would do well to show not only that he valued her counsel but more importantly that he put stock in her emotional IQ.

She tucked it under her arm so the cover was pressed against her ribs and hidden. “I’ll fetch you when he’s ready.”

He nodded. “Thank you.”

Another twenty minutes passed before Petrov summoned him. When he entered the President’s office, he noticed there had been changes since his last visit—the most obvious was a powerfully built security guard standing at attention two meters from Petrov’s desk. Arkady had made a point of memorizing every member of Petrov’s security detail, and this man was new.

“It’s good to see you, Mr. President,” Arkady said and redirected his gaze to the guard.

“That’s Garald, and he stays,” Petrov said, answering the unspoken question.

“Okay,” Arkady said with a shrug. Fear for safety in his own office in the Kremlin . . . not a good sign, he thought as he stepped in front of a chair opposite Petrov’s desk and began to sit down.

“I didn’t say you could sit, old man,” Petrov said, his voice a low growl.

“Apologies,” Arkady said, straightening.

“Tell me about Narusov. Is he broken yet?” Petrov said, reclining in his own comfortable chair and fixing his gaze on Arkady.

“I directed the warden to move him to Sector A. In the eight weeks since, his physical and mental health has declined significantly. As you know from my reports, he went on a hunger strike, which only made him weaker,” Arkady said with a chuckle. “Poor fool.”

“Narusov is many things, but a fool is not one of them,” Petrov said and shifted his attention to something on his computer monitor. “You didn’t answer my question. I want to commute his sentence and return the people their champion, but I cannot do that until he is broken. I want him compliant and repentant. Terrified and paranoid.”

“What about the wife? She’s more vocal and obstinate than ever. Do you want me to—”

“Nyet. Don’t touch her,” Petrov snapped, then smiled. “When she sees what has become of her husband, she will find religion.”

“And if not?”

“Then I’ll handle it. This is not your responsibility. Maybe you’re forgetting, but you don’t work in the world of the living anymore. No more Zetas. No more strategizing. No more interaction with FSB or SVR. You are my keeper of the scum. You shovel the shit for me. It’s what you’re best at anyway.”

Arkady forced a compliant smile while contemplating his next move.

Petrov blamed him for the disastrous, failed operation to reclaim southern Ukraine for Russia and the covert war between the Zetas and Task Force Ember. Arkady had been certain he would lose his life for it, but Petrov opted to mete punishment instead of giving his lifelong mentor a clean death. And yet fate once again proved herself the ultimate grand master, perpetually entertained by adding wrinkles to the game. By appointing Arkady the director of Criminal Incarceration and Administration as a punishment, Petrov had unwittingly put him in the very place he needed to be at the exact time he needed to be there. Narusov was drowning, and Petrov had given Arkady control of the lifeguards.

There is no honey so sweet as irony . . .

“What is that stupid look on your face supposed to mean?” Petrov said, his lips pressed together in an angry pout.

“I was thinking, maybe I’ll pay a personal visit to IK-2 to check on Narusov myself. If I think he’s had enough, I’ll send you a video of me questioning him, and you can decide if he’s broken enough for your liking.”

Petrov blew a puff of air through his lips. “Nyet. Wherever you go, problems soon follow. Find someone else to do it.”

“As you wish,” Arkady said and clasped his fingers together in front of his waist.

“Anything else of consequence to report?”

Arkady pretended to consider the question before shaking his head. “Nyet.”

“What about this incident at IK-2 I’ve heard about—a riot that put multiple guards in the hospital?”

The fact that something so specific had reached Petrov’s ears took Arkady by surprise. He had too many tentacles in too many places, and his insatiable need to micromanage everything in a country spanning seventeen million square kilometers and eleven time zones had become pathological.

“Not a riot,” Arkady said, pooh-poohing the question. “Just a brawl in a bathroom. The responsible inmates have been dealt with.”

“That’s not what I heard,” Petrov said, narrowing his eyes.

“What did you hear?”

“I heard that we have an American incarcerated in IK-2 and that he single-handedly led the riot. If there is such a man incarcerated, I want to know who he is, when he came to Russia, and why he’s incarcerated. A man like this could be a bargaining chip with the US State Department.”

Arkady’s stomach went to acid. “I promise you, it was not a riot. But I will look into this American prisoner and report back.”

Petrov stared at him with dead blue eyes. “See that you do, or I will be forced to demote you yet again. There is an opening for a janitor at Rogachevo,” Petrov said, referring to the remote and desolate air base on a Russian island above the Arctic Circle. “Now get out of my sight.”

Arkady bowed his head, turned, and headed toward the door. Behind him, Petrov murmured something, and Garald laughed—no doubt at Arkady’s expense. He let himself out and found Tatia waiting for him.

“How did it go?” she asked after he’d closed the door.

“A little worse than I expected, but also a little better,” he said, which was the truth.

She handed him his book. “The story of my life.”

“Thank you,” he said, taking it from her. Then, surprised by the sudden compulsion, he asked in a low voice, “Does he hurt you?”

She didn’t answer for a long moment.

“Only sometimes,” she said at last with a resigned but proud smile.

Only sometimes . . .

The poignant power of those two words struck him deeply, and it took great effort for him to maintain his mask. “It was good to see you, Tatia.”

“You too.”

He walked to the coatrack in the reception area, retrieved his winter hat and coat, and put them on as his mind worked out the next steps. It was time to activate his last Zeta and poke the bear. At the threshold of the door leading to the main hallway outside, he paused and looked back at her.

Their eyes met.

Soon, he said with his gaze.

I’ll be ready, she answered with her own.


Chapter 8

coronado, california

1522 local time

“This is absolutely the worst BUD/S class I have ever trained!”

Jake stared off into the distance of the Pacific, aware that his left thigh was in spasm again, but weirdly not feeling the pain—not really. He was aware of it, sure, but in a disembodied, distant way. Like it was happening to someone else. The sun glinting off the waves made the ocean look deceptively warm and inviting, but the air was still cool enough to chill to the bone. Or more likely, the chill had seeped into his bones and never really left him.

“Let’s get our boats up, ladies,” shouted the SEAL Chief Petty Officer beside the Senior Chief, who had yelled at them for the last few minutes. Jake’s stomach churned, and for a moment he worried he might shit himself. His bowels had been an absolute mess, and he’d crapped in the ocean several times, not yet having soiled himself on dry land like so many others had. Ketron had crapped himself in the outdoor pool, leaving an oil slick around them and earning screams from the instructors and uncontrolled laughter from fellow candidates.

I really wanted to make it through without crapping myself, Jake thought as his seven-man boat crew hoisted the boat over their heads. The thought of resting the boat on his head made his bowels cramp up with new knots. His scalp—raw from salt water, sand, and the constant grinding of the boat on his head—was a mushy, bleeding mess. Sure enough, the instant the boat touched down on his head, his scalp screamed in protest, but only a moment this time before the pain faded to background noise. As if his brain had given up on registering the thousand aches and pains spread out over his body. As if it decided, Why bother? He’s not gonna listen anyway.

He’d made it to Friday somehow. And now he’d end Hell Week by soiling himself beneath the boat. He didn’t even care that much. Then another thought seized him—It’s Friday, right? Oh God, I don’t think I can do another day . . .

Moans reached him from the men beneath the IBS boat they shared. Only Ketron and Jake remained from the original boat crew—the other five members of the current crew having filled in as more and more students sobbed their way to the grinder and rang the bell.

There were only four boats on the beach now—twenty-seven men by his count.

They stood, boats on their heads, staring out at the ocean, fresh pain in muscles and joints as they settled under the heavy loads.

“As I know you are all aware,” the Senior Chief began, pacing back and forth in front of them, hands clasped behind his back and head down as if making a difficult decision, “the instructors have the option, if we deem it necessary, to extend this training evolution. In light of the pathetic specimens standing before me, I see no way we can secure from Hell Week before Saturday at the earliest . . .”

“Perhaps Sunday morning, Senior?” one of the other instructors offered.

The Senior Chief glanced over at the man and nodded as if that had not occurred to him.

“Yeah, maybe . . . maybe.” He paced in front of the group as if still thinking it through.

“I don’t care,” someone cried out from the boat crew to Jake’s left. “It just doesn’t fucking matter anymore.”

“We’re dead already,” someone else sobbed.

A third person laughed hysterically.

Jake closed his eyes and fantasized about his bedroom back home, with the soft blanket his mom had bought him for watching TV together on cold nights.

“The thing is, it’s not your performance anymore,” the Senior Chief said. “It’s your worthless, shitty attitudes. Your lack of spirit. Yeah, I see no way we can end this before tomorrow.” He paced over to the instructor beside him. “I’m gonna grab some coffee. You want some?”

“I’d love some, Senior,” the man said with a cheery smile on his face.

“They’re all yours, Chief,” the Senior Chief said and strode toward the pickup truck parked on the beach.

A tear spilled onto Jake’s cheek. He’d come so close . . .

“Alright,” the Chief said, hands on hips in front of the four boat crews. “Before we begin the next evolution, is there anyone who’s done? Anyone who’d like to get that heavy boat off your head and grab a coffee with Senior Chief?”

The instructor waited, scanning across the four groups, boats on their heads and tears on their cheeks. Jake had the sudden thought that prisoners of war in World War II had mostly been treated better—physically and psychologically—than they were. The thought made him chuckle, and the chuckle turned into a laugh.

“It’s not funny, Jake,” Ketron said sharply.

“Really? No one?” the Chief said. “No one wants to grab a coffee and some chow? Get a nice twelve hours of sleep? Come on—someone here is done!”

“No, Chief,” Jake barked, suddenly angry. “This class is ready for more, Chief.”

The Chief strode over so fast it was like he’d materialized in front of Jake, his face inches away, features twisted in rage. “You think you speak for this group, Kemper? Did you sneak away and go to fucking OCS while I wasn’t looking? You think you’re some kind of OIC now, speaking for these men in their time of greatest suffering? Who the fuck do you think you are?”

Jake stared into the man’s eyes, light flickering off them from the sun overhead.

“No, Chief,” he said, low and controlled. “I’m their teammate, Chief.”

“Hah!” the man barked, bobbing his head forward and smacking into Jake’s forehead. Then he strode back to the front of the four boat crews, standing and staring, hands on hips, waiting for the next man to head to the bell. “Who’s leaving? We can have a coffee and grab some eggs and bacon together.”

No one moved.

A seagull mewed and caught Jake’s eye as it dived and banked in front of them. Such an agile flyer. Was it curious, or was it mocking them? Breakers crashed off to his right, and he felt the cadence of the sea. Felt it in his bones. He inhaled and tasted the salty tang of the surf. He was a part of this beach, and it was now a part of him. He had survived everything it had thrown at him, and he was still standing.

I’m still standing . . .

I’m still standing . . .

“Class Three Four Eight,” the Chief barked, and Jake waited to hear what the next torture would be. “You are secured from Hell Week, gentlemen. Secure the boats and return to the barracks, where you can shower and clean up. There will be a medical exam before you are released for weekend liberty.”

At first no one moved, unable to believe what they’d heard.

It has to be a trick.

“Congratulations, gents. Secure the boats. Let’s go!”

The Chief led the way up the beach toward the grinder.

Someone let out an enormous “Woo-hoo!”

Others joined in with the more familiar “Hooyah!”

They jogged up the beach, boats still on their heads, but the pain no longer mattered. There was a huge meal waiting for them—pizzas, if Jake understood the tradition correctly—and he hoped he could stay awake long enough to eat. Then he planned to sleep for the next twenty-four hours, maybe longer.

It was over.

It was finally fucking over.

They’d made it through Hell Week, together, as a team.


Chapter 9

pokrov correctional colony (ik-2)

march 26

0553 local time

Lying on his back, fingers knit behind his head and under his pillow, Dempsey stared unblinking at the bottom of the bunk above him. He was back in Cellblock Five, and his respite of sleeping in late was over. His body had adjusted automatically, rousing him early before wake-up, as was his pattern before his trip to the hospital. Dr. Orlova had heeded Makarov’s warning and let Dempsey convalesce in the infirmary for five days—enough time for him to heal and regain sufficient strength and mobility to survive whatever IK-2 threw at him next. Despite his appearance, he’d been lucky, escaping the bludgeoning with a concussion, one fractured rib, and one missing tooth. The missing tooth—the premolar behind his upper left canine—had been knocked out, and it really pissed him off. Probing the gap incessantly with his tongue had become a new, annoying habit.

A hundred bucks says Makarov makes me get a gold tooth, he thought and then with a chuckle imagined Munn’s reaction to that.

Nice bling, dude. Here, let me help you turn your ball cap sideways . . .

God, he missed Dan.

And Lizzie.

And Martin and Wang.

He even missed Baldwin’s incessant babbling as the professor took the scenic route on the way to every point.

Don’t do it, John, a voice chastised inside his mind. Don’t go there, or you’re going to fall apart.

He had to keep his emotions locked down tight. To complete this mission, he had to be a machine—a heartless, stone-cold, ass-kicking machine.

Blaskovich stirred above him, and the metal support slats beneath the mattress squeaked and groaned. Dempsey wouldn’t call the man a friend, but ally definitely felt right. He trusted the guy, as much as you could trust in IK-2. He still didn’t know what Blaskovich was in for. He hadn’t asked and Blaskovich hadn’t volunteered, but that needed to change—especially if he was going to try to help him when the time came.

The Russian anthem played on the loudspeakers—louder and more static laden than he remembered—waking the cellblock. Inmates crawled out of their bunks, and as far as Dempsey could tell, the night had been uneventful for all. No one had come for him on his first night back with clubs, bars of soap in socks, or shivs . . . so that was nice. He’d stayed awake the whole night just in case, but the guards and his fellow inmates had left him alone. Makarov’s doing, probably.

Blaskovich stepped onto the foot of Dempsey’s mattress and climbed down and bade Dempsey good morning. Dempsey reciprocated with a grunt and swung his booted feet off the side of his bunk. They both stood at attention for the remainder of the anthem, and when the final note played, Dempsey took a seat on his bunk and twisted his shoulders left and right, earning him a series of satisfying pops up and down his spine.

Blaskovich sat next to him to put his boots on, which Dempsey let the man do freely. He also let Blaskovich store his boots under Dempsey’s rack at night. Some guys—most guys—were overprotective of their racks and would throw a punch to keep a fellow inmate from putting a finger—let alone a pair of ass cheeks—on their bunk. Dempsey didn’t give a shit about petty things like that. He didn’t know the Russian equivalent of mi casa es su casa, but that was his general operating principle when it came to his bunkmate, and as a result Blaskovich had always treated him with respect and deference.

“Do you mind if I ask you a personal question?” Dempsey asked the young Russian.

“Twenty-five centimeters long,” Blaskovich said with a wry grin. “And no, you can’t see it.”

Dempsey shook his head. “I’m serious.”

“In that case, ask me anything,” the inmate said as he finished lacing his boots.

“What are you in here for?”

Blaskovich’s grin spread into a full smile. “I wondered how long it would take you to ask me that question. Eventually, I decided that you were never going to, that you didn’t care. Now you surprise me again.”

“Keeping people guessing is a survival skill.”

“I have learned this about you,” Blaskovich said with a chuckle. “But to answer your question: officially, I’m here for computer fraud.”

“And unofficially?”

“Oh, many things, but the reason they sent me to IK-2 was because I hacked the United Russia party servers and released some internal documents to a Western journalist. In retrospect I’m lucky they didn’t kill me for that.”

“So you’re a hacker?”

“No, I’m a hacktivist,” Blaskovich said, using the English word. “Very big difference.”

Dempsey nodded, liking what he was hearing. He could use a guy like Blaskovich on his team.

“What about you?” the Russian asked, his voice tentative but his eyes burning with curiosity. “Why are you here?”

“Officially, arms trafficking,” he said.

“And unofficially?”

“For being an American expat standing up against the regime.”

This earned a hearty laugh from the Russian hacktivist. “In that case we are brothers, it seems.”

He nodded. “Brothers indeed.”

Blaskovich glanced over both shoulders, then in a quiet voice said, “I thought they would come for you last night. To pay you back.”

“You mean the guards?”

“Da. I stayed awake most of the night to keep watch, but when they didn’t come . . . I finally fell asleep.”

“That’s funny because I thought the same thing and stayed up all night myself.”

“Don’t you wonder why they didn’t come?”

“Either they’re waiting until I let my guard down, or it’s because Makarov has offered me protection.”

“Oh shit, Makarov recruited you,” Blaskovich said, his face going pale.

“Came to see me the first day in the hospital. If he hadn’t, I’d probably be dead.”

“It makes sense now why they didn’t come for you . . . but this is a difficult trade because now you work for the Vory. Makarov owns you.”

Dempsey shrugged. “Maybe.”

“No maybes. There are no maybes with the Bratva.”

“Have you seen Churkin?” Dempsey asked, wondering what became of the little worm responsible for getting him into this mess in the first place.

“They say his face was shattered. Rumor is that he was taken to an off-site hospital for reconstructive surgery,” Blaskovich said. “But that is expensive and he is a sex trafficker, so maybe they threw him in a ditch instead. I doubt he will return.”

“Inmate Five One One,” a loud voice called, accompanied by booted footfalls.

“Ahhh, here we go again,” Dempsey grumbled as two guards holding batons walked with purpose down the aisle straight toward him.

He turned to Blaskovich, who looked terrified.

“I’ll be alright,” Dempsey said, getting to his feet. “But if I don’t come back, you can have my extra pair of socks.”

“Inmate Five One One, collect your personal belongings. You are being transferred to Sector A.”

“Oh bunkmate Blaskovich God,” Blaskovich murmured.

“Understood,” Dempsey said to the lead guard and collected his toiletries and undergarments from the plastic basket beneath his rack.

“Good luck, my brother,” Blaskovich said. “It was nice knowing you.”

“Don’t worry, you’ll see me again,” Dempsey said to the hacktivist, then turned to the guards. “I’m ready.”

Cellblock Five was so quiet that Dempsey could hear the buzz of the fluorescent lights as the guards frog-marched him out. He looked at no one on this walk of shame, except for Makarov, who stood at the end of the row, jaw clenched, staring daggers at the guards. Apparently, the Vory Pakhan had not seen this wrinkle coming, and he was not happy about it.

Reinforced Control Sector A was the maximum-security wing of IK-2—a red zone, where prisoners were kept isolated from each other. In Sector A the prison administration had complete and total control, not the Vory. Prisoners were sent to Sector A for one reason and one reason only: psychological reconditioning.

“Sector A is where they break you,” Blaskovich had explained to Dempsey once over lunch. “You go in a man and you come out their bitch.”

Alexy Narusov had been transferred to Sector A eight weeks ago to break him, but he was a fighter. He’d been beaten, shot, and poisoned and never stopped fighting. He’d flown back to Russia after his poisoning, despite knowing he’d be arrested and incarcerated. And yet, despite all that courage and commitment to defying Petrov, Dempsey had concerns. Psychological torture, physical torture, and sleep deprivation was the holy triad of degradation. No mind, no matter how robust, could emerge unscathed from a well-honed, institutionalized torture program. Dempsey prayed that after eight weeks the champion of the Russian people still had his wits.

And his soul.

In very short order, Dempsey would find out firsthand if the rumors about Sector A were true.

They escorted him outside—one guard walking in front, the other trailing—into the wind and snow, across the yard, to the Sector A building. A guard armed with an assault rifle stopped them at the entrance, where the lead guard presented transfer paperwork. Satisfied, the door guard waved them into a small lobby outfitted as a security checkpoint. Like in a TSA airport checkpoint, Dempsey was instructed to place his personal items on an x-ray machine belt and walk through a whole-body scanner. On the other side, he collected his toiletries and clothes and was told to wait at a security door. He stood at attention while the guards performed their inmate-handoff paperwork drill. A minute later a loud buzzer sounded, and a new guard escorted him into the building proper.

From a fit-and-finish perspective, Sector A looked nicer than Cellblock Five. Unlike his previous accommodations with their peeling and pallid green paint, bare concrete floors, and worthless HVAC system, this building had been renovated. The floors were finished in linoleum tile, the walls freshly painted in a soothing beige, and the air warmed to a comfortable, almost cozy temperature. The other big improvement he instantly recognized was lighting and cleanliness. Even in the middle of the day, Cellblock Five felt dark and dirty with its hodgepodge mix of mostly burned-out industrial halogen lamps and flickering replacement fluorescents. Conversely, Sector A was bright and hospital clean. Too clean, he decided. And that was when it hit him, the insidious irony. Sector A radiated a Stepford-wife vibe—a meticulous and presentable exterior designed to conceal a malevolent and pernicious core. He shuddered at the sterile evil of the place, which felt strange because John Dempsey didn’t shudder.

The guard walked him to a T-junction and a second security door. Trying to be subtle, Dempsey closely observed the security entry protocol, which to his dismay did not involve a keypad, palm scanner, or badge swipe.

“Look at the camera,” the guard said and nudged Dempsey in the back with his baton.

“Da,” he said and looked up at the corner where a domed camera with a blinking red light stared back at him.

A buzzer sounded, the door’s magnetic lock shifted, and an actuator swung the reinforced slab open. The entire entry process was remotely controlled. The guard prodded him again to get him moving and told him to turn left, which he did. Whereas Cellblock Five had the open architecture of a warehouse, Sector A reminded Dempsey of Gitmo’s Camp V lockdown section, where detainees were confined in individual and solitary cells. On his walk down the corridor, he scanned the cells, looking for Alexy Narusov. The heavy acrylic windows in each door measured approximately one foot square and were positioned at roughly head height, making his vantage point in the middle of the corridor useless. Unless Narusov was standing at the window looking out, Dempsey would not be able to see him.

Anxiety welled in his chest.

God only knows the next time they’ll let me out of my cell, he thought. If I don’t find Alexy now, I might not be able to. He momentarily considered calling out Narusov’s name, but that would only tip his hand or result in the famous dissident being moved to a different cell.

Think, John. Think.

Then an idea came to him . . .

“Yankee Doodle went to town, riding on a pony,” he belted at the top of his lungs. “Stuck a feather in his cap and called it macaroni . . . Yankee Doodle went to town, Yankee Doodle dandy—”

A baton blow to his lower back ended the performance, but the ploy worked. Faces appeared in all the cell door windows to greet the new inmate and troubadour. He scanned quickly and methodically, preparing himself for another blow. Three doors down on the left, a gaunt but familiar face appeared in a cell window.

Narusov.

A smile curled the activist’s lips, and in that smile Dempsey saw that the man was not broken—not yet. Dempsey met Narusov’s eyes for only a millisecond before shifting his gaze to another cell on the right. His performance was being recorded after all, and any nod or overt signal in Narusov’s direction would be noticed. The guard shoved Dempsey in the back and barked at him to keep walking. Four cells beyond Narusov’s, on the opposite side of the corridor, an open door waited. He didn’t pause for instructions; when he reached the empty cell, he simply walked inside. The guard shut and locked the door behind him with a resounding metallic thud.

Shit.

He blew air through pursed lips and surveyed his new home.

There wasn’t much to survey.

He estimated the windowless cell’s dimensions at six feet wide by nine feet long. The only furnishings inside were a cot and a combined sink-toilet unit built into the wall opposite the door. The cinder block walls were painted the same inoffensive beige as the rest of Sector A, but unlike the tiled entry, the cell floor was bare concrete with a floor drain to make it easy to hose down. His cot had a pillow, a sheet, and a single tan blanket folded at the foot of the mattress. A bar of soap rested on the edge of the sink basin, and a roll of toilet paper sat on the floor next to the toilet.

“Talk about five-star accommodations,” he murmured, sitting on his new bed. “On the plus side, I have my own toilet and I’m not going to get shanked in my sleep . . . so I got that going for me.”

An hour or so passed before he was summoned. He didn’t have a clock in his room, and wrist watches were not permitted at IK-2, so he had no way of knowing for sure, but a lifetime of special operations had calibrated his internal clock to a high degree of accuracy. A guard rapped on his window with the butt of a baton. Dempsey got to his feet, faced the door, and presented his empty hands. A buzzer sounded, and his cell door unlocked. Unlike the actuated slider doors popular in most prisons, Dempsey’s Sector A cell had an old-fashioned steel slab fitted with external hinges and handle.

The guard opened it and motioned for Dempsey to follow him out.

Dempsey complied, and the guard led him to an interrogation room with a metal table and two chairs, all of which were bolted to the floor. Dempsey sat where instructed, and the guard handcuffed his wrists with floor-mounted shackles. Once Dempsey was secured, the guard left, and a middle-aged man in a cheap suit entered the room and sat down. The man left the interrogation room door open, easy earshot from where the guard stood just outside in the corridor. His hair was combed, but his face was covered with two days’ stubble, and his cheeks and nose were rosy with pronounced rosacea.

“You have been assigned to Sector A for an indeterminate amount of time,” the man began, his Russian clipped and guttural and hard for Dempsey to understand. “The only way to leave Sector A is if your case administrator—which is me—determines that you have been rehabilitated and are ready to rejoin the IK-2 community.”

IK-2 community? This ain’t no rotary club, bro. Dempsey almost laughed at this but thankfully caught himself.

“Your Sector A status is disavowed. This means that no other inmate is permitted to talk to you and you are not permitted to speak to any other inmate. If you break this rule and attempt to converse with another inmate, that inmate will be punished while you watch. Repeated attempts to converse with other inmates will result in the denial of privileges, additional work detail, and corporal punishment. Nod if you understand.”

Dempsey nodded.

“The guards will provide you with your daily assignments. After today you will spend ninety percent of your time on your feet. From 6:00 a.m. until 10:00 p.m., you will be out of your cell. Exceptions to this schedule include prisoner transfers and Sundays. I will meet with you once per month to evaluate your status. The guards and Sector A psychologist will provide me with updates about your behavior, compliance, and rehabilitation progress. You may request a meeting with me at any time, but I’m a very busy man, and this is not the only correctional institution I am responsible for. You are but one of many inmates I must monitor. Do you have any questions?”

Dempsey shook his head. Even if he had any, asking was pointless. This piece of human garbage had traded his soul for a company pen and a pension years ago.

“You don’t even want to know my name?” the man asked with an annoyed smile that told Dempsey he played this same little game with every inmate and he was disappointed that Dempsey had missed his line.

“You just told me you are too busy to come if I request a meeting, so why do I need to know your name?” he said, staring at the Russian bureaucrat.

“I can see why you’re here. I’m going to enjoy watching what becomes of you.” The man snorted a laugh and walked out.

The attending guard walked into the interrogation room to unshackle Dempsey, but a second bureaucrat materialized and stopped him. Unlike the first clown, the new arrival had that uniquely Russian gravitas that distinguished men of consequence from the proletariat.

“Leave us,” the man said to the guard.

“What are you doing here, Yuri?” the first bureaucrat said, confronting the latter at the threshold.

“Fuck off, Alek,” the man said, shouldering his way into the interrogation room. With a stern look over his shoulder at the guard, he ordered the door shut in the first bureaucrat’s flushed face.

“I am Yuri Ivanov,” the man said, taking a seat opposite Dempsey. He sat at an angle in the chair, crossing his legs and draping an arm casually across the chair back. “You can call me Yuri. What do I call you?”

“You can call me JD,” Dempsey said, not sure why he’d offered that up, but it felt right.

Yuri nodded. “Do you know why you’re in this hellhole?”

“Because I put six men in the hospital.”

“No, I don’t give a shit about that,” Yuri said. “You’re here because you upset the balance. We have a system, and it works. But sometimes a prisoner decides to be sand in the gears, and that makes the machine break down. Right now, you are sand. In a few months, you will be grease.”

Dempsey pressed his lips into a hard line and met the man’s bloodshot eyes.

“You don’t like my words. You’re thinking, Fuck you, asshole, you can’t break me. Am I right?”

“I’m already broken,” Dempsey said. “Been broken for a long time.”

Yuri chuckled. “No, no . . . not even close. When I’m done with you, you won’t even remember your name.”

Dempsey balled his fists at his sides. “Bring it on, asshole.”

“Good, that’s the fighting spirit I like to see,” Yuri said and shifted in the chair. “I know you are not Russian, but we have good fairy tales. Much better than the European and American ones. My favorite is called Finist the Bright Falcon. Do you know this one?”

Dempsey’s heart rate leaped upon hearing the code word, and he struggled to keep his mouth from dropping open in shock. After six long and soul-crushing months, the moment he’d been waiting for had finally arrived—a moment he’d begun to worry might never come. He clenched his jaw to suppress a grin of relief, aware that cameras in the small interrogation room were rolling.

“I don’t know this fairy tale,” he said, staring intently at Yuri.

“It is a story of yearning, love lost and recaptured, and transformation. But ultimately, it’s a story about freedom—having the courage to pursue that which we desire most, despite the obstacles.” Yuri reached into his jacket pocket and retrieved a small, thin paperback book. “But your life is no fairy tale. For you, JD, there will be no happily ever after. So consider this my gift to you. Read it and weep because this is not your fate.”

Dempsey scowled, his face displaying the exact opposite emotion from what he felt inside. The message could not be clearer. It was happening. The wheels were in motion, and this man was a part of it.

Yuri tossed the book on the table, got up, and rapped on the door. The guard outside opened it and waited for instruction.

“Take off his restraints,” Yuri said. “Let him read this book until he is finished. Then take him back to his cell and put it in the library for the other disavowed to read. It’s a good reminder of what their lives could have been.”

“Da,” the guard said, and Yuri walked away without a backward glance.

Dempsey stared intently at the illustrated cover of the children’s book while the guard unshackled his arms. It was happening soon. They were getting him out, and the details he needed to know were encrypted in the pages of this book.

Now if only I’m smart enough to figure it out.


Chapter 10

the oval office of the white house

1600 pennsylvania avenue

washington, dc

0628 local time

Vice President Kelso Jarvis shifted uncomfortably on the sofa, watching his boss carefully across the coffee table, and thought for the thousandth time how much he hated being Vice President of the United States. It had been the right decision to accept the position when he’d been ordered to—and ordered was the right word; President Warner had made clear his expectations. In the wake of Vice President Thomas Tenet’s assassination in Kiev, it had been where Jarvis was needed. But now, that mission had been completed, and here he was, serving in a purely political position that he loathed with every fiber of his being . . .

“Am I boring you, Kelso?”

He looked up, relieved to see that President Warner was smiling.

“No, sir, Mr. President,” Jarvis said, a sheepish grin in return. “You know I’m here to serve however you need me, sir.”

“Kelso, maybe when we’re here, just the two of us, you can call me Rand?”

“Sure,” Jarvis said. “You were saying you need me to deliver a few words at the dedication ceremony for the new neurology wing at Walter Reed?”

“Yes, and who better?” Warner said, and Jarvis bristled a bit inside at that. Did Warner mean because Jarvis was a veteran and former SEAL or because he currently received care from the amazing neurology team at Walter Reed?

“Because you’re a veteran, Kelso,” Warner said. “But since your face brought it up, how are things going with your . . . issue?”

“No issue, sir,” Jarvis said, unconsciously waiting to see if his hand would tremor and smiling when it didn’t. The weakness, however, seemed to be getting worse despite the gains he’d made from two hours of physical training a day. He’d worked tirelessly, like the decorated SEAL officer he’d been, to beat back the symptoms of Parkinson’s disease.

“Glad to hear it, Kelso. Medication is working?”

“Seems to be, Mr. President,” he said. Calling the President by his first name just wasn’t in his SEAL DNA.

“Great. Something short. The ceremony is today at four. Aaron can help you put something together,” Warner offered, referring to his head speechwriter.

“No need, sir,” Kelso said. “I’ve got it.”

Petra would make sure he said the right things—or that he said the right things the right way. He was glad she’d stuck with him as Chief of Staff, despite his best attempts to make her DNI. Not that Reggie Buckingham wasn’t doing a great job, but Petra would have been better. She had a special, almost prescient gift for all things geopolitical and intelligence.

“How are things at Ember?” Warner asked, changing gears.

Jarvis shifted on the couch, noting that his left foot tingled—a warning he’d be limping later, which he did not want the President to see. “Pulling together well, Mr. President. They remain mission ready. We’ve had a few small fires to put out, as you know, but the Task Force continues to deliver.”

“What about the direct-action arm—what do you call them?”

“Special Activities Division—SAD, sir.”

“Yes, SAD. They’re doing alright without Mr. Dempsey at the helm?”

Jarvis chose his words carefully. “Losing Dempsey was a tremendous blow. Not just operationally, but it was a blow to morale . . . They had become very close knit.”

“Understandably. They’ve been through a lot together. And suffered great loss. I hope they know how grateful we are—how grateful I am.”

“Yes, sir. They’re highly motivated, skilled professionals. No matter what they’re dealing with personally, when they kit up, they are stone cold and on target. Munn is leading SAD now, and we’ve added two members, who are melding nicely. Buz Wilson is running the operations billet as OPSO, and Mike Casey is doing a phenomenal job as Ember’s new director.”

“Indeed,” Warner said, his face suggesting he hadn’t been looking for a detailed rundown but found it interesting nonetheless. “I credit Casey with the strategy that kept us out of World War III in Ukraine. Make sure you hold on to that guy, Kelso.”

“Yes, sir, I intend to.”

The President’s brow knit with concern. “Is there any new information on Dempsey? Anything at all?”

“No, sir,” Jarvis said. The lie didn’t really sting anymore. It was in the best interest of Warner, the office of the President, and the nation to keep all details about Dempsey to himself. “I’m afraid, with the time that’s passed . . .”

“I understand, Kelso,” Warner said, a sympathetic smile on his face. “I’m very sorry for your loss. He was a good man.”

“Yes, sir,” Jarvis said, ending the discomfort. “We do have some potential tasking for Ember coming down very soon. Casey’s team is processing data that might lead to an operation over the coming days.”

“Arkady Zhukov?” Warner said, spitting the name out like bitter poison from his mouth. “We need to find that son of a bitch and end him, Kelso.”

“If he’s alive, sir,” Jarvis said, leading into his second lie. “There’s a very good chance that Petrov has taken care of Zhukov already.”

The Russian President did not tolerate failure in his ranks and meted punishment without restraint. Petrov’s culture of fear and retribution was, in Jarvis’s mind, the major driver behind the country’s pugnacious and irrationally reactive foreign policy. As Petrov became increasingly unstable and paranoid, so did Russia as a nation.

“What about the rest of Zeta?” Warner asked. “Knowing there could be more deep-cover spies like Catherine Morgan out there, operating right beneath our noses . . . that still keeps me up at night, Kelso.”

“Me too, and I promise we’re rolling up what remains of the sleeper Zetas.”

“I trust you with these things, Kelso,” he said, knowing full well that “rolling up” Zetas around the globe meant leaving dead bodies somewhere to be found. He tapped the notebook in his lap, then reached for his coffee—a signal that business was done. “How is Petra holding up?”

“Supremely well, sir, given the workload. I always tell her that being Vice President is the easy job. Being Chief of Staff to the Vice President—well, that’s the hardest job in the EEOB. She’s a tremendous asset.”

“A tremendous asset?” Warner said, screwing up his face. “If I referred to Amy as an asset, she’d whup my ass. Maybe it’s time you just marry the woman and be done with it?”

Kelso cringed inside but managed a polite smile. Neither he nor Petra was the marrying type, but recently, the idea of formalizing his love for her had become the most desirable of all dreams—and he was as far from a dreamer as a man could be. But the last thing he wanted was to sully that dream with the chaos of the office he held. She deserved better than that.

“Perhaps, sir,” he said. “When the time is right.”

Warner nodded and smiled.

“Anything else, sir?”

Warner steepled his fingers. “I’ll need an answer from you on the other matter very soon,” Warner said. “The primaries are in June, Kelso.”

“I’ve already given you my answer, Mr. President. More than once, if you recall,” Jarvis said with a sincere smile, wishing that in this case he could find his way to call the man Rand.

Warner didn’t respond.

He’s going to make me say it again . . .

“I have no interest, nor desire, in being President of the United States. I have the utmost respect and admiration for your service and all the sacrifices you’ve made for our nation, but I don’t have it in me. I’m not the guy.”

Warner stood and paced away with his hands clasped behind his back, looking like a college professor, Jarvis thought, the image amusing him even more.

“You’ve seen the pool of people with their names in the hat to represent our party?” Warner asked, his tone expressing his apparent disdain for the candidates.

“I have, sir. For both parties, in fact,” he added, a gentle reminder that he had always served his country, not a political party, something they’d discussed over scotch a time or two.

Warner turned to him now, spinning on a heel for dramatic effect.

“And have you seen someone, in either party, that you think is prepared to lead this country with all that’s going on? In the wake of Russia’s attempt to annex Ukraine? The destabilization of the Middle East as we bring troops home and shift to new policies for counterterrorism? China hacking both our government and private sectors? False flag operations to destabilize the Baltics and the Pacific Rim? Which candidate will you support to manage these threats?”

“I don’t support political candidates, Mr. President. I serve them once elected.”

Warner laughed. “Don’t give me that bullshit, Kelso. But since you spun it that way, which candidate would you like to serve under? Which candidate will continue our foreign policy agenda to keep America safe? Which candidate will support the mission of Ember, which I assume you’d like to continue managing after I’m gone?”

The President stared at him, but Jarvis resisted the urge to snap back a quick answer. The truth was that Warner was right. Jarvis had been completely unimpressed with the crop of candidates. They were political agitators, not legislators. Every one of them telegraphed shameless aspiration of power, rather than the aspiration to lead. The chasm between these two motives could not be wider.

“It’s not that I disagree with you, Rand,” he said, forcing himself to use Warner’s first name, and disliking it immediately. “But Mr. President, I’m not equipped to lead the way you have. I have my skill set, and I’m grateful for the opportunities you’ve given me to use those skills in service of this country I love, but . . . I’m not the right man for the job.”

Warner sighed, but he nodded his head gently. “I know that’s how you feel, Kelso, and what you believe, but I disagree. I think you are the right man for the job. Hell, I’d go so far as to say that I think you’re the only man for the job. So I want you to think about it over the weekend and give me your answer.”

“I can give you my answer now, sir. I don’t—”

“Monday morning,” Warner said, cutting him off. “And I insist that you discuss this with Petra and get her input. She seems to be the only person whose opinion you truly value.”

There was a pain in Warner’s voice at that.

“That’s not true, sir, but I will discuss it with her, I promise,” he said, knowing that nothing Petra, nor anyone else, might say could possibly change his mind.

“Alright, then,” Warner said.

Jarvis shook the President’s outstretched hand. “I will always be grateful for your support and for the honor it has been to serve with you, Mr. President.”

“I know, Kelso,” Warner said with a smile. “You stubborn son of a bitch.”

They both laughed.

And with that, Jarvis headed out to a busy Saturday of press releases, dedication appearances, and, in his free time, managing the most lethal covert-operations tool in the American arsenal. He needed to connect with Director Casey and get a sitrep on all the latest developments. Unfortunately, there was one team member he wouldn’t be getting any updates on, and the not-knowing gnawed at him.

Wherever you are, John, and whatever hell you’re going through . . . Godspeed, my brother. Godspeed.


Chapter 11

phil h. bucklew center for naval special warfare

coronado, california

1450 local time

Jake sprinted out of the Wall of Fish tunnel, away from safety and toward danger. The Georgia Aquarium was under siege—the first large-scale terror attack on American soil since 9/11. Call it bad luck or call it fate, but he and his mom were stuck in the middle of it.

He lowered his shoulder and charged the terrorist who was intent on slaughtering the crowd of mostly women and children with a machine gun. Jihadists like this were the reason his dad was dead, and Jake would not let fear stop him from acting. The shooter, suddenly sensing Jake’s approach, whirled at the last moment, his face twisted with murderous rage.

“Allahu Akbar!”

The machine gun fired.

Jake felt the rounds tear through his body, through his face, through his neck.

He heard his mom scream as he fell, aware that this wasn’t the way it was supposed to happen—the way it had happened in real life two years ago. He had won that fight. He had stopped the terrorist, aided by the female operator with auburn hair, who had shot the jihadist dead while they battled.

He’d had this nightmare so many times, and he desperately wanted to wake up . . .

Cool night air licked at his sweat-drenched skin. The aquarium was gone. He was somewhere else now, standing by a large rock. He was dressed in woodland BDUs like a BUD/S candidate. In the near distance, the waves pounded the California coastline. A seagull cawed.

“I’m proud of you, son,” a voice said.

Jake turned, his guts in knots, not wanting to look but looking nonetheless.

Navy SEAL Senior Chief Jack Kemper stood before him, fully kitted up, rifle across his chest. The last time he’d seen his dad like this was in a photograph beside his coffin . . . How strange, he remembered thinking at the memorial. The juxtaposition. He’d never known the warrior, only the person who was his dad.

“I’m proud of you, Jake,” the ghost of his dad repeated.

“I heard you,” he said. Anger, pain, loss, grief, rage—all mixing like a toxic cocktail inside of him. “I didn’t do this for you. I did it because . . . because . . .”

“Because you had to. I know,” his dad said and smiled. “Me too. That’s why I’m so proud of you.”

Jake was about to say something, something horrible to his dead father, but he never got the chance because of the bomb . . .

Jake sat bolt upright, the top of his head smashing painfully into the bunk above him in the small, four-man room on the first floor of the student barracks. The pain was magnified by his already raw scalp, and when he reached for his head, a bloody piece of skin came off. He looked at it in his palm—red, inflamed, covered in sand despite the thirty-minute-long hot shower he had taken. He imagined he would be rubbing sand out of his scalp, and other places, for many days to come.

Jake kicked his sheet and blanket off and swung his legs off the side of the mattress, ducking his head so as not to smash it again and dumping a box off his lap onto the floor, where it spit out a cold, half-eaten pepperoni pizza. He smiled. He’d fallen asleep eating his second full pizza, after stowing their boats and listening to a short congratulatory speech from Rear Admiral Benjamin Geller, the current head of WARCOM. A hundred pizza boxes had been waiting for them after the showers, along with countless gallons of soda and Gatorade. As a SEAL himself, Admiral Geller kept his remarks brief. Jake had heard that the CNO had addressed the class before them after Hell Week, and during his fifteen-minute speech, two candidates had pitched over face first into the sand, unconscious.

Jake rolled his head slowly, feeling the twinges of pain, then rolled his wrists, his shoulders, flexed his arms—each move bringing new pangs of agony, now accompanied by the stiffness from having been asleep. He looked at the alarm clock on the blue metal desk, which matched his blue metal bunk bed—2:50. At first he thought he’d been asleep for nearly ten hours, but then he matched the streaming light from the large tinted window of their room with the red p.m. beside the number and chuckled as he realized he’d slept for almost twenty-two hours. A rattling snore from above him told him that his nightmare-induced head trauma had not interrupted Ketron’s equally long slumber one bit.

As hard as it was to believe he’d slept nearly an entire day, his bladder confirmed the fact—full now nearly to bursting. He picked up the pizza off the floor, briefly entertained taking a bite, but instead slipped it back into the box with a tsk and shuffled barefoot out of the room to the head. Relieving himself took the better part of two minutes, and then he shuffled back with the gait of an old woman in a nursing home, every joint articulation fresh agony. His raw feet, chafed groin, and abraded thighs complained just as loudly, and Jake wondered if this was what it felt like to be run over by a car and dragged along the highway.

He sat on the edge of the bunk, hunched over, forearms on his thighs. The other set of bunks was empty—and perfectly made, despite the weekend liberty. Liberty should mean no inspections, but the last month had made them all paranoid. He thought about going for a walk around the compound, but the chafing canceled that plan. All he would do today was lie in his rack, legs spread, while his skin healed.

He stared at the bottom of the bunk above him while Randy snored away. Instead of going back to sleep and risking a return to the nightmare, he focused on what he’d accomplished and what still lay ahead. Surviving Hell Week would probably be his greatest accomplishment for years to come, maybe for his whole life. He was one of twenty-seven candidates to survive the crucible—one hundred and twenty hours of nonstop physical torture. Twenty-seven out of eighty men who’d begun the week on Sunday evening, out of one hundred and fifteen who had arrived at the compound a month ago. His mathematically oriented brain told him that was nearly a seventy-seven percent attrition rate, which was about average for BUD/S.

The challenge was far from over, but he took comfort in the fact that most candidates who made it this far would make it all the way. And he knew that, starting soon, they would be treated like future SEALs, men who had demonstrated their mettle, men on the cusp of being worthy to join the brotherhood. The brown T-shirts they would soon receive were a symbol of that tentative acceptance, and he couldn’t wait to put his on.

The next three weeks would be less intense by design, to give their wounds time to heal. The remainder of Phase One still had timed runs and swims but also plenty of classroom time, where they would learn hydrographic survey and mapping methods, first aid, et cetera. Then on to Phase Two for seven weeks of combat dive training and finally Phase Three, which was land warfare. He was the least worried about Phase Two, though he knew it terrified most of his fellow candidates. Jake had been a competitive swimmer in school, but he also remembered his dad working with him, not on technique but on managing fear of the water as a kid.

He let out a long, rattling sigh.

The thought of his dad brought back the nightmares but also the conversation with the random officer who’d visited him in the sick bay. In the blur that was Hell Week, he’d forgotten all about Lieutenant Commander Redman. Who the hell was that guy? He said he’d served with his father, but Jake had no memory of the name or face. And he would. He’d met all of his dad’s teammates—at least he thought he had. There was something else strange about the conversation, but he couldn’t articulate it with his blurry mind, so he pushed the thought away for another time. Why bother?

I’m not here for my dad, so who cares?

He fidgeted with the sheets.

I’m here because there’s nowhere else I can go. If there was, I would never have put Mom through the agony and worry of me becoming a SEAL.

He felt a tremendous amount of guilt about that. She’d never asked him not to join the Navy. Never once forbidden him from becoming a SEAL. She’d put on a brave face and smiled through it all. She’d told him how proud she was when he’d been selected. But her eyes—her eyes told the truth. The same eyes he’d seen at Jack Kemper’s funeral had met his own the day Jake left home for the last time.

“I gotta piss,” a voice said from above.

Jake laughed as Ketron slipped awkwardly out of the top bunk, landed hard on his raw feet, and then collapsed into a heap on the floor.

“Oh my God, Kemper,” Ketron moaned and then laughed. “Every damn inch of me hurts. My teeth hurt. My hair hurts. My feet hurt so bad I can’t stand, dude. I think I’m going to piss right here on the floor. Is that okay with you? Can I piss on the floor?”

Jake slid painfully off his bunk to help Ketron up but instead collapsed beside him, sending them both into fits of laughter. Jake lay back, howling at the ceiling, tears streaming down his temples as he shrieked in laughter beside his teammate. Eventually, the laughter ebbed, and they both lay there, panting.

“We did it, bro,” Jake said.

“Yeah,” Ketron said with a grunt as he sat up. He looked over at Jake, his face now serious. “I couldn’t have done it without you, bro. I mean that.”

Jake struggled to his feet and then pulled his friend up.

“And I couldn’t have made it without you—and Nick and Jerry and Elias. I think that’s the point of all this, brother.”

“Yeah,” Ketron said, limping now for the door, his back hunched, and supporting his bruised and swollen left arm.

“Thanks for not pissing in your rack,” Jake called after him. “I know you were thinking about it.”

“Hell yeah I was, but after shitting in the pool, I’d never live it down.”

Jake laughed and watched his friend wobble painfully toward the head.

“When you’re done, let’s go grab something to eat,” he called after him, but Ketron had disappeared into the bathroom already and didn’t answer.

Jake smiled.

Another three and a half months of BUD/S.

Then three weeks of Jump School.

Then twenty-six weeks of SQT.

But all of it seemed possible now.

They were gonna do it. They were gonna be frogmen.

Just like my old man, he allowed himself, then chased that ghost away.


Chapter 12

bayshore on the boulevard condominiums

4950 bayshore boulevard

tampa, florida

1145 local time

Grimes stood at the gate and mashed the buzzer a second time next to the peeling label tape with the faded #109.

“C’mon, Dan,” she grumbled. “Get off your lazy ass and buzz me in.”

She glanced at her watch in irritation, feeling more like a babysitter than a principal of America’s most lethal, and most secret, task force. She glanced at the row of townhomes, which were probably chic in the eighties with their white stucco and pastel-blue-green tiles. Forty years later they looked dated and dreadful—with roof tiles chipped and falling off and rusty water stains marring the facade. Despite its prime waterfront location, she wondered not for the first time why in God’s name Munn had decided to live here.

When fifteen seconds had passed with no response, she hopped the fence.

On a whim she circled around the back of the rear building, thinking perhaps Munn was sitting by the water, maybe even casting a fishing line into the bay. Cracked pavers led the way to the water’s edge, where boulders created a breaker of sorts. An old man sat in a folding lawn chair between a pair of palm trees, smoking a cigarette and staring at the water, but Munn was nowhere to be found. The view was quite spectacular—looking across Hillsborough Bay toward the downtown Tampa skyline. To the south she could just make out the hazy outline of the iconic Skyway Bridge that joined St. Pete to Bradenton. To the north she could see the white stone wall that followed the waterline along Bayshore Boulevard. This stretch had one of the longest continuous sidewalks in America—something she remembered reading somewhere—and was always packed with joggers, cyclists, and in-line skaters.

She pursed her lips, wondering if maybe Munn wasn’t answering because he’d gone for a run. When they’d first moved Ember’s operations from Virginia to Tampa, Munn and Dempsey had run on Bayshore every day. Well, at least on the days they weren’t globe-trotting and hunting down Zetas and terrorists.

She scanned the row of green garage doors along the back of the building, the green not quite matching the green tiles. She went to the third door—wooden block numbers above the door marked #109 in yet another shade of green—and punched in the code on the garage door panel to the left. The door rattled its way up, screeching a time or two as it did. She walked past Munn’s filthy truck, stepping over a partially constructed rowing machine and tools spread out on the ground beside it.

She chuckled to herself. Same progress as last time I was here.

“Dan!” she shouted as she mounted the stairs to his apartment. “I’m coming up.”

Halfway up, a dreadful thought occurred to her.

She’d automatically assumed he wasn’t answering because he was passed out drunk. Dan had had a drinking problem when Dempsey recruited him, but he’d gotten it under control as soon as he started at Ember. Since Dempsey disappeared, Munn had started drinking again. But as worried as she was, she’d not seen any indication that he was slipping back into that abyss. He’d been a lethal, ice-cold team leader downrange. His performance had not once been compromised. What if she was drawing a terrible conclusion?

Then another more disturbing thought came to her—something darker and born of vengeance, blood, and tradecraft.

We’re still hunting Zetas—what if they’re still hunting us?

Her heart rate instantly picked up, and a bolus of adrenaline dumped into her veins.

She cursed her negligent tactical thinking and pulled the SIG Sauer P365 ROMEOZero from the waistband holster at the small of her back. If there was someone other than Munn here, she’d just shouted her arrival.

Smooth, real smooth.

Dropping into a tactical crouch, she ascended the interior garage staircase to the living spaces. Weapon up, she hovered the holographic red dot sight just above the wall at the top of the stairs—the most likely point where an enemy shooter might come into view. She moved quickly and quietly, knees bent, body gliding smoothly as she climbed, keeping her sight steady. Despite the fact that she stayed tight on the edge of the treads where they were supported by the stringer, the staircase let out a groan as she neared the top. She cursed silently to herself, but instead of dropping back, she accelerated, her fingers tense beside the trigger guard. Upon reaching the landing, she pressed herself into the corner and crouched to make herself small. With a sniper’s eye for detail, she scanned the living room of Munn’s apartment.

No enemy shooters.

No evidence of a struggle . . .

A tall pile of clothes sat on the chair beside the couch and a collection of paper plates and half-empty glasses on the coffee table. Munn lay sprawled on the sofa, dressed in blue jeans and a gray Naval Academy sweatshirt, a half-full bottle of Corona clutched precariously in his right hand . . . the liquid line a few degrees’ tilt from spilling all over the floor. With a hall monitor’s pout, she straightened up, shook her head, and slipped the SIG back into the holster under her blouse.

Munn, for his part, let out a long, rattling snore.

“Dan,” she said, louder and more sharply than she’d intended.

Munn sat up with a start, the Corona bottle falling to the floor and spinning a half circle before coming to rest beside the leg of the coffee table, bleeding its golden nectar onto the tile. His eyes swept the apartment and locked on her, his hand hovering above a SIG P229 on the coffee table, partly hidden under a paper plate with a half-eaten hot dog on it.

“Damn it, Lizzie, you scared the shit out of me,” he said and then shifted his attention to the leaking beer bottle on the floor. With an exasperated exhale, he bent at the waist, picked it up, and added it to the trash collection on the table. “What the hell?”

“What the hell yourself. I called you three times and have been outside ringing your damn doorbell for fifteen minutes,” she said, more than aware that fifteen minutes was a gross exaggeration. “I was worried about you.”

“It’s a day off,” he said, rising and self-consciously collecting the piles of trash from the coffee table and carrying them to the trash can beside the breakfast bar. “I was trying to relax, as you can see.”

“We’re always on 0300 alert,” she countered. “We’re supposed to be able to reach each other.”

“Fine,” he shot back, then softened slightly. “You reached me. What do you need?”

As he downregulated, so did she, and the anger and irritation she felt dissipated but certainly did not disappear. She scanned his messy apartment, her gaze stopping at the glass sliders open to the white stucco balcony. A few glasses and beer bottles sat on a small table beside a single white plastic chair. If she had to guess, Dan sat out there a lot.

“Dan, why do you think our tasking is decreasing?” she said, trying her damnedest not to lecture him.

“We’ve killed off just about all of the remaining Zetas.” Using an arm, he swept the paper plates and other trash off the breakfast bar and into the tall plastic trash can that sat beside the couch, tipping it to allow a smooth flow of the mess into the can. “It would seem Ember is running out of targets.”

She shook her head. “Eliminating Zeta is not Ember’s charter.”

“Not true. After Newport News it became our charter,” he said.

“It became our priority, not our charter. There’s a difference,” she said.

He didn’t say anything and instead grabbed a handful of paper towels to soak up the beer on the floor.

“With Jarvis in the White House now, didn’t you imagine we’d see an increase in tasking? Especially after Ukraine . . .”

“I haven’t thought about it,” Munn said, tossing the wad of wet towels into the trash and taking a seat on one of the two barstools at the breakfast bar. “We kicked the Gulf cartel’s ass in Veracruz, so I’m not sure what your point is. Besides, it’s above my pay grade, Lizzie—and yours by the way . . .”

He rubbed his temples, and she imagined he had a wicked headache, based on the number of beer bottles on the table.

“If you need to satisfy your nosy nature, you should talk to Buz. Or go to Director Casey himself—he touts an open-door policy. As for me, I’m content to let them point me toward the next target and execute when they say go.” He stopped massaging his temples and glanced at her with a weary but hopeful grin. “I don’t suppose you brought coffee?”

She shook her head. “What if they think we’re not one hundred percent, Dan?”

“Then they’d be right, Lizzie,” he said with a sharp edge. “We have two new members still getting their feet under them. Dale is in a wheelchair and finding his way back to being actionable. Wang is pissed off and moody—to be honest I’m surprised he hasn’t quit. Buz is, well, Buz. And our new director is a submariner of all damn things. On top of that, we lost the most lethal weapon SAD had when we lost . . . when we . . .” Munn shook his head, his jaw clenched, and looked away. “Maybe they’re giving us half a damn minute to lick our wounds, Elizabeth. Have you ever thought about that?”

“I have, but tasking is still tasking. What if Casey tasked us on a short fuse and needed us on target ASAFP?” she said, eyeing the beer-bottle graveyard. “Are you one hundred percent?”

“Hell yes I am. I would pound some coffee on the plane and kill the shit out of the bad guys by the time we got to the X. Are you questioning my ability to lead the SAD?”

“No,” she answered softly. “Not even close. You made Veracruz look easy. We were a machine.”

“Then what the hell is your point?”

She sighed. What was her point? “I don’t know, Dan. I’m just worried they may have lost confidence in us, and I don’t want to get shut down. I . . . I just don’t know what else I’d do.”

“And you’re worried I’m going to get your career canceled,” he said, his tone still sharp and dark. “’Cause God knows I’m no John Dempsey. What the hell is Ember without Dempsey? I mean, what the hell am I without JD, right?”

“Don’t give me that wallowing self-pity bullshit, Dan,” she said, hands on her hips, anger rising from deep inside. “I miss him too. Every day. You’re not the only one suffering. We all lost him, Dan—not just you.”

“I lost everything!” he fired back, his voice rising and his fists clenched. “He wasn’t just John Dempsey to me, Elizabeth. He was also Jack Kemper. He was all I had left. He was the only thing left of Tier One after Crusader wiped us out. He was the only thing left of my entire life—my whole life’s work.” He popped to his feet, pacing with fists balled and tears unashamedly on his cheeks. “When I lost the team in Yemen that day, I lost every connection to my life. In the wake of that, my wife divorced me and took my kids away. When he came—when JD showed up in that bar in Key West—he resurrected me. He gave me a life again, a purpose. He was the tether, connecting my past to the present. Now I’ve lost everything all over again . . .”

Munn stopped, his shoulders slumping, and stared at the floor. She stared at him, wanting to go to him and hug him, but not sure if it was the right move.

“You didn’t lose everyone. Most of us are still here . . . I’m still here. We’re still a team. We’re still a family. And we carry on because what else can we do?” she said, her voice cracking. A tear spilled onto her cheek, and she wiped it away in annoyance. “Just like he would have carried on without us . . .”

Munn looked up and fixed her with a tight-lipped smile. She went to him, wrapped her arms around him in a tight hug, and felt a rattling sob deep in his chest.

“He brought me back, but then he left. Without warning. Without explanation, he abandoned me, and he didn’t . . .” He let her go and breathed a long, raspy sigh. “I know it sounds pathetic, but he didn’t even . . .”

“Say goodbye,” she said, completing the sentence.

He nodded. “How could he do that? After . . . after everything we’ve been through.”

“I can only assume it’s because he plans on coming back,” she said, not sure she believed it herself. “Whether this is something he’s doing on his own or a sanctioned operation that no one told us about . . . the one thing I know in my heart is that Dempsey would never abandon us of his own volition.”

“There was that time in Syria,” Munn said with a chuckle. “Arrogant son of a bitch. He doesn’t know how to stop operating—not ever. Even when he should be out of the fight, he’s never out of the fight.”

“That’s Dempsey in a nutshell.”

“Do you think he’s still alive, Lizzie?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I want to believe he is, but maybe that’s just wishful thinking. It’s been six months . . .”

“If he is,” he said, “then God help whoever has to deal with him.”

“C’mere,” she said and hugged him again, this time until she felt her pulse slow in his thick, strong arms. She waited until he let her go and then said, “I needed that.”

“Me too.”

“Come on,” she said, abruptly stepping back and fixing him with a smile. “Grab your go bag and I’ll get you a giant coffee on the way to base.”

“Why are we going to base?”

“We’re spinning up,” she said. “Casey wants to brief in an hour.”

“You weren’t kidding, then. We’ve got tasking?”

“Rumor is Baldwin found a Zeta. I don’t know anything else other than the target is in northern Europe, according to Chip. But I get the sense that this is more than the last few hits. Maybe they found a trail to Arkady Zhukov.”

A vulpine grin spread over Munn’s face as he holstered the P229 from the coffee table and grabbed his go bag. “It’s about damn time.”

She gave a curt nod and smiled as Munn slipped sockless into his Keen camp shoes.

Assuming Zhukov is still alive, she thought. Maybe the powers that be are giving us another shot at him. Maybe this time Jarvis won’t stop me from pulling the trigger.

As she headed toward the front door, Munn grabbed her arm and turned her. He held her eyes with his dark, piercing gaze. “Thanks, Lizzie, by the way.”

“For what?”

“For being there for me,” he said.

She shrugged, suddenly uncomfortable.

We’re only in this mess because I didn’t kill Arkady when he was in my gunsight.

But she couldn’t share that, could she? Jarvis’s gag order had put a wedge—perhaps even a dangerous wedge—between her and her team. A part of her resented Jarvis for that, despite fully understanding that such things were the nature of the beast in this line of work. The black hole in her chest pulsed, and for a brief instant, she had that horrible sensation like she might implode. But the light of Munn’s smile chased the feeling away.

“Team first,” she said, throwing her arm around his shoulder.

“Team first,” he echoed, and they headed out to her car.


Chapter 13
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“It’s getting chilly.”

Jarvis turned to look at the woman he depended on for so much, now more than ever. When he’d led the Tier One SEAL Team as CSO, he’d quickly recognized her brilliance and depended on her as his top intelligence analyst. When he’d brought her on as Chief of Staff at ODNI, she’d surprised him with her strategic sensibilities. Her time at Kennedy Irregular Warfare Center and the Office of Naval Intelligence had made her mind a precise and lethal weapon. Functioning as DNI and overseeing Ember operations simultaneously would have been impossible without her.

Now just looking at her made him feel younger, more confident, more alive. He’d long ago accepted that he functioned without emotion, that his brain was more a computer than anything else, his relationships calculated and leveraged for the current mission. His very personality was amorphous and adaptable. He became whoever the people in his orbit needed him to be.

But with her . . .

“We can go inside, if you like,” he said, then slid closer to her on the comfortable outdoor sofa. Despite the chill, they’d decided to have a glass of wine on the wraparound porch of the nine-thousand-square-foot, Queen Anne–style mansion that served as the Vice President’s residence.

“No,” she said, snuggling beside him, but pulling the fuzzy blanket up to her shoulders. “I like it. Unless you want to go in. Is the cold bad for tremors?”

He smiled and wrapped an arm around her lean, athletic body, pulling her closer. He loved how open, how unfiltered they were together. She never danced around his Parkinson’s or worried if talking about it might set him off. She knew him. And well she should; she was so much like him.

A better version of me. And gorgeous to boot.

“Well,” he said, sipping the glass of Mercury Head Cabernet she’d poured for them, “they don’t really seem to know. Some docs say cold is bad; others say heat. Some say both. My guess is it’s different for different people.”

“And for you?”

“I think it makes the tremors a tiny bit worse, but I’m fine with that. I can’t fight an enemy I don’t see. You know me—I prefer a straight-up gunfight.”

“My steely-eyed frogman,” she said and kissed his cheek.

That made him chuckle. He worked hard to feel some semblance of the badass frogman he’d once been, but it was harder now. Not because of the damn disease—he would fight that one to the death, win or lose. No, it was the job, the most un-SEAL job he’d ever had. Thank God he still ran Ember from the shadows of his well-lit Vice Presidential life, or he’d lose himself completely.

He kissed her.

A month ago he’d have worried about rumors from staff or Secret Service. But he didn’t worry now—partly because he no longer cared what anyone thought; partly because the head of his detail, Tony Perez, had become a friend after they’d fought beside each other in Istanbul; and partly because President Warner had his back. Not sneaking around like he and Petra were doing something wrong had taken their relationship to a level he’d not dreamed possible.

When this is all over, I’m going to marry this woman—if she’ll have me.

He pushed the hopeful thought aside for now.

“Casey is spinning up SAD at Ember,” he said, eager to get business out of the way and just be together with nothing hanging over them—unless the damn phone rang. “They have a fresh Zeta target in Stockholm.”

“How is the team holding up?” she asked, genuine concern in her voice.

“Steady,” Jarvis said as she sat up off his shoulder now. He resisted repeating how hard the loss of Dempsey had been to the team as he had to the President. It was hard enough to keep part of the story from her. “Ian and the team have identified a potential Zeta sleeper agent in Sweden, so Casey is sending the team.”

“Another name from Sylvie Bessonova?” Petra asked.

“Bessonov,” he corrected.

“No, you guys always said it wrong. Russian surnames change depending on gender.”

“Hmm,” Jarvis said. “How did I not know that?”

“Well, there’s a first time for everything,” she said with a snicker. “Anyway, go on.”

“Allen believes Bessonova is tapped out,” he said, setting his wineglass on the small table beside the outdoor sofa. “Probably worries that she’s outlived her usefulness and that we might dispose of her, so she dribbles out bits and pieces of what’s left, but none of it is actionable.”

“Understandable,” Petra said.

“This name came from the algorithm Baldwin and the boys wrote. It exploits all we know from all the Zetas Ember has prosecuted. It makes mathematical comparisons of hundreds of variables, scouring professional and social media pages, industry announcements—thousands of things.”

“Baldwin never ceases to amaze,” Petra said.

“Indeed,” Jarvis agreed. “What’s interesting here, however, is that Baldwin’s algorithm not only predicts that this woman, Klara Berg, an engineer for Sweden’s largest energy company, is Zeta with an eighty-five percent confidence—his threshold being seventy-four point six percent, by the way—but he claims that the program also predicts that Berg is being activated.”

“What?” Petra said, sitting upright, the blanket falling from her shoulders. “How is that possible? Are you suggesting that Zhukov is actively running the Zeta program again?”

“I can’t rule it out.”

“If that’s even a remote possibility, then we need to take her alive.”

“Agreed. And that is exactly what Mike Casey is planning.”

“If Arkady is still out there running assets . . . it changes everything,” she said, staring at the middle distance, her mind furiously trying to fill in missing pieces, some of which Jarvis purposely withheld from her.

“I know,” he said, fighting the urge to tell her more.

“You shouldn’t have told me,” she said abruptly with no judgment and no regret. “My role as Chief of Staff to the Vice President does not warrant a read in.”

“Officially, that’s correct, but I require your counsel . . .”

“Counsel in what capacity?” she said, seeking clarity rather than playing coy.

“Personal confidant?” he suggested.

She laughed. “What are you, an eighteenth-century European monarch?”

He laughed at that image with her.

“The truth is, Petra, there’s only one link in the chain between Warner and Casey, and that link is me. In case that link breaks, I need someone read in on Ember’s ongoing activities. I need someone who fully understands the team, the missions, and the charter—someone I trust implicitly and someone who thinks like I do . . .”

She nodded, urging him to continue.

“I’ve spoken with President Warner privately about this issue, and he agrees. In the event anything happens to me, he will appoint you to a position from which you can function as his liaison on operations for Ember.”

“I see,” she said, nodding. Her mind raced a thousand miles an hour, he could tell. For a moment, he worried she might object to his having put her in such a position without discussing it with her first. He should have known better. “That makes sense. It allows Ember to maintain its anonymity and Warner to maintain plausible deniability. An adviser position would be the most flexible job from which to do it. I don’t know how you ran the ODNI and Ember tasking simultaneously, to be honest. From now on, I’ll pay closer attention to what’s going on with Ember—from a professional perspective, not just fulfilling my personal need to know.”

“Thank you, Petra.”

She smiled at him, kissed his cheek, then laid her head on his shoulder. “But let’s not let it come to that, okay?” she said, a tug in her voice. “You’re not allowed to leave me.”

“I’m sure Warner will afford you sufficient time to grieve—should it come to that,” he teased.

“How much time did you negotiate on my behalf?” she said, her voice playful.

“A day.”

“Oh, I won’t need a whole day, I wouldn’t think,” she shot back, but the hug on his arm sent a different message. After a moment of silence, she said, “Did he ask you again?”

Jarvis feigned confusion. “Did who ask what?”

“When are you going to accept the fact that playing dumb with me doesn’t work?” she said. “I know you too well.”

“I said no. Again.”

“And how did he receive that?”

“He didn’t. He told me to discuss it with you and give him my final answer Monday morning.”

She straightened up and looked at him.

“What?” he said.

“Okay, here I am. Discuss away.”

“Discuss what? You know full well I have no interest in being President.”

“You had no interest in being Vice President, and yet here we are, having this conversation at Number One Observatory Circle.”

“That’s not fair,” he said. “We were on the brink of war, and Warner and the country needed me.”

“But that’s the point, isn’t it? When your country calls, you answer. Have you ever once regretted answering that call? It’s not a question of want; it’s a question of service.”

Jarvis couldn’t believe what he was hearing. A flurry of feelings stirred—irritation, confusion, and love. He didn’t like this new emotional Jarvis, who was cropping up with greater and greater frequency. Life was so much easier when it was a math equation—an equation that was balanced only when it served the greater good. But now that he’d fallen in love with the woman beside him, there were new variables to contend with. Variables he’d always ignored as irrelevant before.

“What are you implying? You think I should run for President?”

“I didn’t say that,” she said with a disarming smile. She picked up her wineglass again, shifted away from him so she could see his face clearly, and tucked her legs under her. “But I do think it’s out of character for you to dismiss something so important out of hand simply because you don’t want to do it. I would challenge you to evaluate this problem as you do all others—objectively, clinically, mathematically—and decide what best serves your goals.”

He nodded. “Alright.”

“What did Warner say? He must have pitched his reasons for wanting you to run.”

“He says there are no candidates whom he trusts to carry on the policies—particularly the foreign policies—he’s set in motion. I’m sure this is a common worry for a two-term President as the end draws near.”

“Probably,” she agreed, “but Warner doesn’t strike me as one who worries much about legacy. If he’s worried, I think it’s legitimate concern about what’s best for the country. After Ukraine, the threats Ember helped defuse from VEVAK, the destabilization of the Baltics, and false flag operations all over the world, it seems reasonable to be concerned about having his work undone by an isolationist or populist candidate. What do you think? Is there someone in the running whom you see yourself serving under in some capacity, a candidate who aligns with your vision for our national interest and security?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Margaret Whalen seems to have some reasonable policy plans—”

“Whalen has no policy plans to speak of,” Petra said, surprising Jarvis by interrupting him, something she rarely did. “We agreed months ago that she seeks approval with sound bites rather than a coherent strategy we can evaluate on its merits. And that’s the point, I think. The candidates from both sides seem far too ready, for my liking, to stoke up divisive, partisan talking points. The country is divided enough already.” She set her wine down. “I didn’t vote for Warner the first time around, and you know why?”

“Why?” he asked, suspecting he knew the answer but fascinated by the conversation.

“Because he seemed to tell the electorate what he thought we wanted to hear. He struck me as a candidate who just wanted to win rather than govern. But once in office he proved me wrong. Whatever he may have said or done in his first campaign, he proved himself very quickly as a President willing to make tough decisions for the good of the country, rather than chasing polls and approval numbers. I don’t agree with everything Warner has done—that’s an impossible standard for any President to reach with any constituent—but I do believe he has always tried to do what he believed was best for the United States rather than for himself.”

“I agree,” he said, thinking back to the disdain he’d felt for the President when he spoke at the memorial for the fallen SEALs of Operation Crusader. He’d misjudged the man—or else Warner had changed very quickly. Maybe Warner had been the right man at the right time.

“Warner is trying to pick a worthy successor. He’s decided that person is you.”

“But I don’t want to do the job, Petra.”

“You don’t want the office,” she shot back. “You already do the job. It’s the same job you’ve always had, in fact.”

“And what job is that?”

“The job of putting the nation, the mission, and your team before self.”

He let her words hang in the air for a long time before finally saying, “It would require campaigning and winning an election.”

“It would.”

“I doubt the electorate is ready to embrace a grumpy, fifty-seven-year-old former-SEAL bachelor with a covert-ops past so redacted it’s all black.”

She fixed him with a coy smile, then shifted to curl up next to him again.

He narrowed his eyes at her. “What was that look?”

“We can’t do anything about your redacted past, but maybe they’d embrace a less grumpy, fifty-seven-year-old former-SEAL newlywed,” she said.

He pulled back a bit so he could look down at her. “What are you saying?”

She smiled up at him and kissed his chin. “That I would be willing to make that sacrifice for the good of the nation, if that’s what’s needed.”

For one of the few times in his life, he found himself at a loss for words.

She burst out laughing. “Don’t be an asshole and say something.”

“This is not how it’s supposed to go down. Proposal by political necessity?”

She hugged him. “I want to spend the rest of my life with you. We’re a perfect team—and I mean life team, not just work team. No matter where the journey takes us, I want to do it together.”

“I love you,” he said, an unfamiliar and disarming warmth spreading across him—unfamiliar but not unpleasant.

“I love you too,” she said, and the look in her eyes confirmed it.

“But it’s all academic anyway,” he said, his mind ruining the moment by playing the scenario out.

“What do you mean?” she said, her smile dissolving.

“I have Parkinson’s—that makes me unelectable. It’s a nice fantasy, but we need to be realistic.”

“You have it under control. And the research into a cure is making faster headway than anyone imagined. By the time it impacts your ability to perform the duties of the office, they’ll have a cure.”

“You say it like it’s a sure thing,” he said, “but we don’t know with certainty it will happen.”

“Just like we don’t know with certainty it won’t,” she said, and he could see that her mind was made up. She had officially turned this into a mission, and God help anyone who tried to get in her way—even him.

“Oh no,” he said. “I know that look.”

She gave his thigh a confirming pat. “You leave managing the media to me. We’ll lock this down so tight it never sees the light of day, just like the rest of your redacted past. As far as I’m concerned, Parkinson’s is just another adversary trying to tear you down. And just like the rest of them, sweetheart, it’s going to lose.”


PART II

“Am I a trembling creature, or do I have the right?”

—Fyodor Dostoevsky,
from the novel Crime and Punishment


Chapter 14

klagshamn point

malmö municipality

skåne county, sweden

march 27

1445 local time

Klara Berg took a long sip of her steaming latte and let her gaze drift across the Øresund, the sound separating Sweden from Denmark. Even through the early-spring haze, she could make out the silhouettes of the Lillgrund Wind Farm turbines, forty-eight of them in all, seven kilometers from the shore. At sixty-five meters above the surface to the hub with rotor diameters of more than ninety meters, the Siemens wind power turbines had a modern artistry to them that, to her engineer’s mind, enhanced rather than diminished the beauty of the sound.

She smiled and realized, cautiously, that she was happy.

She opened the top two buttons of the overcoat she wore, enjoying the fresh air. While Sweden was certainly not thought of as warm and temperate, temperatures here at the southern tip of the country averaged eight or ten degrees warmer than in Stockholm. And forty-five degrees warmer than Vorkuta, a coal-mining town in the Komi Republic of Russia, situated just north of the Arctic Circle, where the Russian girl who had become Klara Berg was born. The dark thought brought a frown to her face. More than just the climate had been cold and brutal in Vorkuta.

She had only a single memory of her mother, clutching a bloody rag in her pale, birdlike fingers and coughing until she collapsed. Her father, a stoic man who worked the mines, dutifully raised her. Life was hard but bearable until two weeks before her eleventh birthday, when he didn’t come home from work. In a cruel twist of fate, her uncle, who had been standing next to her father when the machine exploded, had survived the incident unscathed. He and his pitiless wife moved into Klara’s apartment because it was nicer than their own. He abused her that very first night, and most nights after, until she killed him in his sleep with an axe she’d stolen from the neighbors. She killed her aunt too, who had never intervened and often watched.

Justice feels no remorse.

She’d burned the apartment down to hide what she’d done. It had seemed the logical thing to do. The tin can where her uncle hid his rubles held enough to get her to Saint Petersburg, where luck smiled on her for the first and only time in her life. She was adopted by a wealthy, childless family because, when her hair was brushed and her face washed, she looked like an adolescent version of her new mother.

People like people who look like themselves.

No one came looking for her from Vorkuta, but the specter of her past tormented her from the shadows. She had nightmares, but she couldn’t talk about them. Her mother sang her lullabies and stroked her hair, even though she was too old for it, and Klara loved her for that. Her adopted father was handsome and well spoken. He traveled regularly. When he was home, he treated her with kindness but kept his distance. But she believed he loved her.

When she turned seventeen, her father enrolled her in the Saint Petersburg Military Engineering-Technical University, where he was an alumnus. She worked hard and pursued an engineering degree, following in his footsteps. She wanted her parents to be proud of her, and they were because she was the top woman in her class . . . until two weeks before graduation, when her past caught up with her. The thing that she had feared, and almost forgotten, was not buried, was not dead. No. It had been waiting for just the right moment to inflict maximum pain and carnage.

When she got home, her parents were already deep in conversation with him. She later realized that was by design, but at the time she’d not viewed relationships as chess matches. The scandal he promised to conceal—a runaway from the north who brutally murdered her poor, adoptive parents—horrified her mother and father. She’d never been able to expunge the look on their faces from her mind. He promised to keep it quiet, that their family reputation would remain unsullied. All they had to do was give him their daughter. They both agreed in unison, and that was the moment her heart stopped beating. If they had given her a chance to speak, given her a chance to act, she would have volunteered to go because she loved them. But Arkady Zhukov understood this and stole the choice from her, denying her a future that might have empowered her—a wonderful, unashamed future. Instead, he claimed her as his prize.

Now she pulled her overcoat tight, the sudden chill she felt not from the breeze but from within. She sipped her latte, making its warmth her own, and stared at the line of wind turbines in the distance. She was an engineer for Vattenfall—the largest multinational power company in northern Europe—and developing wind farms was her job. She was proud of this project. She had found contentment in her NOC. She knew her life was pretend and her lies served Russia, but maybe contentment was happiness. She was cautious to trust in any hope—hope had a habit of betraying her—but after her Zeta handler missed a third protocol check in as many months, she permitted herself to consider the possibility that her life as a spy might be over. Zeta was rumored to have collapsed, Arkady gone missing, and if that was true, might freedom be possible? Her very existence was so compartmentalized, she doubted even the SVR could penetrate her NOC, and they had no reason to try.

Maybe she could become Klara Berg for real, Swedish national and rising star at Vattenfall.

If she was honest with herself, she’d begun to second-guess President Petrov’s motives and strategy. Of late, he seemed more madman than tactician, and Russia, her Russia, was suffering for it. During her Zeta training, she’d become indoctrinated to a life of blind obedience. She was Arkady Zhukov’s axe now, an instrument of the state, nothing more. But here, in her NOC, she existed outside the suffocating web of Kremlin propaganda. She knew the truth about Ukraine and what Petrov had ordered done to people she’d grown up thinking of as her cousins. As a Swede, she viewed Russian politics and aggression through a very different lens.

All was not well and good in the halls of the Kremlin.

Of late her work at Vattenfall had become PR and politics more than engineering, but she found those things exciting and rewarding as well. The secret deal, nearing completion, to partner with Finland for their power needs represented much more than just millions of kronor to Vattenfall. It represented Vattenfall finding its footing in the wake of recent scandals. The clean-energy banner they waved had been tarnished with reports of their ownership of dirty brown-coal plants in Germany—never in Mother Sweden, of course—and the failure at the Forsmark Nuclear Power Plant. The shuttering of nuclear power in Sweden was a tremendous financial blow to Vattenfall. Ringhals Reactor 2 had been shut down in 2019, and new forms of environmentally friendly energy needed to replace it, to bolster both the company’s image and its revenue.

Wind turbines represented Vattenfall’s future, and developing offshore wind power had become the cornerstone of recent negotiations with Finland, for whom meeting the recommendations of the International Renewable Energy Agency was a priority. Should a deal be reached, Finland would reduce its reliance on Russian oil and gas, with an eventual goal of becoming energy independent and free of Moscow’s meddling in state affairs. The Russian Zeta part of her felt conflicted by this. Russia depended heavily on its energy exports, and this project, if successful, would do financial harm to her homeland and upset the balance. Finland took an incredible risk shifting its energy partnership to Sweden. A non-NATO member poking the Russian bear, with a man at the helm seemingly descending into madness, risked invasion. Had they learned nothing from Ukraine and the war narrowly averted by American intervention?

Arkady, assuming he was still alive, would certainly know these things.

He’ll probably order me to sabotage the project after the agreement is signed. That way, when Vattenfall fails, Russia will be the savior.

She shook the thoughts away, disappearing into her NOC.

Klara Berg was having a very, very good couple of weeks, and she needed to savor that. What better place than Malmö, her favorite town on the coast, to celebrate? It was why she had extended her stay by a night at the Hotel Duxiana, her preferred boutique hotel in Sweden. She had already messaged Olin to join her for dinner at Lyran. The journalist, a local celebrity of sorts for his articles in the Skånska Dagbladet, would know that such an invitation also implied a night of passion to follow. It had been weeks since they made love, and Olin would be unable to resist meeting her tonight.

As if on cue, her small purse vibrated and chimed with an incoming call. Klara gave a coy smile as she pulled the phone from her bag, but her smile faded when she realized the ringing was coming from her other phone. Her chest tightened, and her pulse quickened. She murmured a curse as she fished the phone out of the inner pocket where it lived.

“Hallå?” she said, accepting the call.

“Hello,” a recorded voice answered back in Swedish. “We need to connect with you about your mortgage account with us at Pantbanken. While all is well, we ask that you call us at your earliest convenience at +46 8 640 53 81. Again . . .”

The message repeated, but she’d memorized the number. She disconnected the call and, with shaking hands, dialed it. Her heart skipped a beat when Arkady Zhukov’s calm, measured voice addressed her in Russian. The sound of his voice filled her at once with fear and excitement—dread and a sense of purpose.

“I worried I might have trouble tracking you down . . .”

She glanced around, confirming she was completely alone in the small park overlooking the Øresund. “I am easy to find because I’m where I’m supposed to be,” she answered in Russian, the feel of her native tongue oddly foreign in her mouth, relieved her voice held no hint of her conflicted mental state at hearing the Zeta leader’s voice. “I was worried about you. After three missed protocol checks, I feared the rumors about your disposition after Odessa might be true. I am glad to learn otherwise.”

“Yes,” he said, and she could picture his sardonic smile. “To paraphrase the American writer, the rumors of my demise were greatly exaggerated.”

“I am ready for tasking.”

“I’m sure you are,” he replied.

An uncomfortable pause lingered on the line as her mind raced. The thought of completing her mission, burning her NOC, and returning to Russia was horrifying to her—now more than ever with the worldwide pariah that Petrov had become on the global stage. To be his weapon felt different than before. It felt no longer patriotic but self-destructive. At the same time, there was an excitement, a feeling of power, associated with executing an actual mission. Still, if she thought she could run, could live a new life free from her past, would she? She didn’t know, honestly, but the voice on the other end of the phone quickly put such fantasies to bed.

“I have two important missions, each to be executed with urgency,” he said. “The first is particularly time sensitive. I need you to leak information about the upcoming energy deal Vattenfall has with Finland.”

“To whom?” she said, her mind reeling.

“To the public,” he said. “That will ensure it gets in front of everyone required, I should think.”

“What? Why? Will that not cause embarrassment to . . .”

“There was a time when you understood that your place is not to question. You are an instrument, Inessa,” he said, using her Russian name—a name as foreign to her ears as the Russian language was to her tongue—“not a planner or strategist. Perhaps you have been too long in the comfort of your legend. It will be good to see you back home when this is all over, should we be unable to maintain the Klara Berg NOC in the aftermath.”

“I’m confused. Is your hope to keep me in Sweden or bring me home?” she asked, aware of the hope that crept into her voice, cringing at the thought he might detect it.

“That depends on you,” he said, “and how skillfully you navigate the minefield of your own making.”

“I understand,” she said. Either I take the heat or someone else does . . .

“I recommend you utilize the asset you have developed in Malmö—the journalist Olin Nilsson.”

She hid her surprise at the mention of Olin’s name by remaining silent. Had she begun the affair with such a motive in mind? She didn’t know—couldn’t remember—as if she had been slowly purging her Zeta motives, driven by that misplaced hope for a new life.

“Yes,” she said. “My thoughts exactly.”

“I should hope,” Arkady said. “As I said, it is time sensitive, so I encourage you to leak the story tonight over dinner. I believe Lyran to be a quiet enough place for such a maneuver, though you might find it more easily broached as pillow talk after.”

Now the blood drained from her face and her head went light. How was this possible? How could he know about plans for tonight—plans she’d made in the last two hours, which had yet to even be confirmed by Olin? Who did he have watching her?

“Inessa?” Arkady asked, and she realized she had let too much time pass before responding.

“I’m listening,” she replied. Years of training put just the right timbre behind it.

He chuckled and then went on to explain everything she must do and the parameters and timelines in which she must do it. The orders were precisely what she had feared—to sabotage the project by approving faulty design margins that would lead to premature turbine failure.

“This will require much finesse,” Arkady concluded, “if you are to preserve your NOC.”

“All manageable,” she said, trembling. “It can be done.”

But could it? Klara Berg would bear responsibility. While the NOC might remain intact, her career would be over, so what would be the point?

“You have my complete confidence, Klara,” he said in Swedish now. The emotional and psychological implications of him breaking his own protocols by speaking to her in Russian and even using her real name during the call were not lost on her.

The line went dead, and she returned the phone to her handbag.

With cruel irony her real phone chirped with an incoming message from Olin:

Lyran it is!

Excited to see you and be with you . . .

7 pm

She sent the requisite heart emoji and resisted the urge to scream.

I hate him.

Her mood irrevocably changed, she stared at the Lillgrund Wind Farm as tears streamed down her cheeks.


Chapter 15

sector a

pokrov correctional colony (ik-2)

march 29

0105 local time

The prison break was happening tonight.

Dempsey had no positive confirmation of that fact, but he could feel it in his bones.

Despite his deconditioned state, he felt ready for whatever came his way—ready for violence, ready for action, ready for anything but the waiting. Lying in his rack motionless, pretending to be asleep, was like being waterboarded. Well, not that unpleasant, but a trial nonetheless.

Waiting . . . my old nemesis.

Unlike a normal Ember mission, where the operation could have dozens of possible outcomes with varying degrees of success or failure, tonight’s event would be decidedly binary. Either he got out of this hellhole or he died. In his mind, he saw no gray area. If the escape failed and he survived, the Kremlin would quickly dismantle his NOC, and the interrogation that followed would take him apart, piece by piece . . . literally. His knowledge of the inner workings of US covert operations would be a gold mine for the Russians. He couldn’t risk breaking. Until this moment Dempsey could honestly say he’d never contemplated suicide—not even in his darkest moment after Operation Crusader. Tonight, not only was suicide on the table, it was his contingency plan. For him, it would not be an escape but the only alternative that would not damage his country and his teammates.

Operational uncertainty defined tonight’s mission. There would be no premission brief, no Q and A session, no brainstorming possible scenarios—not even a prescribed timeline. Munn would not be here to point out unconsidered threats and contingencies. Ian and the boys would not be weighing in with last-minute signals intelligence or imagery. He’d not been involved in the planning of the escape, and because of his disavowed status and solitary confinement in Sector A, he had zero communication with whatever head shed was pulling the strings, nor did he have any idea who made up that head shed or the field operators. All he knew was what he’d been able to decipher hidden in the pages of a children’s book—Finist the Bright Falcon—which wasn’t much. His knowledge and understanding of spoken Russian were very good. By all accounts, he was fluent. But he still struggled with the Russian Cyrillic alphabet and written text. He’d never exactly been a literary guy—hell, he couldn’t remember the last book he’d read—and as far as code breaking, he’d always had the crypto weenies for that. Whoever decided that he could decrypt the plan from the text and elaborate pictures in that book gave him far more credit than he deserved.

But that’s okay, he told himself. I’ll just do what I always do—adapt and overcome.

And he was ninety percent sure of one thing: the operation would happen tonight. Time was running out—for both him and Narusov.

Footsteps in the hallway outside his cell made his body tense reflexively, ready to explode into action. On the security cameras, he would look bored and sleepless. But beneath his dry, cracking skin, his atrophied muscles were a coiled spring. Despite his diminished fitness, one thing had not changed about him. His body was, and always would be, a lethal weapon.

The footsteps stopped. The echoes in the long hallway made it impossible to know for certain, but he felt like they’d stopped just outside the heavy door to his cell.

A new thought came to him, images of the bloodied guards he’d sent to the hospital. What if the footfalls presaged a brutal payback from the guards he’d savaged? Now that he was in Sector A and out of reach of Makarov’s protection, he was vulnerable. He balled up his fists under the blanket.

A dull clunk from outside the building—not an explosion exactly, but something atypical—shook the wall of his cell and plunged the hallway into total darkness. Dempsey spun his booted feet off the cot, the rough gray blanket falling to the floor, and in a low crouch moved swiftly to the right forward corner of the room. He positioned himself on the side the door would swing open from rather than the trite behind-the-door move that the guards might expect. He balanced forward on the balls of his feet, arms at the ready with his left hand balled in a fist and his right tensed flat for a palm strike.

A metallic click cut the silent air as the lock to his cell door disengaged.

In a power outage, do the locks in a prison fail open or shut? Open for prisoner safety, he decided, and shut for facility safety.

In IK-2 the latter would be the case, which meant his door had been opened on purpose.

This is it . . . It’s happening. They cut the power; my cell is open. I’m on the clock.

He eased the door open a crack and listened.

“Why are the generators not coming on?” a guard in the hall just outside his door called in Russian.

“I don’t know,” another shouted. “What the hell is going on?”

“You two, go investigate what happened,” a third voice barked. “And get the power back on immediately.”

That’s Yuri Ivanov—the bureaucrat who gave me the book.

“Da, I go check,” the guard outside his cell said, and footsteps departed.

Dempsey tensed and waited.

“American, are you ready?” someone said in a harsh whisper.

“Da. Is that you, Ivanov?” he asked, crouched and ready to strike.

“It is,” the man replied and pulled Dempsey’s cell door open from the outside. “We must go now, before the guards come back. But first we get Narusov.” Yuri took off running toward the Russian dissident’s cell.

Like Dempsey’s cell, Narusov’s door was unlocked—undoubtedly by Yuri a millisecond before the power cut off. The bureaucrat, who Dempsey suspected now was anything but, crouched beside the gap.

“Alexy Narusov?” Yuri whispered into the darkness.

“Da?” a hesitant voice answered from the shadow.

“This is a prison break, and you’re coming with us,” Yuri said, not a question but an order.

A much frailer Alexy Narusov than Dempsey remembered stepped into the corridor. His cheeks were sunken, and he hunched over like a man who’d recently been punched in the abdomen.

“It is good to see you, John,” Narusov said, grinning at him with several broken teeth. “Is it possible I have you to thank for this?”

“I was going to ask you the same thing,” Dempsey said, smiling back with his own missing premolar.

“No time for reunion,” Yuri snapped. “We go now.”

Yuri led them in a different direction from the security checkpoint where Dempsey had been in-processed. Sector A was a warren of rooms and hallways compared to the older blocks. The trio moved quickly, but Dempsey hated the feeling of being out of his element. He was unarmed, was unfamiliar with the building layout, and had no idea how Yuri planned to get them outside the prison walls. Even if they breached the perimeter by some miracle, he couldn’t imagine they’d get far, especially on foot. Odds were they’d be hunted down and killed within the hour. His life was wholly in Yuri’s hands, and all he could do now was pray those hands were capable.

As they moved through Sector A, Dempsey realized that Yuri had unlocked not only his and Narusov’s cell doors but also every security door along the egress route he’d planned. Yuri, it seemed, had intimate knowledge of the facility and its security protocols.

There’s more than meets the eye with Yuri.

Next thing Dempsey knew, they were heading down a back stairwell, presumably toward an exit. As he rounded the first landing, a noise—soft, subtle, and man made—caught his ear. He crouched and pressed himself into the wall beside a metal handrail, body tense, as a large man in a paramilitary uniform—part of Brigada Avariynogo Reagirovaniya, the prison’s special response unit—surged forward up the stairs.

A second operator entered the stairwell at ground level and reported their six was clear as the door slammed shut behind him. The first operator acknowledged the report, then scanned a rifle light up the stairs as the two men ascended swiftly in a well-trained cadence. As the beam snaked across the landing, it lit up the wide-eyed face of Narusov, who was frozen with fear.

Dempsey exploded from his crouched position just as the Russian guard placed the green dot of his laser designator onto Narusov’s face. With his left arm, Dempsey drove the guard’s muzzle up toward the ceiling; at the same time, he slammed his right hand into the man’s trachea with a horrifying crunch. He powered forward with his legs and drove the back of the elite guard’s head into the concrete wall. With a sound like a milk jug exploding on a sidewalk, the Russian went limp and dropped his rifle on the landing. Dempsey shoved the body down the stairs at his partner and dropped into a squat. The tumbling body bought him the half-second delay he needed to grab the dropped rifle and bring it up into a firing position.

“Nyet!” Yuri barked as Dempsey’s targeting dot found the second guard’s forehead.

Before he could fire, two muffled burps from a suppressed handgun sounded beside him. He watched the guard’s head snap backward and splatter its contents on the wall.

“Are you mad?” Yuri said, seething in Dempsey’s ear. “Had you fired that rifle, the entire prison would have heard. We would all be dead.”

“Next time tell me you have a gun,” Dempsey growled.

“Leave the rifle,” Yuri said.

Dempsey glowered at him and defiantly slipped the rifle sling over his head. He checked that there was a round in the chamber of the modern-looking AK-15—a 7.62 mm version of the AK-12 assault rifle the Russian military favored. The sight glowed with a green floating dot, not unlike the holographic sight of the TANGO6 he used back home. Happy to be armed, he descended the stair, rifle in a combat carry on his chest, ignoring the anger on Yuri’s face.

“We are behind and must hurry,” Yuri said and shouldered his way past Dempsey to descend the next half flight toward the exit door at the bottom. “I have an asset who will give us passage through the southwest gate, but he will not wait long. We must stay along the west wall. My ally can keep this lane clear for us for but a short time.”

Dempsey followed Yuri, Narusov hunched between them, through the door and outside. Moving in a low crouch, they sprinted across the small courtyard outside Sector A toward the building to the west. To his right, Dempsey could see the gold spires atop the green-roofed admin and security center for this concentration camp of a prison. Heavy security would be repositioning to protect the leadership of IK-2. Sector A would be the next most important target to secure for the Russians—not just because their most important political prisoners were there to be broken but because the high-tech internal security of the building made it paradoxically the most vulnerable. Somehow Yuri had cut the power, but only after disabling the generator system, an error that would be corrected swiftly. In the meantime the prisoners in the rest of the camp were secure, as those buildings used old-fashioned locks and keys.

Brilliant.

They reached the corner of the next building, pausing only a moment as Yuri cleared the way ahead while Dempsey cleared their six. As they rose to move, an important thought came to Dempsey.

“Hold,” he barked softly in Russian, and Yuri froze, Narusov looking nervously back and forth between them.

“What?” Yuri demanded. “We’re almost out of time.”

“We need to stop at Block Five,” Dempsey said.

“Block Five?” the man said, incredulous. “Absolutely not. The two of you are the mission.”

Dempsey’s mind reeled. He had only a second to figure this out, but he knew now, with certainty, that he needed to bring the Vory boss Makarov with him. He’d learned the importance of having his own self-directed and trusted network when operating detached from any support. Makarov could provide the manpower, firepower, and connections to survive in the Russian underground.

“Getting us out of IK-2 is your mission,” Dempsey said. “Making sure that Narusov survives to accomplish certain goals is mine. And I need Makarov to do that.”

“I have not been briefed on your part of the mission.” The hesitancy in Yuri’s voice told Dempsey they reported to the same master.

“Perhaps not,” Dempsey said, leaning in past Narusov to hold the man’s gaze, “but you know damn well who sent me. Therefore, you know both the istina and the pravda of this operation. I need to get Makarov out.”

Yuri cursed and then said, “Fine. I take Narusov to the extraction point. There is a guard shack on the right side of the gate south of the admin building. It will be empty when you arrive if all goes well. If it is otherwise, you are fucked and on your own. Inside you may drop from the south window into the security pen for vehicles. There is a truck there, unmarked. That is our ride out.”

“I’ll be there,” he said with a nod, squeezing Narusov’s shoulder.

“I will wait five minutes. If you are not there by then, you will not be coming with us.”

That means I have eight minutes total, Dempsey thought, estimating the time it would take for them to get to the security pen. Without waiting for Dempsey’s reply, Yuri grabbed Narusov by the collar, and they took off, two crouched shadows running for their lives.

Dempsey turned and sprinted north toward Cellblock Five, clearing through the holographic sight of the compact rifle as he did and feeling like a SEAL for the first time in as long as he could remember. The operator in him thought this plan was stupid, but the spy in his head insisted it was necessary.

Without Makarov, the mission will fail.

I hope you’re right . . . because if not, there’s no way we’re getting out of here alive.


Chapter 16

pokrov correctional colony (ik-2)

0139 local time

Dempsey kept to the shadows in the dark courtyard as he advanced on Cellblock Five. He estimated the facility engineer would have electrical power restored in minutes. He had to be gone before that happened because the exfil path would be flooded with light and he would be picked off by a sniper from one of the towers around the compound. And he felt certain a QRF of highly trained Russian soldiers was en route already, probably by air, which presented a whole additional problem.

I’ll deal with that later . . .

He took a knee at the corner, looking across the snow-dusted cement courtyard between Blocks Four and Five. The main entrance in the center of the facade facing him was the most heavily guarded. The building had staff-only entrances at either end—both north and south. Unlike the main entrance, the end doors were key-card activated. He heard shouts to his right as the Russian guards got their bearings and initiated breach protocols. Whatever he was going to do, it had to be now.

In a low crouch, honed from thousands of combat operations, he sprinted toward the north corner of the building. As he crossed the expanse, he imagined a green laser designator on the back of his head and knew he’d never register the bullet that punched out his lights. But the bullet never came, and he reached the corner, pulling back into the shadows and scanning left along the wall for perimeter patrol. At the far end of the courtyard, an army of prison guards assembled in fully armed squads to mount their response, and that was when the true brilliance of Yuri’s plan hit him.

They’re not thinking in terms of a prison break. The animals are all locked in their cages. These guys are prepping to rebuff an outside breach. They think the facility is under assault.

Dempsey smiled.

He might just survive after all.

He jogged to the side door and peeked through the plexiglass window. A single guard stood inside, mobile phone pressed to his ear. Dempsey waited until the man began talking to make his move. He pulled the door slowly open and, keeping low, slipped through the gap into the darkened entry checkpoint. With stealth and speed, he closed the gap to the unsuspecting guard and wrapped an arm around the man’s neck from behind. He twisted and dropped straight down, feeling the bones of the man’s neck crack as he landed on both knees.

After a brief spasm, the guard went still in his grip. The body may have been limp, but the guard’s eyes darted back and forth, wild with terror as his brain realized it was disconnected from the body. The stench of urine filled Dempsey’s nostrils as the guard pissed his pants, which triggered an idea . . .

Insurance policy.

Dempsey quickly stripped the guard of his uniform. Hands flying, he donned the guard’s clothes, ignoring the piss and grateful the man’s bowels had not let loose. Next, he donned the guard’s Kevlar vest and hat and picked up his flashlight and keys. Stepping over the dying man’s body, he unlocked the security door to the main bunk room and marched brazenly into the cavernous space he’d called home for six months. He walked with purpose, flashlight on and scanning to keep his face in darkness.

“What are you doing?” someone demanded in Russian, hollering from the far side of the cellblock. “You are supposed to stay at your post.”

“Nyet,” he replied. “I’ve been ordered to retrieve the prisoners Makarov and Blaskovich. They want them at Sector A immediately.”

The caller hesitated, and Dempsey prepared to raise his rifle and fire, fearing he’d been made. Perhaps the man could see him better than he thought.

“Very well,” the guard said. “Take them. I’ll call Dimitri to watch the door.”

“Da,” Dempsey said and stepped over to where Makarov stood with his hands clasped behind his back, the hulking Kulak towering beside him.

A smile spread across the Pakhan’s face as he recognized Dempsey and the unspoken plan.

“My associate comes with me,” the Vory boss said, nodding at Kulak.

“Very well,” Dempsey said, then jogged over to his old rack, where his bunkmate cowered. He put a hand on the young hacktivist’s shoulder and said, “Come with me.”

Blaskovich looked up, and the fear in his eyes morphed to understanding. The kid was smart and instantly put the puzzle pieces together. Dempsey pushed him toward where Makarov and Kulak stood waiting, then led them all toward the exit.

“I will return quickly,” he said to the patrolling guard, who thankfully did not recognize him through the dark and distance. Once through the door, he locked it behind him. Turning to Kulak, he said, “Help me hide this body.”

Together they dragged the dead man behind the desk and stuffed him into the knee cubby underneath. This ruse wouldn’t work for long, but at least the body was out of sight.

“What is happening, Rosomakha?” Makarov asked calmly as Dempsey cleared outside the door and moved them into the cold.

Dempsey shot the man a grin. “I’m breaking you out. We have two minutes; walk faster and in front of me. It needs to look like I’m transporting you from Block Five.”

Makarov nodded and picked up the pace, with Kulak at his side and Blaskovich striding behind. Dempsey took up the rear and leveled the rifle at their backs, following closely. Across the courtyard two men were dragging mobile spotlights into position. Soon the courtyard would be lit and their gambit would be up.

“Hurry. Cut the gap between those two buildings ahead,” he said. “We’re headed to the transportation pen.”

His charges moved swiftly but managed to keep a convincing formation. Just as they reached the gap between two buildings at the edge of the yard, a spotlight lit them up from behind.

“Ignore it. Don’t look back—just keep marching,” Dempsey ordered.

Makarov and the others did as instructed and walked into the gap between Cellblocks Two and Three. Dempsey followed, stepping into the shadows.

“Which way?” Makarov said, pulling up at the corner.

“Right,” Dempsey said. “Follow the fence.”

The group made the turn and set off along the west fence. Here, in the shadow of the cellblocks, they were bathed in darkness, but that wouldn’t last long. Dempsey’s mental alarm clock blared in his mind. He’d used every bit of five minutes, and time was almost up before they were abandoned.

“Quickly,” he said, feeling the crush of time.

In the near distance, power had been restored to the admin building, its windows glowing amber. In the front courtyard, three guards stood over four bodies sprawled out on the hard, frosty ground. He prayed silently that those dead bodies did not include Narusov and Ivanov.

“Stop. We clear the fence here,” he said, halting the group at a section of fence that cordoned off the transportation yard from the west side of the prison.

Unlike the fifteen-foot perimeter fence topped with razor wire, this fence was functional rather than impassable. Dempsey cleared it easily; then Kulak took a knee and lifted his boss up in the air, Makarov stepping on the man’s bent leg and then shoulder like a human staircase. Blaskovich came next, followed by Kulak, while Dempsey ground his teeth with every lost second.

They’d made it inside the transportation yard, but they were not clear of danger. A security tower—a single-story shack on stilts—loomed thirty meters away along the perimeter fence, watching over the vehicle pen between the two fences. To get to their escape vehicle would require traversing the parking lot. Crossing without being spotted from the tower would be nearly impossible.

In a low crouch, rifle at the ready, Dempsey led them across the holding pen. Outside the perimeter gate, he could just make out the faint red glow of an idling vehicle.

Fifteen meters.

Ten.

Five . . .

Suddenly, a blinding light lit them up from the tower. Dempsey halted the group in their tracks and raised a hand.

“You there!” a voice shouted from the tower. “What are you doing? Where are you taking those prisoners?”

“Take the wolverine’s rifle,” Makarov ordered Kulak quietly and calmly. “Make a show of it.”

Dempsey understood the endgame and played helpless as Kulak snatched the rifle from his hands.

“Your family will be well cared for, my friend,” Makarov said to his protector as the man spun around and opened fire at the spotlight.

The light exploded in a plume of sparks, and Kulak let out an animalistic battle cry as he emptied the magazine into the guard tower. Dempsey capitalized on the moment and, hoping he looked like a fleeing guard, sprinted toward the tower base while Makarov and Blaskovich made a run for it. Above him, machine gun fire echoed as the Russian tower guards opened fire on Kulak. Dempsey reached the metal stairs leading up to the platform and, taking a terrible gamble, ascended. Yuri must have paid off the guards in the tower, or else escape via the transportation yard would be impossible. Dempsey reached the platform, where two shooters knelt in firing stances after having gunned down Kulak.

The closer of the two guards spun and sighted on Dempsey’s chest. “What is going on? What are you doing here?”

Dempsey had no choice but to make it obvious. “Yuri sent me,” he said, looking back and forth between them.

“Yuri? What are you talking about?” the guard said, screwing up his face, while behind him the other guard leveled a pistol at the back of his partner’s head.

Dempsey shrugged, and the second guard pulled the trigger, dropping his comrade.

“Go now,” the shooter said. “The gate is unlocked. You have thirty seconds.”

Dempsey vaulted over the railing and landed in a shock-absorbing crouch on the cement. Then, with all the power and speed he could muster, he sprinted toward the gate, where a UAZ idled outside. He reached the gate, jerked it open a foot, and slipped through the gap. To their credit, Makarov and Blaskovich were already waiting in the vehicle. Dempsey climbed into the back seat and shut the door.

“Go,” he barked, resisting the urge to look back at the guard tower.

“I was about to leave you,” Yuri said over his shoulder from the front passenger seat as the UAZ rumbled its way down the main drive and away from the prison.

“It’s good that you didn’t,” Dempsey said. “Or your boss would have your head.”

“We will see about that, won’t we?” Yuri said, his expression anxious. “The night is quite long yet. They will try to hunt us down.”

“Where’s Alexy?” Dempsey asked, not seeing the most important member of their escape party.

“In the back,” Narusov said from where he was hunched down low behind the middle row of seats.

Dempsey exhaled with relief and slumped in his seat.

“Thank you, Rosomakha,” Makarov said from beside him. “I would not have expected you to get me out. I am in your debt.”

“Da,” Dempsey said, turning to the man and fixing him with a grim smile. “But we can talk about that later, my friend.”

“Me too,” Blaskovich said, smiling with tear-brimmed eyes. “Thank you. I don’t know how to repay you.”

Dempsey gave his former bunkmate a closed-lipped smile. “You always looked out for me, Gevorg. Consider this my way of repaying the favor.”

Surprised they weren’t being pursued yet, Dempsey turned and looked out the rear window of the SUV at the still-dark IK-2 as they sped away into the night.

“I know what you’re thinking. Where is the pursuit, yes?” Yuri said.

Dempsey nodded.

“Every other vehicle on the premises has been disabled,” the bureaucrat said with an impish grin.

Dempsey remembered how the Zetas had used a compact EMP to take down the Newport News Airport and disable the Ember facility.

So that’s how he did it, Dempsey thought, shaking his head.

“Our boss is not a man who overlooks any details,” Yuri said and turned around in his seat to look out the windshield.

No, he’s most definitely not . . .


Chapter 17

russian countryside

0249 local time

For Dempsey, the drive to Moscow felt like walking the Green Mile. With each passing kilometer, he felt closer to an impending and inevitable doom. Certainly, their getaway vehicle was being tracked by Russian satellites. Undoubtedly, an FSB tactical team was lying in wait to run them off the road and cut them to ribbons. It was simply a matter of time. Narusov had been broken out of Russia’s Alcatraz, and Petrov would not rest until his nemesis was back behind bars and Narusov’s accomplices were dead.

The compulsion to trace the serpentine scar on his left forearm—a stress-soothing compulsion—suddenly returned for the first time in nearly two years. Dempsey resisted the urge and instead scanned the road ahead for an ambush while Makarov told stories. Apparently, yammering like he didn’t have a care in the world was how the mafia boss defused his nerves. Everyone in the vehicle was on edge, especially Blaskovich, who kept muttering things like, “They’re going to kill my family, I know it,” and “What was I thinking? I should have stayed in IK-2.”

Yuri finally snapped, “If you don’t shut the fuck up, I’m going to send you back there myself.”

The SUV fell silent as Blaskovich looked down at his hands. Narusov gave the young hacktivist’s shoulder a squeeze. The Russian opposition leader exuded a calm certitude of purpose the likes of which Dempsey had rarely encountered. Narusov seemed a rock in the middle of this raging river of chaos and uncertainty—unmoved by the turbulence and froth all around him. No wonder the man had become the target of Petrov’s ire. There was nothing a narcissistic dictator hated more than someone who reminded him of the weakness and fear lurking beneath his fragile tough-guy veneer.

Yuri directed the driver to head north out of Pokrov instead of west. They drove to the town of Kirzhach, where they switched vehicles before vectoring toward Moscow. The detour added an hour to the trip, but Dempsey was in no position to question Ivanov’s plan. Dempsey’s entire Russian network was sitting in this SUV, so he couldn’t contribute in any conceivable way to their exfil.

“Where are you taking us?” Makarov asked as the glow of the Russian capital appeared on the horizon.

“A safe location,” Yuri answered.

The Vory boss flashed Dempsey a gold-toothed grin. “That’s what they always say, huh?”

Dempsey gave a little snort.

Thirty minutes later they wove their way through the northern districts of Moscow. Frowning, Makarov tapped Yuri on the shoulder.

“What do you want?” Yuri said, not bothering to turn around.

“It seems a strange plan to hide from the lions in their own den, eh?” the Vory boss said.

Yuri ignored the comment and pointed at a six-story building on the corner a block ahead. “Park behind that building,” he instructed the driver.

“Da,” the driver said.

Dempsey scanned the building, which appeared to be either under construction or undergoing extensive renovations. Scaffolding surrounded the entire facade from top to bottom and draped the building with translucent green safety mesh. Dempsey detected no interior lights—but perhaps they were blacked out from inside. The driver did as he’d been told and piloted their vehicle to a rear parking lot.

“Turn off all lights and drive through that opening,” Yuri said, pointing to a gap in the scaffolding where the hanging mesh had been pulled aside like a giant curtain.

The driver nodded, switched off the running lamps and headlights, and pulled through the gap in the scaffolding, which lined up with an arched tunnel through the rear facade of the building and led to a mostly empty garage. He braked in the middle of the space but smartly left the transmission in drive. A pair of double doors swung shut behind them, plunging the garage into pitch blackness.

“Stay in the vehicle,” Yuri said, the change in the timbre of his voice making it clear he was speaking to everyone.

Nobody moved, and Dempsey quietly pulled the assault rifle from under the bench seat beneath him. The sound of the other men’s erratic breathing irritated Dempsey as his own slipped automatically into the controlled, precombat four-count rhythm he’d employed his entire career. His eyes dark-adapted quickly, but the space was simply too dark to make out anything. The only source of illumination came from the instrumentation on the dashboard inside their vehicle.

A phone chirped with a text message. Yuri checked his mobile and then typed a reply that Dempsey could not see. A minute later a yellow rectangle of light appeared to their left, and a figure appeared backlit in a doorway. The tall, lithe figure did not enter the garage but stood at the threshold, waiting.

“Okay, we go,” Yuri said and opened his door. But when the driver put the SUV in park and made to join them, Yuri turned to the man and said, “Not you. You stay.”

The driver exhaled his displeasure at this command but nodded and stayed put as ordered.

“Leave the gun,” Yuri said as Dempsey stepped out into the garage with the rifle in a combat carry.

“No,” Dempsey said, letting his body language and tone complete the sentence: You’re not in charge anymore; I am.

“I’m serious,” Yuri said with a snarl.

“So am I,” he said, turning to meet the other man’s stare.

“Then you wait here in the car with him,” Yuri said, jerking a thumb at the driver.

“No,” Dempsey said and set off toward their escort waiting in the doorway.

Makarov laughed and followed Dempsey.

“Let’s go,” Narusov said to Blaskovich, and Dempsey heard their footsteps fall in behind, while Yuri grudgingly trailed at the rear.

The figure in the doorway was a woman and, as her features came into focus, quite an attractive one at that. Dempsey locked his gaze on her eyes, but her attention was fixed on the assault rifle he carried at the ready in front of his chest. Only when he was within three meters did she meet his all-business stare with an icy one of her own. After sizing up Dempsey, she shifted her gaze to Narusov, and Dempsey saw a flicker of something in her eyes.

Surprise? Reverence?

He couldn’t tell.

“Follow me. He’s waiting,” she said as she made an about-face with a fashion model’s grace in lieu of a soldier’s snap.

Dempsey, still leading the pack, followed her up a switchback staircase three levels to a hallway lit by a string of temporary construction lights tacked to the wall just below the ceiling. She led them halfway down the corridor to a closed door of what he deduced would be an apartment facing the rear of the building. She didn’t knock, nor was the door locked.

“Go on,” she said after opening the door for him.

He hesitated a beat, analyzing her body language for cues that he might be walking into a trap. Finding none, he stepped into the dimly lit apartment and, out of habit, cleared corners as he made his way into the living room, where he found a lone figure waiting for them. The silver-haired Russian was seated in a leather club chair, reading a book, the pages illuminated by a reading lamp atop a simple end table. The man Dempsey used to be, the American operator, would have immediately brought his laser sight up on the man’s forehead. But this incarnation of him—whatever he’d become after six months in IK-2—knew such behavior would ironically be perceived as a sign of weakness, not strength, by all the Russians in the room.

Dempsey slung his weapon and approached their host—a man he had fantasized about killing a hundred times but never actually seen in the flesh.

The distinguished-looking Russian uncrossed his legs, set his book on the end table beside his chair, and looked up. “Greetings. I am Arkady Zhukov, and I have brought you all here for one purpose and one purpose only.”

“And what is that, old man?” Makarov asked, stepping up beside Dempsey, ready to assert himself as the biggest dog in the room.

“To return the seat of Russian power to the Russian people, where it belongs.”

Makarov chuckled—the laugh of a man who’d long ago lost the ability to be moved by inspirational words. “And how exactly do you propose to do that?”

After fixing the Vory boss with a knowing, closed-lipped smile, Arkady looked squarely at Dempsey and said, “By killing Vladimir Petrov . . .”


Chapter 18

oval office of the white house

washington, dc

1955 local time

Jarvis realized that, for the thousandth time, he’d dodged a bullet. Most of them had been actual bullets, of course. This one happened to be figurative, but the result was the same.

He got to keep his life.

Had the meeting with Warner occurred two days ago as scheduled, he would already be strategizing a Presidential campaign. Petra’s support and encouragement—and her reminding him of his commitment to duty, service, and sacrifice—had tipped the scales in favor of running. Did he want to be President of the United States? Hell no! Did he feel that, during this tumultuous time of division and partisanship, the country would be best served with him in the Oval Office? Grudgingly, he’d admitted that the answer to that question was yes. But that was before the secret message he’d received twenty minutes ago.

A single word had appeared on his heavily encrypted personal mobile phone.

SOKOL

The selection of that word—Russian for falcon—was a reference to the secret Zeta training facility, code-named Bright Falcon, outside Vyborg. The very training center that Dempsey had led a secret Ember raid on Russian soil to destroy. In sending this word, Arkady proved that he was alive, and at the very least, his sense of humor was intact. More importantly, however, it signaled that Dempsey was alive, and the most dangerous plot imaginable—a mission even more audacious than Ember striking Bright Falcon—was finally underway.

Jarvis’s relief defied words.

For months he’d been second-guessing his order to stay Grimes’s trigger finger in Odessa. He’d also been doubting his decision to trust and cooperate with Zhukov and send his best asset and operator into the lion’s den. Making matters worse, he’d been forced to bear this burden alone. Jarvis took pride in the fact that he’d never once misread a person—friend or foe—but perhaps there really was a first time for everything.

Now, thank God, he had confirmation that Dempsey was alive.

“I’m sorry for the wait, Mr. Vice President,” a voice said, snapping him from his thoughts. “He’s ready for you now, sir.”

“Thank you, Jeremy,” Jarvis said with a nod and a smile to one of the hardest-working members of the President’s staff. He pushed through the heavy door, locking eyes with Brigadier General McMillan, who gave him a nod before disappearing through the door on the other side of the Oval Office.

President Warner rose from his desk, smiling, and headed toward Jarvis with a hand outstretched. “Sorry, Kelso,” he said. “Last-minute update on what that crazy son of a bitch in Venezuela is up to.”

“Anything I should know about, Mr. President?” Jarvis asked, shaking hands, then following the President to the opposing gold-and-white sofas in the middle of the room. A bottle of scotch sat between a pair of rocks glasses, each primed and ready for drinking with a two-finger amber pour. The President, it would seem, was confident they would be celebrating.

“Nothing you and I haven’t already discussed,” Warner said, taking a seat on the far side of the coffee table and gesturing for Jarvis to do the same opposite him. “Sometimes, you have to let the generals think they know things you don’t. It gives them confidence and motivation.”

“Understood,” Jarvis said, following Warner’s lead and picking up the glass closest to him.

Warner raised his in a toast.

“What are we toasting?” Jarvis asked.

“Your candidacy for President, I hope,” Warner said, grinning widely. “Between you and me, I asked Petra which way you were leaning.”

“Did you?” Jarvis asked, a knot of discomfort forming in the pit of his stomach.

“Don’t worry, Kelso, she was tight lipped on the subject,” he said, waving his free hand, his drink still in the air, “but I know how to read people. I’m a master at it. In fact, I’ll wager that a gift for reading people is a shared trait of everyone who’s occupied this office.”

Jarvis smiled tightly and nodded. “Sir, I’ve changed my mind since Petra and I last spoke,” he said, setting his glass back onto the coffee table.

“Well, shit, I don’t like how that sounds.”

“Hear me out, Mr. President,” Jarvis said. “I consider you not only a mentor but also a friend—one of my very few at that. It is beyond an honor that you’ve asked me to follow in your footsteps. Had it not been for your confidence in me and encouragement, I would have never considered running for the office. And I say this with humility: I probably am the best person to secure your legacy—”

“It’s not about my damn legacy, Kelso,” Warner said, cutting him off. “It’s about leadership. It’s about navigating the tempest to come. It’s about safeguarding this nation and preserving the very values that I see crumbling everywhere I look . . .”

In that moment Jarvis considered reading his President in on the operation in Russia—the operation known only to himself and Dempsey. He flashed back to the moment, in this very room, when he and Warner had danced around the idea of removing Petrov from power—a man both of them considered to be an existential threat to the world. The checks and balances in the Kremlin had been systematically dismantled during Petrov’s twenty-year reign. Anyone who challenged his authority was removed from Russian circles of power and influence. The only thing that stood between Petrov and the eighteen hundred nuclear weapons in the Russian arsenal was Petrov’s self-restraint—something which Jarvis refused to bet the future of humanity on. The only thing Jarvis knew he could count on Petrov to do was to act in his own self-interest. Early in the Russian President’s tenure, self-preservation and securing power guided Petrov’s every move. But now, as he contemplated his own mortality, the Russian President—like Warner—was thinking about his legacy. In Petrov’s mind Russia had been disrespected by the world. In his mind the fall of the Soviet Union and loss of superpower status was the greatest humiliation in Russian history. Besides enriching himself, restoring Russia to its rightful place as America’s equal had been Petrov’s aspiration for decades. How far would Petrov be willing to go to make sure history remembered him as the most influential and important Russian leader? This was the question that kept Jarvis up at night—and, he suspected, Warner as well.

But it was Jarvis’s job to isolate the President from this because Presidents didn’t assassinate their fellows. The precedent would topple the world order. If the world learned that the President of the United States had facilitated the assassination of another sovereign, even one as dangerous and evil as Vladimir Petrov, America would lose its global standing overnight.

Never mind the fact that regime change in the Kremlin would benefit the Russian people and the people of the world. Never mind that it would move the minute hand of the doomsday clock back away from midnight. This was simply a line that could not be crossed. Which was why Jarvis had kept Warner out of the loop—to safeguard the man, the office, and quite frankly the nation. If, God forbid, this ever came to light, only he and, unfortunately, Dempsey would take the fall. Which was why he could never, ever tell Warner the truth. And why he could never, ever be President.

He looked up to see Warner studying him, in that clinical way he’d seen before, and only then did he realize the President had stopped talking. “Sir?” he said, breaking the silence.

“There’s something you’re not telling me, Kelso,” Warner said. “What is it?”

Warner had said it himself: he had a gift for reading people, and so a lie would not be the ejection handle Jarvis needed to get out of this mess. Only a truth would do—a powerful and undeniable truth that would redirect the President’s focus to an equally intractable problem.

“Rand, I have Parkinson’s,” he said with a heavy, defeated sigh. “Let’s not kid ourselves. There’s never been a Presidential candidate, let alone a President, with my condition. I’m working hard to keep it in check and succeeding somewhat, but it is not a battle I’m meant to win . . .”

“It’s optics, Kelso, that’s all. We can manage this . . .”

“Sir, please. I need you to hear me out,” he said, his mind searching for another truth to bolster his argument.

The President gave a heavy sigh of his own, took a long pull on his whisky, and reclined into the sofa back.

“You know that Petra and I . . . Well, I love her. I never imagined love was going to factor into the equation of my time on earth, but it has. And I want to spend whatever time I have left with her. I don’t know how long that is—many years, hopefully—but I do know that the time when I am mobile, active, and can enjoy our relationship is limited. I don’t want to burn all that limited time in a job that consumes all of me, leaving nothing for her. Does that make sense?”

The President nodded, his eyes a little wetter than a moment ago. “I understand. You deserve that, Kelso. For a lifetime of service, for all you’ve done for me, for this administration, for this nation—you deserve to have that time.”

“I know it’s not what you wanted to hear, Rand, and I’m sorry.”

Warner smiled broadly, the politician taking control, and waved a hand at him. “I’m glad you’ve reached this decision, Kelso. But does Petra know any of this? Sounds like the two of you need to have another conversation.”

Jarvis laughed. “She does not. I don’t think I understood it myself until I walked in here.”

“You probably should tell her.”

“I will. Tonight . . . when the moment is right.”

“Marry her, Kelso,” Warner said, leaning in.

“I intend to, sir,” he said.

“Then we have something to toast after all, my friend,” Warner said, raising his glass. Jarvis leaned forward to pick up his own glass, gripping it tightly with his right hand, which had begun to tingle. “To Petra and a life of peace.”

“To Petra,” Jarvis said.

They clinked glasses, and Jarvis took a long swallow of the smooth, expensive scotch, relishing the gentle burn as it went down, all the while praying he didn’t drop the glass.

His life was never meant to be one of peace. Whether at the pointy tip of the spear as a SEAL in his youth or as a leader sending others into harm’s way, his was always meant to be a life of violence.

But the violence of action.

His thoughts went to Dempsey, the finest operator he’d ever known and served with. If Jarvis could have traded places with him, he would have, but that wasn’t possible. In his heart he knew that there was only one man on the planet with the tenacity and the honed tactical prowess to take out Vladimir Petrov, and that man was John Dempsey.

He took another sip and said a silent prayer for his teammate.

“So,” Warner said, “if you have the time, perhaps we can brainstorm a second choice to take over this office and make it work.”

“Always have the time for you, sir,” Jarvis said, setting his glass back on the table, aware of the tremor as he did. “And we should probably talk about how we can keep Ember in play under a new administration. Whoever succeeds you will need them more than ever.”

Warner nodded, but Jarvis could feel the President’s disappointment. Whoever they picked would be the lesser of two evils—the vicious cycle in politics that Warner had desperately hoped to break with Jarvis.

“Tell me your thoughts on Senator Kelly, unfiltered, please,” Warner began.

Jarvis nodded and answered the question truthfully, while in his mind he mulled over the hard truths, partial truths, and lies he’d told the President. He hated manipulating the man, but what choice did he have? It was the right call. But Warner was right about one thing—it was high time he read Petra in on the latest development in Russia and expanded the circle of people in the administration who knew about John Dempsey from one to two. Fortunately, he did not expect the news to surprise her. And knowing Petra, he wouldn’t be surprised if she’d already gamed out the scenario in her head.


Chapter 19

maryina roshcha district safe house

moscow

0408 local time

The Russian spymaster’s words went over like a flash-bang grenade, rendering the new arrivals momentarily shell shocked . . . except for Dempsey, who already knew the plan. He sat speechless for another reason.

Two meters away sat Arkady Zhukov in the flesh.

The man behind the murder of Shane Smith, June Latif, and Simon Adamo.

The man who’d lured Dempsey to spearhead the blackest mission in the history of US covert operations . . .

Dempsey stared at the Mage of Moscow, studying every detail of the man’s face. A thick silver goatee surrounded a slightly crooked mouth locked in a poker player’s grin. Rosacea dappled the Russian’s cheeks and nose, the product of countless harsh winters and too much vodka, Dempsey presumed. His gaze drifted up to the deep crow’s-feet—worry lines earned from a thousand life-or-death decisions—that framed eyes as dark and foreboding as a thunderstorm. Zhukov looked every bit the puppet master, and yet there was an immutable gravitas to the man that Dempsey felt ensnared by.

Makarov broke first, laughing with a theatrical bravado. “You can’t be serious? You want us to kill Petrov? You’re a very funny man.”

“Look at his face. Does he look like he’s joking?” Yuri said when Arkady didn’t answer.

Like a lawn mower running out of gas, Makarov sputtered and fell silent.

“Do you really think I would break the four of you out of IK-2 for a laugh? Nyet,” Arkady said, getting to his feet. He swept his gaze across them, as if to cement their status as a team. “Did you think your freedom comes without a cost?”

“I’m sorry, but I . . . I . . . I . . . think there has been a mistake,” Blaskovich stammered. “I can’t be a party to this.”

“I understand,” Arkady said, “but I can’t send you back to IK-2, nor can I allow you to wander the streets of Moscow. You wouldn’t make it through the day before the FSB rounded you up and extracted our location.”

Dempsey watched as the reality of the situation systematically dismantled whatever fantasy the young hacktivist harbored about returning to his old life.

“Now that I see you’re serious, why don’t you tell me who you really are?” Makarov said, his jovial bravado replaced by a hard scowl.

“Like I said, my name is Arkady Zhukov,” the spymaster said. “Son of the USSR, former KGB, mentor and confidant of Vladimir Petrov.”

Makarov scoffed. “You want us to believe you have access to Petrov’s inner circle? I say bullshit.”

“He’s telling the truth,” said the blond woman who’d escorted them up from the parking garage, taking her place at Arkady’s side.

“And who the fuck are you?” Makarov said.

“That is Tatia Lebedeva,” Narusov said, speaking for the first time. “Administrative assistant to President Petrov.”

Tatia nodded in confirmation.

“Why me?” Makarov asked, seemingly unable to break out of the paradigm that he, and not Alexy Narusov, was the most important man in the room.

“Because Rosomakha recruited you for his team,” Arkady said, using Dempsey’s prison nickname, signaling how intimately he knew the minutiae of Dempsey’s ordeal in IK-2.

“What?” the Vory boss said. “He didn’t recruit me; I recruited him!”

“I beg to differ. You, my friend, were never part of the plan.” Then, looking at Makarov and Blaskovich, he added, “You two are only here because Dempsey risked his life for you. Which means he must believe you will contribute in some meaningful way to the mission.”

“Is what this man says true?” Makarov said to Dempsey.

“Da. Assassinating Petrov is the job, but I would not have survived IK-2 without your help. I need you for this mission,” Dempsey said with a deferential nod to the Vory boss. Then he turned to Blaskovich. “Both of you.”

Blaskovich pressed his lips together and gave Dempsey a look that seemed to say, You lied to me.

Makarov clapped Blaskovich on his slumping shoulder. “Welcome to the suicide squad.”

“It has been a stressful day. I think we could use a vodka. Celebrate your freedom; then we talk more,” Arkady said and started toward a small, under-counter refrigerator with a silver tray and vodka glasses resting on top.

“I’ve got it,” Tatia said, stopping him with a hand on the arm.

“Thank you, Tatia,” the spymaster said and turned back to the group. “I know you have many questions, and those questions will all be answered, but first let’s get some housekeeping out of the way. Each of you will be assigned your own private room on this floor. As you can see, the building is under renovation and will provide the perfect cover for our operation. The accommodations are spartan, but compared to IK-2, I think you’ll have no complaints.”

“We need to talk,” Narusov said in a low voice to Arkady, his expression grim and his eyes ticking over to glance at Dempsey. “Alone.”

“First, we drink,” the spymaster said.

“The vodka is ready,” Tatia said, and the group relocated to stand in a semicircle around the mini fridge with seven 100 ml vodka glasses arranged in a ring on top. Each tiny glass was filled nearly to the top, and a bottle of Beluga Noble sat open in the middle.

Once everyone was served, Arkady raised his glass in a toast. “What we do, we do for Russia.”

“For Russia,” they echoed in the chorus.

Dempsey lifted the oversize shot glass to his lips and tipped the contents into his mouth. Despite being chilled, the vodka burned on the way down—a good burn. A beer drinker by choice, Dempsey didn’t know good vodka from bad, but he assumed that if this was the vodka Arkady drank, it had to be both authentic and quality.

Makarov grabbed the bottle and immediately refilled everyone’s glasses.

“To Rosomakha,” the Vory boss said, grinning at Dempsey. “For saving our lives while digging our graves. Fuck you, my crazy American brother.”

“To Rosomakha,” the Russians echoed with a collective laugh.

Dempsey downed his second glass, this one smoother than the last. He was already feeling the heat in his chest and swell in his head from the first double-shot pour, and adding a second double shot on top of that would have him swimmy in no time. Not a single drop of alcohol had passed his lips in six months. With his weight down and stomach empty, he needed to cut himself off if he wanted to keep his wits.

He nodded at Arkady and set his glass down on the mini fridge.

“Nyet. We have to finish the bottle,” Tatia of all people said, her clipped chastisement taking him by surprise.

“It’s bad form not to,” Yuri said. “How can a man like you not know this?”

Dempsey picked up his vodka glass, held it out for a refill, and for the first time in a long time uttered the Navy SEAL rallying cry, “Hooyah.”

They finished the bottle, and afterward the collective mood seemed much better than before. Despite himself, Dempsey found his gaze increasingly drawn from Arkady, whom he wanted to murder, to linger on Tatia, whom he wanted to—

“What are those two really plotting?” Makarov said, clapping Dempsey on the shoulder, interrupting his brooding and ogling.

Dempsey glanced at the drunk Vory boss and then over at Arkady and Alexy, who had moved out of earshot to have a private conversation. “Narusov is undoubtedly telling Zhukov that he doesn’t condone the assassination of Petrov and trying to convince the old man they can force regime change without resorting to murder. What do you think?”

“I think Narusov is telling our host that they have twelve hours to get his wife and daughter out of the country before Petrov finds them and guts them like pigs,” Makarov said with the certainty of a man who understood the vengeance game better than anyone.

“You’re probably right,” Dempsey said, noting the worry and desperation in the Russian activist’s eyes. “He’s like us. Willing to risk his own life and subject himself to pain and torture, but not willing to risk the lives of the ones he loves.”

“You know, Rosomakha, your Russian is much better when you’re drunk,” Makarov said through a laugh.

“Thank you.”

“But it still sucks,” Makarov added.

Dempsey chuckled despite himself. “Yeah, well, that’s only because your stupid language doesn’t make any fucking sense.”

“Ha! We say the same about English,” Makarov said, slurring his words a bit. Then, after a pause, he asked, “So tell me the truth. The plan is to replace Petrov with Narusov, is that it?”

Dempsey nodded.

Makarov grunted an affirmation. “This is the only way. Petrov is no different from any Vory boss. If you want a Pakhan’s power, you have to take it by force. Power only respects power. This is the most important rule you need to learn if you want to survive in Russia . . . but you already know this. You learned this lesson in IK-2. Isn’t that right, Rosomakha?”

Makarov’s comment prompted an epiphany in Dempsey’s mind, despite his intoxication.

“What are you smiling about?” Makarov asked.

“I couldn’t figure out why Zhukov left me to rot in IK-2 for so long. Near the end I was beginning to wonder if I’d ever get out. But it wasn’t about me. It was about Narusov.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about strategy,” Dempsey said. “That KGB bastard is so crafty. He needed Narusov to be broken enough that he’d be willing to compromise his moral compass, but not so broken that he lost the fire inside. The Alexy Narusov that went into IK-2, despite everything that Petrov had done to him and his family, was still playing by the rules. Zhukov needed the man who came out of IK-2 to understand that playing by the rules and beating Petrov are mutually exclusive.”

“Very clever. Very Russian,” Makarov said. “But there’s still something I don’t understand. Where do you fit into this picture? How did you really end up in IK-2?”

Dempsey clapped the Vory boss on the shoulder and met his eyes. “I volunteered.”

“Shut the fuck up. No way.”

“It’s true.”

“Why in God’s name would you do that?”

“For the opportunity to protect one man and the opportunity to kill another,” Dempsey said, staring at the future czar of Russia and the Rasputin whispering in his ear.

“So you love Russia that much? So much that you betray your own country and risk everything for ours? You wish to be part of this New Russia and no longer part of America?”

Dempsey didn’t answer, just pressed his lips into a tight line.

“I thought not,” Makarov said, grinning like the Cheshire cat, proud of his insight. “It is not about love or Russia, is it? You hate Petrov that much—enough to throw away your whole life?”

He shrugged but didn’t correct Makarov’s misperception.

“Is that why in the infirmary you asked me if I stood for or against Petrov?” Makarov asked.

“Da.”

“I hate him too, but that’s not the same as trying to assassinate him. Why should I help you with this crazy plan? It’s going to fail, and we’re all going to die—you know this, right?”

Dempsey considered the comment and realized the conversation had just presented him with an opportunity—an opportunity that men like Jarvis and Zhukov were masters of exploiting and men like him rarely recognized. Maybe it was the alcohol, or maybe it was his evolution. IK-2 had changed him. This mission had changed him. Alone, with no head shed to do the thinking for him, he had survived by collecting information, making alliances, and planning ahead. In Russia, he didn’t have Task Force Ember to support him, so he’d taken steps to build a Russian Ember analogue. Makarov could never replace Dan Munn, but something in Dempsey’s gut told him the Vory boss would make a helluva pinch hitter for his wingman here in Moscow. He needed Makarov committed and motivated.

“We’ll probably die,” he said, “but if we don’t, Narusov will owe you a debt that can never be repaid. If we succeed, can you imagine the business opportunities that will be available to you and your enterprise under the new regime?”

He saw the spark catch fire in the Vory boss’s mind.

“I could become a billionaire . . . an oligarch . . .” Makarov said, trailing off. “I would be untouchable, and I could make all my enemies pay.”

Dempsey nodded. “Do you have men you trust who can help us—shooters, preferably former Spetsnaz or similar? We may need to round out the team if the silver fox over there can’t.”

“Da. I already have a couple of guys in mind.”

“And they won’t balk at the prospect of treason?”

“Ha! In Russia, unless it’s Petrov’s idea, it’s all treason,” Makarov said with a laugh. “Nyet, these men owe me a blood debt. They will die for me if it comes to that.”

Dempsey looked from Arkady to Tatia, who was talking with Blaskovich and Yuri. She must have felt his gaze because she turned her chin and locked eyes with him. He nodded at her, and she responded with something almost resembling a smile.

“I would stay away from that one, Rosomakha,” Makarov said, leaning in.

“Why’s that?” Dempsey asked, his drunken curiosity piqued.

“Is it not obvious? All you have to do is look at her. She’ll fuck you like an angel, then rip your heart out and eat it for breakfast.”

Dempsey snorted a laugh as a flashbulb memory of Elinor Jordan popped into his mind, an Israeli Seventh Order double agent and the last woman he’d been with.

“What’s this laugh for?”

“Been there, done that,” he said, not sure the meaning of the idiom survived his translation.

“Then good luck, my friend. There is still an hour before the sun comes up.”

Dempsey shook his head. “Might be fun, but Tatia Lebedeva is not the mission. Besides, I need to sleep off this vodka. Tomorrow the real work begins. Good night, Pakhan,” he said, using Makarov’s honorific, which pleased the Russian.

“Good night, Rosomakha.”

Dempsey nodded at Arkady and made his way toward the apartment door to leave. He didn’t know which apartment was his, but in his inebriated state, he decided it didn’t matter. He’d take the first available unit and sleep until his bladder woke him. He’d made it as far as the hallway when a hand on his shoulder stopped him.

He turned.

Tatia.

“Where do you think you’re going?” she asked, her speech as clear and crisp as if she’d been drinking still water rather than vodka.

“To get some sleep,” he said, his voice little more than a growl.

“This way,” she said and made a left turn. She walked ahead of him, stopping at an apartment four doors down the hall and unlocking a conventional tumbler lock with a brass key she carried.

“Good night, Mr. Dempsey,” she said, pushing the door open and stepping aside.

He paused in front of her, so close he could smell her perfume and see the mascara on her eyelashes. “I’ll take the key,” he said, holding out his palm.

“Not tonight,” she said with an amused smile.

“After everything I’ve gone through, Arkady still doesn’t trust me?”

“Protocol for the time being,” she said. “We don’t want anybody wandering off or doing something stupid . . . on account of the vodka, that is.”

Several moronic quips came to mind, but he was too tired and sexually deprived to torture himself with pointless flirtation and wordplay. Whatever he said or did now, he was guaranteed to regret it in the morning. With a grunt, he inhaled her scent, turned, and shut the door in the face of the most exquisitely beautiful woman he’d ever seen.

How long had it been since he’d been touched by a woman, since he’d let himself be touched? Since that night with Elinor Jordan in Tehran, when they’d stripped themselves bare for each other. Not simply naked in body but stripped naked of their NOCs, their allegiances, and the emotional armor they wore to shield themselves from the unforgiving world they operated in. And he had given himself to her, and she to him, like only two lonely kindred spirits could. There had been a purity in that night—a purity he suspected he would never experience again.

Because I don’t want to let anybody else in . . .

Love is poison.

He heard the lock click behind him as he surveyed the unfinished apartment—and perhaps his new prison. Not that a door or dead bolt could contain the Tier One operator he had once been . . .

Would always be.

No, he was a prisoner of the mission, nothing more.

Spying a lone mattress on the floor in the living room, he stumbled to it and collapsed onto it without bothering to take off any of his clothes. His breathing slowed, becoming rhythmic and heavy as he wondered if Tatia Lebedeva had slept with Petrov. Obviously, he thought, which is why she wants him dead. The Russian beauty had a certain stoic confidence and toughness to her, but she was no Elizabeth Grimes.

“Don’t worry, Lizzie,” he murmured into his pillow as sleep took him. “You could kick her bony ass in two seconds flat.”


Chapter 20

inside the westfield mall of scandinavia

across the street from vattenfall headquarters

solna municipality, sweden

1145 local time

Grimes crossed her legs at the knee, took a sip of the tea she had bought at a kiosk, and checked her phone. If not for the SIG Sauer P365 subcompact concealed beneath her pale-blue sweater inside the waistband of her white skinny jeans, she would be any other worker bee enjoying some quiet time over her lunch break.

“Alright, here she comes,” Wang said in her ear from the Elite Palace Hotel room serving as their TOC, just two and a half miles away to the southeast. Solna wasn’t even really a suburb of Stockholm, as far as she could tell. Urban sprawl resulted in the two municipalities coalescing, and the only way to know you’d left one for the other was the signs marking the spots. “She just left the Espresso House on the Målbron walking bridge. Few minutes to your pos.”

“Pretty predictable for a Russian superspy, don’t you think?” Munn grumbled on the channel, and she smiled, pretending to be reading something amusing on her newsfeed. Munn had made it clear to the group, often and loudly, that he didn’t believe Klara Berg was a Zeta. Berg certainly didn’t act much like an operative, Grimes had to agree. But Buz Wilson was right—wasn’t that what you’d expect? Hiding in plain view meant acting like everyone else. That had been the key to Zeta success, right? Other Zetas Ember had dispatched—college professor Eric Habicht in Berlin came to mind—appeared boring and predictable in their NOCs until the instant they were activated.

“Let’s keep the chatter down, One,” Wilson said softly. “Get the tracker planted and let time fill in the blanks.”

“Good Lord, just give me a straight-up gunfight,” Munn added, getting in the last word.

Wilson let him.

“At the door,” Wang said in her ear.

Grimes reached into the pocket of her sweater and let the tiny tracking device stick to her finger. Only a quarter the size of a US postage stamp, the micro-GPS device was practically transparent and thinner than a piece of paper. Wang had explained how the energy supply worked—something about ionized molecules in the air—but she didn’t care. What mattered to her were the tactical bits. The tech was experimental, the battery would last up to seventy-two hours, and the bug had a microphone that could be remotely activated and drained the battery more quickly than GPS tracking alone. They had tech in place to spy on Berg’s apartment and office, but once this was on her person, they would have coverage everywhere else.

For seventy-two hours, hopefully.

She rose, protecting the tiny device with her left hand while she adjusted her fake eyeglasses with her right. In her peripheral vision, she saw Berg closing. For her part, Berg paid Grimes no mind, apparently lost in thought, her latte in her right hand. As the woman passed, Grimes swerved, crashing into Berg and stumbling. With her left hand, Grimes grabbed Berg’s upper arm to keep her from falling and squeezed—the pressure causing hairlike spikes on the bug to latch on like a fly’s legs to the fabric on the back of Berg’s coat sleeve.

“Apologies,” Grimes said, teasing out her best Irish accent. “I was looking at me phone and not paying attention . . . Do you speak English?”

“Yes, yes,” Berg answered, a tight smile on her face as she shifted her dripping latte to her other hand, flicking coffee from her right. “Accidents happen. It is quite okay. Really.”

“I always complain about the kids on their phones, but look at me,” Grimes said with a chuckle, picking up her phone from where she’d dropped it. “I need to put this thing away and pay attention to the world.”

“Yes, we all could stand less screen time, I imagine,” Berg said, seemingly trying to tamp down her annoyance.

“Can I buy you a replacement coffee at least?” Grimes asked, making eye contact.

“That won’t be necessary. I only lost a few drops. If you could please excuse me, I’m in a hurry.”

In the moment before she gave a curt nod and pushed past her, Grimes saw something flicker in the woman’s eyes—something familiar and out of place.

Worry? Fear?

No, what she had seen was vigilance—the vigilance and awareness of an operative. It was something only another operative would ever notice. She watched Berg stride away and waited for her to look back, but she never did.

No. She’s far too well trained to do that.

“Sorry again!” Grimes called loudly to Berg’s back, which was not something a spy would do—shouting in a public place and drawing attention—which was why it was the right play here.

“Good job, Lizzie,” Munn said in her ear. “Now we can hear what she says to her cats.”

“She’s not a cat lady,” Wang said.

“I was making a joke, dude,” Munn said and sighed.

“I know,” Wang snapped defensively. “Me too.”

“See you at the pickup, Two,” Munn said.

She exited the mall toward the southernmost Rästa Strandväg traffic circle to begin her long series of switchbacks and feints to clear her six. She knew full well that did little to protect them from peering eyes from above, but Baldwin had reassured her that they were working with the experts in northern Virginia to tell whether Russian drones or satellites were peering down on them. But she also knew that this wasn’t like slipping away from the Taliban in Pakistan—the Russians had nearly the same technology and abilities as they did.

Two taxis and an Uber later, she entered the parking garage on the campus of Sophiahemmet University, just across from the Stockholm Olympic Stadium. With as casual a glance as possible, she checked for ticks, then slipped into the passenger seat of the gray Volvo S60. Munn, who was sitting in the driver’s seat, gave her a tight smile and a nod, then pulled out of the parking spot. He exited the garage and took a moderately circuitous route to leave campus.

A moment later Wang was in their earpieces. “You look clear.”

“Two,” Grimes replied, her call sign serving as a simple acknowledgment.

“Romeo Tango Bravo,” Wilson said, the acronym for return to base.

“On our way,” Munn said, turning the Volvo left onto Odengatan, westbound for the short drive back to the Elite Palace Hotel. Once they’d merged with traffic, he glanced at her. “So what kind of lattes do Zetas drink? Did you get a good look at her cup?” he asked, his voice ripe with sarcasm. But he was grinning, and she knew he was trying out the fraternal, bullshit banter he and Dempsey used to do.

That made her happy and sad at the same time.

“I’m pretty sure it was vanilla,” she said with a grin, trying to be what Munn needed.

He chuckled, and they rode in silence until the road curved into Karlbergsvägen.

“Baldwin’s algorithm has her pegged for a Zeta,” he said, the comment signaling that Munn must have sensed the same thing she had about Berg’s perfect tradecraft.

“Ian and the boys are rarely wrong,” she said, her mind going back to that moment at the airport in Odessa when Jarvis had ordered her to stand down with Zhukov in her crosshairs. “If Berg is Zeta, maybe we get another shot at Arkady.”

The words almost stuck in her throat, and Munn reached out and squeezed her arm.

“Not your fault, Lizzie,” he said. “No shot is no shot.”

She nodded. That’s right. It’s not my fault. It never was my fault . . . It’s Jarvis’s fault.

“This isn’t over. You’ll get another shot . . . promise.”

She shook off the vitriol. “If he’s still alive.”

“Oh, he’s still alive alright,” Munn said.

She looked at him as he entered the parking garage and backed the Volvo into a spot. “You think so?”

“Definitely.”

“Why?”

“Because he’s a slippery son of a bitch who would have had a contingency plan in the event things went to hell,” he said, putting the transmission in park. “But also because it wouldn’t be fair.”

“What wouldn’t be fair?”

He turned off the motor. “If that piece of shit Petrov killed Zhukov instead of me.”

Not if I get him first.

They walked together into the hotel and made their way to the executive suite the team was using as a TOC. Munn buzzed them in with a key card from his pocket. Inside they found Wang at a desk, his left ear exposed where he’d pushed his headphones back. His chin was pressed into an upturned hand, and he looked bored as he tracked and listened to Berg.

“She is soooo boring,” he whined.

“Is he always like this?” Lewis asked from a bright-purple, highly modern chair.

“Always,” Grimes said.

Wilson, who was working on a sofa, hunched over to reach his laptop on a coffee table, looked up. “You good, Elizabeth?”

“Fine,” she said. “I presume the bug is working?”

“Like a charm,” he said. “Nice work placing it.”

She nodded.

Munn scowled as he looked around for a place to sit. “I hate this modern-furniture Ikea shit. Screw it, I’m going to the gym.”

“I’ll go with you,” Prescott said with an exaggerated groan as he unfolded himself from his own form-over-function chair. “Come on, Tracy,” he said to his fellow newbie.

“Anything’s better than hanging out here watching Wang work,” Luka Martin said, rising from his chair and using air quotes for the word work.

“Alright, looks like SAD is hitting the gym,” Grimes added, feeling that the team needed a group activity to shake off their funk, and exercise always did that. “Let’s all change and meet by the elevators.”

“I’ll stay here with Richard,” Wilson said from the couch. “We have a status call with Director Casey scheduled, but I’ll handle it. You guys go.”

“Gym!” Munn said, arm rising over his head, fist closed. “And sauna after, so bring a suit. It’s coed, and we don’t want Grimes to be intimidated.”

“Not a chance,” she said, happy to see Munn a little less morose. Maybe the soul-baring talk they’d had at his apartment the other night had been cathartic for him. Or maybe he was putting on a show. It didn’t matter either way. The team needed it.

They needed him.

It was time to move on.

Dempsey wasn’t coming back, and Dan had big shoes to fill.


Chapter 21

maryina roshcha district safe house

moscow

1239 local time

Dempsey woke disoriented and with a throbbing headache.

“Where the fuck am I?” he grumbled as he scanned the unfamiliar room with its empty walls and unadorned windows. Some sort of drape hung outside the windows, blocking his view and dimming the bright sunshine beyond. He’d slept well into the morning, if not the afternoon, making today the first time he’d slept in past 0600 and not been roused by the Russian national anthem in months.

Oh yeah, now I remember . . . Arkady’s Moscow safe house.

The unfinished, unfurnished apartment the Russian spymaster had provided looked to be in the final stages of construction. The drywall was mudded and sanded but not yet painted. The bare plywood floor looked ready for tile or carpet, and unfinished cabinets stacked in the kitchenette were ready for mounting. Temporary light fixtures dangled from wires at several locations in the ceiling.

Desperately in need of rehydration, Dempsey wandered in the direction of what he presumed was the bathroom. If the plumbing doesn’t work, I’m outa here . . .

To his relief the bathroom had a working toilet, shower, and sink, which he verified in turn. After relieving himself, he turned on the cold-water spigot and washed his face in the sink basin. Next, he filled a plastic cup, which had been thoughtfully provided along with a packaged toothbrush and new tube of toothpaste. He downed two glasses of water, then scrubbed his teeth and tongue to remove a taste that could best be described as dead animal from his mouth. A vanity mirror had not been provided, something which irritated him at first but then he decided was a blessing. Hungover assface was the last thing he needed staring back at him.

His stomach growled. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten. Dinner in Sector A two days ago? Hopefully, Arkady had food for them.

Probably time to go say good morning to the gang . . . This ought to be interesting.

He’d slept in his clothes and boots, his hair had been buzzed at IK-2, and he’d already brushed his teeth, so there was really nothing to do but wander across the hall. A blurry memory of a beautiful woman locking him in last night bubbled to the surface as he strode toward the apartment door.

What was her name again? Tatia? Yeah, that was it. Thank God I didn’t try to sleep with her. Did I sleep with her? No—no way . . . I definitely would remember that, he babbled to himself as he tried the door handle and thankfully found it unlocked. He paused a moment to listen before opening it. He was unarmed and in the most vulnerable position of his career.

I’m an American fugitive, an escaped prisoner from IK-2 hanging out in the heart of Moscow and collaborating with a political dissident, a Vory mob boss, and a murderous spymaster to assassinate the Russian President . . . What’s there to worry about?

Hearing nothing, he pulled open the door and stepped into the empty hallway. The spring-loaded hinges closed the door behind him with a thud as he strode toward the apartment a few doors down where he vaguely remembered gathering last night. On the door he found a handwritten note that read, Breakfast in the unit to the left.

“Hmm, that’s probably a good sign,” he murmured and walked next door, where he once again paused and listened. This time he heard casual conversation and clinking dishes on the other side of the slab. He let himself into the apartment.

“Good morning, sleepyhead,” Makarov said in Russian, grinning at Dempsey with his gold teeth from where he sat at a rectangular dining table with Narusov, Blaskovich, Ivanov, and Zhukov. The only person missing was Tatia, whose surname he couldn’t remember.

Dempsey grunted an acknowledgment.

“There are pastries and coffee on the buffet table,” Narusov said, greeting him with a smile.

Dempsey nodded and went straight to fix himself a plate, pleased to find there was more than just pastries and coffee to pick from. The brunch spread included sliced meats, cheeses, lox, and fresh fruit, in addition to an assortment of muffins and Danishes. Grinning with anticipation, Dempsey filled two plates with food and joined the Russians at the table.

“Good, huh?” Yuri said with a laugh as Dempsey set about the serious business of stuffing his face.

“Fucking delicious,” he said absently in English around a mouthful of ham and Havarti.

“Yes, it’s gourmet dining compared to the slop they fed us in IK-2,” Blaskovich said. Despite the heavy bags under his eyes, the young hacktivist no longer wore the panicked, terror-stricken expression of a caged animal that he had last night. In fact, the atmosphere in the room almost had a zen-like quality, as if each man had reconciled the reality of the situation and privately come to terms with their fate.

“Yeah, this is the first real food I’ve had in six months. I didn’t realize how starved for protein my body was,” Dempsey said, but that was a lie. He was acutely aware of how much muscle mass he’d lost in prison and how much time and training it would take him to get back to baseline.

“Now that we are all rested, fed, and assembled,” Arkady began, “I must know if any of you are emotionally or morally incapable of carrying out the task we mean to undertake.”

No one said anything.

“I’ll take your silence as a no. Then it’s settled,” the spymaster said, knitting his fingers together and resting his hands on the table. “Does anyone have any questions before we begin?”

Still chewing, Dempsey said, “If they haven’t already completed the job, the Spetssvyaz is certainly reconstructing our escape exfil via recorded satellite imagery. I imagine that sometime within the next twelve to seventy-two hours Petrov will dispatch a team of operators to take this building and us along with it.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve taken care of this problem,” Arkady said, unperturbed by Dempsey’s mention of the Spetssvyaz—the intelligence branch of the Federalnaya Sluzhba Okhrany, a.k.a. the FSO.

“How did you take care of it?”

“That’s not your concern.”

“How?” Dempsey said again, not content to be brushed off with vagaries.

“The time and day of the prison break were planned months in advance based on satellite position, daily tasking, and routine maintenance. Only one satellite had coverage of IK-2 at the time of the breakout,” Arkady said and, with a little lip curl, added, “and it seems all the archive data for a six-hour period around the event was corrupted. Zero electronic communication was utilized by Yuri, myself, or any of the other principals involved in the breakout. The Spetssvyaz will try to reconstruct what happened, but I assure you they have little to work with. It’s the SBP we need to worry about, but we will discuss this later.”

“Will this building serve as our base of operations for the duration of the mission?” Dempsey pressed.

“This property is best suited, but we have four available locations in strategic positions around Moscow. Maybe we play the shell game; maybe we don’t. It all depends on what sort of pressure the FSO brings to bear.”

Dempsey nodded, satisfied for now with that answer. The man had successfully orchestrated the escape from IK-2 and gotten them this far. And from having gone toe to toe with Zeta, Dempsey knew the Russian spymaster was a true tactician who played the long game and was used to moving chess pieces all over the world.

“Any other concerns?” Arkady asked. When no one spoke, he produced a file folder and pulled out a black-and-white surveillance picture of Vladimir Petrov surrounded by a cadre of bodyguards. “Let us begin. The man we are going to kill is the most protected and paranoid man on the planet. There have been over a dozen unpublicized attempts on Petrov’s life that I’m aware of and probably a half dozen more that I’m not . . . They have all failed miserably. Over the next several weeks, we will study these cases and learn why. But first, we start with the basics. Petrov’s longevity is a product of three elements: power, preparation, and paranoia. We will discuss each in turn . . .”

Dempsey glanced at Narusov, who’d survived multiple assassination attempts himself—the most recent of which was a poisoning when SVR operatives broke into his hotel room and laced his underwear with Novichok nerve agent. Unlike Petrov, Narusov didn’t have a billion-dollar state intelligence and security apparatus protecting him and primed to do his bidding. He had survived this long because of his singular will to live and the help of foreign doctors and lawyers who defied the Russian state to protect and heal him. Since Dempsey had enlisted in the Navy and become a SEAL, he’d brought his fists and his SIG Sauer to every fight. He couldn’t imagine going into battle with nothing but his words and his will.

“We start first with power,” Arkady continued. “In this respect, as a modern dictator, Petrov has no equal. He singularly exerts control over all elements of the Russian Federation’s government and infrastructure. This control can either be direct, through the military and government agencies, or indirect, through loyal intermediaries in positions of power in media, finance, the judiciary, the police, the transportation and energy sectors. And if this were not enough, he is one of the richest men in the world with a private fortune worth over two hundred billion US dollars. This number is impossible to verify because his wealth is a product of corruption, theft, and extortion, but rest assured the money is real. This fortune is hidden in plain sight. There is nothing Petrov cannot buy, but most of the time he doesn’t have to. Why pay for something when you can take it?”

“Petrov is a cancer,” Blaskovich said with vitriol. “Any voice that stands against him is silenced. Ninety-one independent media outlets operating in Russia have been labeled as ‘foreign agents’ by the Kremlin. This status allows Petrov to shut them down with the snap of his fingers if their reporting runs counter to the narrative he wants. The Memorial Human Rights Center, our oldest and most respected human rights organization, was just shut down last week. This is a very big deal.”

“I’m not familiar with the Memorial Human Rights Center,” Dempsey said.

“It maintains a record of all political prisoners who are charged and incarcerated by the Russian state. The world knows about my imprisonment in IK-2 because I have a global platform. But for men like Gevorg,” Narusov said with a nod to Blaskovich, “courageous activists who fight hard but are unknown, the human rights center maintains a record of all imprisonments. It is one of the few ways to track protesters and activists who have been locked away. Also, they keep a record of human rights violations and atrocities committed by those in power. Without it, when Petrov and his corrupt courts disappear someone, there will be no public record.”

“This center had another important mission, which was to remind the Russian people of the dangers of autocracy,” Blaskovich said. “Was Stalin a hero or a mass murderer? People’s perception of men like Stalin depends on who writes the history and who has access to the truth. Petrov claims he disdains Stalinism, but he has erased the Great Terror from our textbooks. He is turning back the clock, using Soviet-era tactics to repress all dissenting voices. The human rights center was established after the fall of the Soviet Union to document abuses of power. By shutting it down, Petrov is recasting history to his liking.”

“What’s your opinion on this development?” Dempsey asked, turning to Arkady.

“What Alexy and Gevorg describe is accurate,” the spymaster said, nodding.

I didn’t ask if it’s accurate; I asked for your opinion, Dempsey thought, zeroing in on Arkady’s deflection.

“It is another example of Petrov using his power to crush dissent and organizations that attempt to hold him accountable,” Arkady continued. “Over the past decade, he has reorganized and refined the institutions of the Russian government to promote and protect his position of power. Let’s talk specifically about the Federalnaya Sluzhba Okhrany, the government agency chartered with protecting the President and other high-ranking state officials. In the West it’s known as the Federal Protective Service, but here in Russia we simply refer to it as the FSO.” Arkady focused his gaze on Dempsey. “As an American, you may be tempted to imagine the FSO as an analogue for the Secret Service, but that would be a mistake. There is no direct comparison for the FSO in the US government. A more appropriate comparison would be if you combined Homeland Security and the Secret Service into a single entity. It is simply enormous—over fifty thousand uniformed personnel and another ten thousand plainclothes assets and contractors working in relative anonymity. Under the umbrella of the FSO exist multiple entities of concern that will work tirelessly to predict and thwart our plans. The first and most important of these entities is the Presidential Security Service, a.k.a. the SBP. The job of the SBP is simple: to protect Petrov and his family.”

“And the prime minister,” Yuri interjected.

Arkady chuckled. “Ah yes, and the prime minister. We must not forget about him.”

“I guess the SBP forgot to show up for work that day in Kiev,” Dempsey said, throwing a not-so-subtle jab at Arkady by mentioning the Zeta-led assassination in the Ukrainian capital that took the lives of the US Vice President, Russian prime minister, and Ukrainian President last September.

Arkady’s eyes flashed with indignation for a millisecond, but Dempsey caught it. “Da, and the same could be said for the US Secret Service that day. It seems there were intelligence failures on both sides.”

Dempsey tensed. Don’t do it, John, he told himself. Don’t take the bait. He forced a tight, closed-lipped smile. “Plenty of blame to go around, that’s for sure.”

Arkady frowned momentarily, then turned his attention to the folder on the table and produced a second photograph. “This is Colonel Dimitry Zoltov, the head of SBP. Zoltov is a Russian Army officer who rose in the ranks of the Main Intelligence Directorate, where he came to Petrov’s attention. Petrov plucked him from GRU and made him chief of the Psychological Security Department—the intelligence branch of the SBP—where Zoltov worked for two years before being tapped to take over SBP. Zoltov is ambitious, calculating, and blindly loyal to Petrov. He is also the likely successor to Oleg Korzchev, who currently leads the FSO and is rumored to have lost Petrov’s confidence . . .”

Arkady produced a photograph of Korzchev and set it next to Zoltov’s picture.

“Two other important things you need to know. First, Zoltov and Korzchev hate each other. We will inflame and exploit this situation in the weeks leading up to our operation. The more animus and suspicion we can foment in the upper echelon, the more distracted they will be. When Zoltov and Korzchev disagree, Petrov is less likely to listen to either of them. This is what we want.”

“What’s the second thing?” Makarov asked, his interest seemingly more piqued by the interpersonal politics of the Kremlin insiders than by the organizational details.

“The second thing is that Zoltov is fucking Korzchev’s wife.”

Makarov let out a whistle. “Does Korzchev know?”

Arkady’s lips curled into a vulpine grin as he put another picture on the table—an attractive brunette who looked twenty years Korzchev’s junior. “He does not, but we’re going to make sure he finds out at the worst possible time.”

“Two pit bulls, blinded by rage and jealousy,” Makarov said. “I love this plan.”

“Remember, I said Petrov’s longevity is a product of three elements: power, preparation, and paranoia. Let’s move on to the second component—preparation,” Arkady said. “What makes the SBP so formidable is not simply its size or funding but the amount of preparation that goes into protecting the President. This obsession with preparation and attention to detail comes straight from the top and defines Petrov’s approach to everything. For example, before Petrov travels anywhere, an advance team is sent to scout and secure the location. For foreign travel, the preparations begin three to four months in advance. Surveillance, wiretapping, search and seizure of personal property, signal jamming, and hacking phones and networks are standard operating procedure for the SBP. In Moscow they have surveillance cameras and physical outposts everywhere. They can control traffic. They can detain or arrest anyone, anytime, without due process.”

“Like this is news to us,” Makarov said with a snort.

“Petrov’s security detail is composed of four rings of protection. The inner ring is his bodyguards. Only males thirty-five years or younger, in peak physical condition, with perfect vision, a height between one hundred and seventy-five and one hundred and ninety centimeters, and weight between seventy-five and ninety kilos are eligible. They are all trained rigorously in close-quarters combat, marksmanship, and threat-assessment psychology. They carry the SR1MP Vektor pistol that fires armor-piercing SP10 bullets, which can penetrate thirty layers of Kevlar and punch through steel plates.”

“I’m familiar with the weapon,” Dempsey said of the Russian pistol, which was vaunted for its reliability but also faulted for its long trigger pull.

“What is the second ring?” Makarov asked.

Arkady looked at Dempsey. “Do you know, John?”

“The second ring is plainclothes operatives moving among the crowd. The third ring is probably perimeter control, and the fourth is overwatch,” Dempsey said, making an educated guess.

“That’s correct. Continue, please,” Arkady said, motioning for Dempsey to demonstrate his tactical knowledge for the others.

“The first ring is overt by design: dark suits, earpieces, sunglasses, briefcases—all the stuff you imagine when picturing a bodyguard. They want to be noticed,” Dempsey explained. “They want to project power and signal to everyone that there’s a stout security presence. The other rings take the opposite approach and hide in plain sight. To the untrained eye, they are completely invisible. Their job is to incapacitate or kill the threat before a move can be made.”

“Yes, I see. In some of my operations, I have used two rings of protection. It makes sense that Petrov has four. What does this word overwatch mean?” Makarov asked, repeating the only English word Dempsey had used.

“Overwatch is composed of snipers and spotters,” Dempsey said. “For a Presidential detail, they’ll be positioned on rooftops or other strategic elevated positions with lines on the area where the package is traveling but also with visibility of locations identified to be high risk during the pre-op threat-assessment perspective.”

“How do you know all this?”

Dempsey gave Makarov a closed-lipped smile. “You remember when I told you about my old life? Well, let’s just say I’m very familiar with VIP-protection protocols.”

Makarov smiled back. “Good, you can anticipate their movements and strategy.”

“There’s a fifth ring, but nobody talks about it,” Arkady said, taking back control of the discussion.

“A fifth ring?” Dempsey said, cocking an eyebrow.

“Da, it’s unofficial of course, but it is a big problem for us. I mentioned it earlier—the Psychological Security Department of the SBP. This group is responsible for threat profiling. They conduct human intelligence operations, along with psycho-statistical analyses on all persons whose orbit has the potential to intersect Petrov. Everyone in this room is on their radar now. Some of you”—his gaze ticked to Narusov—“have been on their radar for a very long time.”

“And what about you?” Blaskovich asked. “Are you on their radar?”

Arkady chuckled. “Always.”

“So you’re being actively surveilled?” Dempsey asked.

“As of this moment, there is no FSO detail watching me. But that could change any minute, which is why I have a small but excellent countersurveillance team working for me.”

“What about Tatia?”

The spymaster pursed his lips. “Petrov is a jealous and insecure man, and as such, he keeps a very close eye on Tatia. I don’t know the next time you’ll see her. We are careful with the frequency and timing of all travel to and from this location, so you better get used to this place because you’re going to be seeing a lot of it.”

“Compared to IK-2, this is the Ritz-Carlton,” Yuri said. “I don’t think you’ll hear any complaints from this lot.”

Yuri still thinks of us as inmates, Dempsey thought, analyzing the comment. Either he doesn’t realize the power dynamic has shifted, or he doesn’t want to recognize it.

“The accommodations are more than satisfactory,” Narusov said, answering for the group with the self-assured pragmatism that defined the man. “It’s warm, we have food and coffee, and we’re allowed to speak our minds. It is good.”

Dempsey nodded in agreement.

“I’m ready to hear the third pillar,” Makarov said, once again signaling that what interested him most about this entire endeavor was the human component.

“A perfect segue,” Arkady said, pushing back from the table to stand and walk as he talked. “I have known Vladimir Petrov for over thirty years, and during that time I have witnessed what can only be described as a prescient approach to self-preservation. We’ve talked about how his position of power and preparation factor into the equation, but if I had to pick one thing that has kept Petrov alive and in control for all these years, it’s his deep-seated and omnipresent paranoia. This is a man who believes that everyone—and I mean everyone—is plotting his demise. Every world leader, every businessman, every friend, every lover—in Petrov’s mind they all want to see him fall from grace. Now I know what you’re thinking—how is it possible that such a psychopathology does not undermine his effectiveness as a tactician and a leader? After all, paranoid people are prone to isolationist thinking, myopic paradigms, and conspiratorial dogma, but this is not the case with Petrov. Ironically, the weaknesses normally associated with such paranoia are canceled out by Petrov’s pathological narcissism. His god complex gives him the confidence to surround himself with loyal sycophants who run every single one of his concerns to ground. They punish anyone who threatens his status or safety, and they are rewarded with money, promotion, or real estate in exchange for their loyalty. Everyone in the network is incentivized to rat out everyone else, thereby making it impossible to build a coalition against him from within.”

“How do you know all this?” Makarov asked.

Arkady stopped pacing and hesitated a moment. “Because I created him. Petrov was my protégé and my mistake. Now it is time to undo what I have done. Not only for Russia but for the world.”

“And you intend to install Narusov in his place?” the Vory boss asked.

The spymaster nodded. “Da, and the clock is ticking. Right now Petrov is preparing for war. Instead of learning a lesson from his last attempt to reclaim southern Ukraine, the failure has had the opposite effect. Petrov believes the mistake he made was not going big enough. He’s done with proxy wars and little green men. He’s too impatient for a piecemeal approach, and he’s emboldened by what he sees as a divided Europe and a politically fractured United States. From day one in office, revanchism has been his guiding principle. He will not rest until he has reclaimed every square kilometer of territory lost in the fall of the Soviet Union.”

“Is that Petrov’s guiding principle or yours?” Dempsey said, suddenly compelled to poke the bear. “After all, you said it yourself: Petrov is your creation.”

Instead of getting rattled by the comment, Arkady simply nodded. “An astute observation, my friend. I would be lying if I said I did not harbor aspirations for Russia to rise on the world stage—to regain her former glory and might. But unlike Petrov, I am a realist. The Soviet Union is gone. It will never return. We cannot turn back the clock to communism or the Cold War. However, that does not mean Russia cannot and should not rise. It also does not mean that the people of Russia do not deserve more, that they do not deserve better leadership.”

Dempsey suppressed a smile. He was a door kicker; discussing geopolitics and philosophy had never been his thing. Hell, most of the time he was lucky to string together a grammatically correct sentence, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t recognize a master at work. In that moment, Arkady reminded him of Jarvis. The Russian had somehow managed to take Dempsey’s kill shot, turn it around midflight, and send it hurtling back at him.

“I’ve never understood how someone could have so much and still not be satisfied,” Blaskovich said, the conversation having struck a nerve with the young hacktivist. “Petrov is the richest leader in the world. Russia is the largest country on Earth, and he is in control. What will it take to satisfy his ego? Why is he always trying to take more? Must hundreds of thousands of innocent people die so he can draw a new line on a map?”

“For a man like Petrov, the world is not enough,” Arkady said. “His soul was twisted and hardened by the collapse of the USSR. He has internalized this humiliation, made it personal, and projected it onto the nation. It is not Gorbachev’s shame but every Russian’s shame. And in Petrov’s mind he alone can undo what has been done. That is what we are witnessing now with his Stalinist revival program and counterreformist policies. Petrov is priming the public for what comes next.”

“Which is what exactly?” Dempsey asked, meeting the spymaster’s gaze.

“War with the West,” Arkady said, simply.

After a long silence, Narusov spoke, his self-assured charisma thawing the chill in the room. “This plan is not how I imagined regime change should happen. When I started my crusade fifteen years ago, I promised myself that, no matter how tempting, I would never resort to Petrovian tactics to displace him. I am not a pacifist, but I am a moral man. I would rather be a martyr than a hypocrite. And yet here I am . . . because now I understand Petrov would rather burn the whole world to ashes than cede power for even a second. He is more than a menace, more than a dictator, more than a sociopathic murderer—he is an existential threat to humanity. Which means I have no choice but to become the Machiavellian monster I swore I never would. Whatever it takes to end his reign, I will lead the vanguard.”

Everyone nodded solemnly.

“It seems we are all in agreement,” Arkady said. Then, with a flicker of fire in his eyes, he added, “We have one month to prepare. Take the rest of the day to rest your minds and nourish your bodies because tomorrow . . . it begins.”


Chapter 22

luxury apartment overlooking lake mälaren

kungsholmen district

stockholm, sweden

1745 local time

She was made.

It was the look on the woman’s face—brief but unmistakable. Later she confirmed she’d been tagged—the device looked like a little square of cloth but was more rigid on careful inspection—attached to the sleeve of her overcoat. She left it in place, of course.

Klara fumbled with her keys with her right hand, her work case over her shoulder, and the white plastic bag of delicious Lebanese takeaway from Café Corniche dangling from her left hand. She unlocked and kicked the door open with her foot to keep from dumping everything onto the floor. After setting everything down on her small dining table, she returned to the door to secure twin dead bolt locks.

Her mind was spinning, as it had been all day, even as she kept her face neutral and impassive. There was no question they had listening devices and probably cameras in her apartment, and she must assume her office was being monitored as well. She’d swept her phone in the office and been relieved to find it did not appear to be violated, but she must nonetheless act as if it were. The Americans constantly came up with new ways to spy with smaller and less detectable footprints.

And it must surely be the Americans.

The Swedes were nowhere near sophisticated enough in their spycraft to have broken her NOC. Even the growing fields of corporate and industrial espionage had not elevated the neutral country’s spy technology and abilities much above those the Americans possessed in the 1990s. And that woman, despite her nearly flawless accent, was no more Irish than Klara Berg was Swedish.

If it was the Americans surveilling her, then her prospects were not encouraging. Most likely, it meant that she had been marked for death. She didn’t know all the details—because Arkady had chosen not to share them with her—but she knew for certain the Americans had been hunting Zetas with great success. Instead of simply identifying Russian sleepers, the Americans were eliminating them—a practice not even used at the height of the Cold War.

For the first time in as long as she could remember, she felt terrified.

With a controlled exhale, she sat at her dining table and forced herself to appear as normal—and boring—as possible. She pulled a work folder from her bag and spread papers out beside her, then retrieved the Styrofoam containers from the plastic bag. The smell of roasted Middle Eastern lamb and spices filled her nose, and she realized just how hungry she was. That little voice from months of brutal Zeta training reminded her how important it was to keep her strength up.

She devoured the food, savoring the tender braised meat before using the naan to slurp up all the hummus. As she ate, she made a show of studying the papers beside her, but her mind worked a mental decision tree with two branches. On one hand was the obvious option: report that she was compromised to her chain of command and attempt to flee back to Russia. But were there any personnel still around to act upon her SOS and help her exfil?

How many Zetas are left? she wondered.

She had no idea if the support network had been targeted as the sleeper ranks had. Was it prudent to assume the entire network was compromised? She’d had no contact with Zhukov since the call in Malmö. Why had he not warned her she was under surveillance? Did he know? How could he not?

He knew about my dinner plans with my lover.

A knot formed in her stomach.

Unless . . . the Americans got to him first. He is, after all, the ultimate prize. Maybe they tracked him after our call. If they killed him, that would explain why he made no additional attempts to contact me. She wiped her mouth with a paper napkin. If Arkady is dead, do I even want to go back to Russia?

Asking herself that question opened Pandora’s box in her head.

If Zeta was gone, why should she continue to serve Petrov? Would her next mission be what was best for Russia or only designed to serve Petrov and his oligarchs? How would the catastrophic failure of her wind turbine project help the Russian people? Yes, it would make Finland suffer. And it would likely drive the country back to Petrov, hat in hand, begging Russia to meet its energy needs. But that only filled the coffers of Gazprom and satisfied Petrov’s pathological need for the world to see him and Russia as the savior.

Just thinking such treasonous thoughts amplified her angst, but she couldn’t help herself. How could he not realize that literally no one saw Russia this way—no one except the corrupt sycophants around him? Was it the same with Zhukov? Were they all mindless servants in the madman’s machine? Eventually, the world would see his demise. And the Russian people would suffer even more.

She exhaled, controlling her breathing to calm herself, which caused her to consider the other branch in her decision tree. Betrayal. This branch ended in one of two possibilities: her death or exile. She could live with the latter if it meant a life in Sweden. Becoming Klara Berg for real would be worth the risk. It seemed more likely, however, that defection would land her in a dark hole, shackled and answering questions for the American CIA.

Return to Russia to serve Petrov or turn traitor to serve the CIA—neither choice is good for me.

So which was better for Russia?

She knew the answer to that one. It meant she risked everything, but then, hadn’t she been trained to risk everything? Hadn’t she been programmed to pay with her life for the good of Russia? Might that not be what she would be doing in the end?

The epiphany filled her with a paradoxical calm. She’d never had any choices—not really. Not as a child being adopted by her rapist uncle. Not as a teenager when she was enrolled in the military academy and trained as an engineer. And most certainly not when Arkady convinced her adoptive parents to abandon her, giving him another powerless recruit to turn into an instrument of his machine.

No, this was the first real choice she’d ever been empowered to make.

Today she would decide her fate.

Renewed with vigor and a sense of purpose, she headed into her bedroom, retrieved a hidden burner phone from its hiding place, and changed into her favorite leggings. As she pulled them up, she slipped the burner into the tight pocket on the left thigh. Then she exchanged her work blouse for a comfortable V-necked T-shirt, donned a sweatshirt over that, and put on a pair of running shoes. On the way out of her apartment, she glanced at the compromised overcoat, then grabbed her down puffer jacket instead. She wouldn’t be bugged anymore, but they would be watching her—she was positive of that much. Her palms were sweating as she took the stairs down to the ground level.

She would go for a long walk. Maybe jog a bit.

She would try to be around people. She would follow a circuitous path and weave through a series of complex switchbacks to end up at Kronobergsparken. Hopefully, they wouldn’t kill her before she had a chance to send her message. She’d developed her own network in Stockholm—non-Russians who could get things done off the grid. Nils could get her message out, and if crafted properly, it would reach the right people in American intelligence.

If she had been compromised by the Americans, then their tasking would change. But if Arkady was not dead and her countrymen were still monitoring her when she signaled the Americans . . .

In that case I’ll be dead by morning.

With a slightly crazed laugh, to match her slightly crazed state of mind, she pressed her AirPods into her ears, turned on her music, and headed out to run headfirst into her destiny—whatever that destiny might be.


Chapter 23

the kremlin

office of the president

moscow

april 3

1105 local time

The first thing Arkady noticed on his arrival at the Kremlin was Tatia’s absence. Hopefully, she’d been sent on an errand or had taken a personal day off. The alternative was too mortifying to contemplate. He couldn’t check in with her from here because of the danger of having his encrypted burner phone in his possession should Petrov’s paranoia lead to a search and interrogation, so he’d kept it at the safe house. Rule number one for visiting the Kremlin these days was never carry anything remotely suspicious on your person.

Today he’d been made to wait on the uncomfortable bench along the wall outside of the reception area. And like before, he’d been made to wait two hours. His left leg grew numb, forcing him to shift ass cheeks. Unfazed by such slights, like any grand master, he used the time to assess the board and plan his next series of moves.

Knights before bishops . . .

John Dempsey, his black knight, would open. Then Makarov, his other knight, would fork Petrov, which was the most powerful attack in chess. His queen, Tatia, would lure the king out of safety and into the trap, while his bishops, Zoltov and Ivanov, cut off Petrov’s escape by neutering his security team. Sadly, very few of his pieces would survive the game, but such was the nature of both chess and coups d’état.

Win, lose, or draw, he would also ready the pieces for the next match in the aftermath—whether that game was regime change or fighting for his own survival, he needed to be ready. A master accepts the calculated risk of defeat but still prepares for the next match in anticipation of victory.

The thought almost made him grin.

“Ahem . . .” someone coughed.

Arkady pretended to startle and looked up at Ulyana, Petrov’s senior secretary. “Looks like I dozed off,” he said with an embarrassed smile.

“Happens to the best of us,” she said with a nod of understanding.

“Apologies, my dear,” he said, rising slowly with the greatly exaggerated stiffness and hunch of an old man.

He was not immune to the ravages of age, but his daily fitness regime kept him limber and strong, and he imagined that, coupled with a lifetime of close-quarters fighting experience, meant he could still best many men twenty years his junior. The old-man act he put on was gamesmanship for anyone from the Psychological Security Department who might be watching. Also, it was highly probable that Ulyana herself would make an observational report on their interaction to the SBP. The more doddering and frail he appeared, the better.

“He’ll see you now,” she said, gesturing impatiently for him to come into the reception area with the sweep of her arm.

“Never get old, my dear,” he said as he passed her, shuffling to complete the illusion. Then, softly, he asked, “Is he alone?”

She nodded.

“Except for Garald,” she whispered, then tsked her disapproval of the brute.

Arkady smiled at her, surprised by her candor. Ulyana had worked here in the Presidential offices for thirty-five years—since the time of the Soviet Union, despite the irony of her name meaning youthful. She’d survived the dissolution, multiple Kremlin reorganizations, and the duration of Petrov’s reign without dismissal or falling from grace. This meant she was both shrewd and blindly loyal. Accordingly, Arkady had never considered Ulyana a friend or ally.

She rapped once on the large oak door, leaning in to listen for an answer.

She needn’t have bothered.

“Send him in,” Petrov boomed with irritation. “I asked for him, didn’t I?”

Ulyana’s mouth smiled, but her eyes sent a different message as she opened the door and once again gestured impatiently for Arkady to go in.

As soon as the door closed, Arkady changed his posture and demeanor again, now appearing beaten, but not frail. Submissive, but perhaps still dangerous.

“Sit,” Petrov said from behind his desk.

Today he’s offering me a seat—a good sign.

“Thank you, Mr. President,” Arkady said, his nod of deference nearly a bow, before taking a seat opposite the opulent Presidential desk.

Petrov fixed him with an icy blue-eyed stare, seemingly intent on making Arkady speak first.

Arkady obliged. “I assume I am here to answer for the prison break at IK-2.” A statement, not a question. He kept any trace of fear or concern from his voice. He was a professional—an old-school Russian. That was what the KGB officer in Petrov expected to see.

“Among other things,” Petrov said.

“I accept full responsibility—”

“Don’t placate me. We both know if I decided to assign responsibility to you, you’d already be dead, floating like trash in the Moskva.”

Arkady confidently held Petrov’s eyes while he crossed his legs at the knees, folding his hands in his lap. Something flashed in Petrov’s eyes—not anger or arrogance but something else.

Fear.

Or maybe something more terrifying.

Despite all attempts at self-delusion, Petrov knew in his heart of hearts that he was Arkady’s creation. And like Frankenstein’s monster, without Arkady—his father, his creator—Petrov was good for little more than terrorizing the local village. But his aspirations were so, so much bigger. Petrov desperately needed help, and admitting this to himself was terrifying and painful.

“I have my people working on the IK-2 incident,” Petrov said, breaking the stare and leaning back in his oversize leather chair, crossing his own legs now. It was a move meant to portray confidence and power. Instead, it made Petrov look small. “The breakout was instigated by the Vory—not any of the loyalists with whom we maintain business arrangements, but a man who failed us and paid the price.”

“Ivan Makarov,” Arkady said, nodding.

The irony of this unforeseen development pleased Arkady immensely. It had been Dempsey’s idea to liberate Makarov, not his own, but the move was already paying dividends. Petrov had latched onto a false narrative and was running with it. It also meant that Petrov’s private little army was not investigating Yuri Ivanov yet. Maybe they would eventually uncover the whole truth, but Arkady doubted it. The new generation of former Spetsnaz and FSB that Petrov trusted because of their youth and power lacked far more important qualities. They lacked wisdom. They lacked the insight and drive of those who knew the taste of once serving a mighty empire. They were little more than mercenaries, and that meant they lacked initiative and passion, the two ingredients most necessary to succeed in the spy business.

“Yes, Ivan Makarov,” Petrov said. “One of his boyeviks martyred himself so that the Pakhan could escape. The rest of his loyalists have been rounded up and are being questioned in Sector A.”

Arkady nodded. Timing here was everything. “The interrogators will break them, and when they do, you will have answers to your questions,” he said, watching Petrov’s eyes.

“I have no questions,” Petrov said coldly. “I’m making a statement to all the Pakhans and their brigadiers—this is what happens when you fuck with the Kremlin.”

“Of course. And what about Narusov? Have you found him yet?” Arkady asked, his voice flat and emotionless—just a foot soldier soliciting direction from his leader.

“Fuck Narusov,” Petrov barked, pounding both hands on his desk, causing tea to slosh out of his teacup onto the desk. “He’s broken and doesn’t concern me in the least. I have my people hunting him as we speak, and when they find him, they will gut him like a pig. I should have executed him when I had the chance. I let him live to make an example out of him, but that was a mistake. I realize that now.”

Arkady nodded. “And his acolytes . . . what’s to become of them?”

“They are all being rounded up. I’ve also directed the Wagner Group to find his wife and daughter—wherever they are hiding—and kill them too. If we find them soon, I might even spare Narusov so he can watch the video and live with the imagery for the rest of his pathetic life.”

Arkady kept his face neutral, but his heart rate picked up. He’d promised Alexy he would protect Marianna and their daughter, and yet he did not have the resources to do it. It gutted him to admit it, but he would have to call in another favor from his secret ally, the Vice President of the United States.

“The funny thing,” Petrov continued, “is that by throwing his lot in with a Vory Pakhan and escaping, Narusov has sullied his precious image. The public will finally see that, by allying with a criminal and a traitor to Mother Russia like Makarov, Narusov is nothing more than a hypocrite. The people’s champion is as corrupt and contemptible as the very men he claims to fight against. When the news stories break, the people will see him for what he really is: a criminal. Narusov has made a terrible miscalculation, and in doing so he’s dug his own grave and made my life easier. And for that, ironically, I can thank Makarov.”

“Which I am sure you will,” Arkady said, slipping admiration into his voice and the hint of a smirk onto his face.

“I will indeed. Maybe I will piss on his corpse in the middle of Red Square . . . as a lesson to those who would dare defy me,” Petrov said and laughed. “It will be a lesson not only to those in Russia who might challenge me but to the whole fucking world.”

As he watched and listened to this manic vitriol, Arkady wondered if Petrov might have finally snapped and gone truly insane. I waited too long to intervene.

But no matter.

“How can I help?” he asked and leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Is there anything I can do?”

“Da,” Petrov said, leaning in, subconsciously mirroring Arkady’s posture for a second time. “Tell me what you know about the American who was in IK-2. It’s obvious you prepared for this meeting by looking into the incident.”

Arkady shifted back upright, aware that a misstep here would mean the end of the operation.

And likely the end of him.

“Records indicate this man was former US military. Like so many in this new generation, he served mostly himself. Apparently, he was a mercenary and low-level arms dealer who fell in with the Vory. He used his connections in the Middle East to funnel guns to buyers across Europe. He was arrested shortly after Makarov, so perhaps they were working together. I assume that is why he ended up at IK-2.”

“Perhaps? You assume?” Petrov’s face turned red. “You are the director of Criminal Incarceration and Administration. It is your fucking job to know these things. I could have you executed for what happened at IK-2. The prison break happened on your watch, old man.”

Arkady glanced at his hands in submission and deference but kept the even temper of a good soldier rather than showing fear. The look on Petrov’s face did, however, make him glance down to see if his chair was resting on sheet plastic.

“I apologize, Mr. President,” he said. “Maybe you were unaware of this detail, but each of these men—Makarov, Narusov, and this American—were already incarcerated at IK-2 when you assigned me to this position. My predecessor, Director Kuznetsov, has not returned any of my phone calls or helped with my investigation.”

“Do you know why that is, Arkady—why Kuznetsov is not answering his phone?”

“Because he is physically unable to answer it?” Arkady said, treading oh so carefully.

A malevolent grin spread across Petrov’s face. “It might surprise you, but I summoned him first. He displeased me with his incompetence, and now even if you could somehow find what remains of your predecessor, Director Kuznetsov could not possibly share any information.”

Arkady nodded at the thinly veiled macabre threat. “I believe the paper trail for the American was ‘accidentally lost’ because if word somehow got out that an American soldier was incarcerated in IK-2, it would create a potential political problem for Russia.”

“That is true,” Petrov said. “You would never incarcerate an American at IK-2 without my knowledge, would you?”

“No, sir.”

“Good. Consider your predecessor’s fate a lesson learned. What else do you know about the American?”

“Nothing of consequence, but I will keep digging.”

Petrov waved his hand dismissively and smiled over his shoulder at Garald, as if at some inside joke. The Presidential protector, who looked more like a stuffed Kamchatkan brown bear than a man, laughed loudly.

“No need. As I said, I have my people working on this. Zoltov is more concerned than I am. He worries that this prison break may be more than just an escape, that there is a larger conspiracy in play. I have authorized a sweeping investigation across departments, including our internal security here. The days of coups are over in Russia. If something insidious is afoot, my people will uncover it and quash it quickly. No one is above suspicion.”

Arkady nodded while his mind went to Tatia. Did they already know? Was this whole meeting just Petrov toying with him? Was Tatia right now confessing everything with a mouth full of broken teeth? A surge of heartburn chased up his esophagus, and he could taste the stomach acid. He had to learn her status quickly.

“Then how else may I serve the office, Mr. President?” he asked, making certain his face and voice betrayed nothing.

“I seek your opinion,” Petrov said, his face suggesting the words tasted just as foul in the President’s mouth as what Arkady dealt with in his own.

“Certainly,” he said.

“Have you heard the recent energy announcement out of Finland?” Petrov asked, getting to his feet and pacing to the large window behind him.

Again, Arkady smiled, but only on the inside. “I just heard. They announced a massive energy deal—a renewable project based primarily on wind turbine technology. A Swedish company, I believe?”

“The country of Sweden, it might as well say,” Petrov shouted, spinning on a heel and spitting the words out like bad soup. “Vattenfall is Sweden—wholly owned, with profits spilling back into the national coffers. And not just from their own people, no, no. They’ve invested all over Europe. Euros that should be flowing to the Kremlin are flowing into Sweden—a country we could conquer, if not for the nations who prop them up under the guise of a European alliance. Who the fuck do they think they are? This deal will replace the energy we provide Finland now. It will cost us billions of rubles!” He continued pacing, back and forth, glaring at the expensive Persian carpet beneath his feet. “There was a time when a country like Sweden knew better than to poke the bear to the east, a time when they feared Russia.” He looked up and held Arkady’s gaze, fire in his eyes. “Do you know how I found out?”

“No,” he answered. Then, unable to resist, he added, “On the newswire?”

“Yes! The fucking news. That bitch—that woman prime minister—doesn’t even notify the Kremlin through diplomatic channels in advance. I should have her killed—chopped into pieces and fed to those dogs she loves so much—in front of her family. How am I to let this stand?”

He’d never seen Petrov like this before, so manic and unrestrained. A fire in a freezer—that was the Vladimir Petrov he knew, a man whose fury was always tempered by cold, analytical retaliation. But this person screaming curses and threatening to chop up a head of state over a wind turbine project was unrecognizable to Arkady.

“Maybe I can help with this problem, Mr. President,” he said, his tone measured and controlled.

Petrov turned to his bodyguard. “Garald, give us the room.”

The man hesitated a heartbeat, but the mad look on Petrov’s face chased him out.

They all know. They all know he is insane. And like those who surrounded Hitler, they do nothing. They are complicit in their silence and inaction.

As soon as they were alone, Petrov said, “Tell me, old friend, what secrets have you been keeping from me?”

“No secrets. But I have a former Zeta asset in Sweden who might be able to help us,” he said, his tone now upbeat and conspiratorial. “An energy engineer who could make this project fall apart—quite literally. But to make that happen, I will need resources and funding . . .”

As Arkady laid out his plan, the Russian President listened without interruption, nodded, and eventually smiled. This was the mad czar’s favorite narrative—when, after a catastrophe of his own making, he could sweep in as savior.

“This operation is approved, but my people will run your asset and the operation. Zeta is no more. You are the director of Criminal Incarceration and Administration. I want you to focus on the prison break. Put your brilliant mind to work figuring out how such a thing could happen right under your nose and make changes to the security protocols to ensure it never happens again,” Petrov said. Before Arkady had a chance to reply, he added, “On your way out, send Garald back in.”

“Yes, Mr. President,” Arkady said and rose from his chair.

Petrov had mentioned “his people” several times during the conversation, which Arkady took to mean the Wagner Group—the Russian paramilitary contractor with a global footprint that operated outside the regular defense and intelligence chain of command. This was problematic because Arkady did not have any spies or loyalists inside the organization. Wagner Group was not equipped to run Klara Berg, but such a move by Petrov betrayed more than just a need for control. Was dissension growing in the ranks of the SVR and FSB? Was Petrov losing confidence in or control over the instruments of state he’d spent two decades consolidating under his thumb? Was he being challenged and, if so, might this be what drove his mania?

Arkady exited the President’s office and found Garald waiting and glaring at him just outside the door. “You may go back inside now,” he said, and as soon as the brute shut the door behind him, he dropped into a stooped and tired posture to resume the charade with Ulyana.

After a bit of small talk, he bade her farewell and trudged out into the halls of the Kremlin. Despite his slow walking gait, his mind galloped ahead with a list of items requiring his urgent attention—relocating and safeguarding Narusov’s wife and daughter, blackmailing Zoltov, contacting Klara Berg, and finding Tatia.

If Tatia had been compromised or if her charms no longer swayed Petrov, then everything was for naught. The mission would fail, and there would be no second chances. Perhaps involving her had been a mistake?

Nyet. All other strategies are intractable. She’s the only one who can seduce him out of his fortress. Like it or not, she is the queen of my grand design. No grand master can win without playing and sacrificing the queen.

But as a member of his inner circle, she knew everything. She was the weak link in his plan.

Am I a fool? Are there other paths to victory I simply can’t see? Maybe I am getting old after all.

The staccato click, click, click of approaching high heels on marble cut through the din of conversation in the corridor, and he looked up to see a vision in white.

Tatia.

His breathing slowed, and he was unable to contain a grin. The white pantsuit she wore contrasted sharply with the dark uniforms and suits worn by everyone else in the Kremlin today. She walked—no, she strode—down the hallway with a fuck-the-whole-world confidence, a Gucci handbag swinging in her right hand and a shopping bag in her left.

When she reached him, she stopped. “Ah, Director Zhukov, nice to see you again,” she said, towering over him thanks to her heels and erect posture beside his stooping.

“Nice to see you too,” he said, relieved beyond words to see her in the flesh and unmolested. “Looks like you’ve been doing some shopping.”

“I took the morning off,” she said, gracing him with a model’s disinterested smile. “I bought a new dress for a particular black-tie event I will be attending in the coming weeks.”

“I’m sure you will look quite devastating in it,” he said.

“I know I will,” she said with a hint of a smile. “Good day to you, Director Zhukov.”

“Good day to you.”

Their dance complete, they parted company. In that briefest of exchanges, she’d conveyed that she was uncompromised and that Petrov was still scheduled to attend the target event. Arkady exhaled with profound, palpable relief.

The game is ever changing, but my queen is still on the board.
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“Are you sure about this?” Jarvis said, taking Petra’s hand in both of his.

“What do you mean?” she said, sudden worry in her eyes. “You’re not having second thoughts, are you?”

“Lord, no,” he said and smiled. “I just don’t want to cheat you out of an experience that you might resent me for later.”

“Oh, Kelso, this was my idea, remember?”

“I know, but I want to make sure it wasn’t a concession, something you suggested because you thought it’s what I wanted. People do that when they love someone—give up what they want to try to make the other person happy. It’s what you do all the time for me, but this is too important for that. So if you want a real wedding in a church with lots of guests, please tell me now, and we can postpone and make that happen.”

She gave his hand a squeeze. “The fairy-tale princess wedding—that’s never been my dream. It’s not the ceremony for me, Kelso; it’s what comes after. That’s the only thing I dream about. I want to start a life together with you as soon as possible. Yesterday, preferably,” she said with a laugh. “But thank you for asking me.”

“I haven’t had time to go ring shopping, but a diamond’s brilliance is primarily a function of cut and clarity,” he said and rattled off the exact geometry of an ideal cut diamond that maximized the sparkle.

She laughed. “You should hear yourself. When and where would I ever wear a diamond, Kelso?”

“But—”

“But nothing,” she said, cutting him off. “I would much rather use the money you’d spend on a little rock that sparkles for a house on Chesapeake Bay with a back deck where we can cuddle and watch the sailboats.”

“I like that plan,” he said, loving the concept of reallocating diamond funds, “but we need wedding bands to exchange.”

Petra did her little head-tilt thing that he hadn’t seen in a very long time.

“I know that look . . .”

“By now you better,” she said. “Do you really think I’d let us say our nuptials without wedding bands? Relax, frogman, I got your six.”

“I know you do,” he said, his heart pounding with excitement and anticipation. “Let’s do this.”

I can’t believe this is really happening. I’m getting married, he thought. I wish Levi Harrel could be here to see this, and Shane and John . . .

Grinning like a couple of schoolkids, they walked hand in hand into his office, where the Navy chaplain and their handful of special guests waited. They were dressed in business attire rather than formal wear, but Petra looked svelte and alluring in her cream-colored pencil skirt and silk blouse. And Jarvis wore his favorite suit—a gunmetal-gray nailhead Armani that Petra had picked out for him, with a black silk Charvet necktie.

President Warner beamed at them and waited to stand beside Jarvis as best man. The First Lady, looking resplendent in navy blue and gold, would stand as the matron of honor. The ceremony was as intimate as possible, just the four of them—well, and the four Secret Service dudes in the back of the room. After the requisite pleasantries and small talk, Jarvis jokingly told the chaplain that he was “cleared hot” to proceed. Standing facing each other, fingers intertwined, Petra and Jarvis locked eyes as the chaplain spoke.

“Mr. Vice President, do you—”

“This might be a more memorable moment if you refer to me as Kelso,” Jarvis interrupted with a whisper. “What do you think, Commander?”

Despite wearing his spiffy choker whites, the man seemed emotionally disheveled. It wasn’t every day the Special Warfare Group Two chaplain was summoned on a moment’s notice to officiate the marriage of the Vice President of the United States. He’d arrived by helicopter less than an hour ago and still hadn’t recovered from his shock.

“Yes, sir,” he said, red faced. “Kelso, do you take this woman, Petra, to be your wedded wife, before God and these witnesses, to live together in marriage? Do you promise to love her in joy and in sorrow, to comfort her, to honor and keep her for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and health, forsaking all others, and be faithful only to her for as long as you both shall live?”

Instead of simply saying “I do,” he repeated the vows with eidetic perfection, his mind flooded with cross-sensory perceptions as his synesthesia kicked into high gear. The words shaded the world with different hues as he spoke, and he tasted sweetness upon uttering the word honor. And through it all, he held her eyes, basking in her radiant smile.

And when it was her turn to repeat her vows back to him, he understood—maybe for the first time in his life—what giving oneself to another meant. A true yin-and-yang moment, where vulnerability interlocked with courage. Their vows made him think of a blacksmith’s kiln and anvil, forging between them an unbreakable bond. But when she said the words in sickness and in health, he felt the sting of the hammer strike and fractured a little inside. That feeling, that looming burden of his pending disintegration, felt like an inequity, and he made a secret, silent vow to himself that he would double his efforts to defeat the insidious disease that wanted to steal his time with her.

“By your blessing, O God,” the chaplain said, “may these rings be to Kelso and Petra symbols of unending love and faithfulness, reminding them of the joyful covenant they have made this day . . .”

The room was heavy with emotion, and the chaplain’s voice faltered a moment as he finished sanctifying the union, his hands on theirs as President Warner produced a pair of titanium rings from his pocket.

Jarvis felt disembodied as Petra slipped the band onto his ring finger. It was not lost on him that instead of gold, she’d chosen the strongest of all metals for their rings. Then there was a pronouncement that they were husband and wife, which he heard belatedly because he was already kissing her, her lips trembling despite the fire in her eyes. Around them, clapping . . . from the President and the First Lady, and the Secret Service agents, most especially Agent Tony Perez, who’d taken a bullet for him in Ankara.

Time and space got blurry and joyful and so, so colorful.

He blinked, and they were all raising champagne glasses . . .

And in the afterglow, the secure phone in his breast pocket vibrated and ruined it. Jarvis set his champagne flute down and dug the phone out, not wanting to take his other arm from around Petra’s waist. He looked at the message on the screen.

SOKOL

Must speak immediately

If he could have crushed the phone to dust in his fist, he would have, but instead he smiled and slipped it back into his pocket. Petra’s hand on his arm steadied him, calmed him, signaled that whatever it was, it was no problem and they would manage it together, just like everything else in their complicated, high-stakes lives.

“In the hope that the two of you are as happy and content as me and Amy,” Warner said after clearing his throat, “may I order you both to take the rest of the day off?” He smiled, and the First Lady laughed beside him. “The nice thing about being Vice President, Kelso, is that there’s nothing your boss can’t handle for you for one day—one very special day,” the President added, lifting a glass and smiling at Petra.

“Except for this, sir,” Jarvis said, his eyes sending the message that this call was outside normal Vice Presidential duties, that it involved Ember.

“Ah,” Warner said, his face turning serious. “Something I need to know?”

“Hopefully not, Mr. President,” he said. “I’ll take the call, then follow your marching orders to take the afternoon off.”

“Well, I should hope so,” Amy Warner said, squeezing the President’s arm. She’d been First Lady for seven years now—she understood the toll of the office. “This day only happens once.”

The President made a final toast, which Jarvis barely heard as his mind reeled over the possible scenarios that would prompt Arkady to risk direct communication now, when the endgame was in motion. He came up with only one, and it was too gut wrenching to consider.

Dempsey’s not dead. He can’t be. It has to be something else . . .

As soon as the President and First Lady departed, along with two of the four Secret Service agents, Jarvis nodded to Perez, indicating he needed the SCIF.

“This way, Mr. Vice President,” the head of his detail said and gestured out the door.

Petra set her champagne glass down, her face all business. “What is it?” she asked, showing no discernible discontent that the celebration after the most important moment of their lives had been interrupted.

“In the SCIF,” he said, leading her there and unlocking the heavy metal door himself. Moments later they were inside, ears popping as the door clicked shut. “Arkady wants to talk.”

“Do you think . . .” She didn’t finish the sentence, her mind having gone immediately where his had.

“We’ll know in a moment,” he said.

He opened the lockbox beside the computer workstation, moved the SIG Sauer P365 XL aside, and removed the encrypted satellite phone. He unplugged the laptop from the cable that connected it to the antenna array atop the building and plugged it into the phone instead. This phone, he knew for sure, was secure. He pressed one on the speed dial and put the call on speaker. The call connected after only half a ring.

“It is an honor to speak with you, Mr. Vice President,” a familiar voice said, addressing him directly in Russian-accented English.

Jarvis clenched his jaw. Was this greeting Arkady’s way of outing him? Was the Russian spymaster recording the call so he could connect Jarvis to the operation later? Petra, her mind as quick and tactical as his own, raised her index finger to her lips and took the lead.

“Is this a joke you are making?” she said in a thick eastern European accent. “Who is this? Who is it you believe you are talking to?”

Static-filled silence hung on the line for a long moment.

“Of course I am joking,” Arkady said. “Have you no sense of humor?”

“No,” she said, and Jarvis gave her a tight smile. “State your business.”

“Is he listening?”

“Yes.”

“Very well,” Arkady said. “He should know that the artist is in the studio, hard at work on his masterpiece. Everything should be ready for the grand reveal—”

“Then why are you calling?” Petra demanded, her accent still thick, cutting the Russian off.

“My client, the gallery owner, needs assistance acquiring and relocating a priceless item prior to the show. It’s quite urgent, as there is another party interested in acquiring this same item. If the item cannot safely be secured, it will jeopardize the entire event, as the gallery owner will be too distraught to carry on.”

“Why don’t you relocate the item on behalf of the gallery owner?” she asked, shooting a sideways look at Jarvis.

“Because, unfortunately, I do not have the resources or personnel to fulfill this request.”

Jarvis traced a rolling circle in the air with his index finger.

“He understands,” she said, “and would like to know if you can provide a description of the item and possibly the location.”

“Certainly,” Arkady said. “It is a statue of a mother and child, life size, very delicate. I can send the details through the normal channels.”

With this final clue, Jarvis understood exactly what was going on. He gave a curt nod to Petra.

“Send the details, and it will be done,” she said.

“With great haste and care . . . can I count on this?”

“Yes, with great haste and care.”

“Thank you,” Arkady said, gratitude resonating in his voice.

Jarvis reached over and disconnected the call.

“What the hell was that all about?” Petra said, screwing up her face. “A statue of a mother and child . . . You don’t think he’s talking about Marianna Narusova and her daughter, do you?”

“I believe he is,” Jarvis said, nodding. “When he referred to the gallery owner, he meant Alexy Narusov. The artist is Dempsey. This operation is not about assassination; it’s about regime change. He intends for Alexy Narusov to rise to power as a populist President, something he would be emotionally and mentally unable to do if his wife and daughter were murdered before John pulls the trigger.”

“I’m glad to know Narusov is still alive. I had my doubts.”

“Me too,” he said, rubbing his chin. “When Narusov was poisoned and treated in Berlin, his wife and daughter left Russia to be with him in the hospital. Once he recovered, he returned to Russia, but they did not. They understood what would happen the minute he landed in Moscow. Certainly, he made her promise to stay hidden somewhere in Europe and not come home.”

“And now, with Narusov escaped from prison, Petrov is making a move for her.”

Jarvis nodded. “And Arkady is panicking.”

“But involving us only gives us the upper hand.”

Jarvis smiled at this. “He knows that, but you heard him—he’s desperate. He doesn’t have the resources. And besides, we’re all in so deep that there’s nothing left for us to exploit. Getting rid of Petrov serves the greater good and is in the best interest of the United States regardless of his successor. But a Narusov presidency is much, much better for us than if one of Petrov’s inner circle seizes power. If we can kick off our relationship with the new President from a position of strength and honor, a position in which he is indebted to us for safeguarding his wife and daughter . . . well, that’s a helluva favor chit to be able to call in when the time comes.”

“Unless this entire operation is a trap,” she said.

“Unless it’s a trap,” he echoed, hating that idea but knowing it was a distinct possibility. If Arkady planned to use Dempsey as the scapegoat when this was over, there were many ways he could lay a trap for Ember—and therefore implicate the Vice President of the United States—in the plot to kill Petrov. Jarvis had come back to this eventuality more than once while calculating the metrics of the operation.

What he couldn’t see was a clear endgame for starting Narusov off in chaos, possibly with a looming war with the West. The vast majority of Russian citizens didn’t want war with the West, but they were too afraid to defy Petrov. The minute Petrov was pronounced dead, the Russian people would gasp a collective sigh of relief. Where Petrov led with fear and focused on righting past wrongs, Narusov was a forward-looking man with charisma. The people would embrace him, but only if his fiery hope-filled heart wasn’t extinguished by the murder of his wife and daughter.

Jarvis’s secure phone chimed again, and he scanned the encrypted and coded text from the Russian spymaster, detailing the location where Marianna Narusova and her daughter were living in Finland. He nodded, his decision made.

“I need to call Casey,” he said. “I’m giving this extraction op to Ember. They’re already in Sweden and can jump on this quickly.”

“Agreed,” Petra said, running her own set of calculations now. “But what about Klara Berg?”

“Funny you should mention that,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “This morning I received a notification from the DNI that the station chief in Berlin has an asset in Stockholm who wants to facilitate defection. With everything going on—and you know, our wedding—I haven’t had the chance to tell you.”

“Coincidence? I think not,” she said with a theatrical eyebrow raise. “You don’t think this is some sort of show of good faith on Zhukov’s part, do you? You know, like, I’ll give you my Zeta in exchange for safeguarding Marianna Narusova and her daughter?”

“I hadn’t considered that, but he definitely takes a transactional approach to everything he does. You might be right, or maybe Berg is smart enough to see the writing on the wall and is acting independently in her own self-interest. Either way, it’s a win for us,” he said and reached out to take her hand. “We get our hands on another Zeta.”


Chapter 25
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stockholm, sweden

1845 local time

“I think we should go out for dinner,” Wang said from the desk, where it looked like he was sitting behind a miniature walled fortification. He had three separate laptop screens open, and the gaps between them were blocked by stacks of used paper coffee cups. “I need to get out of this room.”

“You do get what the word covert means in covert operations, right, dude?” Munn grumbled from where he lay on the couch, his booted feet up on one arm and his head resting on the other. “The last thing we need is to be out, especially as a group, drawing attention to ourselves.”

“Yeah, well, we’re in a NOC, and I’m going crazy in this room,” Wang whined.

“Then go for a run or hit the gym,” Martin chimed in from where he sat watching ESPN on his cell phone. “Instead of getting amped up on caffeine with another latte, maybe you should do something about those ridiculous Minnie Mouse arms of yours.”

“Hey,” Wang said, “these Minnie Mouse arms do all of the signals-intelligence heavy lifting around here. Unlike you, who gets to sit on your ass most of the time we’re deployed, I’m working twenty-four seven.”

Prescott and Lewis chuckled from beside him but didn’t pile on. They were still earning a place in the family and feeling their way around.

Grimes smiled and shook her head at the banter, which was finally starting to feel organic and real again. They needed this. She needed this because every sophomoric gibe helped the black hole in her chest shrink a little more.

“Enough,” Buz said, weighing in with faux annoyance and a sparkle in his eye. “Munn is right for once . . .”

“What? For once?” Munn said, sitting up with exaggerated indignation. “Sixty percent of the time, I’m right every time.”

That comment garnered laughs from all the guys, including Wang.

Anchorman, she presumed.

“Alright, fine, we’ll order in. Let’s do Kasai Kitchin again,” Wang offered.

“Shocker,” Martin said.

“What? Because I’m Asian?”

“No, because you want Kasai Kitchin every night,” Munn said.

“Fine, then Yi’s Sushi.”

“Same damn thing,” Lewis said with a chuckle.

“It’s not the same thing,” Wang said. “Not even close. They both have sushi, but Kasai has way more choices, which is why I said it first. I’m trying to be a team player.”

Feeling unexpectedly magnanimous, she wandered over to Wang’s workstation and clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Richard, why don’t you take a break? You’re right—you log way more hours than the rest of us. I’ll watch the feeds for a while. Take a walk; get some air. You deserve it.”

He spun in his task chair and eyed her suspiciously. “This is a setup, right? So when I say yes, you can say psych, and everybody gets a good laugh at Richard’s expense.”

She fixed him with a closed-lipped smile. “It’s not a setup, I promise. This is just me trying to be a team player.”

He stared at her for a moment to see if her sincerity timed out. When that didn’t happen, he smiled and popped out of his chair. “Thanks, dude,” he said and gestured to the seat.

This wasn’t the first time he’d called her dude, and she couldn’t decide if she should take it as a compliment or the opposite. She slipped into his task chair and marveled at the wall of cups and monitors. “I feel like I’m sitting behind the Great Wall of China,” she murmured.

“I heard that,” he said over his shoulder as he rummaged through his backpack.

She took a moment to familiarize herself with the different feeds, which, she realized in short order, were pretty much self-explanatory. A pop-up alert on the right laptop screen grabbed her attention. She read the text and then confirmed via a video feed that the tracking bug on Klara Berg’s overcoat had moved for the first time in forty-two hours because Klara Berg had just put the coat on and left her apartment.

“Hey, guys, you won’t believe this, but the package is on the move,” she said.

“I get my first break ever, and this happens,” Wang said, springing to his feet and back to her side. “So typical!”

“Shut up, Richard,” Munn snapped. “Lizzie, what’s going on?”

“I . . . I don’t know,” she said, her eyes darting from screen to screen. “She’s on the move, and I assume, given her level of tradecraft the past few days, she wants us to know she’s on the move.”

“Alright, listen up,” Buz said. “I want Munn and Lewis in the car ready to follow, and Grimes and Martin on—”

A ringing satellite phone on the coffee table in front of Buz stopped him midsentence. He picked it up, looked at the caller ID, and took the call. “Wilson,” he said, his face all business. “Uh-huh . . . Yeah . . . I understand . . .”

“Guys, camera two has her heading out of her apartment building,” Grimes said, giving the play-by-play loud enough so Buz could hear her. “Oh fuck, a car pulled up, and she’s getting in.”

On hearing that, Munn and Lewis both sprinted for the hotel room door.

“Stop!” Buz shouted, freezing the two operators just in time, and Grimes looked up to see him dragging his free hand like a simulated knife blade across his throat for the team as he resumed his conversation with the caller. “Yes, sir. We’re ready to mobilize. Thirty minutes and we can be on the jet . . . Yes, sir. We will, sir.”

“She’s getting away,” Munn said.

“No, she’s not,” Buz said, closing his laptop computer screen and pressing to his feet. “She just got picked up by CIA. Klara Berg is defecting.”

“What?” Munn said, screwing up his face. “I don’t understand. Why the fuck is CIA playing in our sandbox?”

“Yeah, man, this is bullshit,” Wang said, sounding put out. “How can they come in here in the middle of our op and take her without notifying us? Buz, you need to tell Casey so he can—”

The OPSO held up his hand. “Casey knows—that’s who I was on the phone with,” Buz said. “It’s all been deconflicted at the highest level, so don’t worry about it. We’ve got new emergent tasking that takes precedence.”

“And what’s that?” Grimes asked.

“A locate-and-rescue mission,” Buz said.

“Who’s the package?” she asked, her heart fluttering at the possibility . . .

“Marianna Narusova and her daughter,” he said, tracing a circle in the air with his finger overhead. “And we’ve got to get to them before the Russians do.”


Chapter 26
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2330 local time

Colonel Dimitry Zoltov propped up Vera Korzcheva with an arm around her waist as they stepped from the elevator. After two bottles of wine and all the martinis they’d shared, she was unsteady on her high heels. He just needed to get her to the bedroom without her falling and hurting herself. Once she was naked and on her back, everything would be fine. He was no stranger to heavy drinking but found that moderation and restraint allowed him to . . . perform at the level required to satisfy this beautiful and badly neglected woman. She craved power and status, which was no doubt why she’d married General Oleg Korzchev, twenty-three years her senior and Dimitry’s boss. But her love of power seemed far outweighed by her lust for alcohol and sex, and he would hate very much to lose her to an even younger man.

Moscow was full to bursting with attractive younger women looking to bed a man like him, but they didn’t interest Dimitry. The danger, the thrill, the secret satisfaction from fucking the wife of that pompous, self-righteous ass, was far more rewarding than sex. His greatest pleasure came from imagining how Korzchev would react if he discovered what Dimitry did to his wife.

Not that Korzchev could ever know—at least not until Dimitry could convince President Petrov that Dimitry should lead the FSO and Korzchev should be put out to pasture. Petrov liked Dimitry—to the extent Petrov liked anyone—but more importantly, he trusted Dimitry. In recent months, he’d gained the President’s ear. As head of the SBP, Dimitry personally oversaw all aspects of Petrov’s security and had unfettered access to the inner circles of power. Petrov had telegraphed several times that he planned to elevate Dimitry to Korzchev’s role. He’d even slipped up once and called Dimitry General in front of an entire room of people.

General Zoltov . . . how he loved the sound of that.

And once he’d replaced that old buffoon, he would delight in letting slip the truth about Vera’s Thursday nights “with her sister.”

“Come, come,” Vera begged, pulling him by the arm as she stumbled down the hall. “I want to play. I want to be with you.” She stopped and pressed her body against him, grinding against his leg. “I want you.”

He kissed her neck, then saw an old couple staring at them from down the hall. “Go about your business,” he snapped, and they hurried to their room and disappeared. He looked down at Vera, with her glazed eyes and luscious lips.

They both laughed, and then she pulled him toward the double doors leading to the Grand Premier Suite. While she groped him, Dimitry tapped the key to the electronic lock, which beeped and turned green. He jerked the lever, and they stumbled into the suite. Once inside he pressed her against the wall and found her mouth with his while she clawed at his pants. While she unbuttoned his trousers, he yanked her dress zipper down so hard he thought he heard the fabric tear.

She moaned as she stroked him. Unable to wait, he grabbed her ass, hoisted her up, and carried her—her legs wrapped around his waist—into the bedroom. No sooner had he laid her on the bed and collapsed on top of her than someone spoke.

“I hate to interrupt . . .”

Vera screamed, and Dimitry whirled toward the direction of the voice. The figure, a man bathed in shadow, sat in a chair in the corner. Dimitry could see the glow of a cigarette in the man’s hand but little else. He tugged his trousers back up, then flipped on the bedside table lamp.

At first he didn’t recognize the intruder because the man looked so young, so vibrant. Their uninvited guest sat with his legs crossed at the knee, an old-school PSM pistol complete with suppressor expertly held in his right hand, pointed at Dimitry’s face. His left hand held a cigarette between his fingers, elbow resting on the arm of the leather chair, thin tendrils of blue smoke rising toward the ceiling. The man smiled, and now Dimitry did recognize him.

“You,” he growled. His anger at the insolence of this old man—this midlevel bureaucrat who ran political prisons for the President—momentarily eclipsed his fear of the weapon leveled at him. But there was a fire in the man’s eyes that doused Dimitry’s anger, and his fear resurged as he buttoned his pants. “How dare you come here—and point a gun at me! Do you know who—”

“Please don’t waste either of our time, Colonel Zoltov. We have but a few minutes, during which I must make the tactical and strategic decision as to whether to leave you in play and use you for a complicated operation I have running—or if it might be more expedient to simply shoot you now, dispose of the body, and deal with the manageable complications that would entail.”

Dimitry’s mouth opened, but no sound came, and he wisely snapped it shut.

“Do you know who my husband is?” Vera slurred from beside him, surging forward and holding her dress over her breasts with one hand.

“We all know who your husband is, my dear,” the intruder said with genuine amusement, but he kept the gun on Dimitry rather than shifting it to her. “And that is why you are both still alive. Your extramarital affair might turn out to be the thing that prevents your murder tonight . . . It all depends on how cooperative you both decide to be.”

Dimitry pulled Vera behind him—not to protect her but to defuse any escalation she might cause. His initial assessment had been wrong. The old man was a professional, clearly former KGB and much more than a midlevel prison manager. Dimitry cursed himself for not pressing Petrov about the man, but Petrov loathed questions.

“What do you want?” Dimitry shifted his gaze from the pistol muzzle to the man’s eyes.

“First, Mrs. Korzcheva, I want you to go into the bathroom. Once inside, remove all your clothes and toss them out the door where I can see them. Then I want you to take a shower. Do you understand?”

Vera, apparently sober enough to see the gravity of the situation, did as instructed. From the bathroom, she tossed her dress and underclothes onto the floor at Dimitry’s feet, her face now full of terror instead of indignation. She closed the bathroom door, and moments later he heard the shower turn on.

“What a lovely girl,” the old man said without humor.

Zhukov, that’s his name, Dimitry remembered. Arkady Zhukov.

“You want her in the shower so she can’t hear, and her clothes out here so she won’t come out.”

Zhukov nodded.

“This is to be a negotiation between us and us alone.”

Zhukov nodded again.

Dimitry silently assessed his options. Despite Zhukov’s age, there was no way Dimitry could successfully rush him. The gap between the bed and the gun was too great to avoid multiple hits at point-blank range. And even if the geometry changed, Dimitry had never been that kind of soldier; he’d never been a fighter. Fucking his boss’s wife might be a mistake, but not one worth dying for. He needed more information.

“I will ask you again, what do you want?” Dimitry said, trying to sound confident.

“You covet the general’s wife. I assume you also covet his job, da?”

Dimitry’s heart rate picked up.

Whatever this was, it was clearly not sanctioned by Petrov—of that much Dimitry was certain. And if it wasn’t sanctioned by Petrov, then Zhukov meant to move against Petrov in some devious way and use Dimitry’s affair with Vera as blackmail. But as former KGB and a man familiar with Petrov, Zhukov must know that Dimitry couldn’t possibly risk Petrov’s ire. He couldn’t risk Korzchev’s ire either, not while Korzchev outranked him.

Dimitry shifted his weight between his legs. “You have caught me in a compromised position. Do you want money? Is that it? I am not a rich man, not like the general or our President.”

“I don’t need money,” Zhukov said with an indulgent smile. “What I need is your allegiance.”

If I appear sympathetic to his cause and promise to be a powerful ally, maybe I can get out of this and turn the tables later. “Maybe this I can give,” Dimitry said, hedging. “Depending on what you need.”

“I want control of your internal investigation of all threats to the presidency. And something else as well when the time comes.”

“Impossible. If he finds out, it’s treason, and I will be shot.”

“You are correct, Colonel. But if you don’t help me, Petrov will still kill you—not by execution, not a soldier’s death, but slowly and methodically, taking you apart piece by piece. So you really only have one choice: give me what I want and make sure neither of us get caught, or die a slow and agonizing death in a concrete room.”

“I am the head of the SBP. I am loyal. Why would he kill me? Because I fucked Korzchev’s wife? He hates Korzchev. He would think it’s funny.”

“But he won’t think it’s funny that you’ve been stealing from him.”

Dimitry laughed. He couldn’t help himself. “You are mistaken, my friend. I’m not a fool. I know what he’s capable of. I would never steal from him.”

“Ah, but you have,” Zhukov said, crushing out his cigarette and pulling a small tablet from inside his coat, the gun now leveled at Dimitry’s chest. He tossed the tablet onto the mattress.

Dimitry picked it up and scanned page after page of documents—accounts, transfers, purchases. Threads between multiple accounts and transfers authorized by him from secure accounts belonging to Petrov. The blood drained from his face, and his mouth became desert dry. “But this is not me. I didn’t do this . . .”

The old man smiled and crossed his legs at the knees again. “The paper trail says you did. You know him better than most. Do you think Petrov will give you the opportunity to explain yourself? I know—maybe you can go to your boss and tell him you are being exploited? Oh, wait, that won’t work because when he sees the graphic pictures I have of you fucking his pretty young wife, he will kill you himself. Hmm, quite the dilemma, da, Dimitry?”

It was over. Zhukov had him. He had little chance of surviving any path before him except the one the old man offered.

“You want control of the investigation?” Dimitry asked. “So you can protect certain people from scrutiny, is that it?”

“Da.”

“And what else? You said there was something else,” he said, beaten.

“Sit,” the old man said. “We have much to talk about.”


Chapter 27
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Dempsey rubbed his temples and let out an audible groan.

The constant bickering between Blaskovich and the new hacker, Lubiana, was giving Dempsey a headache. They argued about how to execute every single cyber objective, and yet that competitive friction seemed to be the key to their success.

Russians, Dempsey decided, were definitely more obstinate than Americans. Ground was rarely ceded without a fight. In America, professional credibility was usually predicated on having a track record of being right. In Russia, it was more important to be perceived as being strong. Dempsey found both traits annoying. He didn’t care who was “righter” or “stronger”; all he cared about was execution, and he made a point of telling the duo this on several occasions.

But it didn’t matter. This was their jam, and they were all stuck with it.

Dempsey had rescued Blaskovich from IK-2 driven by a sense of obligation, all the while hoping the kid had legit computer skills. Turned out, Dempsey’s instincts had been right. The hacktivist was incredibly talented, at least according to Arkady, but lacked the insider knowledge necessary to go toe to toe with the FSO’s cyber division. To address this shortcoming, the spymaster had brought in Lubiana—a young Muscovite who Dempsey suspected was from Zeta. Despite her youth, Lubiana was a pro, as evidenced by her practiced radio skills and familiarity with tactical operations. Also, her hardware setup looked almost identical to Wang’s mobile workstation when he was deployed with Ember in the field.

Minus the froufrou cappuccinos and piles of trash around the desk, he thought with a smile. Man, I miss that goofy dude.

“Fuck this! I’m going crazy here,” Makarov said, kicking a trash can and abruptly silencing the room.

Dempsey turned to the Vory boss, a man he’d come to learn was prone to violent outbursts like this. “What’s the problem?”

“How can you stand it in this room all the time? These two are always arguing, and we are doing nothing! Where is fucking Arkady? Huh? Why hasn’t he come back? It’s been almost two weeks. Something’s wrong,” Makarov said, the words flying out of his mouth in Russian a mile a minute.

As a lifelong operator, Dempsey could empathize with Makarov’s irritation better than anyone. Men like him and Makarov were doers—not talkers or planners or plotters. They were men of action, who made their best decisions in the heat of battle, when the stakes were highest and hesitation or second-guessing was usually the difference between life and death. But, and this was a very big but, Dempsey’s tenure with Ember had taught him the value of being methodical. Preparation was one of the three pillars of Petrov’s success and survival. This was not an adversary they could improvise against. If they came out guns blazing without a plan, they would lose and lose badly. To kill Petrov, they needed to be more prepared than the SBP, which meant that the time they spent predicting, planning, and communicating as a team improved their odds of success.

Dempsey was about to talk the volatile gangster down when Lubiana spoke up.

“Arkady’s back,” she said, looking at a streaming video feed of one of the cameras in the parking garage. “His car just pulled in.”

“It’s about damn time,” Makarov said.

Three minutes later the door to the apartment opened, and the Russian spymaster walked in carrying a leather satchel and a long cardboard tube.

“It’s been many days,” Makarov snapped. “Where have you been?”

“I explained this already,” Arkady said, hanging up his heavy black overcoat on the coatrack by the door. “My availability is determined by the surveillance threat. It is dangerous every time I visit the safe house. I cannot promise when or if I will return. Which is why today we must accomplish a great deal.”

The Vory boss grumbled his annoyance but took a seat along with everyone else at the conference table. Arkady walked to the head of the table and handed the cardboard tube to Yuri.

“You got it?” Yuri asked with a tentative smile.

“Da,” Arkady said, smiling back.

Yuri let out a victorious exhale. Other than working as a bureaucrat in the Russian penal system and aiding their escape from IK-2, Dempsey had no idea what Yuri’s role on the team was. He’d posed the question to Arkady and to Yuri himself, but in typical Russian fashion they rebuffed his attempt with a promise that all would be made clear in good time. Based on the enthusiasm across the table, that time was now.

“Where did you find this?” Yuri said as he pulled a rolled paper sheaf from the tube and set it on the table.

“I had to call in many favors to get it,” Arkady said.

“What is it?” Makarov asked, leaning in for a closer look as Yuri unrolled the pages.

“These are the architectural plans for the Bolshoi Theatre,” Yuri said as he smoothed the paper with what could only be described as awe and deference. “Some people say the Kremlin is the most important building in Moscow, others say Saint Basil’s Cathedral, but I say it is the Bolshoi. The Kremlin resonates power, Saint Basil’s beauty, but the Bolshoi is the most magnificent of all because it symbolizes the heart of Russian culture. Swan Lake premiered in this building. It was built in the era of the czars, survived the revolution, escaped destruction in World War II, and outlasted communism.”

“We have a romantic Russian in our midst, it would seem,” Makarov said with a chuckle. “Why does any of this matter to our plans?”

“It matters because the Bolshoi is where we are going to end Petrov’s reign of madness in two weeks’ time,” Arkady said, leaning in, palms flat on the table. “It is the only public appearance on his calendar for the next month. And we have Tatia to thank for it. She masterfully coaxed a night out with him for the opening-night performance of the opera Boris Godunov.”

Dempsey leaned over to study the floor plan of the massive indoor theater with five seating levels. “How many people does it seat?”

“Just over two thousand,” Yuri said.

An annotation of Czar’s Box on the drawing caught Dempsey’s eye. “Is this where he’ll be sitting?” he asked, tapping the paper.

“Da,” Yuri said. “It is located on the second level, directly above the main entrance and walkway for the orchestra-level seating. The czar’s box is two stories tall and was fortified at Petrov’s order during the theater’s massive renovation project that lasted from 2005 to 2011. Many other upgrades were made to the theater during this renovation, including a secret underground exit and the installation of a security system and control center.”

“Are you an architect?” Dempsey asked.

Yuri nodded. “Yes, architect and structural security engineer. After a few years in Spetsnaz and then time with FSB, I saw a better future with more education.”

“Were you involved in the Bolshoi renovation project?”

“I wish,” Yuri said with a chuckle. “No, actually, my claim to fame was designing the Sector A building at IK-2. State-of-the-art incarceration facilities are my specialty. Lots of opportunity in Petrov’s government for this kind of work.”

“Yuri is an expert at designing secure facilities, which makes him the ideal person to devise a plan to exploit the structural security aspects of the Bolshoi,” Arkady said.

Dempsey nodded, more than thrilled to have a structural security expert on the team.

An operator, spy, and now structural security engineer. Yuri’s stock has definitely just gone up, he thought. Way, way up . . .

For the next twenty minutes, Arkady laid out his plan with Yuri adding commentary and answering questions intermittently. When he finished, the spymaster looked at Dempsey. “What do you think?”

“I think by taking him in the theater we risk significant civilian collateral damage,” Dempsey said, trying to be diplomatic. “Maybe instead we look at taking him on his way into or out of the theater?”

“Nyet,” the spymaster said. “It has to be in the theater at the end of the performance.”

“Why?”

“Because the ethos of the operation matters. This is not some nameless thug getting knifed in a back alley. We are talking about toppling Vladimir Petrov, President of Russia for two decades. He is a national icon who has made himself as large in the minds of the Russian people as Khrushchev, Brezhnev, or dare I say Stalin. This is not an assassination. This is an execution. Do you understand the difference? It is a performance. We are replacing Petrov with Narusov. It is not a coincidence we have planned this to happen in concert with the final act of Boris Godunov. The message to the Russian people must be unmistakable, or else a Petrov loyalist will capitalize on the opportunity and seize power.”

Dempsey stared at Arkady, the SEAL inside him tempted to laugh in the old man’s face. It had to happen in the final act of an opera? Was he going for some Abe Lincoln–John Wilkes Booth parallel? What the hell did forcing the kill shot at the end of the opera have to do with mission execution . . . and yet there was a small, burgeoning part of him that understood. Arkady was the mastermind who’d orchestrated the false flag assassination of the US Vice President, the President of Ukraine, and the prime minister of Russia together onstage in Kiev with a stolen American-made Javelin missile before the eyes of a world audience. This operation was conceived with a similar goal in mind.

The assassination of Vladimir Petrov was not merely happening in a theater; it was theater . . .

Theater on a global scale.

“You think I’m crazy, da? You think that the old man has lost his mind. That this does not satisfy any tactical objective, and so it is pointless. Nyet, worse than pointless. You think it complicates the mission, and so it diminishes our chance of success. Am I right?”

Dempsey held the Russian’s gaze a moment, then shook his head. “I see what you’re trying to do here. Our goal is not only regime change,” he said. “Our goal is sea change.”

“Precisely,” Arkady said, triumphantly slamming his fist against the tabletop.

“I would like to also comment that executing the mission inside the Bolshoi is not a tactical disadvantage. In fact, I would argue the opposite is true from a structural security perspective,” Yuri said, shuffling the plans to find the drawing he wanted. “You see, the czar’s box was designed and positioned to optimize visibility. It was meant to be the best seat in the house—a place for Russian royalty to see and be seen. The security upgrades during the renovation do not change the fact that the czar’s box is a kill box, with clear sniper lines from virtually everywhere inside the auditorium. Also, there is a secret door in the ceiling above the main chandelier that was used when it held candles and needed to be lit by hand.”

“There’s only one exit from the czar’s box,” Dempsey said, looking at the plan-view drawing. “To exfil, his security detail has to take him out the back.”

“Da,” Yuri said. “And there is a limit to how many guards Petrov can take into the box with him. Also, the mobility of his plainclothes security guards will be impacted by the crowd.”

“Maybe they will replace the theater ushers with undercover guards,” Blaskovich said.

“Undoubtedly,” Yuri said, “but we will identify these personnel changes in advance.”

Collectively, they all war-gamed how the operation would unfold. Dempsey used his two decades of covert-operations experience to play devil’s advocate and identify potential problems with Arkady’s plan. After an hour and a half, everyone was ready for a break. Arkady’s suggestion for a coffee break was met with nods of approval, and the team members pushed back from the table en masse to stretch their legs and recaffeinate.

“John and Alexy, a word?” Arkady said, leading them to a corner of the apartment.

“Is there a problem?” Narusov asked once out of earshot of the others. “Are Marianna and Vina safe?” He wrung his hands and nervously shifted his weight back and forth between his legs as he waited for the spymaster to answer.

“They are safe in Finland for the time being,” Arkady said. “They need to be moved somewhere farther away from Petrov’s reach. I have already taken care of this.”

“Oh, thank God,” the Russian dissident said through a heavy exhale.

That first night after escaping from IK-2, Dempsey had watched the two men have a similar, emotion-laden conversation off to the side. At the time he’d wondered what they were talking about, but now he could make an educated guess—Arkady must have promised to secure Narusov’s wife and daughter.

“But your brother, Oleg, has been arrested by Moscow Police, and so has Blaskovich’s sister,” Arkady said, his expression grim. “This is Petrov sending a message, just like we thought he would.”

“Damn it, I told Oleg to leave the country. He’s always been so bullheaded,” Narusov said, forcefully running his fingers through his sandy-brown hair. “What do we do?”

“Nothing,” Arkady said, his jaw hard set.

“We have to do something,” Narusov said. “They’ll torture him.”

“Da, but you and your brother understood the stakes from the beginning. The best thing we can do for Oleg is to execute our plan and succeed. Once Petrov is gone, I can get Oleg released within twenty-four hours.”

“And what about Blaskovich’s sister?”

Dempsey glanced at the others, who were watching while trying to look like they weren’t. Blaskovich made eye contact momentarily, which Dempsey acknowledged with a nod before turning back.

“We can’t tell him,” Arkady said. “He won’t be able to handle the guilt. Either he’ll shut down completely or he’ll do something rash.”

“Normally, I would agree,” Dempsey said, speaking up for the first time. “But the kid is going to find out. If it hasn’t happened already, Petrov will publicize the arrests on all state-run newswires. We have to preempt him from finding out that way. We need to control the narrative, not Petrov.”

Narusov blew air through pursed lips. “John’s right. I’ll talk to him. I’ll explain the situation—lay out all the facts and what will happen if he does not follow the plan.”

“Are you sure?” Arkady said.

“Da. Maybe he’ll listen to me. Nobody knows what it feels like to be on the receiving end of psychological torture more than me.”

Dempsey put a hand on the future Russian President’s shoulder. “You care about people, which is why you’re going to be a good leader, Alexy.”

Narusov shrugged under Dempsey’s hand, but even his weary face could not diminish the fire in his eyes. “To quote Dostoevsky, ‘Am I a trembling creature, or do I have the right?’”

Dempsey was unfamiliar with the Russian literary reference, but he got the gist. Narusov had been defying Petrov for years, but the possibility of supplanting him must have seemed nothing more than a pipe dream. As an activist, he’d made his peace with martyrdom. Now he was being forced to accept a more daunting possibility: that they might actually succeed and he would rise to power.
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It had never occurred to Jake that he might drown in a swimming pool. He’d been swimming competitively since he was six years old, after all. But that he might drown on the deck—out of the water—that was beyond insane. The instructors had filled all the candidates’ masks with salt water and forced them to wear them during calisthenics. Trying to breathe through his mouth while keeping the water from going up his nose and down into his lungs was proving to be mission impossible. His sinuses were on fire, his eyes burned, he couldn’t see, and he was coughing and hacking in violent, phlegmy fits.

“You ain’t gonna die, are ya, Kemper?” Senior Chief Mallory taunted as he paced back and forth in front of Jake’s class while they performed jumping jacks with twin 80 scuba tanks on their backs. This was Mallory’s favorite phrase, and he took great delight in asking the question a hundred times a day. The SEAL was a damn good teacher of dive physics, but out of the classroom, he was a friggin’ sadist.

“No, Senior Chief,” Jake said, choking on the words and water in his throat.

With each jumping jack, the scuba tanks on his back wrenched his shoulders and slammed into his kidneys. He’d been warned to keep the shoulder and waist straps as tight as possible to minimize this, but there was no way to avoid it, especially on his lean frame. Doing jumping jacks with scuba tanks on your back was kind of like punching yourself in the face—a pointless, painful evolution.

“Okay, ladies. Time to switch it up. Fifty push-ups,” Chief Carroll’s voice barked from behind him.

“You bitches gotta earn the right to get in my pool,” Senior Chief Mallory shouted and laughed from somewhere to Jake’s left, where he circled like a shark.

Jake dropped awkwardly to the ground, pushed up into a high plank, his arms burning from the sixty-five pounds of added weight strapped to his back. The tanks only weighed six pounds in salt water, thanks to buoyancy, but they weren’t in salt water.

The salt water was in their masks.

The first few weeks of Phase Two had been less physically grueling—the instructors had given Jake’s class time for their battered bodies to recover further from Hell Week—but this week it was game on. Jake wasn’t exactly free from prison yet. The walls and guards may have changed, but BUD/S Phase Two was still a grinder that would spit out some of his classmates. And yet he felt a freedom and confidence now that he would make it and earn his trident.

Randy Ketron moaned somewhere nearby, but it wasn’t the physical demands that tortured his friend. The early weeks had proved that this phase would, for some, be more of a gauntlet than Hell Week because of the rigorous academics of the combat diver course. Jake almost smiled as his arms trembled under the strain of the tanks on his back. He was already helping Ketron with the academics, spending every awake moment in their room tutoring his friend.

Jake felt the instructor’s eyes on him as he strained to complete the last dozen push-ups. Guys washed out at every phase of training, but after Hell Week, Phase Two combat dive training and pool comp claimed the most additional DORs. Being a brainiac didn’t help a candidate survive the pool and ocean swims, and Jake knew some of his brothers would succumb to the fear of the water and its unforgiving nature. And being an Olympic swimmer couldn’t prepare you for the grind of the physics and math in the classroom. Phase Two challenged both mind and body and required a different kind of discipline than Phase One.

Still, the eyes on the back of his head told him not to get cocky. The Senior Chief had fixated on Jake—and it felt like only Jake—since they’d arrived at Phase Two. He’d shared this observation with Ketron, but his buddy had only laughed and assured Jake that that was Mallory’s superpower and everyone in the platoon felt that he was fixated on them.

Still . . .

He pushed out the last five push-ups on badly trembling arms, mouth open, tongue hanging out, and salt water dripping from his lips.

“Recover,” Chief Carroll said. Jake struggled to his feet and a geared-up version of parade rest. After an impossibly long pause, the Chief barked, “Masks off.”

Jake tore the mask off his face and blew a double nostril jet of salt water and snot out onto the deck while he blinked repeatedly to clear the salt water from his eyes.

“You think you’re ready for my pool, Mr. Kemper?” the Senior Chief asked, arriving from nowhere in front of him, his nose almost touching Jake’s and his blue hat tapping Jake in the forehead.

There was no right answer to this question, so he just answered honestly. “Yes, Senior Chief.”

“You think the entire class is ready, Mr. Kemper? Or are you okay losing a couple of teammates so you can get wet?”

“Class Three Four Eight is ready, Senior Chief,” Jake said, trying not to stare the man in his eyes, which Mallory hated, but having literally nowhere else to look unless he closed his own.

A malevolent grin spread out on Senior Chief’s face. He backed up a few inches but still held his eyes on Jake. “Mr. Ketron,” he barked, his smile broadening.

Shit, Jake thought.

“Yes, Senior Chief,” Ketron answered from beside Jake.

“Ketron, what is Boyle’s Law?” He smiled and kept his stare on Jake.

“Senior Chief, Boyle’s Law states that for a fixed mass of gas kept at a fixed temperature, pressure and volume are inversely proportional.”

Nice work, Randy, Jake thought, resisting the urge to grin in victory. The hours spent in their room studying—well, Jake tutoring Ketron—were paying off.

But Senior Chief was still smiling, and Jake realized the outcome of this interaction had been predetermined. “What does that mean?” Mallory asked.

Ketron hesitated. “Well, it means if you are under pressure—you know, like, at depth—and you ascend while holding your breath, the pressure will be decreasing, so the volume of air will continue to increase as you rise, and you can, you know, hurt your lungs.”

“Hurt your lungs?” the Senior Chief mocked, fixing his evil stare on Ketron, but not budging from in front of Jake.

“Damage your lungs. Give . . . give you an injury to your lungs resulting in a . . . a . . . pneumothorax. That can kill you, Senior Chief.”

“So can I, Ketron.”

Chuckles from the team. Maybe it would be okay.

“What kind of gas?” Senior Chief asked, returning his gaze to Jake.

“Kind of gas?” Ketron asked, his voice now dropping as he, too, realized there was no path to winning this game.

“In Boyle’s Law,” Senior Chief Mallory said, forcing a fake exasperation into his voice.

“Oh . . . an ideal gas,” Ketron said, delighted with himself.

“And what,” Mallory asked, his face revealing what they all knew: that he was the victor in this sparring match, “is an ideal gas?”

“It’s . . . it’s . . .”

Come on, Randy.

“It’s, like, a made-up—well, not made-up—it’s . . . it’s, like, theoretical.”

“What are its characteristics?”

I’ve won, Senior Chief’s eyes said to Jake.

We both knew you would, Jake’s said back with a tight frown.

“I’m not sure, Senior Chief,” Ketron answered, his voice full of regret.

Still staring at Jake, the Senior Chief said, “Everyone out of their gear, grab fins, and hit the beach. Two-mile swim. No one gets into my pool until everyone is ready.”

“Hooyah, Senior Chief,” the class barked, and they doffed their tanks and hustled them to the racks along the walls.

“Not you, Kemper,” Mallory said, still smiling. “You were a competitive swimmer, right?”

“Yes, Senior Chief,” he answered, not sure where this was going but already hating it.

“Well, you probably can skip one swim then. But you’re lean, Kemper. I’m worried about your cold tolerance in the unlikely event you make it to the Teams. We better get a session of cold-water conditioning in for you. Report to the ice boat on the grinder, Kemper.”

“Hooyah,” Jake answered, his heart sinking. This would be his second session in the cold-water conditioning tool, which was really just a torture device composed of one of the IBS boats filled with ice water. The trainee would lie on their back in the belly of the boat, submerged to the neck, until they shook so hard that they needed help to stand and get out. Jake’s time at BUD/S had done nothing to improve his cold tolerance, but it had made him despise the cold more than he’d ever thought possible. The fact that the boat was already waiting for him on the grinder confirmed what he knew—there had never been any real chance they would get in the training pool today, and the afternoon session of Dive Medicine would be unbearable.

But he would bear it nonetheless—because after Hell Week he knew now that he could bear anything.

He jogged with his class, which he increasingly thought of as his team, onto the beach before splitting off for the ice-filled boat on the center of the grinder as the rest of the class, dressed in T-shirts, UDT shorts, and boots, with their fins in hand, headed toward the surf. Standing beside the boat, thick brown arms folded on his chest, stood Master Chief White.

Awesome.

White was a Hollywood SEAL—over six foot five and every bit of two hundred and twenty-five pounds coupled with a chiseled face, ripped arms and chest, and penetrating brown eyes. He was also a man of few words. Half the time the other instructors would translate his wordless stares for any slow student who didn’t get the meaning.

Jake stole a glance at the SEAL as he approached. Strangely, the Master Chief’s face looked clouded by something other than the default sadistic malice all the instructors seemed to have perfected.

“Ready to get conditioned, Mr. Kemper?” Master Chief White asked.

“Yes, Master Chief,” he said.

Without hesitation, Jake climbed into the boat. His body instantly revolted against the shock of the thirty-two-degree ice water mixture, but he lay on his back, arms by his side, only his face above the slush. Within seconds, his body ignored his command to show no weakness and began to shiver, then shake. His calf muscles cramped first, and Jake gritted his teeth at the pain of it, his jaw twitching as he refused to let his teeth chatter. He squeezed his eyes shut and tried Commander Redman’s trick of counting in his head, just trying to last another second . . .

“You look just like him.”

Jake’s eyes popped open, and the Master Chief was bent at the waist, leaning over the boat and staring at him from above.

What?

“Recover,” White said, and Jake pulled himself over the gunwale of the small RIB and plopped onto the sand.

On hands and knees, Jake let his body shake violently for a moment before struggling to his feet. He’d been in the slush for less than a minute but was relieved and grateful to be out. He stood straight and tall, hands clasped behind his back. Master Chief circled him, and again the feeling of being dissected by the blooded SEAL’s eyes was unnerving and overwhelming.

The Master Chief stopped behind him.

“He hated the cold,” the SEAL said, his voice somewhere far away, in another place and time. “He busted his ass to not show it—like you’re doing now—but we all knew it. No one likes the cold, but few people hated it like Jack. We’d sit on the porch of the rental house we lived in with a bunch of other new team guys in Virginia Beach, and fuckin’ Kemper would have on a hooded sweatshirt even when it was seventy degrees outside. Hard as fucking iron, your old man, and the most badass SEAL I ever met . . . but such a pussy about the cold.”

Jake blinked, his heart rate accelerating even though the icy cold had begun to ebb under the California sun. Was he supposed to say something? He stuck with the plan of saying as little as possible when confronted by instructors and stared across the grinder at the sea. Though he didn’t want them to, his thoughts went to Virginia Beach. As a little kid, he remembered staring in awe at his dad whenever he came home. It had been different in Virginia Beach, before Dad made it to Tier One and they’d moved to Tampa. Before the growing war on terrorism took him away more and more, to the point where he seemed away even at home. Before his team became more of a family to him than his own wife and son . . .

“I miss him,” Master Chief White said. “And you’re like him in more ways than you could imagine.”

“Good ways?” Jake asked, angry at the tears welling up. Fucking Dad . . .

“Good and bad,” the Master Chief said, and he laughed and paced around to look Jake in the eyes. “I’ve seen enough SEALs come through here to know that look, son. There’s no chance in the world you ain’t making it through. That’s one of the good things you got from him.” White scanned the empty grinder, then looked out at the surf, where Jake’s class was running along the beach, a pickup truck beside them, the Senior Chief yelling something through a bullhorn from the bed of the truck, even though he was only a few feet away. “Jake, I wanna ask you something.”

“Anything, Master Chief,” Jake said, staring past the SEAL, his voice calm, monotone, but his guts churning.

“Did you . . . you and your mom . . .” The SEAL hesitated. “Did you guys ever get told anything about Jack—about your dad—and what happened during Crusader? Something maybe different from the record?”

“Master Chief?” Jake said, watching the man now. There was a quiet strength but also a desperation in the man’s eyes. Jake had no idea what the man was getting at, but his heart raced at the memories he was unearthing.

“I know Captain Jarvis—shit, Vice President Jarvis now—I know he spoke privately with you and your mom. I was there, at the memorial in Virginia Beach, and I saw him talking with you guys for a long time. I just . . .” The Master Chief’s enormous shoulders sagged. “It’s none of my business, especially any of the personal stuff Captain Jarvis shared with you that day, but I just wondered if he told you anything about what happened that was different from what they told us.”

“Like what?”

Master Chief White shook his head and shrugged. “Jack wasn’t on the op; did you know that?”

“Yeah,” Jake said. “He was recovering from an injury. He was in the TOC in Djibouti when it was blown up.”

“Right,” the Master Chief said, his voice far away, standing beside Jake now and staring out at the sea.

“What are you getting at, Master Chief?” Jake demanded, anger now competing with his other emotions. “I’m not here for my dad, you know. I’m here to make my own way. I earned—”

“I thought I saw him once,” the Master Chief said, turning to him again.

Jake stared at the man in disbelief. “What the hell are you talking about? What are you saying?”

“I don’t know, Jake. I was on deployment and tasked with a recovery operation. A high-value target captured by some Task Force dudes.” He smiled and shook his head. “You’ll run across a lot of those spooky-ass guys in your career. Anyway, we were taking this HVT off a yacht and disappearing him back down to a sub we were deployed on—strange-ass shit—and the Task Force guy running the op, he just . . .” He shook his head, eyes narrowing as he looked out to sea again, seeing the scene in his head, Jake suspected. “He didn’t look exactly like him—there were some little differences in the face—but the eyes. Those were Jack Kemper’s eyes. And when he shoved this bad guy off the back of the boat and his sleeve pulled up a bit, I swear I saw the bottom of a scar on his arm—this winding, serpentine scar. You remember the scar your dad had on his forearm?”

“Of course,” Jake said softly, mesmerized by the impossible conversation he was having with a SEAL Master Chief and Phase Two instructor.

The man let out a long, slow breath. “It’s haunted me ever since—been a couple of years now. Look, I just thought if there was something you knew, something you were asked to keep to yourself, or something you suspected, I . . .”

“Navy SEAL Senior Chief Jack Kemper—my dad—died in the explosion in the TOC in Djibouti during Operation Crusader,” Jake said, far more acid in his voice than he thought possible. “He died a hero serving his country, but he had left me and my mom long before that, so all I know is I stood beside Mom while they buried him and we cried. I cried for my mom more than for him, but I just . . . just always believed he’d come back one day. When he was done fighting, you know?” Jake wiped a tear from his cheek in irritation with the back of his hand.

Master Chief White nodded. “Right. Look, I’m sorry, kid. I really am. I should have kept this shit to myself. Jack and I were friends before he went to Tampa. We shared a house, shared a salty life in the Teams, and I stood up with him when he married your mom. That day just haunted me. I don’t know what else to say.”

“My dad is dead,” Jake said and turned away.

“I know he is, son, and I’m really sorry I brought this up.” The powerful, ageless SEAL let out a long sigh, the sigh of an old man. Then he returned to the badass SEAL Master Chief again, fifteen years disappearing from his face in a blink. “Now give me fifty push-ups, then jog down to the beach and do flutter kicks until your class gets back.”

Jake dropped, glancing up the beach to where his classmates were coming out of the water in the distance. Easiest evolution ever. Thirty seconds in the ice water, a few push-ups, and two minutes of flutter kicks at most.

And whatever mindfuck that was supposed to be. He stole a glance to his right and watched the Master Chief as he strode away, hands clasped behind his back. My dad is gone and never coming back . . . and it’s about time everyone just accepts that.
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Grimes chuckled at the irony of it all.

She couldn’t help herself.

“What’s so funny?” Munn asked from across the large, polished wood table SAD gathered around in the executive dining room of the ultraluxe yacht.

They were using the space as a mission-planning and tactical-operations center, but where they had laptops and comms gear spread out, she imagined the previous owner had bowls of caviar and cocaine.

“I just think it’s ironic that we’re using a Russian yacht seized from one of Petrov’s oligarch cronies to rescue Marianna Narusova and her daughter,” she said.

“You call it irony; I call it karma,” Wang said, from where he stood leaning over the tabletop.

“Totally agree. Those rich Russian assholes deserve it,” Martin said. “They didn’t earn the money in the first place. They stole it.”

“Yeah, well, it’s ours for tonight, so we can thank the Finnish government and the CIA for that,” Munn said with his palms flat on the table, his forearms bulging. “Does anybody have any questions about the op, either at the strategic or tactical level? As far as I’m concerned, it’s a pretty straightforward target evacuation. Our job is simple—get in, secure Marianna Narusova and her daughter, and get out without anybody knowing we were ever there. The only real unknown, in my mind, is whether the bad guys have the same idea we do.”

“I’ve got a question,” Prescott said. “Suppose the Russians do show up. What’s the ROE here? Suppose there’s a covert team already in place on the island? Or worse, what if Wagner shows up before us? I just wanna be clear here—is this, like, a weapons-free situation?”

Munn nodded. “Tony, you’ll learn quickly that just about every op in Ember is weapons-free. We use the exact amount of violence needed to complete the mission and leave nothing behind that exposes our existence.”

“Well, that’s clear as mud,” Lewis, the former Marine Raider, said. “So, like, kill whoever we need to, but don’t let it look like we killed them?”

Martin slapped his fellow Marine on the shoulder and chuckled. “It ain’t as hard as it sounds, bro,” he said. “We don’t officially exist—not even in American intelligence circles—so it’s not about a trail to us.”

“It’s more about keeping any trail clean that could lead back to the US,” Munn said.

“And we often create trails pointing to others when it’s to our advantage to implicate other actors,” Buz added from where he sat near the head of the table and the big monitor setup that was live streaming from the Ember TOC in Tampa. “Which is why I procured Russian gear and weapons for tonight’s mission.”

“Makes sense,” Prescott said. “Any spent casings or gear left behind points to Russia. It’s like a false flag.”

“Exactly,” Buz said. “And if you do encounter armed resistance, rest assured it’s not the Finns. Director Casey vetted all this in advance. There is no Finnish security presence—military intelligence or police—looking after the Narusovas. In fact, they didn’t even know she was here. If we encounter armed resistance, it’s Russian—most likely Wagner Group. You have the green light to kill anyone who presents an obstacle to saving this woman and her daughter.”

“No hesitation. Violence of action,” Munn said.

“Oorah,” Lewis said, sounding like the Marine he’d once been.

Grimes watched Munn carefully, looking for any hints he might be slipping back into a darker place, but the man looked fully squared away and on task tonight.

“Last thing,” Prescott said, indicating the map showing the details of the small island, accessible from mainland Helsinki only by boat and covered with homes—large and small—spread out in the thick woods. “So I totally get the offset approach. My team comes in from here,” he said, tapping a spot of rocky shore on the west side of the island, free of any homes. “We move into position ahead of you guys, and then you make the short ascent to the target house up these rocks.” He tapped a point on the east side, a quarter mile north of where twin cliffs flanked a large house on a point overlooking the water. “But why not take Narusova and her daughter out with you on the exfil? It’s a shorter distance by half. Seems like we drag them across a good bit of real estate where bad guys could be holed up in any of these houses.”

Munn nodded. “You’re right, but we’re worried about getting the little girl down the rocks. It’s basically a cliff face,” he said, tapping the point where the fast boat containing him and Luca Martin would hit shore on the east shore, north of the target house. “And we’ll have overwatch with both satellite and thermals, Mother in our ears, and Lizzie on the long gun here on the yacht.” He tapped a point southeast of the target house.

Prescott nodded and shrugged, but Grimes frowned.

“I gotta be honest. I don’t love it, Dan,” she said.

“What do you mean?” he said, surprised.

“Yes, you have eyes with the satellite, but my angles will be terrible from the yacht. Even with me set up on the top deck, you’ll be above me. I’ll be lucky to have a line on the second story of the target house and anyone approaching by water from the east, but that’s it. I can’t give cover to Tony, and I can’t even cover the approach from land to the front of the house.”

Munn nodded and rubbed at his scruff but didn’t say anything.

“What if I infil with Prescott and Lewis ahead of your approach? I could set up here.” She tapped a house in the center of the island. “Imagery shows it as a three-story house. I’d have perfect lines to cover infil and exfil from both teams, and I have good lines on the target house, just not the approach from the cliff side behind the target house. But who in the hell is gonna want to scale these cliffs? We’re not even doing it.”

“And no one’s better than us,” Luca added with bravado.

Munn pursed his lips.

“What’s the hesitation?” she asked. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

Munn shook his head. “No, you’re right. You give us better coverage here for a larger area. I wanted to cover the east approach from the water, but honestly, I’m not sure why. Let’s do it your way.” He turned to the computer screen, where Baldwin was teleconferenced in. “Ian, you can be our eyes on the eastern approach. You’ll see boats incoming long before it would be a problem.”

“Agreed,” Baldwin said. “I could give Elizabeth plenty of warning and time to reposition east if necessary.”

“Is the house Lizzie wants to set up on currently occupied?” Munn asked.

“Thermal imagery shows no activity in the house in question,” Baldwin said. “The same is true of more than half the homes, which mostly serve as summer homes, it seems. I’m sending a summary of the property-occupancy statistics along both infil routes to your tablets, but we’ll also provide a recommended route and real-time data once you’re on the infil. We still show only two images at the target house—the mom and daughter are together in the second-floor master bedroom. Historical imagery shows a team of two men checking on them periodically—at random intervals but never exceeding five days and never at night. As previously briefed, these men are not Finnish security. Which means they are either private security hired by the Narusovas or friends.”

“Cool,” Munn said, straightening, then glancing at the large Suunto on his wrist. “Good call, Lizzie. Time to kit up and get to the boats, people. Let’s get this done while it’s dark. Ian, can you stream us real-time water activity from all sides?”

“Of course. It will be under tab three. One will be the target, two the thermals of homes on the infil routes, and three will be a pan-out to five nautical miles in each direction. Right now, I show several other large yachts scattered about, but all are stationary and appear to be at anchor or station-keeping. Nothing suspicious about any of them.”

“Perfect. We kick off in thirty minutes,” Munn said, addressing the group. Then, with a spark in his eyes that made Grimes grin, he added, “The world’s biggest asshole wants this woman and her daughter dead. So, I say, let’s be a big fat American thorn in his ass the way that only Task Force Ember can.”
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Dempsey woke bolt upright in the darkness.

Something was wrong.

The parting look that Blaskovich had flashed him before Dempsey had turned in for the night had been a strange one. It reminded Dempsey of guilty dog eyes—how his childhood German shepherd, Chief, looked after he’d gotten into something he knew he wasn’t supposed to. His Spidey-sense tingling, Dempsey scooted off his mattress and headed out of his apartment. He’d yet to break the IK-2 habit of sleeping in his clothes and boots, so he didn’t need to waste any time getting dressed.

“What do you want?” Lubiana asked, speaking to him in English instead of Russian for some reason when he walked into the apartment TOC.

“Anything unusual on the security feeds?” he said, hesitating a beat before finding the words in his native tongue.

She shifted her attention from him to the dual wide-screen monitors in front of her. As she clicked away with her mouse, he walked around and stood beside her chair so he could see the displays too. His gaze ticked from one security camera window to the next as she methodically indexed through the dozens of live streams. The building had far more hidden cameras than Dempsey had thought—three dozen at least.

“There,” he said, pointing at the upper corner of the right-hand monitor. “That van parked along the curb across the street is new. When did it show up?”

“One hour ago,” she said and used her mouse to rewind the recorded feed to confirm her answer with time stamps.

“What happened after it parked?”

“The driver exited and went inside the building opposite us,” she said. “Don’t worry, I’ve been keeping an eye on it.”

Dempsey ran his tongue between his lower lip and teeth, suddenly craving a dip for the first time in months. “I’d like to know if there’s a squad of shooters camping out in the cargo hold. Do we have thermal?”

She craned her neck to look up at him and flashed him a look like he was the biggest idiot in the world. “If I had thermal, I would have shown it to you already.”

“Mm-hmm,” he murmured. “What do we know about that building across the street?”

“First floor is commercial. Levels two through five are residential.”

“Do we have a wide angle of the facing facade?”

“Da,” she said and clicked through video feeds until she found the one she wanted.

Dempsey squinted at the live feed, which was streaming in black-and-white night vision; he took his time, systematically scanning every window.

“Are you looking for a spotter?” Lubiana asked, switching back to Russian.

He grunted in affirmation and pointed to a window on the fourth floor, left of center. “Can you zoom here?”

“These cameras only have five times digital zoom,” she said as she zoomed in on the target window. “It’s shit, but there you go.”

He was about to ask her to play around with the contrast and camera settings, but she was on it already, trying to improve the image quality. As she did, a silhouetted figure holding what looked like a spotter scope behind the glass came into grainy view.

“Fuck,” Lubiana said and slid her task chair over to a laptop that sat next to the dual-monitor rig.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Rescanning for active comms,” she said, her fingers a blur on the keyboard.

Dempsey bent at the waist to use the mouse at the workstation Lubiana had just vacated.

“Don’t touch that,” she snapped, but he ignored her and resumed indexing through the other camera feeds until he found the wide-angle view of the outdoor parking lot behind their safe house. He counted seven vehicles parked in the back lot, including one large SUV.

“Are all these vehicles green?”

She glanced over at the monitor and scanned the scene. “Da,” she said and swiveled back to what she was working on.

He minimized the window and resumed looking at other exterior cameras.

“Shit, shit, shit,” she said in a panic.

“What?”

“Someone just fired up a wide-band signal jammer.”

Converging headlights on one of the minimized windows caught Dempsey’s eye, and he expanded it with a mouse click. “What is this view?”

“That is looking south on the street in front of the building,” she said as three black SUVs in a convoy raced toward them.

“Ping Arkady,” Dempsey said. “Tell him we’re about to get hit, and we need exfil options.”

“Da,” she said, donning a headset. “Channel two.”

“Check,” he said, grabbing a radio and headset of his own. “They’re jamming. Will these radios even work in here?”

“There are repeaters installed throughout the building. The construction draping Arkady had hung on the scaffolding is lined with special EMF-shielding material. He did this on purpose to interfere with cellular communications. The only comms in and out of this building go through this terminal.”

“He didn’t trust us,” Dempsey said, more statement than question.

“Don’t take it personally,” she said. “He trusts no one.”

I can’t blame him, he thought. Neither do I.

“So will the material interfere with their jamming?” he asked hopefully.

“Not perfectly, but yes. It will act like a Faraday cage.”

“Smart,” he said, running to the row of gear lockers along the back wall. “Tell me everything else you know about this building and how we can defend ourselves against this assault.”

While she rattled off everything she knew, he kitted up in record time—grabbing a vest with plate carrier, extra magazines, a helmet with NVGs, a drop holster with pistol, an assault rifle with optics, and a whole bunch of flash-bangs from a cage.

“Sounds like we’ve got some interesting design features I can exploit. I’m going to wake the others,” he said, heading toward the door.

“Dempsey,” she called before he reached the hallway.

“What?” he said, pausing at the threshold to look back at her.

“The others will be useless in a firefight,” she said. “It’s entirely up to you and me.”

“Then it’s up to you and me,” he said with a crooked smile and took off down the hall, banging on the apartment doors where Blaskovich, Narusov, Makarov, and Yuri Ivanov were sleeping. “Wake up, wake up, wake up!”

“One, this is Angel—do you copy?” Lubiana said in his ear.

He switched his radio to VOX and answered at the same time he was shepherding his compatriots out of their rooms and toward the TOC apartment. “Copy, Angel. Sitrep?”

“Two vehicles just parked in the back lot and one on the north side of the building,” she reported.

“Check,” he said.

“What is happening?” Makarov said, grabbing Dempsey by the arm and stopping him forcefully.

“Petrov sent a SWAT team. They’re here and they’re coming for us,” Dempsey said and made eye contact with Blaskovich, who was eyeing him over Makarov’s shoulder.

The guilty look on the kid’s face was all the confirmation Dempsey needed.

“What have you done, Gevorg?” he asked through clenched teeth.

“I . . . I’m sorry, but they have my sister. They are sending video clips to my email. A different man is raping her every day. I had no choice. I can’t let this happen to her,” the young hacktivist said, his eyes brimming with tears.

“I’m going to kill you for this betrayal,” Makarov shouted and went for Blaskovich’s throat.

“We deal with it later,” Dempsey shouted, dragging the Vory boss back. “First, we need to survive this assault. Ivan, I need your help. Are you willing to fight?”

Makarov turned to face him, the snarl on his face morphing into a murderous grin. “Have you forgotten? I am a Pakhan. I have four brigadiers at my command. Each brigade has five patsans, and these men are killers. All I need to do is call them, and they will come.”

“We can’t call them,” Dempsey said.

“Why not?”

“Because the hit squad is using a jammer,” Dempsey said, keeping it simple. “And even if they weren’t, by the time your guys get here, it will be over.”

Makarov scowled. “Then what do we do?”

“Have you ever fired an assault rifle?” Dempsey asked as he herded everyone into the TOC.

“Of course! I have fired many guns,” Makarov said with gusto.

“But do you know how to shoot and move in a tandem pair in the dark on night vision with infrared targeting lasers?”

“Nyet, but I am a quick learner.”

Wonderful, Dempsey thought with an eye roll. We’re definitely all going to die.

“Breacher teams are out of the vehicles and moving in groups of four toward multiple entrances,” Lubiana announced, her voice echoing in his free ear and earpiece with a millisecond offset.

Dempsey scanned his teammates’ faces and saw fear in their eyes. Only Makarov seemed immune to the pressure, and that was because he was nuts.

“Ivan, kit up like me,” he said to Makarov, then turned to Narusov. “Alexy, take Gevorg to the empty bedroom and lock the door. If I get killed, you need to get facedown on the floor with your hands behind your head. It will minimize the chance of them shooting you when they breach the room.”

“I don’t think it will matter, John,” Narusov said. “They are coming to kill us. There will be no mercy.”

“We don’t know that. I think Petrov will put you back in IK-2 before he kills you.”

“I’d rather die than go back.”

“We don’t have time to argue,” Dempsey said. “Please just do as I say and try not to die.”

Narusov nodded and escorted Blaskovich by the arm to the vacant bedroom next to the common room.

“Yuri, I know you’re no longer a soldier,” Dempsey said, turning to Ivanov, “but during the escape from IK-2, you demonstrated great tactical skill. I need you as a shooter in this room to kill anyone who tries to come through that door. Can you fight with me?”

The stoic Russian nodded and headed toward the gun lockers, passing Makarov, who was coming back kitted up like an operator. Dempsey looked the gangster up and down.

“Did I do it right?” Makarov asked, bringing his rifle up into a position resembling a combat carry.

“Pretty damn close,” he said, fetching a radio for the Russian’s kit and tuning it to the channel he was using with Lubiana.

“They’re breaching,” Lubiana said, her voice robotic as she scrolled through the camera feeds on her monitors.

“Kill the lights,” Dempsey said. “And listen for my command to turn them back on.”

“Da,” she said, steeling herself for the battle to come. Then everything went dark except for the glow of her monitors.

Dempsey turned and flipped down Makarov’s NVGs and turned on the targeting laser on the other man’s rifle. “We move and kill in tandem—like a single animal. You’re on my right; I’m on your left. You scan and clear right. I scan and clear left. Stay low in a combat crouch with your weapon up, like this,” he said, demonstrating the operator’s default body position in combat. “Your legs are going to burn like hell, but don’t stand up straight and don’t stop moving. Shoot and move. That is our motto.”

“I understand,” the mob boss said.

“What side do you clear?”

“Right.”

“Very good. My call sign is One, you’re Two, and Lubiana is Angel,” Dempsey said and chopped a hand toward the door.

Below, he heard—and felt—the nearly simultaneous detonation of breacher charges at multiple entrances as the Russian assaulters breached the safe house. He and his Vory wingman were likely outnumbered ten to one, but he’d faced worse odds than that and managed to walk away. Of course, in those situations, he’d had Munn at his side, Grimes on the long gun, and Baldwin in his ear . . .

A momentary melancholy washed over him, but then a bolus of precombat adrenaline surged into his bloodstream and vaporized it. Red-hot conviction filled the void as he took control of the narrative that he needed to drive him to victory.

I didn’t go through six months of hell in IK-2 to go out like this, he thought as he brought his rifle up. Dying here tonight is simply not an option. I have too much work to do, too many promises to satisfy, and too many people to kill.


Chapter 31

Dempsey led Makarov out of the TOC apartment, across the corridor, and straight into the unit on the other side of the hall.

“What are we doing?” the Russian asked as soon as Dempsey shut the door. “Is the plan to hide and ambush them from here?”

Dempsey shook his head. “When we first arrived, did you happen to wonder why all of our individual apartments were located on the same side of the hall?”

“I noticed this. I assumed Arkady put everyone on the back side of the building in case of a sniper across the street or something like this.”

“I came to the same conclusion, but that’s only part of it. Turns out the old fox and Yuri planned for this contingency. Remember, Yuri is a structural security expert—he made some modifications to give us a huge defensive advantage. Every single one of the apartments on this side of the hall is connected to each other,” he said and walked over to where plastic painters’ tarps hung on the walls. He pulled the middle drape aside to reveal a knocked-out section of drywall and studs, which left a gap in the wall leading to the apartment next door. “He also cut holes in the floors and ceilings of certain apartments and placed ladders so we can move up and down.”

Makarov grinned at him in green-gray night vision. “We can move freely behind locked doors, and they can’t see us.”

“Da, and that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”

“Then we must split up,” Makarov said. “Engage them on multiple levels at the same time.”

Dempsey shook his head. If this were Munn talking to him, then that would definitely be the plan. But his gut told him he needed to keep the Vory boss close. He could not afford for Makarov to go cowboy and get plinked by an experienced assaulter. If the Russian was at his side, Dempsey was confident he could protect him and give Makarov a fighting chance in each engagement. “We move and shoot as a unit. As a pair, you can provide covering fire, and I can do what I do best.”

Makarov nodded. “Okay, you’re the soldier. I do as you say.”

“One, Angel—three assault teams are in the building, four shooters per squad. Two squads are moving into the first-floor hallway. A third squad is ascending in the north stairwell.”

“Do you have remote control over the door locks?”

“Da, as long as they don’t set up a jammer inside to block my Wi-Fi. All the apartments are locked. It will slow down their search. Every unit requires a breach.”

“Check. Can you track us as we move?”

“Da,” she said. “Every apartment has a camera with motion sensor.”

“Good,” he said and ducked under the tarps into the next apartment, motioning for Makarov to follow. “Moving to engage third squad.”

“You’ll need to descend to level two; they have exited the stairwell.”

“Copy. Prompt me when we reach the apartment with the ladder.”

They moved from apartment to apartment, Dempsey feeling very much like a ghost as they slipped through the walls.

“Next unit has the ladder,” she reported in his ear.

“Check,” he said as he scooted through the gap and scanned for a hole in the floor.

“It’s there,” Makarov said, and Dempsey swiveled to where the Russian was pointing—the opposite end of the apartment from where he’d expected it.

Dempsey ran to the cutout, where a scaffold ladder was screwed to the floor substrate. He slung his weapon and descended the ladder into an identical unfinished apartment below. At the bottom, he stepped clear to make room for Makarov, who was following right behind him. Dempsey could hear the familiar commotion of operators in the hall, conducting coordinated breaching operations—advancing door by door in two-man teams on both sides of the hallway simultaneously.

As if reading his mind, Lubiana confirmed his mental picture with a sitrep, then said, “They’ve finished clearing the first pair of apartments. Get set.”

“Are they using flash-bangs?”

“Nyet.”

Good.

Dempsey took a knee and sighted on the apartment door. Makarov followed suit, dropping into a firing position on Dempsey’s right side and mirroring his actions. With a controlled, gentle exhale, Dempsey put tension on the trigger and imagined how the engagement would play out. He would drop the lead breacher with a headshot, then double-tap the trailing assaulter in case Makarov missed or froze in the moment.

“Get ready,” Lubiana said.

A loud thud and the sound of splintering wood echoed in the dark as a pair of Russian assaulters kicked the apartment door open and rushed in. Just like Dempsey and Makarov, they were kitted up with night-vision goggles and armed with rifles equipped with laser targeting optics. But unlike Dempsey and Makarov, they were not expecting equally prepared operators lying in wait.

The scene played out like it had in Dempsey’s mind. He dropped the lead breacher with a single round to the forehead and put two rounds center mass in the other. Makarov, for his part, did not freeze or miss. He put two rounds in the trailing assaulter a split second after Dempsey—one round hitting the man’s upper chest and the other blowing out his neck.

“Back through the tarps,” Dempsey said, crabbing backward toward the closest wall while still sighting on the doorway.

Makarov pulled the plastic flap aside, and they both slipped into the neighboring apartment.

“The breacher team across the hall will have heard the shots and—”

“I know, I know,” Makarov said impatiently, cutting Dempsey off and getting set in a tactical crouch.

Dempsey couldn’t resist a sideways grin. Go figure . . . Behind the gold teeth, slicked-back hair, and tapestry of prison tattoos lurks a natural operator.

“The other pair is coming. And they radioed the rest of the team. Get ready,” Lubiana said.

“Check.”

“How do you want to do this?” Makarov asked, his voice low and quiet.

Dempsey quickly ran through two different scenarios. Option one: perform a flanking maneuver—looping around into the hall behind team two, following them into the apartment, and shooting them in the back. Option two: wait here until the pair was clearing deep in the apartment, toss a flash-bang in under the tarps, then infil and mop up. His gut told him to save option two for later and not risk tipping his hand with a grenade detonation.

Dempsey made a buttonhook gesture at the apartment’s front door and whispered, “We’re going to flank them.”

“Da. Good.”

“Angel, you copy that?” he said, quick stepping toward the apartment door.

“Copy—they’re breaching. You’re clear to enter the hall. Go now.”

Dempsey reached for the doorknob and heard a click as Lubiana unlocked it remotely. Damn, she’s good, he thought as he twisted the knob and stepped into the corridor. Despite her report of an empty hall, he cleared left out of habit before surging right and bumping shoulders with Makarov as they both made for the door.

He edged in front of his Vory wingman, taking the lead, and crossed the threshold into the apartment. In a role reversal of the scenario they’d just executed, he and Makarov were now the breachers, and the duo of Russian assaulters were the defenders . . . except the poor bastards hadn’t gotten the memo.

With methodical precision and a killing proficiency honed from hundreds of engagements, Dempsey dropped the left and right assaulters with single trigger pulls—sequential headshots fired in the span of a single heartbeat. Legs churning, torso on a swivel, he advanced fully into the apartment, scanning each fallen body for signs of life. In his peripheral vision, Makarov trailed, although he no longer moved in the quadriceps-burning tactical crouch Dempsey had ordered him to use. No surprise there—only the fittest, most disciplined shooters could move like a SEAL for more than thirty seconds.

“Four shooters, exiting the north stairwell and heading to you,” Lubiana said in his ear. “Exit the apartment ASAP.”

Satisfied that the bodies on the floor were dead, he chopped a hand toward the tarp hanging in the middle of the south living room wall.

“I want to split up,” Makarov said behind him.

“Why?” he said, pulling the plastic sheeting aside like a tent flap.

“Because you’re shooting everyone. I want to shoot people too.”

“You shot the second breacher. You were perfect.”

“Yeah, but you shot him first,” the Russian complained as he ducked through the gap.

“No, I’m pretty sure you shot first,” Dempsey fibbed as he stepped through the wall and let the plastic fall back in place.

“Nyet, you always shoot first. I want to shoot first this time.”

Dempsey rolled his eyes under his NVGs. “It’s not a competition, Ivan. This is about survival.”

“What the fuck are you guys doing? Shut up and pay attention! They’re coming,” Lubiana scolded.

“What is the plan this time?” Makarov asked, holding his rifle in a more cavalier carry than before.

“Do you know what a flash-bang is?” Dempsey said, pulling a grenade from his chest.

“Da, it goes boom,” the Vory boss said with that universal sarcastic scowl that Dempsey had decided every Russian male must be required to learn in school.

“It’s nonlethal, but it will wash out their night vision, ring their ears, and disorient them. After I toss it, you need to shut your eyes until it goes off. Then we surge through the tarps. I clear left; you clear right. Copy?”

“Da, I copy, but this time don’t shoot everyone before me.”

“Fine.”

“Stand by to lob grenade on my mark,” Lubiana said in his ear.

Dempsey shrank into a low crouch and crabbed toward the tarps.

“In three . . .”

He reminded Makarov to shut his eyes.

“Two . . .”

Squeezing the trigger handle, he yanked the pin.

“One!”

In one fluid motion, he lifted the bottom of the tarp with his left hand and hard slid the flash-bang into the adjacent apartment with his right. He squeezed his eyes tight under his NVGs while his hands found their respective grips on his rifle. The flash-bang detonated with a concussive whump that he felt in his chest. An instant later he was up and surging through the tarps and into the next room. Body electric with adrenaline, he felt himself synchronize with the cadence of combat—a zen-like state he both craved and relied upon. Like a targeting computer, his mind instantly conducted a threat assessment, noting the positions and combat readiness of the four Russian assaulters who’d stormed the apartment. His rifle an extension of him, Dempsey went to work, prioritizing his shots based on which shooter posed the greatest threat.

Trigger squeeze.

His first round slammed into the face of the farthest assaulter, a big boy who’d already raised his rifle.

Trigger squeeze. Trigger squeeze.

His second shot grazed the helmet of the leftmost shooter, but he dialed in the third shot and dropped the guy like a bag of wet cement.

Beside him, Makarov was going nuts, having switched his rifle to full auto, strafing both the remaining assaulters. Their torsos jerked as he riddled them with bullets, emptying his magazine.

“Those two were mine!” the Vory Pakhan shouted triumphantly, thrusting his rifle skyward like a freedom fighter.

“No arguing with that,” Dempsey said, sweeping his targeting laser back toward the apartment door. “Angel, sitrep?”

“The last four assaulters are coming up, south stairwell,” she said. “You have ten seconds.”

“Can you turn on the lights when they reach the hallway?” he said, an idea coming to him.

“Da,” she said. “When? As soon as they step out of the stairwell?”

“That’s right,” he said and dashed out the apartment door into the corridor. “I’m going to set up in the hall.”

“Copy.”

“I take the ladder,” Makarov said and started toward the tarps. “Flank them from below.”

There was no time to argue with him. Makarov was apparently done following orders for the night. “Don’t forget to swap your magazine,” Dempsey called, dropping to his belly and into a prone firing position.

“Okay, Daddy,” the gangster said with a smart-ass grin and disappeared through the wall.

Dempsey tipped his NVGs up and snapped off his targeting laser on the forward grip so as not to reveal his position to the assaulters, who were also on night vision.

“Lights in three . . . two . . . one,” Lubiana said, and the string of construction lights lining the hallway from end to end turned on, blinding the surging assaulters by washing out their NVGs.

Dempsey was certainly no Lizzie Grimes on the long gun, but he was in the slipstream and dropped the leader with a headshot on his first trigger pull. His second round clipped the left assaulter in the right hip. He squeezed off a third round as the other two assaulters ripped their NVGs off and opened fire. Tracers streaked overhead, and bullets zipped down the hallway as the gun battle became bidirectional for the first time.

“Lights off,” he said, firing a three-round burst into the fray at the end of the hallway.

The lights went dark, and he flipped his NVGs back down into place and clicked his IR targeting laser back on. In ghostly green-gray monochrome, he watched the Russian SWAT shooters scramble to get their eyes back in place. He moved the green laser onto the first target.

Trigger squeeze.

He dropped the middle shooter with a headshot.

“Don’t shoot them all! I’m coming,” Makarov huffed in his ear.

Dempsey had no intention of waiting, however, and shifted his aim to the next target. But he was too late; the dude had pulled a grenade and thrown it.

Shit!

Driven by reflex, he popped to his feet and dived headfirst into the apartment behind him a split second before the grenade detonated, fragging the hallway where he’d been set up.

“One, are you okay—sitrep?” Lubiana queried.

“One is intact,” he grumbled, getting to a knee.

“Two shooters advancing on your position,” she came back. “Two is coming up the stairwell behind them, but get ready.”

The sound of converging footsteps in the corridor outside was suddenly drowned out by sustained automatic weapon fire.

“I fucking kill you,” the Pakhan shouted, followed by a primal roar on the comms circuit and a brrrrrrt of his weapon as he emptied another thirty-round magazine.

And that would be Makarov . . .

Dempsey held, waiting in the unfinished kitchen of the apartment for the maelstrom in the hallway to die down. When all fell silent, he smiled and said, “Is everyone dead?”

“What kind of question is that?” Makarov said with triumphant indignation. “If I shoot them, they are dead!”

“I wasn’t talking to you,” Dempsey said. “Angel, sitrep?”

“All twelve assaulters are down,” she said. “The three SUVs they came in are bugging out.”

Dempsey jogged into the hallway and found Makarov standing over the bodies of the final two assaulters who’d rushed Dempsey after the grenade toss.

“I save you,” the Russian said in English, flashing his golden teeth in the dark.

“I don’t know if I’d go that far,” Dempsey said, grinning back. “I would have taken them.”

“Nyet, I save you. You thank me later,” Makarov said.

Dempsey clapped a hand on the gangster’s shoulder and gave it a victory squeeze as he talked into his mic. “Angel, we need to exfil immediately. We got lucky they only brought twelve. Who knows how many are coming in the second wave?”

“Understood,” she said. “I’ve been in touch with Father; exfiltration protocols have been activated.”

“What exactly does that mean?” Dempsey asked.

“We’ve been instructed to go to the basement, lock the door, and wait for further instructions.”

Dempsey looked at Makarov and pursed his lips.

“What does this face mean?” the Russian asked.

“The basement? I hope he knows what he’s doing.”

“Me too, Rosomakha,” Makarov said, switching back to Russian and crossing himself. “Me too.”

Three minutes later the entire team was assembled in the boiler room, locked inside behind an old, heavy iron door. Despite the boiler having been converted to burn fuel oil, a sooty layer of black coal dust still coated the concrete floor. Rusty cast-iron pipes ran this way and that, and an ancient water pump with leaky seals dribbled water that ran in a meandering stream to a floor drain in the corner.

“Now what?” Narusov asked, looking from Dempsey to Lubiana, deep worry lines creasing his forehead. “We need to move. Petrov knows we’re here. He’s going to send more men.”

“I don’t know what to tell you, Alexy,” Dempsey said. “Arkady didn’t read me in on this. What about you, Lubiana?”

She opened her mouth to speak, but a rhythmic metallic tapping cut her off.

“What’s that noise?” Makarov said, bringing his rifle up.

“It’s coming from that,” Narusov said, pointing to a large pipe protruding from the concrete wall at approximately waist height. The end of the pipe was capped with what looked like a miniature watertight door, complete with locking latch and handwheel.

And the surprises just keep coming . . .

Grinning, Dempsey walked over to the pipe. He unlocked and opened the hatch to find an unfamiliar thirtysomething-year-old Russian male wearing an LED headlamp looking out at them.

“Zhukov sent me,” the man said as he awkwardly scooted his way out of the pipe headfirst.

Since the pipe’s diameter was not large enough to turn around, Dempsey had to help him out so the new arrival wouldn’t fall face first onto the ground.

“Thanks,” the messenger said, wiped his hands on his thighs, then immediately turned around and climbed back into the pipe headfirst—this time going in the other direction.

“Hold on,” Dempsey said, catching him by the ankle. “What is this?”

The pipe crawler craned his neck to look back as best he could and said, “The way out. Follow me.”

“No, no, no,” Blaskovich said, shaking his head. “I’m not crawling through that pipe. What if we get stuck? What if someone turns on the water? No way.”

“You shouldn’t come anyway, you fucking traitor,” Makarov said and took a menacing step toward the young hacktivist. “The rest of us go. You stay behind and die.”

“We’re all going,” Dempsey said in his command voice. “End of discussion.”

“But Gevorg makes a good point,” Lubiana said. “What if we get stuck? What if they turn on the water? We would all drown.”

“It is not connected to the water main,” the man in the pipe said. “Do you see a scuba tank on my back? Nyet. There is no water, and you will not get stuck. I made it here. What more proof do you need?”

“See,” Dempsey said, barely able to contain a grin. “It’s perfectly safe.”

As someone not claustrophobic at all, Dempsey wasn’t fazed by the prospect of crawling through a decommissioned, underground water main. If this were a decommissioned Russian helo—well, that would be a different story.

“I’m going first,” Makarov said, unslinging his weapon and setting it on the ground.

“Knock yourself out,” Dempsey said and took a knee beside the pipe to let the group use his thigh as a step to climb up.

Makarov went first, followed by Narusov, then Lubiana, then Yuri, and finally Blaskovich. Dempsey wormed his way in last and used the toe of his right boot to hook on a C handle welded to the inside of the hatch to close it. Locking the hatch from the inside was impossible, so this was the best he could do.

None of the light from the leader’s headlamp made it back to where Dempsey was bringing up the rear. Annoying rust flakes stuck to his palms as he crawled on hands and knees along the cold, rough, corroded inside of the subterranean cast-iron water pipe. An unpleasant mélange of stale air, body odor, rust, and flatulence assaulted his nostrils as their human caravan wormed its way under the streets of Moscow toward an unknown fate. Would Arkady be waiting for them on the other end, or would the pipe terminate in the basement of Lubyanka prison?

Unlike Makarov, Dempsey had brought his rifle with him. It dangled awkwardly beneath his torso by the sling and complicated crawling as it repeatedly knocked against his thighs and elbows. The pipe was barely large enough to accommodate his build, and the top of his back and shoulders scraped along the inner wall as he advanced. After what he estimated to be thirty yards of travel, he could feel a palpable and growing collective displeasure from the group. He wasn’t the only one ready to be out of this cold, stinky tube.

They traveled in a relatively straight line for the duration of the journey, not taking any of the three T-junction connecting pipes they passed en route. They made the trek in silence, save for the occasional groan or grumbled Russian curse word. The trip was longer than Dempsey expected but shorter than he feared—taking well over an hour and spanning what he guessed was three city blocks. He knew they’d reached the end when chatter and commotion broke out ahead.

Just like before, the leader banged on the inside of a hatch door, and just like before, someone was waiting to open it. When it finally came Dempsey’s turn to exit, Narusov offered him a helping hand out of the pipe and into another basement. Squinting against the light, Dempsey locked eyes with a smiling Arkady.

“I have some good news and some bad news—which do you want first?” the spymaster said.

Dempsey put his hands on his lower lumbar and arched his back in stretch, then twisted right and left, getting a series of satisfying pops up and down his spine. “The good news first,” he said, his voice sandpaper on stone.

“The good news is you’re safe for now,” the silver fox said. “It does not appear you were followed.”

“And the bad news?” Dempsey said, cracking his elbows and wrists next.

“The bad news is that the Wagner Group is now hunting us—which means things have gotten a lot more complicated for all of us.”


Chapter 32

melkki island

one and a half miles southwest of helsinki, finland

0255 local time

Grimes slipped over the railing and onto the roof deck of the luxury vacation home without a sound. Dropping into a crouch, she raised her Russian AK-12 short-barreled assault rifle and scanned the outdoor living area through her Russian-made NVGs. She scanned for possible foes waiting in ambush by dragging her green IR laser target designator across every nook and cranny until she felt satisfied that she was alone.

Their Russian adversaries were on equal footing, in both technology and training. And everything she’d been briefed on about Wagner Group suggested their operators were as badass as any Spetsnaz special missions unit. Hell, most of them were former Spetsnaz. If she had settled on this unoccupied house as optimal for a sniper nest, then another shooter might reach the same conclusion. Hopefully, Ember had gotten a jump on the competition and would be long gone with the package before Wagner even showed up.

Hopefully . . .

She’d learned long ago that hope was not a strategy.

Ready to rock and roll, she chose a long wooden outdoor dining table as her shooting platform. She slung her AK and dragged the table into position. Then she unshouldered the Russian Chukavin SVCh sniper rifle, chambered in .338 Lapua Magnum for maximum accuracy and range, and unfolded the bipod. She eased the sniper stock down to the tabletop, set the AK beside her in easy reach, and did a quick visual survey with her night-adapted eyes. With a calming exhale, she slipped onto the table into a prone position, scooted up behind her rifle, and eased her cheek into the pad affixed to the buttstock. The compact NPZ PN23 night-vision scope came to life, already set for 3x magnification. It had nowhere near the resolution of her Echo3, but she doubted Russian mercs were using many SIG Sauer products, so she had decided to stick with the gear Buz procured that supported their cover.

“Redneck Five is now Eagle,” she said, her voice barely a whisper but amplified by the mic beside her mouth.

“Eagle, One—copy,” Munn’s voice said in her earpiece. “Redneck One is Ibanez,” he added, calling his first checkpoint and announcing that he and Two—Luca Martin—were feet dry to her north. Lewis, a die-hard electric guitarist in his free time, had lobbied for tonight’s checkpoint names to be guitar brands.

Grimes scanned north of the target building. Sure enough, she saw the high-performance RHIB that Munn and Martin were using had pulled up onto the rocks at the water’s edge. She flipped the VMX magnifier into place and watched them ascend. Munn, crouched low, led Martin up the rocky rise and reminded her very much of Dempsey with his methodical, sure-footed gait.

“Redneck Three is Squier,” Prescott said on comms thirty seconds later.

The other stick—Prescott and Lewis—approached from the south, having escorted her to her hide already, and would maintain an offset by a hundred yards until Munn called in position at Yamaha. Then both teams would converge on their respective property lines—Fender and Gibson—from which they would make their final and opposite approaches to the house. She spun her weapon right, scanning for Prescott and Lewis in the woods but not finding them. She smiled. Maintaining stealth against night vision was a good sign that the rookies were Ember SAD material.

Grimes let out a long breath—not a sigh but a slow exhale meant to slow her heart rate and steady her hands—as she returned her rifle and scope to the target building. The two-story house sat atop a twenty-five-foot vertical cliff on the eastern shore of the island. The rise undoubtedly offered stunning sunrise views from the rear of the house, which was nearly all glass and had a balcony spanning the width of the house on the second floor. For living in exile, Marianna Narusova had landed some decent digs.

You deserve it, sister—you and your daughter.

Grimes knew a little something about being hunted, thanks to being in the crosshairs of Arkady’s Zetas before Ember had finally turned the tables and thinned the enemy’s ranks. But this was different. Marianna and her daughter were collateral victims of Alexy Narusov’s decade-long campaign to expose corruption in Russia and challenge Petrov’s lies and propaganda. Like so many who’d challenged the Russian President and his oligarchy, Narusov and his family had paid a price. Curious about the woman, Grimes had read up on Marianna Narusova and learned that she had fearlessly defended and vocally supported her husband until Petrov’s last assassination attempt. Forced to flee the country she loved, she was here, hiding in Finland, undoubtedly wondering when Petrov’s assassins would come for her and her daughter in the night . . .

“Eagle, Mother . . .” Wang’s voice snapped her from her rumination, and she finished a sweep of the target house.

“Mother,” she acknowledged.

“Do you have eyes on the X?”

“Yes,” she said, her pulse quickening in anticipation of potential action. She forced a series of four-count tactical breaths to keep her pulse down and her hands steady. “What’s up?”

“We have movement on the cliffs below the house,” Baldwin chimed in, unable to resist, as usual, and following up with more information than anyone needed. “It’s rather odd because we’ve had satellite eyes for the last six hours and seen nothing. Nor do we see any evidence of a water infil over six hours of historical data on the eastern approach—”

“Quiet, Home Plate,” Munn snapped, and his voice confirmed her own feelings. “How many thermals?”

“We have five tangos rising rapidly up the cliff. They must be using ascenders to be climbing that fast.”

“Shit,” Munn said in her ear. From the sound of his breathing, he was sprinting toward the target building. “It’s a hit squad. They must have come in on scuba. Mother and Home Plate, you need to interrogate the surrounding vessels, like, five minutes ago. We missed something. These assholes are here to kill Narusova and her daughter.”

“Or capture them,” Grimes chimed in, her voice full of hope.

“No,” Munn said. “If that was the plan, they’d have come by boat or helicopter. They intend to execute them quietly and then disappear the same way they arrived—underwater.”

“I don’t have lines on the cliff face,” Grimes said, her voice taking on the familiar singsong cadence as she slipped into hunter-killer mode. She flipped the VMX out of line from her primary scope. “But I can pick them off when they clear the top and emerge on the target property.”

“It’s just you for now, Eagle,” Munn said in between gasps. “We’re five mikes out.”

“Same for Three and Four,” Prescott said, his voice telling her he knew that was too late.

She cursed herself. Munn had a sixth sense that had told him to position her on the yacht to cover the eastern and southern approaches. If she’d listened to him, she could have popped all these guys while they were still on the cliff.

Shit. When will I learn to trust Dempsey’s instincts?

She paused and squeezed her eyes shut at the emotion that followed.

I mean Munn.

“They’re about to crest the top,” Wang said in her ear, his voice a tight string.

She scanned the cliff edge, still on the 3x provided by the PN23. A head popped up. Then a second—and a third. She needed to stop them here, or Narusova and her daughter were as good as dead. If even one of these killers evaded her and got into the house, it was game over.

She flipped the VMX back into position, increasing her magnification. She was nowhere near the edge of the effective range for the Chukavin SVCh, but perfect precision would be required to drop five tangos in rapid succession without any squirters. She put the red up arrow of her sight on the head of the lead man as he rose and scanned the property. She dialed in two clicks for vertical fall, adjusted for her distance, and tightened her finger on the trigger. As he motioned over his head for the five-man assassination team to move forward, she exhaled, held, and squeezed the trigger.

The lead shooter’s head exploded in a puff of gray in the green world of night vision, the enormous, high-velocity .338 Lapua Magnum bullet leaving little behind but gore. The man collapsed, half his head missing, and she shifted her aim onto the next shooter, who stood frozen in surprise.

Arrow on his face.

Exhale.

The world exploded around her.

An entire section of railing disappeared in an explosion of wood and dust, and the corner of the dining table beside her face disintegrated. The onslaught, whatever it was, took the front table leg with it—dumping Grimes and her weapons onto the ground.

Which saved her life.

The second enemy sniper round struck the upended table above her, exactly where her head had been, leaving a hole in the table the size of a grapefruit.

“Oh shit—sniper,” Wang screamed in her earpiece.

“No kidding,” she said, pressing low and crabbing to her right, looking for cover. “Where the hell is he?”

If the enemy sniper had thermal, she was dead already. She crabbed backward on her belly, dragging her sniper rifle with her but leaving the AK-12 where it had fallen. Fully expecting her lights to go out with the shooter’s next shot, she got as low as possible and army-crawled to cover. She felt warm wetness on her forehead, dripping down her temple to her right cheek, and dabbed away the blood. She’d be picking splinters of wood out of her face for a while.

Another explosion disintegrated the railing far to her left, and she let out a grateful sigh of relief.

He doesn’t have thermal.

But God only knew what eyes they had above her.

“Found him. He’s on the roof of a yacht bearing zero-six-six degrees from your position,” Baldwin said calmly, and his voice soothed her pounding heart. “Sniper dead center on the roof and in the open. Seven hundred and eight point five yards, which of course is six hundred and forty-seven point nine zero meters, if that helps.”

Yeah, of course.

But she understood—he was giving her range but also bearing so she could find cover.

And return fire.

“Four shooters have reached the rear entrance to the house. No lights on. Thermals have Marianna Narusova and daughter still presenting asleep in the master bedroom,” Wang said.

Son of a bitch. I have to end this sniper, and then maybe, just maybe, I can hold them where they are until the boys arrive.

The rooftop deck had a storage shed. If she could position it between her and whoever this asshole was at bearing zero-six-six degrees . . .

Maybe I can get a shot off.

“Imagery on your tablet, Eagle.”

The railing exploded again, fifteen feet away from her. She’d made the case to Munn of the disadvantage of overwatch from a lower elevation. This shooter had the same constraints she would have had, shooting up at the roof deck. He can’t see me on my belly on the deck, she realized. He’s going to keep plinking to keep my head down.

She pulled the tablet from the cargo pocket on her left thigh, the Chukavin at port arms, heavy in her right hand, and glanced at the image Baldwin had sent. The vessel was right where Baldwin said, and the sniper lay spread eagle on the roof of the cockpit with an enormous rifle on a tripod.

Oh shit.

The rifle looked like a Lobaev DXL-5. It fired a .50 BMG round with an effective range of over four miles.

That’s seven kilometers, Ian.

She chuckled at the snide joke, even though it was only in her head.

Grimes belly crawled to the left corner of the structure, which she realized now was not a shed but a shuttered cabana bar. A large tree sat off the corner of the house, and one of the branches stuck out in front of the railing on the far side of the cabana.

I wonder, she thought.

If she stayed low and pressed into the tight wedge of a space between the side of the cabana and the railing behind the tree branch, he might not see her. She wriggled into position and set her Chukavin bipod on the deck so that her barrel was under the bottom railing slat and her scope looked under the tree branch.

Another explosion of wood railing gave her a start, but the round was on the other side of the cabana.

He still doesn’t see me.

She exhaled and closed her eyes . . .

She slowed her pulse rate and found her zen.

She opened her shooting eye, pressed her cheek into the foam pad of the Chukavin, and blinked away a trickle of blood. Seven hundred yards was no big deal for the Chukavin or for her. She was consistently lethal at more than twice that range, but it was a problem for the optics she had rigged up. With a 12x Leopold, the shot would be a breeze, but the combined 3x of the scope and VMX was comparable to her ROMEO6.

It’ll have to do.

She found the yacht, then the shooter.

The shooter’s body language and uncovered position signaled that he did not feel vulnerable. Perhaps he believed he’d wounded or killed her or driven her to cover. Either way, the dumbass was going to make it easy for her to get off at least one shot. She clicked in additional drop and, noting the flag flying at the aft of the yacht, added wind correction as well. She placed the red arrow in the center of his exposed back, a wider target than his head with the optics she had available.

She would immobilize him first.

Then kill him.

Exhale.

Hold.

Trigger squeeze.

A second later the man spasmed as her round smashed home between his shoulder blades.

“Four tangos coming out of the house,” Wang announced.

Anger swelled inside her. It was over. An innocent woman and child were murdered on her watch. With all her might, she resisted the urge to run back to the center railing and start dropping the Russian assaulters, because the yacht sniper was still moving. In fact, he was swinging his massive fifty her way, despite the growing puddle of blood beneath him on the pilot-house roof.

She placed the red arrow on the sniper’s head and, without time for a breath or prayer, squeezed. A heartbeat later the man’s head became a pile of gray-green spatter beside his rifle. She fired three more rounds, shooting now to disable the gun in case there was a backup shooter aboard the vessel.

“They have Narusov’s wife and daughter—hoods on their heads,” Wang reported.

She stopped, stunned at the news. She’d been right. This was a snatch and grab after all. But how the hell would they get them out? Scuba was out of the question, right?

“Pursuing. Passing Fender,” Munn said, indicating he was crossing the edge of the front yard.

“Two mikes,” Prescott added, clearly disappointed that he was slower to the rescue.

Too late, she realized and popped to her feet. She slung the Chukavin over her shoulder, scooped up her AK-12 from the ground, and without fully considering the consequences, leaped over the railing. She landed painfully hard on the slanted metal roof extending out from the level below. She slid toward the edge, frantically controlling her speed with her booted feet, then grabbed a tree branch to slow her fall as she dropped over the edge. The tree branch sagged with her but broke before impact. She landed on her feet, rolling into a half somersault to dissipate the energy.

Hell yeah, I just did that.

“I’m heading to you, One,” she announced, scrambling to her feet and taking off toward the target house at a full sprint.

“They’ve made the cliff edge and looks like they’re setting up some rig to lower the hostages, but the mom is resisting,” Wang said in her ear, providing the play-by-play.

“I have them in sight, but no clear shot without risking the mom and daughter,” Munn said in a huff.

Grimes crossed two properties and leaped over a low white fence to enter the target house’s yard. She vectored left, keeping the house between her and the tangos until the very last moment, then unslung the Chukavin and shifted it to a high carry.

I’ll stabilize against the corner of the house and go to work.

Gunfire erupted from the other side of the house.

“One tango down,” Martin announced just as sustained bursts of fully automatic return fire shattered the air.

She reached the corner and glanced around for a shot.

“Redneck, Home Plate—new visual. Tangos have watercraft for exfil,” Baldwin reported, his voice tight with the tension. “Two boats—they look like Russian equivalents to our fast RHIBs—emerging from the base of the cliff. There must be a shallow cave down there. They probably positioned hours before our satellite was positioned and then waited for nightfall. That would explain why we missed their infil.”

“Three—what’s your pos?” Munn shouted, followed by a single shot, then more sustained machine gun fire from the bad guys.

“Passing Fender,” Prescott announced, which meant he and Lewis were on the south edge of the yard now.

She raised her sniper rifle just in time to see two of the Wagner shooters kick off the edge of the cliff, the left figure with a hooded woman clipped tandem to his rig, and the right shooter with the little girl. Grimes held; shooting now would risk sending the hostages plummeting to their deaths.

A moment later they were gone, disappeared below the edge of the cliff.

Sustained, controlled fire erupted from her right as Prescott entered the fight.

One of the two remaining black-clad figures on the cliff took rounds and pitched over, just as Grimes was settling her sight on his head. She immediately shifted her aim to the other assaulter, who was hosing down the area Prescott and Lewis were covering. She placed her red arrow on his chest and squeezed, dropping him a split second before he could rappel off the edge.

“Move, move,” Munn hollered.

She sprinted around the corner, aware of Munn and Martin surging forward from the woods to her left. She heard the roar of an outboard engine echo off the cliffs.

Shit, shit, shit!

She arrived at the cliff edge at the same time as Munn, who put a round in the head of the assaulter she’d shot in the chest. She risked a look over the edge and watched the two kidnapping assaulters disconnect themselves from mother and child and roughly load them onto one of the RHIBs.

“I want the other boat,” Munn barked just as a burst of gunfire rose from the second boat, which backed out of a small crevice in the cliff face.

She dropped to her belly and aimed the Chukavin over the edge. She couldn’t fire on the lead boat for risk of hitting the Narusovas, so she placed her red arrow on the head of the driver at the controls of the second boat, the one Munn had eyes for.

Exhale.

Trigger squeeze.

The driver’s head disappeared in a puff of gray, and Munn dropped the shooter who was providing cover fire with an incredible shot that defied all logic given the fact that he didn’t have a sniper rifle.

Go, Dan . . .

The Russian RHIB sputtered and turned in a slow, mindless half circle before bumping into the rocks at idle. The other boat, the one with their mission on board, roared to life and sped away out to sea with triple rooster tails of spray and wake behind it.

“Come on, we’re going after them,” Munn shouted at her as he worked frantically to uncouple the ascender from one of the dead assaulters and secure it to his kit. “I need you on the long gun, Lizzie.”

“You’re willing to bet our lives on their rigging?” she asked, looking at the other dead guy’s rope and ascender. “I don’t know, Dan.”

“They made it up, didn’t they?” he said with a daredevil’s grin. “Besides, I’m way fatter than you, so if anybody falls, it’s gonna be me.”

“Somehow that’s not comforting,” she grumbled, following his lead, stealing the lone remaining ascender, and clipping it to her kit.

“Well, are you coming, Your Highness?” Munn said, boots pressed into the rocks, leaning back, ready to begin a fast descent.

“Screw you,” she said with a grin at the old nickname she’d not heard since Dempsey left as she validated her rope feed in the pulleys.

Munn kicked off the cliff and disappeared from sight.

She slung the sniper rifle over her left shoulder and walked back the slack in the line, thinking all the while, This is the stupidest thing I’ve ever done.

Then, with a fatalistic sigh, she gave the nearby Martin a two-finger salute, flipped the device into descent mode, and stepped off the cliff into the night.


Chapter 33

She hit the rocky beach with a thud and blew a kiss to heaven for having her six on the descent. Munn, for his part, was already in the Russian RHIB and waiting at the pilot controls.

“Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go,” he shouted while she unclipped herself.

Her boots crunched on the rocky beach, then splashed in the water as she made for the boat. With a grunt, she pushed the nose out to sea and heaved herself over the gunwale. Munn gunned the throttles, and they were off and in pursuit. She quickly righted herself and stretched out along the portside inflatable gunwale of the eleven-meter-long boat. To avoid getting bucked out by a wave, she pulled a turn of the inch-thick safety rope that chased the top of the gunwale around her left forearm, while gripping the Chukavin with her free right hand. Beside her, Munn stood tall—left hand on the pilot wheel, eyes on the lead boat, and right hand pressing the throttles all the way into the stops.

The sea state wasn’t terrible tonight, but the wave action made taking a shot impossible. This wasn’t the movies. Precision sniper action required a stable shooting platform. If that platform was moving, then the more controlled and stable that movement was, the higher the probability of success. Her best hope was to catch up to the lead boat, close the range dramatically, and then capitalize on a moment of confusion when both boats were stopped before the bad guys realized she and Munn were not the comrades they expected.

She glanced over at Munn, who had the exact same dog-with-a-bone glare she’d seen in Dempsey time and time again. It was more than just a SEAL thing, she knew. Sure, the SEAL creed said, I will draw on every remaining ounce of strength to protect my teammates and complete our mission, and there were scores of examples of that ethos from the Teams. But this was more than that. This was how SEALs rose to Tier One, and how Tier One SEALs ended up at places like Ember—harnessing a nearly pathological and singular sense of mission.

“One, Three—I have eyes on their mother ship,” Prescott reported on the comms channel, watching helplessly from the island behind them. “It’s turning, but not toward you.”

“Check,” Munn said.

“It’s on course zero seven, making twelve knots. I guess the fast boats are expected to rendezvous with them on the move,” Wang said. “I have only four thermals moving around the yacht—well, five if you include the cooling signature on the roof. Gross.”

Grimes smiled and shook her head, then tightened her grip as the boat slued left over a swell. Munn had spotted the distant bad-guy yacht’s running lights thanks to Wang’s update and changed course. Instead of chasing the lead boat, he now feigned a direct run to the rendezvous point, estimating the coordinates in front of the yacht’s track.

Smart. If we’re supposed to be them, we’re meeting, not pursuing.

On the new course, the wind engulfed her with freezing spray from every wave they took. In less than a minute, she was drenched and shivering, despite her thick tactical gear. The water temperature in the Gulf of Finland never went above sixty-five degrees Fahrenheit, and this time of year it hovered in the midthirties. The air temperature tonight was forty-four degrees, and in no time her muscles would be shaking so uncontrollably that she wouldn’t be able to shoot accurately no matter how stable the boat was. She rolled off the pontoon and huddled low on the deck, out of the blowing cold.

“Let me know when to pop up and prepare for a shot,” she said, knowing Munn would hear her in his earpiece rather than over the wind and the three screaming outboard engines.

“I was wondering why you were hugging the boat,” he said with a grim chuckle. “Pretty damn cold, ain’t it?”

She laughed. “Yeah, frickin’ freezing.”

“Listen, Lizzie, I’m gonna try to beat them to their mother ship. They have the lead, but I’ve got the angle ’cause their driver doesn’t understand seafaring geometry. He’s been pointing at the yacht instead of driving to the rendezvous coordinates. It’s simpler and works given the RHIB’s speed advantage but takes longer.”

“Roger that,” she said.

“If I get there first, I’ll cut the engines and you can pop up for a shot from the stern.”

“I’ll take the driver first,” she said. “He’ll be in the same position you are. I imagine the girls are huddled low on the deck like me. As long as the kidnappers aren’t using them as human shields, my first shot should be clear.”

“My thoughts exactly. If I have to reposition the angle to minimize the risk of collateral for the second shot, I will.”

Her chest tightened at the word collateral. They’d all lived through enough of that, but in this case collateral meant a dead mother and a dead little girl.

“Don’t get too close to the yacht, Dan,” Wang said in their ears. “As soon as you engage the other RHIB, the mother ship will engage, and I imagine they’ll have some firepower on that bad boy.”

“Thanks, Dick,” Munn said, then rolled his eyes and shook his head, grinning at Grimes.

She smiled back, then shifted to the stern, just ahead of the powerful outboard motors that towered above her. She tried to put the cold out of her mind and concentrate on slow, tactical breathing to slow her heart rate and gain control over her shivering. She closed her eyes, and unbidden memories flooded her mind’s eye: Dempsey laughing beside the grill on the deck of his house in Newport News in the earliest days of Ember. The confused, awkward look on his face after her drunken attempt to kiss him at a bar in Annapolis. Dempsey cradling her head as she fought for her life in the back of an SUV after being shot in the chest in Jerusalem.

A tear joined the ocean water running down her face. I think . . . I think you may really be gone, JD. And oh God, I miss you. I miss you so much . . . and I’m sorry.

The roar of the engines decreased a notch, and the deceleration tipped her toward the bow. She steadied herself with her left hand, her right cradling the Chukavin in her lap. She shook away the ghosts, forcing herself back on mission—something Dempsey seemed able to do without thought.

Munn glanced at her and gave a slight nod. “Almost there,” he said in her ear.

She let out a long, slow breath through pursed lips. A familiar calm engulfed her, and she slow-blinked as she slipped into killer mode.

“Estimate they’ll be at our eight o’clock position about seventy-five yards. Clean shot to the driver from his right with the second shooter behind him, standing over the hostages, who appear to be on the floor of the boat, like you predicted,” Munn said and backed off the throttles significantly now.

“Winds should be about eight to ten knots, Eagle, from the west,” Wang chimed in. She clicked in the corrections for the wind and a level shot with minimal drop at the estimated distance. She also flipped the VMX up into position to double her mag on the PN23 night scope.

“I’m gonna pull the throttles back to a quarter rather than a full stop,” Munn said. “That’ll give you the most stable platform and less bobbing than if I come to a full stop and our wake catches up to us.”

“Check,” she said, her voice a soft breeze, her grip tight on the Russian sniper rifle.

“Three . . . two . . . one . . .” On the last beat, the boat slowed.

As soon as Grimes felt the boat stabilize, she flipped the Chukavin bipod up onto the port gunwale, spinning her legs into a crossed position—crisscross, applesauce, her grandma’s voice whispered inappropriately from somewhere in her past. She pressed her cheek into the stock of the heavy gun and placed the red arrow on the side of the driver’s face. He seemed confused, straining to figure out what his teammates were doing.

Grimes slipped her finger inside the trigger guard and let out a breath.

The driver straightened, eyes wide as realization hit home.

She squeezed.

The man’s head evaporated in a cloud of green and gray.

The other shooter turned toward his teammate in confusion. Then, recognizing his mistake, he bolted aft, clearing the captain’s chair to dive for cover. But she had a bead on him, and the deadly .338 Lupua Magnum round she fired tore through the side of his neck midscramble. She heard him scream—the chilling sound echoing across the water in the cold night air—then a woman’s scream followed. Grimes could just barely see the top of the man’s head above the gunwale, and she corrected, exhaled, and squeezed again. The dome of his skull erupted in another gory puff.

She pulled her rifle in and dropped low.

“Go,” she barked at Munn, but he had already spun the wheel and pressed the throttles forward. The powerful boat leaped into action and zoomed toward the other fast boat, crossing the distance in seconds.

“I’m gonna pull up alongside, port to starboard,” Munn said.

She dropped the Chukavin, grabbed her AK-12, and snapped her Russian-made NVGs down into place. The imagery was grainy compared to the next-gen model Ember used with the full-color, near-daylight imagery she’d grown accustomed to. She popped up and swept her green IR targeting laser across the boat, searching for an unlikely target as Munn expertly matched the other RHIB in its slow turn, the pontoons bumping against each other.

She stepped up on the pontoon of their RHIB and leaped into the other boat, her boots thunking onto the folding wood floorboard. She scanned the carnage for signs of life—carnage she’d created with her long gun. The driver was wedged between the captain’s chair and the left side of the cockpit. What was left of his head tilted upward, the mouth open and the remaining eye glassy and sightless, looking up into the night sky. With two-thirds of his head missing, he no longer posed a threat.

She shifted the green beam to the slumped figure on the floor of the RHIB. The top of his head was missing—gray-white brains exposed beneath gray-green blood—but he moaned and his feet thrashed. She fired two more rounds into the back of the head, the body jerking with each shot.

Behind her, Marianna Narusova screamed.

Grimes slung her rifle onto her chest, flipped her NVGs up, and reached over to pull the throttles back to neutral. The boat slowed, stopped, then bobbled at idle as the wake caught up. Grimes removed Narusova’s hood and raised her hands to the woman she was here to rescue.

“It’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you,” she said.

Trembling, Marianna Narusova pulled her crying daughter tight against her and turned so her body would be a shield.

“I’m American—do you speak English?”

“Yes,” the Russian woman said through a sob. “I speak English.”

“I’m not going to hurt you. I was sent to rescue you. These men were sent by the Russian Federation to kidnap you and your daughter, but we stopped them, okay?”

The woman nodded.

“Hold your daughter while I . . . tidy up,” Grimes said. “Don’t let her watch.”

Again, the woman nodded.

Grimes grabbed the driver by his legs under his knees, heaved with all her might, and rolled him up over the pontoon, where he splashed into the freezing sea. Munn had lashed the boats together and now dropped into her boat with a clunk.

“We gotta hurry, Lizzie,” he said softly but urgently.

“The yacht is turning,” Wang said in her ear. “They know something’s up.”

With a nod to Munn, she squatted and grabbed the other shooter by his legs, while Munn grabbed his shoulders, the bloody stump of a head swaying and dripping its gory contents as they swung twice and tossed the second body over the side.

“Rednecks Two, Three, and Four are on our way to you,” Prescott reported on the comms circuit, which meant they’d made it back to the Ember fast boats and were now incoming as a QRF.

“Take the package to Home Plate,” Munn said as Grimes used the lid of a toolbox to splash seawater onto the side of the boat and the floorboards, diluting the gory mess that the little girl would have to see.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“I’m going to rendezvous with the boys, and we’re hitting that fucking yacht,” Munn said, his voice a strained bass chord of resolve. “We’re gonna have a chat with these Wagner assholes. I want to see if the boss knows what happened to Dempsey.”

She pursed her lips, then opened her mouth to respond, but he was already jumping back into other boat.

“Negative, Redneck One,” Director Casey’s cool voice said over the channel. “That’s not the mission.”

“It is now,” Munn growled. “We have the primary objective secure, and this is a mission of opportunity.”

“Negative, One,” Casey said, his voice a hard line. “Romeo Tango Bravo. That’s an order.”

“And why in the hell would we give up this opportunity?” Munn demanded.

“A discussion for later, One,” Casey said, his tone suggesting he wasn’t used to having to explain himself to a subordinate. “Get the package to Home Plate, and we prep for exfil.”

“Roger that,” Munn hissed in frustration. “We’ll rendezvous with Redneck and RTB.”

Grimes looked across at Munn, who scowled at her, but she was with Casey on this one. It didn’t make sense to risk hitting the Russian yacht on the off chance they knew something about Dempsey. She turned her attention to Marianna Narusova and extended her hand. The woman took it, shaking badly as she struggled to her feet, still clutching her crying daughter.

“We’re taking you somewhere safe, Marianna,” Grimes said, keeping the woman steady, “but we have to hurry.”

“Thank you.”

Munn was already clearing out to the northwest in the other RHIB. Grimes glanced over at where the Russian yacht steamed toward them at twenty knots or so, but it had no chance of catching their fifty-plus-knot RHIBs. She stepped in front of the captain’s chair and took her place at the controls. She turned the wheel, pushed the throttles forward, and zoomed into a position inside Munn’s wake to give Narusova and her daughter as smooth a ride as possible.

In her peripheral vision, she saw the woman ease into the other captain’s chair and hunch down out of the wind. Her daughter’s arms were wrapped around her neck, the girl’s little body shaking with fear and cold.

“We’re going to get you two warm as fast as we can, Marianna,” Grimes said, forcing a smile and using the woman’s first name to give her something to latch onto, something to trust and find comfort in.

“Thank you,” the woman said, finding her Russian composure. “Petrov sent them, I know it. He would use me and my daughter to punish my husband. We would not have survived the torture.”

“You’re safe,” Grimes said. “They can’t touch you now.”

“Petrov can get to anyone anywhere. He’ll try again. It’s only a matter of time.”

“Let him try,” Grimes said, her jaw set with sudden cold fury. “If he wants you, he’s going to have to go through us.”


PART III

“Those who are destined to hang cannot drown.”

—Russian proverb


Chapter 34

abandoned warehouse

somewhere in moscow

1355 local time

Dempsey sat quietly at the metal table, probing the gap from his missing tooth with his tongue while the rest of the team argued.

As a lifelong operator, he’d seen a lot of terrible people doing terrible things to each other for terrible reasons for many, many years. In the BUD/S training pipeline, he’d met his fair share of quitters, whiners, and complainers. In the field, he’d worked with liars, cheaters, and backstabbers. And in the heat of battle, he’d seen uncertainty turn smart men into idiots and fear turn brave men into cowards. But none of that was happening here. Every person in this room had suffered. Every person in this room had sacrificed. And every person in this room had reason to doubt. As a man who on countless occasions had faced great pain, loss, and insurmountable odds, Dempsey understood how everyone felt.

There was good reason to lose faith . . .

But there was also precedent for hope.

“I think it’s time to be realistic,” Yuri said, addressing Arkady. “We’re blown. They know what we’re planning. The mission was already difficult enough; now it will be impossible.”

“Nyet,” the spymaster said. “Petrov has no idea what we’re planning. I know this with certainty.”

“Then how do you explain the hit on the safe house?”

“That was this traitor’s fault,” Makarov said, thrusting a finger at Blaskovich.

“That’s true. The assault was because Gevorg broke protocol, despite having been warned what would happen if he did,” Arkady said with a look so cold Dempsey could practically feel the chill.

“I’m sorry, guys, okay? How many times do I have to say it? I didn’t rat anyone out. I only agreed to surrender myself in exchange for my sister’s release,” Blaskovich said, shrinking in his chair.

“You are a hacker. Did you not think they would track you?” Yuri asked.

“I covered my tracks!”

“Obviously not well enough.”

“We have no room for stupidity or traitors on this team,” Makarov said. “I say we kill him right now.”

“No,” Dempsey said, his voice a hard line.

“He deserves to die for what he did,” the Vory boss growled.

“He made a terrible mistake of judgment, and now he’s going to redeem himself,” Dempsey said, turning from Makarov to the young hacktivist. “Aren’t you?”

Blaskovich nodded, but his eyes were on the floor.

“I’m telling you. The operation is blown. Our only choice is to lie low,” Yuri said, defeated.

“That’s where you’re wrong, Yuri,” Dempsey said. “Our only choice is to complete the mission. There’s only one way we get our lives back, and that’s for Petrov to die. So long as he is in power, he’ll never stop hunting us.”

“I see your argument, but that doesn’t change the fact that the SBP is closing in on us. They found us once. They will do it again.”

“It wasn’t SBP that hit the safe house,” Dempsey said.

“What are you talking about?”

“Dempsey is right,” Arkady said.

“Then who was it? FSB?” Makarov said.

“Nyet. It was the Wagner Group. Petrov’s personal black-ops army.”

“Are you sure?” Narusov asked, speaking up for the first time.

Arkady nodded. “It’s the same group he sent after your wife and daughter in Finland—both of whom I have confirmed are now safe and in American custody.”

Narusov visibly relaxed at the news, but the statement got the wheels spinning in Dempsey’s mind. Safe and in American custody? Was the Russian spymaster still using a back channel to communicate with Jarvis? If so, had Jarvis sent Ember to secure and relocate the future Russian President’s wife and daughter? It was the perfect mission for Dempsey’s old unit . . . and the thought brought a warm, nostalgic smile to his face.

“How do you know these things?” Makarov asked.

“Because Colonel Zoltov works for me now,” Arkady said.

“He does?” Yuri said, eyes wide. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

“I’m telling you now,” the spymaster fired back.

“How?” Makarov said, leaning in.

Dempsey chuckled. The Vory boss loved drama. Nothing piqued the Pakhan’s interest like scheming, blackmail, and secret power plays.

“I made the Colonel an offer he couldn’t refuse—join us or die,” Arkady said with a vulpine grin. “I cut off both avenues of escape. He can’t go to Petrov because I caught him with his right hand in Petrov’s cookie jar. He can’t go to General Korzchev because I caught him with his left hand in a different cookie jar. If either of his bosses find out what he’s done, they’ll throw him in the basement of Lubyanka and clamp his balls to a car battery for the rest of his life—which means Zoltov is one of us whether he likes it or not.”

“This is incredible. All we need to do is have Zoltov instruct Petrov’s security team to stand aside while we kill the President. It’s going to be easy!” Blaskovich said, looking up with a hopeful expression.

Arkady snorted a laugh. “Don’t be ridiculous. Petrov’s bodyguards are blindly loyal. They will die for him. Even Zoltov could not order them to stand down, but he can do subtle things to facilitate our operation—adjust manpower that night, create gaps in coverage, make roster changes, help us get personnel and hardware into the Bolshoi, and so on. These are things we need to dictate as we make final preparations. Thanks to Zoltov, I have access to the SBP’s internal investigation and can steer it to focus on whomever I want, which is exactly what I’m going to do now.”

Dempsey and Arkady traded glances—a silent meeting of the minds—then Dempsey looked at the mafia boss.

“What is that look on your face?” Makarov said. “No . . . you wouldn’t.”

“It’s the only logical solution to explain how an entire hit squad of Wagner mercenaries got wiped out at the old safe house,” Dempsey said. “You, my friend, must become the focus of the prison-break investigation.”

“I’m going to kill you for this,” Makarov said, turning to Blaskovich. “That is a promise.”

All color drained from the hacktivist’s face at the death sentence.

“Ivan,” Arkady said. “Look at me.”

The Vory boss turned to the spymaster, murder in his eyes.

“Remember during our planning brief when I told everyone that Petrov has survived at least a dozen assassination attempts?”

“Da,” Makarov said, practically growling the word.

“Several years ago, when I was still in Petrov’s good graces, the SBP thwarted an assassination attempt by a group of Chechen fighters who’d traveled to Sochi to kill him. After learning of this, I asked Petrov if the report concerned him. Do you want to know what he said? He chuckled and told me, ‘Those who are destined to hang cannot drown, my friend . . .’”

“It is a nice story, but what is the point, old man?”

“Petrov knows how he’s going to die—like Caesar, with knives in his back thrust there by members of his inner circle. It is a coup he fears, not death. All of his psychosis is built around this one simple belief. A Vory Pakhan, such as yourself, does not have eyes for his power. You’re after his money.”

Dempsey watched epiphany strike as Makarov began to laugh.

“He’ll be so preoccupied being the hunter, trying to find me in all the wrong places and kill me for all the wrong reasons, that he won’t worry about being hunted,” Makarov said.

“That’s right,” Arkady said, nodding.

“I love this plan!” Makarov said, slamming his fist on the table.

Dempsey flashed Makarov a gap-toothed smile. “The actors onstage are not the only ones with a performance to give. You, my friend, have a new role to play, and I have a feeling you’re going to steal the show.”


Chapter 35

the confiscated superyacht yötaivas

nine nautical miles southwest of helsinki, finland

gulf of finland

april 23

2034 local time

Grimes picked at her food, alone in the dining room. She should be hungry—starving, in fact—but she wasn’t.

At least I’m not cold anymore.

She couldn’t get her mind off Marianna Narusova. Professionally speaking, the rescue had satisfied the need for purpose she’d been craving for months. The long, tearful hug with mother and daughter on the yacht’s helo pad before they boarded the OGA chopper reminded her why she kept doing this job. It mattered. Someone had to do the hard, dangerous work that precious few would—or could—do.

If not me, who? If not now, when?

A melancholic smile crept onto her face.

Her SEAL brother, Jonathan, had said those words to her when he’d been selected for a special missions unit. Everyone in the NSW community knew what they meant, but back then—before she’d entered this spooky world—she didn’t.

She understood them now, however.

She lived them every day.

But as rewarding and highly specialized as the operation had been, it seemed right out of the standard JSOC playbook, so why Ember? Why not the new Tier One SEAL Team squadron Keith Redman now commanded or elements of Delta? Ember’s tasking was deeper and blacker than a typical Tier One operation, and that meant information that needed to be compartmentalized at the highest levels or an operation that needed complete deniability.

Which meant it was tied to something bigger.

She’d conditioned herself to resist the temptation to follow the white rabbit down the rabbit hole. That was the sort of thing that would drive an operator mad, but tonight she gave her mind free rein to go wherever it wanted . . .

Marianna Narusova is not just some random Russian lady. She’s Alexy Narusov’s wife, and he is the biggest pain in Vladimir Petrov’s ass in all of Russia. Alexy escapes Russia’s equivalent of Alcatraz, and Petrov immediately sends a goon squad to round her up. But before that can happen, Ember gets tasked to rescue her, and our tasking could have only come from Jarvis. And the only way Jarvis could have known about the Wagner op was from a Kremlin insider. Occam’s razor says that the Kremlin insider is Arkady Zhukov . . .

She tapped her fingers in a rhythmic drumroll on the tabletop.

The same man who Jarvis secretly directed me not to kill when I had him in my sights in Odessa. We get home from that op, and days later Dempsey disappears without explanation . . .

Gooseflesh stood up on her forearms.

Holy shit—Dempsey’s working for Arkady! And I’d bet my trigger finger he’s the one who broke Alexy Narusov out of prison.

The thrum of an approaching helicopter made her look at the ceiling like an idiot. At the same time, she felt the enormous yacht slow and turn to starboard, coming into the wind and onto the best course to support a helo landing. Five minutes later the wooden slider door glided open, and all the guys came pouring in.

“You ain’t gonna believe this shit, Lizzie,” Munn said, pausing just inside the threshold and turning to gesture with his hands at the new arrivals.

Two men, both clad in gray cargo pants and black sports shirts that might as well have had CIA stitched on the back in yellow, entered the dining room TOC, leading a tall, attractive, and familiar blond woman.

“Hello, I’m Klara Berg,” the woman said, a wry grin on her face as she walked up to greet Grimes.

Grimes stood and shook hands with her, finding Berg’s grip surprisingly firm and strong.

“But you already know that,” the Swede—or Russian, rather—said. “We met at the mall, I believe?”

“Bumped into each other is more like it,” Grimes said.

“Yes. That was very well done, by the way,” Berg said, releasing her hand. “I assume you are in charge of this team?”

“No, he is,” Grimes said and nodded at Buz, whom she’d not seen much of since the last helo had come to pick up Narusova and her daughter.

“Nice to meet you, Ms. Berg,” Buz said, stepping up to shake her hand. “You can call me Buz.”

“Buz, okay. Like a saw?” Berg said.

Prescott laughed at that. “Ooh, Buzz Saw, I like that. Sounds like a new nickname.”

The old-timer narrowed his eyes at the rookie, making it clear what he thought about that.

“Buz, what in the hell is she doing here?” Munn blurted finally.

“Great question,” Buz said and gestured widely to the empty table. “Take a seat, everybody. We’re briefing.”

Commotion ensued as everyone found seats. Buz walked over to the two CIA dudes still standing at the door. “Gentlemen, we appreciate you escorting Ms. Berg here. You can consider her transferred to our custody, and we can take it from here.”

“Sir, all due respect, but the orders from our chain were a little vague,” the older of the two men said. “We’re not leaving until that’s clarified. And it might be best if we sit in on this brief. This woman is a Russian spy, and with all that’s happened, I imagine—”

“You imagined wrong, son,” said a voice Grimes had not heard in quite some time. “I’m guessing you know who I am?”

She turned to see that Wang had brought up a videoconference window on the large flat screen at the end of the table. Kelso Jarvis stared out at them, his eyes twin lasers boring into the CIA officers.

“Yes, Mr. Vice President,” the man replied, looking at his boots.

“Everything you’ve seen and done, gentlemen, is classified Top Secret SCI. In fact, it’s probably best you both forget tonight even happened. Sound reasonable?”

“Yes, sir. I just wonder if perhaps I might first contact—”

“We appreciate your help, gentlemen. Good night and stay safe,” Jarvis said, ending the conversation.

“Thank you, sir,” the other CIA officer said, tugging his partner by the sleeve.

They left and closed the slider behind them.

“It’s great to see you all again,” Jarvis said, and his eyes suggested he meant it. “It’s been too long. I miss you guys.”

Grimes resisted the urge to screw up her face. It’s been too long? I miss you guys? Since when is Kelso Jarvis sentimental? And is that a wedding band on his ring finger!?

Wang brought up a second screen with Director Casey streaming in from Tampa.

“Good, I see Mike is here,” Jarvis said, his eyes darting on the monitor to look at Casey.

“Yes, sir, Mr. Vice President,” Casey said.

“Alright, team, Mike is going to brief you and bring you up to speed on Ms. Berg and why she’s sitting at the table with you,” Jarvis said, “but before that I have something important to say. I’m not a man for long speeches, and you’re a team long on action and short on words, so I’ll get straight to the good news. John Dempsey is alive and operating inside Russia.”

Instead of whoops of celebration, the Vice President’s words were met with stunned silence. A strange, vindicated dizziness swept over Grimes.

I knew it . . .

Then tears born of a dozen emotions spilled onto her cheeks.

“Is . . . is the information vetted? Is it confirmed?” Munn stammered.

She could hear it in his voice—he didn’t want to get his hopes up, just in case.

“Yes,” Jarvis said. “Dempsey has been deployed on a deep-cover operation known only to me. I’ve only just briefed Director Casey on the details ahead of this call.”

Her gaze flicked to Casey. The former submarine commander’s poker face neither confirmed nor challenged Jarvis’s statement, but it didn’t matter if Jarvis’s claim was truth or fiction. Compartmentalization was the life they’d all chosen . . . She chased the thought away. Dempsey was alive; that was all that mattered.

“Do we have comms with him?” she asked, finally able to speak.

“Negative,” Casey said. “As Vice President Jarvis said, Dempsey is in deep, deep cover here.”

“So how do we help him?” Prescott asked. His voice had its own strain, but of course he’d never met Dempsey. His concerns were tactical, Grimes assumed.

“He doesn’t need our help,” Casey said. “And even if he did, our involvement only risks the mission and puts his life in greater danger. Like it or not, Dempsey is on his own, just like he has been for the past six months.”

“What about exfil?” Munn said. “If we can’t help with the mission, we’re at least going to help him exfil. That’s what this is about, right?”

“Assuming it’s successful, when Dempsey’s operation concludes, Arkady Zhukov will go from being Dempsey’s ally to an adversary. We suspect that John understands this and has planned accordingly. We have every confidence that he has arranged to covertly exfil Russia without our help.”

“Then what is the purpose of this damn brief, and why is she here?” Munn said, jerking a thumb at Berg.

“At the conclusion of Dempsey’s operation, Ember will have a small window of opportunity to execute new tasking that will greatly improve Dempsey’s chances of sneaking out of Russia alive and also put an end to Ember’s longest-running campaign,” Casey said.

“It’s about damn time,” Munn said with a grin and drove his right fist into his left palm with a resounding smack. “Do you hear that, Lizzie? Looks like you’re finally gonna get to take a second shot at the bastard.”

“That’s right, team,” Jarvis said. “I’m approving a hit on Arkady Zhukov.”

“Hooyah!” Wang shouted. Munn echoed the sentiment while the other SAD members hollered in celebration and gave fist bumps and high fives.

So many conflicting emotions washed over Grimes that she didn’t know what to feel. All the guilt, anger, resentment, frustration, regret, and hope she’d repressed for six months trampled her heart like wild horses. Dempsey was alive, and Jarvis was finally going to let her take the shot. Tears brimmed her eyes, and all she could do was nod.

“This is where our guest comes into the picture,” Casey continued after things settled down. “Ms. Berg, I read the transcript of your interview yesterday with CIA Officer Jones. I’d like to follow up on some of your answers and also ask some questions of my own. Would that be agreeable to you?”

“Yes, of course,” Berg said, crossing her legs at the knees and her arms over her chest.

“You are a Zeta, are you not?”

“I am.”

“You have worked directly for Arkady Zhukov for how many years?”

“I have known him for seventeen and been a Zeta for fourteen years.”

Casey nodded. “In what capacity were you working for him in Sweden?”

“As a spy,” she said and laid out all the details of her NOC and tasking in detail. Grimes and the rest of the room listened in fascination as Berg filled in gaps they’d been wondering about.

“And he activated you just prior to when my team initiated surveillance on you?”

“That’s correct.”

“Have you communicated directly or indirectly with Zhukov since we initiated surveillance?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

Berg blew air through pursed lips. “Because I did not know if he knew I was being surveilled. I also do not know if he knows I have defected.”

“Has he attempted to contact you?” Casey asked.

“No, not via the regular channels.”

Casey and Jarvis shared a silent glance over cyberspace, and Jarvis gave Casey his go-ahead nod.

“In situations like this, when communications are missed or impossible to conduct without threat of compromise, what are both parties’ responsibilities?” Casey asked, and with that question Grimes got an inkling of where the Ember director’s calculating brain was headed.

“In situations like this, the Zeta operative has two options. Option one: continue on mission and execute tasking according to the optimal timeline in our professional judgment. We are deep-cover agents trained to operate with little to no command and control guidance. We are meant to solve problems on our own. It’s what Zetas do best.”

“Understood. What’s option two?”

“Option two only comes into play if we believe we are compromised and cannot complete our tasking. In this case, we initiate a homecoming protocol. As you Americans like to say, we ‘come in from the cold.’”

Casey nodded. “So is it safe to assume that your boss, having not heard from you or contacted you himself, believes you are still in your NOC, working to execute your last tasking?”

“Yes, unless he has had someone watching me the last several days, which is very possible,” she said. “In that case, he’ll know I’ve been picked up by the Americans.”

“Unfortunately, that’s a question none of us in this room can answer,” Casey said and looked off into space for a moment. “If you initiate homecoming protocol right now, what will happen?”

“He will meet me at the designated location in Russia where compromised Zetas go,” Berg said, a melancholy tenor to her voice.

“This designated location—is it predetermined or will he provide coordinates when you initiate the protocol?”

“It’s predetermined,” she said wistfully, and Grimes could see the woman chase away a memory. “It’s a dacha he owns, where he takes every Zeta for a weekend before they are deployed on their first mission. It is private and secluded and the perfect place to bring an agent home.”

“And you’re positive he will meet you there? You guarantee he’ll come?”

“Oh yes, he will come because he alone is the arbiter of my fate.”

“Are you saying that if you come in from the cold, he will kill you for failing your mission?”

“How can I know the answer to such a question? The only person who knows how Arkady Zhukov’s mind works is Arkady Zhukov,” she said with a tight-lipped smile. “Some Zetas survive failure; others do not.”

Casey glanced at Jarvis again for the approval nod before saying, “Ms. Berg, the Vice President would like you to initiate homecoming protocol and facilitate sneaking this team into Russia. They will covertly accompany you to the homecoming meeting with your boss, where they will protect you and execute him. In payment for this service, the United States of America will assist you with relocating and starting over in a new life of your choosing. Do you accept this offer?”

“Yes,” she said without hesitation. “On one condition.”

“I’m not sure you are in a position to set conditions, but what is it?”

“That the new life I get is the life I already have. I want to be Klara Berg and live in Sweden for the rest of my days.”

“I can make that happen,” Jarvis said.

“I don’t trust her,” Munn said, not mincing words and not giving Casey a chance to finalize what was about to be a done deal. “Zeta and Ember have been going at each other for almost two years. Now we’re supposed to trust this woman, the enemy, and follow her into whatever trap her boss has laid for us inside Russia. No thank you.”

“Dan, believe me, there is no unconditional trust here. But we believe Ms. Berg will carry out her part of the bargain.”

“Why?” Munn demanded. “Because she claims she wants to be a Swede? How do you know this isn’t her true tasking from Zhukov—to lure us into Russia, where we are vulnerable, so Zeta can wipe out not only John Dempsey but the rest of Ember in one fell swoop? Zetas fight to their dying breath. They’re brainwashed in that compound in Vyborg and turned into killing machines without remorse or concern for self-preservation.”

Grimes, who had been on board with the plan, found herself doing a one-eighty as Munn made his case. If he was right, this would be the perfect final betrayal for Arkady to pull at the eleventh hour. Earn everyone’s trust in the chain of command—from Jarvis at the top, to Casey, to Dempsey, and all the way down to the operators—then lure Ember from its position of strength by using himself as bait. It was brilliant, diabolical, and an opportunity he knew the Americans simply could not resist.

“He’s right,” Martin said. “We can’t forget about what Zeta did to us at Newport News. Just like Zeta is never going to forget about what we did to them at Vyborg and all the hits since.”

Everyone started talking at the same time, and the room became one giant, heated argument.

“May I say something?” Berg said after several minutes, her calm, quiet voice cutting through the chaos like a blade.

“Yes,” Jarvis said.

“When I was a little girl, my parents died,” Berg began, and Grimes watched the woman’s eyes go moist. “My uncle moved into my house and raped me every night when he wasn’t too drunk. I killed him with an axe in his sleep. Then I was an orphan until a family in Saint Petersburg adopted me. I loved them, and I thought they loved me—until one day a man showed up and threatened to tell the world what I had done to my uncle and ruin my parents’ lives and reputation with scandal. To prevent this, all they had to do was give me to him. That man was Arkady Zhukov. He took me from university and made me a Zeta. He stole my life, my family, my future . . . and I hate him for that. You say that I’m brainwashed. That I am a killing machine. Maybe I am, but I do not think we are so different because, as you say, you have killed many of my comrades. I cannot make you trust me. This is impossible with spies and liars and killers such as us. It cannot be done in a meeting. It maybe cannot be done in a lifetime. But what I can tell you is that in exchange for stealing my life, Arkady gave me another. Ironically, this is the life I want. Not the life of a Zeta, but the life of Klara Berg. Klara is an engineer. She has friends and work colleagues who respect her. She is in a relationship for now with a Swedish reporter who is full of life and does not know all the horrible things I have done. She has a future, and it is the future I want. It’s time for me to say goodbye to Russia, to Zeta, and to the girl who lost everything. You watched me in that life. Now I ask you to search your hearts. Everyone in this room leads a double life. You know what it feels like. You know the struggle and the sacrifice. I am choosing to walk away. Maybe someday you will too. If you can’t trust me, trust that.”

Grimes and Munn locked eyes in a moment of profound communion. Berg’s impassioned speech resonated with them on a fundamental level. They both had dreamed about who and what else they could be in this life. They both had fantasized about walking away from Ember and a life defined by violence of action. Klara Berg was a mirror, reflecting a side of Grimes that she made a habit of turning away from. But there was truth in that reflection—truth that couldn’t be faked.

Munn nodded, and Grimes nodded back.

Then Jarvis broke the silence. “Task Force Ember is not a democracy, but it’s not a dictatorship either. After listening to everyone, I’ve decided I’m not going to issue an order to Director Casey. Nor do I suspect he is comfortable making a unilateral decision. As Dan pointed out, the stakes and personal risk could not be higher. It very well could be a trap, and a brilliantly conceived one at that. Zhukov could be working the puppet strings, and Ms. Berg might have just given an Oscar-winning performance meant to dupe every one of us. This will be a first for Ember, but let’s handle this by a show of hands. Whoever wants to go on this mission, raise your hand. If you want to opt out, there is no shame.”

Munn, to Grimes’s surprise, raised his hand first.

She followed his lead, and so did every other member of the team.

It would be the most dangerous mission of Grimes’s career, but unlike Dempsey, she didn’t have to complete it alone.

“Well, it’s unanimous,” Jarvis said with a dutiful nod to all assembled. “Director Casey, you and your team have a lot of work to do in a very short period of time. I will leave you now to your business. Good luck, Ember, and Godspeed.”


Chapter 36

red square

moscow

april 25

1801 local time

A frigid north wind—winter’s last stand against spring’s attempt to give way to summer—gnawed at Dempsey’s cheeks as he strode through Moscow’s most famous square. Undeterred by the bitter cold, Muscovites were out in droves in the heart of the Russian capital. Despite not catching a single set of eyes tracking his movements, he still felt like everyone was watching him. He’d never wrestled with paranoia before. Not even in the aftermath of Operation Crusader. Anger, yes. Regret, of course. But paranoia—well, this was new.

It’s this place, he grumbled silently as he flipped his jacket collar up to shield the nape of his neck. It’s Russia . . .

From the moment he’d crossed the border so very many months ago, paranoia had been his most faithful companion. If countries had slogans, Russia’s would be We’re watching you. His time in IK-2 had only made the feeling worse, mutating into a disease that infected every cell of his being. In Russia you couldn’t turn your back on anyone.

In Russia you could never relax.

The decision to walk through Red Square had been a spur-of-the-moment one, with him instructing the taxi driver to drop him in front of Saint Basil’s Cathedral instead of at Theatre Square. It was a nine-minute detour by foot and his only chance to see the icons of his adversary with his own two eyes. Even if by some miracle he survived the mission and made it out of Russia alive, the opportunity would never present itself again because he was never coming back. Maybe it was foolish and selfish, but something deep in his gut compelled him to do this. Now, with the same unyielding cobblestones that had been driven over by countless Russian tanks under his feet and the towering redbrick perimeter wall of the Kremlin on his left, he understood why. He needed to feel the weight of this place. The history. The power . . .

He was an American operator in Russia, and he was alone.

Of all the infils on all the countless missions he’d executed over the decades, Dempsey couldn’t remember having butterflies in his stomach like this—not even on the suicide mission inside Iran. He’d never felt this vulnerable and exposed before. Not as a SEAL with his leg dangling out the side of a Black Hawk screaming toward the X. Not as Ember’s head of SAD, hunting spies in the shadows. Tonight’s task truly was mission impossible. Despite his special operations pedigree, the long months he’d spent in IK-2, and all the time and effort that the team had put into planning tonight’s op, he didn’t feel adequately prepared. He was a desert-compound door kicker, not a Russophil with a lifetime of spook training like Buz Wilson. And the target wasn’t some midlevel terrorist with a half dozen conscripted jihadists to protect him. This was Vladimir friggin’ Petrov—the world’s most paranoid and powerful sociopath, backstopped by the full might of the Russian military and intelligence apparatus.

The SEAL in his head had been surprisingly quiet since he’d come to Russia, but he had plenty to say tonight. What the hell are you doing, dude? This is definitely the dumbest thing you’ve ever done . . . Dumber than letting Elinor Jordan take you into Tehran. Dumber than trying to rescue Amanda Allen in Syria alone. Even dumber than sneaking into Russia by minisub to attack Vyborg.

I know, it’s pretty stupid, said Dempsey the spy, answering the SEAL in Russian.

I’ll do my best, the SEAL replied. But I can’t promise I’ll be able to bail your ass out this time.

I know, buddy, and that’s okay . . . Moscow is no place for a SEAL.

A wan smile curled his lips as he realized he was finally losing it, having conversations with himself.

As he crossed the midpoint of Red Square, he looked left at Lenin’s tomb. It would be easy to miss the stone mausoleum that held the remains of the founder of the Soviet Union. Dempsey and Narusov had talked at length about Lenin and the philosophy of communism during his early months in IK-2. Before that, Dempsey had held many misconceptions about communism and Russian history. Now he could appreciate this place. Understated and proletarian, the memorial matched the ideology of the father of communism and a man who, were he alive today, would vehemently condemn the current head of state. Lenin had led a revolution to topple the elitist czar ruling class, and a hundred years later it seemed Russia had come full circle. A czar reincarnated ruled from the Kremlin—a man who’d amassed more personal wealth at the expense of his people than any other head of state of the modern era.

The more things change, the more they stay the same.

Dempsey’s gaze drifted along the Kremlin wall, first to Nikolskaya Tower, then farther north to the redbrick facade of the State Historical Museum, which Narusov had said was like Moscow’s version of the Smithsonian. Dempsey had never been interested in architecture or museums, but he did appreciate fine craftsmanship and anything that weathered the test of time. He didn’t know how old the Kremlin or this museum was, but he guessed hundreds of years. Their ornate, castle-like facades painted a picture of Russian strength and engineering prowess. Dempsey liked the museum most especially.

Feeling the press of time, he checked his watch and picked up the pace. The opera was scheduled for 1900, and he needed to get inside the Bolshoi early and get into position . . . but not too early. Petrov’s security detail was already set up at the theater. According to Arkady, the SBP would have been prepping for days in advance of Petrov’s big night out at the opera. Getting into position before their arrival and waiting was a nonstarter. His only chance was to ascend to his sniper’s roost after the last security sweep but before the show started. According to Arkady, that window of opportunity was between 1838 and 1845. Then he would lie in wait for two and a half hours until the closing minutes of the opera, when he would finally be authorized to take his shot. On multiple occasions he’d tried to talk Arkady out of the dramatic ending and just let him shoot Petrov at the earliest opportunity, but the spymaster would not be swayed. He thought back to their final conversation before he’d said his goodbyes to his Russian comrades and left the safe house for the last time.

“It must happen this way, John,” the silver fox had said, putting a hand on Dempsey’s shoulder and looking into his eyes. “This is not a hit job. Not a random act of violence committed by a deranged mind. Nyet—we are changing history tonight. The narrative and the symbolism matter as much as the deed itself. It cannot be a story of murder. It must be an epic tale of ascension, of good versus evil, of the Russian people’s champion taking back power for the proletariat. Do you understand?”

Dempsey nodded. “You’re talking about the difference between istina and pravda.”

“Ahh, you have been paying attention, it seems.”

Dempsey stared at the Russian for a long moment, then asked, “Why me?”

“What do you mean?”

“You didn’t need me for this. You could have tapped any one of a dozen shooters to be your trigger man for this operation. So why go through all the trouble to get me here?”

Without hesitation, Arkady answered the question. “Sure, I could have found a trigger man, but that man would not have been able to survive IK-2, earn Alexy Narusov’s respect and trust, and break him out of prison. That man would not have been able to win Ivan Makarov’s favor and loyalty. That man would not have been able to single-handedly rebuff the Wagner attack on the safe house and save everyone’s lives. That man would not have been able to work with me as an equal to plan this operation and build this team. You took down every single one of my Zetas, including both my Zeta primes. If I had a John Dempsey of my own, I would have used him. Believe me, you were my last resort.”

At the time, he’d accepted Arkady’s answer at face value, but now he wasn’t so sure. What had sounded so convincingly like istina was undoubtedly pravda. “Dempsey to the rescue” was the narrative the Russian puppet master wanted him to believe, but beneath this story of desperation lay motive. Every move the Zeta chief made accomplished multiple objectives.

Arkady is using me for something else, but that something else is unclear.

Movement in Dempsey’s left peripheral vision caught his eye. A uniformed Moscow police officer who’d been wandering around Lenin’s tomb headed straight toward him.

He tensed.

Shit . . . this could be a problem.

“You there, stop,” the officer shouted.

Dempsey forced his body to relax as he faced the Moscow policeman as naturally as possible, despite the deconstructed Orsis T-5000 sniper rifle he carried duct-taped to his back. The Russian-made modular weapon had a narrow profile and lightweight design, making it the perfect tool for tonight’s mission. The only trick was smuggling it past security into the theater. Yuri had engineered a brilliant turtle-shell-style carrier—fitting the rifle components between pieces of hand-cut foam like a jigsaw puzzle and taping it all together. Under Dempsey’s heavy winter coat, the hump virtually disappeared, but it would not go unnoticed during a pat down.

“Vnutrenniy pasport,” the officer said in a gruff baritone, demanding that Dempsey present his internal passport, the Russian equivalent of a national ID that every citizen was expected to always carry on their person.

Like everything else, Arkady had planned for this contingency. Dempsey pulled the umber-colored booklet from his inside left breast pocket and presented it to the officer. According to the passport, his home address was in Pskov, a city south of Saint Petersburg and close to the Estonian border. Dempsey was fluent in Russian, but there was zero chance of him passing as a native Russian speaker. The less he said, the better.

With a scowl on his face, the officer thumbed through the booklet and then held it up to compare Dempsey’s face to the photograph. For tonight’s operation Arkady had transformed his appearance with makeup, an applied goatee, heavy framed eyeglasses, and a hairpiece. Both the goatee and wig were salt-and-pepper gray, instantly aging Dempsey fifteen years. When the spymaster was finished, Dempsey could have passed for Arkady’s twin—and he couldn’t help but wonder if that might be intentional.

“What is your business here?” the officer asked.

“My business is finished for the day,” he said in Russian. “I’m going to meet a friend for dinner. Is this a problem?”

“This says you live in Pskov, but you have a foreign accent. You’re not Russian,” the cop said, snapping the passport closed.

“I was not born in Russia, but I’m a Russian citizen,” Dempsey said.

The officer narrowed his eyes. “I don’t like the way you’re looking at me.”

A half dozen possible retorts popped into Dempsey’s mind, but antagonizing this fellow was not going to do him any favors. If he got himself arrested, or even detained, the mission would fail.

“This is the way I look at everyone. Unfortunately, it’s just my face,” he said with a deadpan delivery. “Thank God for vodka, da, or no woman would take me to bed.”

The officer stared at him for a heartbeat, then let out a hearty laugh. “That’s a good one,” he said, returning Dempsey’s internal passport. “Are you meeting a woman for dinner tonight?”

“Da,” he said with a wry smile.

“Okay, comrade, good luck,” the officer said with a heavy pat on Dempsey’s shoulder. He resisted the urge to tense, the police officer’s hand inches from the concealed sniper weapon. “Make sure you buy only the premium vodka. That will make her think you’re a big shot.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Dempsey said with a nod and set off.

The adrenaline surge from the close encounter whipped his mind and body into mission-ready status, and he barely noticed the biting cold for the rest of the walk to the theater. He made his way north, passing the Karl Marx monument in Revolution Square, before crossing the eight-lane Teatral’nyy Proyezd thoroughfare to reach Theatre Square. The front of the Bolshoi reminded Dempsey of the US Supreme Court building, something he had commented on during one of the planning sessions.

Yuri had nodded and said, “Da, that is because they are designed in the neoclassical style. Both have eight columns supporting a prominent pediment with elaborate frieze work.”

“It’s all Greek to me,” Dempsey had said, garnering a laugh from everyone.

That was the last time they’d all been together, and he suspected the last time he’d see any of his Russian teammates. They were split up now, performing their different tasks according to the timetable.

Unlike a normal mission, tonight Dempsey had no one in his ear to provide regular sitreps or guidance. Arkady had taken that crutch away, and now Dempsey felt the weight of the decision. The spymaster said that to be caught with an earbud or a tactical radio anywhere near the Bolshoi would virtually guarantee arrest. Tonight’s mission was a true Cold War–era operation with each team member forced to rely on their wits, five senses, and resourcefulness if they got into a jam. Their only means of communication was via mobile phone, and that was going to be both unreliable and subject to eavesdropping. It was still too early for mobile jamming, but Arkady expected the SBP to impose a cellular blackout around Theatre Square while Petrov arrived and departed.

Dempsey retrieved the burner phone from his pocket and called Lubiana, who functioned as coordinator in the safe house TOC.

She picked up on the second ring. After they exchanged greetings, she asked, “How close to the restaurant are you?”

“I’m almost there. Is it crowded?” he asked—code to let her know he was within minutes of making his entrance.

“Da, but the hostess told me our table is almost ready.”

“Okay, good,” he said, noting every person moving or standing around the theater as he walked. His mind lumped them into two groups—security or civilian—and kept a running count of the former.

Four . . . five . . . six . . .

Petrov’s advance team was already in position, as expected. Dempsey could feel their eyes on him and wondered how many sniper scopes tracked him at this very moment. Phone still pressed to his ear, he pretended to chuckle as Lubiana made small talk. He slowed his pace as he vectored onto the sidewalk along the west side of the theater.

The timing for his entry had to be perfect.

The Bolshoi was designed and built long before the era of terrorism necessitated organized security checkpoints. Wealthy operagoers could enter the theater via multiple entrances on the east or west sides, giving them convenient access to their grand tier boxes. The plan was for Dempsey to slip through one of these entrances to circumvent the body scanners, x-ray machines, and army of security personnel at the main entrance. Arrangements had been made with an asset to unlock the door and distract the west-side roving guard. Lubiana would be messaging that man now while Blaskovich forced a firmware update that would momentarily take down the security camera monitoring that hallway.

Dempsey reached the southwest exterior corner of the theater and realized he needed to stall. Pinning the phone to his ear with his shoulder, Dempsey took a knee to tie his shoe while Lubiana babbled masterfully on the line.

“Mm-hmm . . . mm-hmm,” he murmured, playing the disinterested husband to a rambling wife as he slow-tied the laces.

“Oh, look, here comes the hostess now,” she said. “She’s going to seat me, so when you get to the restaurant, I’ll already be at the table.”

“Da. See you soon.” Taking the cue, he ended the call and stood.

With the green light given, he walked under the ornate metal awning that covered a long portion of the sidewalk, counting off double doors as he passed. At the fifth entrance, he stopped, grabbed the brass handle, and pulled. The door swung open, and he stepped inside. With a quick scan left and then right, he confirmed the hallway empty. He locked the door behind him and, with a confidant stride, set off toward the cloakroom.

The odds that one of the many SBP spotters outside the building had not observed his breach was very low—probably less than ten percent. The spotter would report it to Petrov’s Presidential security lead, who would mobilize a sweep of the entire theater. The next five minutes would seal Dempsey’s fate. He had to disappear inside the building and remain undetected until it was time to take the shot.

Heart pounding, he followed the path he’d memorized using a combination of the architectural plans and a virtual online tour of the Bolshoi, compliments of the Google Arts & Culture program. The din of activity from the early arrivals already echoed inside the opulent and cavernous lobby. He passed an exquisitely dressed middle-aged man and woman and nodded at them as he did. At the next corner, he turned and almost ran into a plainclothes security guard coming around from the other side. They both juked reflexively in opposite directions to avoid a chest-to-chest collision.

“Excuse me,” Dempsey said in Russian. “I’m looking for the cloakroom.”

“The cloakroom is that way,” the guard said and gestured to an alcove on the other side of a pillar.

“Thank you,” Dempsey said with a nod. He walked around the pillar and saw that the cloakroom was manned by an attendant. His heart skipped a beat.

Shit, that isn’t part of the plan . . . or is it?

Arkady had been vague about this bit.

“May I check your coat, sir?” the young man said, making direct eye contact.

The spymaster hadn’t provided a challenge-response protocol for this situation, so Dempsey had no choice but to wing it. “Da, but I want to see where you hang my coat. It is very expensive, and I do not want it to get lost or dirty.”

The young man opened the waist-high door he stood behind and motioned for Dempsey to enter. Dempsey followed the attendant into the long, deep closet and out of view. He tensed when he saw a seated figure at the back of the closet. Then the man looked up and smiled at him.

“Come here. We have sixty seconds,” Arkady said, popping to his feet. Then, looking at the coat-check attendant, he added, “You, back to your post.”

“Yes, sir,” the young man said and, with an about-face, returned to the counter.

Arkady immediately went to work stripping off Dempsey’s prosthetic goatee while Dempsey doffed his wig and eyeglasses.

“I was definitely seen entering the building,” Dempsey said. “They’re looking for me as we speak.”

“Nyet,” the spymaster said, wiping the dark circles and crow’s-feet makeup from around Dempsey’s eyes with a moist towelette. “They’re looking for me.”

The puzzle piece clicked into place, and Dempsey shook his head. “They’re going to arrest you.”

“Don’t worry. I have a plan for that too,” Arkady said and handed Dempsey a small radio with an earpiece and requisite curly wire attached. “Here, take this. Left ear.”

“Is this a decoy or a functional unit?”

“It’s a real radio. Your name is Sergi Krupin. It’s on the SBP security roster, but the NOC is thin since nobody knows you. This is a tight group, so the cover will not hold indefinitely. It will only buy you time.”

“Sergi Krupin,” Dempsey said, committing the name to memory as he snugged the earpiece into his left ear canal. “Why didn’t you prep me for this?”

“Because I wasn’t sure if Voltov would follow through, but he did,” Arkady said, handing Dempsey his black suit jacket. “Here, take this and give me yours.”

Dempsey swapped coats with the spymaster.

“Wait here until you hear the cue that it’s safe on the radio, then get backstage and into position.”

“What cue?” Dempsey asked, slipping on Arkady’s finely tailored suit jacket.

“Trust me, you’ll know when you hear it,” the silver fox said and walked out of the cloakroom wearing Dempsey’s coat.

Dempsey ducked low behind a rack of coats and waited, listening to the radio chatter on the Presidential security circuit. As expected, the security team was looking for the man who’d entered via an unauthorized west entrance—a man matching Arkady Zhukov’s description. They didn’t have to search long. A tense moment ensued as Arkady was pursued, confronted, and arrested. What happened next took Dempsey by surprise—and very little surprised him these days.

“Good job, team,” an authoritative voice said on the circuit. “Red Cell drill secure. Alpha squad, you passed the test. Verify all secondary exits are secure and return to your posts.”

Brilliant, Dempsey thought, smiling as he got to his feet. The old bastard turned it into a drill.

Jaw set and head held high, he walked out of the cloakroom dressed like a member of Petrov’s security detail. He was in, along with the weapon that would change the course of world history. The riskiest part of the operation was over.

All I have to do now is make the shot.


Chapter 37

narva river

estonia-russia border, one and a half miles south of narva-jõesuu

2015 local time

Grimes huddled in the bottom of the long, narrow wooden boat, packed like luggage under a smelly, fish oil–soaked canvas tarp in the bitter cold. They’d been instructed to stay low and not move. Her knees were already complaining, but she relieved a little of the load by pressing her head into the small of Tony Prescott’s muscular back.

Sorry, Tony.

Berg had arranged the crossing from Estonia into Russia, traversing the Narva at its narrowest point, a span of only one hundred meters or so. Their two-boat party moved slowly as a single oarsman in each boat rowed them across the river. The crossing was taking too long for Grimes’s taste, but at least they were quiet. Evolutions like this were best conducted under the cover of darkness, but at their northern latitude at this time of year, night was no longer an option.

She hated not being able to see and clutched her pistol tightly.

This must have been what it felt like to be part of the resistance during World War II, she thought, powerless to do anything but wait for her fate.

When they reached the other side and the tarps came off, would Russian border patrol be waiting with weapons at the ready? She suspected everyone on the team silently asked themselves the same question: Is Klara Berg going to betray us?

Berg’s impassioned speech had won them all over on the yacht. The decision had been unanimous to trust her and go on this op. But now, with time and distance from that moment, that feeling of certainty—at least in Grimes—waned. As doubt wormed its way back into her mind, the tactically corrosive process of second-guessing had begun.

As soon as they set foot on Russian soil, their fate depended entirely on Berg and the private network she claimed to have in place. The idea of leveraging a private network made sense to Grimes. It was not a new concept in covert operations, though certainly not something Grimes had ever tried to develop herself. She’d never had the need. She was overwatch for Ember SAD. As a covert special missions unit, they operated at the pointiest tip of the spear, but they had the full support and weight of the spear wielder behind them.

They were not true spies like Berg.

The exception was Dempsey. While she’d never seen JD actively developing a network of assets, he instinctively and unconsciously did so, making friends and allies wherever he went. From DIA officer Bobby Theobald to the Israeli superspy Elinor Jordan to the one-man anti-ISIS killing mercenary Amraz Demir in Syria, Dempsey was a magician who manifested aid and allies as if from thin air. It was a gift she wondered if he even recognized. She could only imagine what colorful characters he’d recruited to be his wingmen in Russia—help he would desperately need for whatever high-stakes operation he currently conducted.

I can’t wait to hear the stories.

She felt and heard the hull grind and then crunch against the rocky bottom as they made landfall on the east shore of the Narva. She waited anxiously—heart fluttering in her chest, pistol clutched in hand—until a tap on her shoulder told her it was safe . . . whatever safe meant.

They were in Russia now.

The tarps came off, and Grimes conducted a quick scan before climbing out of the boat. Like a single organism, the six of them moved quickly and quietly from the shoreline into the cover of the woods. She took a knee beside Munn when he paused inside the tree line to conduct sector scans. Finding themselves alone and seemingly secure, he called it in.

“Mother, Ember One—Ember is Dodgers,” Munn reported.

Grimes smiled. It felt gutsy as hell to use Ember as the call sign, but it also felt necessary. Their comms were not only heavily encrypted but bounced around by satellites all over the globe, so pinpointing the source was impossible. The use of baseball teams for checkpoint call signs . . . well, that had a uniquely American poetry to it, she had to admit.

Berg insisted they all wear civilian clothes, arguing that at any moment they might need to abort and ditch their weapons and gear. So in lieu of helmets and headsets, they used Ember’s proprietary micro in-ear transmitters tonight. And instead of Kevlar and kits, they were wearing Ember’s new flexible “liquid” body armor. Their formfitting vests were filled with shear-thickening fluid that instantly hardened when struck by a projectile, absorbing and dispersing the impact force. Grimes’s vest had been custom built to her measurements and, unlike the boob-mashing generic unisex plate carriers, was as comfortable as wearing an athletic halter top.

Berg didn’t get one.

“The next rendezvous point is just under four kilometers, on the southernmost dirt road I showed you on the map,” Berg said softly, her voice louder in Grimes’s earbud. “The vehicle will meet us there, and we will take the 41K-109 south.”

“You’re sure there is no aerial or satellite surveillance—or other electronic measures—that might have picked us up during crossing?” Munn asked Berg.

Grimes was thinking the same thing. This wasn’t some backwater village in eastern Afghanistan or western Iraq. This was Russia.

But Berg shook her head. “We monitor very little down here. Who is it that hopes to sneak into Russia these days? Petrov is more concerned with stopping those trying to sneak out to escape his madness. We are safe here, and I have papers for the truck carrying us on the A180 and the A118 around Saint Petersburg. There is more to worry about north, but we will be changing vehicles twice—in Kovalevo and again in Sertolovo. From there it will be safer.”

“You pulled all this together in just hours?” Grimes asked, feeling unease creep in again.

“Of course. I have my personal network and also the network that supports Zetas at my disposal.”

“Wait,” Prescott said, turning to look at her. “The Zeta support network? But won’t Zhukov know what you’re doing?”

“I have initiated the homecoming protocol, remember? He expects me to do this,” she said.

“Yeah, I guess,” Prescott said, but Grimes could see the gears of doubt turning in her teammate’s mind.

An awkward silence fell over the group.

“It is going to be okay,” Berg said, sweeping her surprisingly calm gaze across the group. “Trust me.”

“And you are sure Arkady will be there?” Grimes asked.

Berg nodded. “I cannot tell you what he has planned for me, but he will be there. Of this I have no doubt. Remember who we are talking about. Arkady Zhukov has survived many decades, many leaders, and many foes. Sometimes it feels as if the sun and stars themselves rise and fall on his timetable and command. He will be there, and he will be prepared.”

Without waiting for comment or question, Berg strode off into the woods.

Grimes turned to look at Munn, and he flashed her a tight grin.

“Well, that’s reassuring, isn’t it?” he asked.

“You still trust her?” she whispered.

He took a moment before answering, then said, “Yeah, I think I do . . . as much as a spook can be trusted.” And with that, he chopped a hand forward, and they set off into the woods toward whatever fate awaited them—led by their once, and possibly future, enemy.


Chapter 38

bolshoi theatre

moscow

2030 local time

The devil is in the details . . .

Dempsey hated that phrase. Not because of how often he heard it from the head shed as an operator, but because of how frequently it proved true. The plan had been for him to set up his sniper roost above the massive chandelier that hung over the center of the main auditorium. Yuri had explained that one of the panels in the dome above the chandelier was removable and Dempsey could crack it open to take the shot. Yuri had also assured him that the chandelier would be accessible via a series of interconnecting catwalks above the ceiling and that this rarely accessed maintenance space would be vacant.

Unfortunately, the latter was not true.

Multiple security guards were monitoring the backstage spaces, and SBP even had an agent assigned to walk the catwalks, as if somehow tipped off to the master plan. There was zero chance of Dempsey setting up and taking the shot as planned.

They did have a plan B, but like all plan Bs it was far more dangerous and carried a much lower probability of success. If the Russian dictator proved to be an uncooperative target or, God forbid, Dempsey missed, Makarov’s Vory brigades were strategically positioned to storm the theater and gun down Petrov as he tried to exit. But that approach would not achieve Arkady’s goal of political theater—presenting a triumphant Narusov to the Russian elite and the world in concert with Petrov’s execution. Also, plan B was effectively a suicide mission. Makarov and his men would all die, as the SBP snipers and bodyguards would have the upper hand in the engagement.

Nyet . . . I can’t let that happen.

The radio in his ear buzzed with a flurry of reports. Petrov was in the building and being escorted with his entourage to the czar’s suite. Dempsey had half expected the paranoid Russian President to cancel at the last minute or send a decoy—the latter a tactic he’d been reported to have used in the past. But fate had smiled on them tonight, and the man himself had kept his birthday promise to Tatia of taking her to the opera. The show would start late, but that would suit the madman dictator just fine, Dempsey imagined—the whole of Moscow’s wealthy elite waiting for him to take his seat before their evening could begin.

Anxiety welled in Dempsey’s chest as he racked his brain to think of a secondary location to set up his sniper nest—an alternative that the Presidential security team would not be closely monitoring. If this were an Ember operation, he’d simply call in his dilemma and let Baldwin and his team of brainiacs in the TOC figure out the work-around. But tonight he didn’t have Baldwin and the brainiacs to tell him what to do.

Stupid theater assassination plan.

He’d hated this plan from the beginning.

John Wilkes Booth had assassinated Abraham Lincoln at Ford’s Theatre, and it had forever changed history. Dempsey imagined that no world leader went to the theater these days without worrying about being shot in the back of the head. It had been done once—infamously—and that was that. You don’t use the same plan over. Why hadn’t Arkady thought of that?

He did think of it, you moron . . . That’s the point. He wants this assassination to have the same impact.

Cursing silently to himself, Dempsey opened a door and stepped into the brightly lit horseshoe-shaped corridor that traced the perimeter of the theater. Squinting against the light, he was hit with an idea. Lights—that’s it!

The top three seating boxes directly next to the stage did not have seats and were instead crammed with racks of spotlights and speakers. Energized, he made his way to the third balcony, which was on the sixth level of the theater. As he walked confidently down the west corridor, he passed theater patrons heading to their boxes. The orchestra had finished tuning and now played the precurtain montage, signaling that the show was about to begin. Dempsey posted himself by the very last door in the hallway and stood at parade rest. As soon as the auditorium lights dimmed, he would enter the box.

In his ear, security-channel chatter announced that Petrov was secure and seated in the czar’s box three levels below. Notification then passed to the control room, giving the production director permission to begin the show. A few moments later the hallway lights dimmed in conjunction with those in the auditorium. Dempsey left his post and strode halfway down the corridor to make sure that no security agents walked the perimeter. It was imperative that he not be seen entering the box. After completing a quarter of the arc and seeing no one, he reversed directions and moved briskly back to where he’d started.

The music changed.

A lone wind instrument began a solo before being joined by what he assumed were violins playing a tune with no melody that he could discern. He’d never understood the appeal of opera. And if the opening score was an indicator, the next two hours would be pure auditory torture.

With a deep, cleansing breath, he reached for the doorknob. If a lighting technician manned the box, then the plan was over. Even if he could manage to silently kill the poor fellow with his bare hands, then what? There was no way he would be able to perform substitute light-technician duties—not for two hours. He ground his teeth and shuddered at having even considered murdering an innocent civilian. No, he wasn’t going to do that. Ending terrorists and sociopathic dictators was one thing, but murdering innocent theater personnel felt beyond the pale. He was an operator, not a murderer—and the day he failed to recognize the difference was the day he lost whatever soul he had left.

He turned the knob, opened the door, and slipped in.

“Thank God,” he murmured silently, finding the box empty. As he eased the door shut behind him, he found that the handle could be locked from the inside. The feeble push-button lock wouldn’t stop security from entering, but it would prevent him from being taken by surprise and give him a solid three-to-five-second window to react.

Like most of the boxes in the Bolshoi, this one had a tiny antechamber between the hallway and the seating terrace. The three-square-meter space gave Dempsey the room he needed to prep. He shrugged off his black suit coat, unbuttoned and removed the oxford shirt he wore, and took a knee in the shadows.

Next came the hard part—removing the duct-tape wrap that encircled his torso and held Yuri’s turtleback weapon carrier in place. Thankfully, he’d shaved his chest and back smooth with a razor beforehand. If not, the process of delaminating his skin from the adhesive would have been an agonizing, hair-pulling nightmare. As it was, stripping the tape was much more difficult and time consuming than he’d anticipated. Had his life depended on retrieving the weapon, he’d already be dead. Yuri had gone overboard with the amount of tape, and each strip made noise if Dempsey pulled it off too quickly. He didn’t time the process, but it took every bit of fifteen minutes and left him grumpy and annoyed.

With the tape removed, Dempsey quickly dressed, his shirt sticking to the residual adhesive on his skin, and then got to work on the sniper rifle. For a normal person, assembling the Orsis in near pitch-darkness would have been impossible, but Dempsey had two decades of experience fieldstripping weapons of all shapes and sizes. Like a master craftsman’s, his fingers did the work on autopilot, strangely in sync with the melodramatic Russian operatic score reverberating all around him. Once finished, he took a kneeling firing stance and brought the rifle up. After snugging his cheek against the riser pad on the buttstock, he took a moment to feel the weight and balance of the weapon and put test tension on the trigger. It felt . . . fine, but foreign.

With a resigned exhale, he set it down to finish the job.

Now that the primary components were assembled, he turned his attention to the accessories. The kit included a suppressor and optics package as well as two five-round magazines. He didn’t anticipate he’d get the opportunity to swap out magazines, but he slipped the spare into his pocket regardless. He screwed the suppressor onto the threaded end of the muzzle. Next, he installed the Russian-made optical scope and spent time sighting through it, picking targets on the opposite side of the theater through gaps between the rack of spotlights. Lastly, he installed the primary magazine and quietly chambered a round.

Dempsey raised himself into a kneeling position, pressing his shoulder against the speaker beside him. He leaned in and sighted through the scope, making fine adjustments while swinging the scope across random patron boxes on the other side of the theater. Then he settled the red reticle above the series of red up arrows on the center of Russian President Vladimir Petrov’s face. Petrov smiled—laughing at some joke with the men on either side of him, leaning across a pretty young woman to his left. He was flanked by two burly personal security agents with several more behind him on either side of the entry door to the box.

Dempsey hovered the reticle between the man’s eyes.

Was this what he’d become—another John Wilkes Booth?

As Jack Kemper, he’d enjoyed the black-and-white world of Tier One Special Operations. There were good guys and bad guys. The enemy and us. Combatants. He squeezed his eyes shut and opened them again. Petrov still smiled, unaware of the mark of death hovering on his face. For several years now, Dempsey had been descending into the murky, gray world of Task Force Ember. During that time, he’d adapted. He’d overcome. He’d evolved.

But now he was an assassin.

An assassin of a head of state of a nation that America was not in a declared war against. During the Cold War and the decades after, America’s adversarial relationship with Russia had reinvented itself and heated up. But even at its most contentious moments, never had an assassination like this been contemplated, let alone attempted.

What Dempsey was about to do was unprecedented, and he felt the weight of it.

As he watched the man, Dempsey felt disgust and rage grow inside.

But Navy SEALs were not guided by rage. They were supposed to protect the weak, rescue the helpless, and stand against violent aggressors. As a SEAL, however, he was not confined to playing defense. He’d taken standoff shots many times before. He’d killed Taliban leaders and al-Qaeda bomb makers, stopping men before they could wage war on American soldiers in Iraq and Afghanistan with AK-47s and IEDs. That had not felt vague or murky.

Was it different?

He studied the man through the gunsight. This man, this madman, was responsible for the deaths of tens of thousands of innocents—in Ukraine, in Georgia, in Chechnya, and in Russia. Did he earn immunity from consequence by appointing himself dictator of a country with only the pretense of democracy? When Dempsey killed a Taliban leader to prevent him from leading fighters against innocents or American soldiers, what he did was moral and just. Did Petrov get immunity from similar justice by ruling a nation instead of a village?

“No,” he whispered to the vapors and maybe to himself.

Everyone knew it. With thousands of nukes at his disposal and deteriorating mental health, Petrov was an existential threat to both humanity and the planet. Jarvis and Zhukov believed it so strongly that the unthinkable had happened. They had decided to trust each other and cooperate. The mission was just—because it served the utilitarian calculus that guided the most difficult of moral questions. Petrov’s death tonight would prevent the loss of countless future lives and, in all probability, stave off World War III.

Accepting that he was the instrument of this justice, Dempsey leaned back, lowered the rifle, and exhaled. Mentally and emotionally, he now felt ready to take the shot. Unfortunately, he’d not been afforded the opportunity to dope the weapon to his liking, nor had he fired an Orsis rifle before. On top of that, he was not a sniper by training. Add it all together, and the odds of him making his first shot were lower than he cared to admit.

Damn, I wish Lizzie were here, he thought as he set the fully prepped weapon aside and returned to the foam-and-tape turtleback carrier.

In addition to the disassembled Orsis, Yuri had packed him a Ruger LCP II with built-in Viridian laser. The ultracompact was so small he could completely hide it within his bear paw of a hand and slip it easily into a pocket. This was the most naked he’d felt on an op in as long as he could remember, so having a pistol, even one with the limited stopping power of a .38, helped take the edge off.

Intermission came and went without incident. Petrov didn’t leave the czar’s box, and no one from the security detail came knocking on Dempsey’s door. He wondered how the rest of the team fared. Had the heavily disguised Narusov cleared security without being recognized? What about Makarov and his boys? Were they primed and ready to act as the plan-B QRF if something went wrong, or had they been rounded up by SBP without Dempsey knowing? And what about Arkady himself? How would he protect Narusov from being shot by Petrov’s loyal bodyguards in the aftermath? Would the order by Zoltov to stand down after the assassination be heeded?

What-if questions like these were an operator’s mental arsenic—a surefire way to slowly poison mission confidence and focus. He’d overcome so much adversity and risk to get here. He couldn’t afford to think about stumbling so close to the finish line. All that mattered was making the shot.

What comes after . . . I’ll deal with that multiheaded hydra when the time comes.

Steeling himself with renewed focus, he moved onto the terrace, assumed a kneeling firing stance, and slipped the barrel of his rifle between a pair of speakers.

Time passed.

His knees, back, and neck ached as he endured one dreadful, incomprehensible opera song after another while watching Petrov through his rifle scope. Eventually, his internal clock signaled the end was near. He checked his watch. Twelve minutes until the scheduled end of the performance. Narusov had tried to explain the significance of Boris Godunov—a dramatization about legacy, regime change, the crushing mantle of leadership, and pretenders trying to usurp the Russian throne. Clearly, the story resonated with learned Russians like Arkady and Alexy, but Dempsey could honestly not care less. Was Russian history repeating itself tonight? And if so, did it matter?

Not to him. He was but a hammer, and in his mind Kelso Jarvis, his former Tier One commander, swung that hammer.

Not Arkady Zhukov. No—Zhukov was just the means to an end.

If Dempsey was still alive after . . . Well, then they would see, he supposed.

He exhaled a cynical snort through his nose as he floated the targeting reticle in the center of the Russian President’s forehead. The more he looked at the man’s beady eyes and ratlike face, the more he hated him.

He’s a murderer, a war criminal, and a psychopath. He doesn’t deserve to lead. Why do we live in a world where the unworthy ascend? Why do we let morally corrupt assholes win again and again and again without consequence?

He put tension on the trigger.

I should just do it . . . Take the shot right now.

But operational discipline got the better of him, and he swallowed the compulsion.

The opulent Bolshoi Theatre, in all its crimson-and-gold splendor, spread out beneath him. The show was performed in Russian, so, unlike an Italian opera, he could actually understand the words. Arkady had made him memorize the lyrics of the final scene. Without a coordinator in his ear, the bass-baritone’s words served as Dempsey’s countdown.

This is it, he told himself. Fifteen seconds.

Dempsey’s heart rate picked up, the familiar rush of adrenaline flooding his bloodstream. His muscles were primed for action, charged for combat, but that wasn’t what he needed right now. He needed stillness . . . focus . . . zen.

He inhaled . . .

And held.

Exhaled . . .

And held.

His old friend, four-count tactical breathing, came to the rescue as he forced his body to downregulate.

Inhale.

Two, three, four . . .

Exhale.

Two, three, four . . .

The target reticle stopped bouncing and steadied just above the target’s eyebrows.

Onstage, Boris Godunov was dying—singing about his woes and worries from his deathbed. “Oh God . . . oh God . . . it hurts . . . I am still your czar,” the bass-baritone sang. “Oh God, it is death . . . Forgive me!”

The music fell silent.

A hush fell over the theater.

A lone spotlight switched on, illuminating a liberated Alexy Narusov standing in defiance somewhere in the theater below, but Dempsey kept his eye fixed on Petrov’s forehead.

The crowd gasped.

Dempsey watched a split-second calculus unfold in the mind of a man who’d spent his entire lifetime machinating murder and reprisal. And in that moment Petrov understood . . . everything.

Dempsey squeezed the trigger.

The rifle kicked and the sniper round flew true, but Petrov had already begun to move. The slug slammed into the padded chair back with a puff of fabric and white polyester filling—striking a mere inch from the Russian President’s left ear as he ducked. Dempsey charged a second round with the bolt handle and scanned for his mark. Petrov, crouched low and head down, was now surrounded by a ring of bodyguards ushering him toward the back of the czar’s box. Flush with anger, Dempsey emptied his magazine, putting four rounds into the human shield protecting the dictator.

“Shit!” he barked, dropped the Orsis, and made for the door as bullets slammed into the speakers and lights on the terrace behind him.

Against his better judgment, he had hesitated, and the rat had escaped.


Chapter 39

This isn’t over, the inner operator screamed in Dempsey’s head as he sprinted toward the stairwell leading to the lower levels. If Makarov’s boys do their job, I’ve got one more shot.

Somewhere deep in his brain, Dempsey knew that Arkady had anticipated this scenario. Just like the IK-2 breakout and the safe-house preparations and the Red Cell drill tonight, the spymaster undoubtedly had some game-changing contingency plan he’d not seen fit to share with the team. That was how the Russian fox operated. He was activating that plan now, and Dempsey would somehow be informed of it in real time. How and when that critical information would be shared with him was yet to be determined.

He didn’t have to wait long.

“Assaulters have breached the lobby. They’re using smoke grenades to mask themselves from our snipers, and they’ve fired CS gas into the grand foyer,” said a harried voice on the security comms circuit. “Execute secondary evacuation protocol. Repeat—execute secondary evacuation protocol.”

A smile curled Dempsey’s lips.

Riot gas . . . brilliant.

Every member of Petrov’s Presidential security team carried a weapon and tactical radio and wore body armor, but the one thing they didn’t have was a gas mask. It doesn’t matter how tough or seasoned a warrior is; when you can’t see and you can’t breathe, you can’t fight. When it comes to tear gas, biology trumps willpower every time. Evacuating Petrov through the gas was a nonstarter.

Automatic weapon fire cracked as Makarov and his boys stormed the foyer.

Dempsey summoned his mental map of the Bolshoi, and his plan came together. With the twin staircases from the grand foyer to the lobby rendered unusable, SBP would have four other stairwell options to get Petrov out—the two centrally located semicircular main stairwells or the split-landing stairwells in the northwest and northeast corners. Based on the stampede of panicked patrons trying to get to the main stairs, he decided they’d hedge and choose the latter. The next question was, would they go west or east? He remembered a strange asymmetry in the opera house plans he’d asked Yuri about, something which the security engineer couldn’t answer. The east ballroom had an exit directly into the northeast stairwell, while the west ballroom did not for its respective stairwell. It was possible the plans had been wrong or that this had been rectified during the renovation, but he had to pick one, so he picked east.

“Move, move!” he shouted in Russian as he sprinted around the top of the horseshoe-shaped corridor on level five. “Security, out of my way!”

His progress stymied by the panicked and clueless crowd, he changed tactics—lowering his shoulder and knocking Moscow’s finest-dressed elite out of his way left and right like a blocking fullback. When he reached the northeast stairwell, he encountered a guard holding the crowd at bay with his drawn sidearm. The young agent had a frantic, furious look in his eyes that Dempsey had seen before. This guy was beyond triggered. One little provocation from anyone in the crowd, and he would start gunning down civilians.

“What are you doing, comrade?” Dempsey shouted as he busted through the gaggle of theater patrons to come face-to-face with the SBP guard, acting as his teammate and equal.

“What does it look like? I’m keeping the exfil stairwell clear,” the guard said, shifting his gunsights to Dempsey’s torso. “Eagle is on the move.”

This information was gold; the guard had just confirmed Dempsey’s educated guess had been correct.

“Is anyone on level three?” Dempsey asked.

“I don’t know.”

“I’m going to augment on three,” he said, moving with confidence toward the doorway the man was blocking.

“Go,” the guard said, sidestepping to make room and shifting his muzzle off Dempsey and back onto the semicircular throng of people trying to evacuate.

I have to beat Petrov to the stairwell or it’s over.

He pushed his body into the next gear and bounded down the stairs, descending the four switchback flights in less than ten seconds. Jumping the final eight treads, he landed with a thud on the cement landing at level three just as the door from the ballroom slammed open. A pair of bodyguards surged through the doorway, sighting over their Gyurza pistols. The closer guard, who was clearing left, sighted on Dempsey. Snot ran liberally from the man’s nose, and he blinked to clear the tears from his bloodshot eyes. The trip through the cloud of CS gas in the grand foyer to get Petrov to the ballrooms had been a brutal one, and it gave Dempsey a huge advantage over these highly trained professionals. Their lungs burning, eyes stinging and tearing, and mouths and noses filled with frothy mucus, Petrov’s bodyguards were tactically compromised.

“The stairwell is clear,” Dempsey shouted and frantically waved the entourage toward the descending flight. “Go, go, go! I cover here.”

The lead guard nodded, called “Clear” over his shoulder, and surged forward.

Dempsey’s mind and body synchronized, and he felt the shift—that acute state of hyperawareness and connectedness when he entered that slipstream of combat where his perception of time and space changed. He felt the cadence of conveyance and the rhythm of reactivity as Petrov’s security team charged forward like a living organism—four in front, four in back, the head of the beast in the middle. Dempsey pulled the compact pistol from his pocket and activated the green laser sight button with his index finger before sliding it back to the trigger. The Ruger only had a six-round magazine, plus one in the pipe—not enough to take every member of the detail even if he was perfect—but his brain mapped the shots anyway.

A hunched President Petrov crossed the threshold into the stairwell.

The rat king turned his head to lock eyes with Dempsey, and in those eyes, Dempsey saw malice and madness, venom and vendetta. Whatever humanity had been born in this man had been burned away by decades of hate and paranoia, leaving nothing but a cold, callous husk. Any reservations Dempsey had harbored about this mission—this murder he was about to commit—evaporated in the presence of the dark star before him.

He squeezed the trigger.

The muzzle flashed, and the slug punched a black hole between the dictator’s eyes.

The nine-man organism that was the Russian President and his protection detail shuddered and flailed with momentary confusion. Without hesitation, Dempsey capitalized on this tactical opportunity and went to work with machinelike precision:

Center left guard—bullet to left temple.

Center right guard—bullet to forehead.

Right rear guard—bullet above left ear.

Center rear guard—bullet to forehead.

Two rounds left . . .

Movement in his left periphery registered as a threat, and he reflexively dropped to a kneeling firing stance.

Left rear guard—bullet to face.

A muzzle flashed and a thunderclap roared above him as the left rear guard squeezed off a shot a split second before Dempsey’s bullet hit. The slug missed, zipping harmlessly overhead as Dempsey swiveled left to sight down the staircase. The snotty, red-eyed lead guard whom Dempsey had tricked seconds earlier sprinted back up. Dempsey put his last bullet in the man’s throat. That guard squeezed off a round that sailed wide as he stumbled into his wingman two treads behind him.

The final guard—a man who stood only a meter away—surveyed the carnage on the landing with stupefied eyes. Dempsey had seen shell-shocked fighters plenty of times in his career, and in the threat-assessment matrix that was his brain, he’d prioritized this man at the bottom despite proximity.

“What have you done?” the man muttered.

Dempsey answered by catapulting himself into the man and throwing him down the stairs. The dazed guard smashed into the last guard several steps below, and they went tumbling down in a tangled mess of arms and legs. With a grunt, Dempsey got to his hands and knees, scanning the ground for a weapon. He found one a few feet away, clutched in the dead hand of one of the fallen bodyguards. He lunged, twisted the pistol free, and popped into a combat crouch. He emptied half the magazine into the remaining bodyguards, then stepped over to Petrov’s fallen body.

The Russian President lay on his side, glassy eyed and unmoving. A single rivulet of crimson trickled from the hole in his forehead, tracing down the inside of the nose and eye socket, where it dripped like a bloody tear onto the marble floor. With his left index and middle fingers, Dempsey checked the dictator’s neck for a pulse.

“Oh my God,” a voice said behind him in Russian. “Is he dead?”

Dempsey tensed but looked up in a controlled manner to face the door guard from level five, who’d rushed to the scene after hearing the gunfire.

Dempsey nodded and keyed his mic. “Eagle is down. Repeat. Eagle is down on level three, northeast stairwell.”

“Where are the shooters?” the young guard said, scanning the carnage and seeing only dead Russian agents.

“I’m sorry,” Dempsey said and ended the confused Russian with a headshot.

The CS gas from the grand foyer was now wafting into the ballroom, and Dempsey could smell the sickly sweet and acidic precursor to the burn. It was time to go. The sounds of panicked chaos echoed as theater patrons flooded the stairwell to escape the Bolshoi. Sighting over his pistol, Dempsey descended the staircase to level two. At the bottom he holstered his weapon, removed his wired earpiece, and merged into the throng of fleeing Russians. A few of those closest to him noticed he’d had a gun and tried to steer clear, but fear drove this stampede, and they all got mashed together. Jostling, screaming, and shoving, the human mosh pit exploded out the double doors onto the sidewalk like a cork popped from a bottle of champagne. Dempsey managed to stay on his feet while theater patrons stumbled and fell like dominoes around him.

Instead of scanning for threats, something he desperately wanted to do, he rendered assistance to a silver-haired woman who’d fallen and was about to get trampled. The probability was high that he had sniper eyes on him at this very moment. He needed to play the part of a theater patron convincingly and disappear in the crowd. He didn’t know what had been recorded on video. He didn’t know if he was being hunted. Had Lubiana and Blaskovich been able to hack the Bolshoi’s security network and corrupt the security feeds? If not, SBP—and probably the Wagner Group as well—would be gunning for him.

“Take my hand,” he said, extending his arm to her.

She clutched his wrist, and he helped her to her feet.

“Thank you,” she said, using him to balance.

He escorted her south, away from the chaos of the exit and under the metal awning that ran along the sidewalk—a covered location necessary for his safety more than hers. Sirens wailed and lights flashed in and around Theatre Square as emergency vehicles and Moscow police responded to the incident.

“Are you okay?” he asked her.

“My niece,” she said, ignoring the question and looking past him at the throng of people pouring out of the Bolshoi. “We were separated.”

“What does she look like?” he asked, his brain running through multiple exfil scenarios as he did.

“She’s wearing a white— That’s her!” she shouted, looking past him. “Nina! Nina, I’m over here!”

A thirtysomething Russian woman heard the call and turned. Her white blouse was torn, and Dempsey saw her favoring a skinned knee as she half jogged, half limped toward them.

“Oh, Nina, I’m so glad you’re safe,” the woman said.

The young woman hugged her aunt, then glared at Dempsey. “Who are you?”

“This man helped me,” the woman said.

“Let me walk you across the street,” he said, scanning for the best path away from law enforcement and the SBP kill zone around the Bolshoi. If these women let him accompany them, the spotters would lump them as a trio that belonged together.

“Thank you,” the older woman said.

“We need to get away from Theatre Square,” Dempsey said, giving her his arm. “It is dangerous right now. I think there was a terrorist attack. We need to hurry.”

“Da, da. Let’s go,” she said.

The niece took up a position on her aunt’s other side, gazing over her shoulder at the commotion behind them. Dempsey walked briskly, but not so fast as to risk making either woman stumble in their heels. He led them north a half block and turned east into Puteshestvie V Rozhdestvo, a little square ringed with shops and cafés. His heart rate came down once he’d made it fifty meters deep into the common.

“You’re safe here,” he said, giving the older woman her arm back.

“You are a gentleman,” the woman said with a nod. “Thank you.”

“I’d put some antibiotic cream on that knee,” Dempsey said with feigned concern to the younger woman, who took her aunt’s arm in Dempsey’s stead.

She nodded and they parted company.

Dempsey didn’t linger, immediately heading northeast. At the first public trash can, he ditched his mobile phone without checking for text messages. He didn’t want to know if Lubiana had sent him instructions. Didn’t want to know if Arkady wanted to meet, if Narusov had been arrested, or if Makarov had survived. He didn’t want answers to any of those burning unknowns . . . because if his heart got involved, it might screw up the cold and clear calculus in his head.

He’d completed his mission for God and country.

He’d assassinated Vladimir Vladimirovich Petrov—a Machiavellian dictator, a sociopathic tyrant, and a murdering war criminal—and in doing so had made the world an infinitely safer place. Some might call his action a crime. Others might call it justice. But he didn’t care how the world judged him because it felt right and he would sleep with a clear conscience.

He’d not expected to survive the opera house. None of them had—which was why the post-op plan had been laughably simple: return to the safe house and regroup.

Of course, there was no way in hell he could go back there. He laughed, feeling suddenly punch drunk with the endorphins that accompanied victory. Tongue probing the gap of his missing tooth, he waved down a taxi.

“Where to?” the driver said after he’d climbed into the back seat and shut the door.

“Kordon Kuzmicha guesthouse,” he said.

“I don’t know this place. Where is it?” the driver said.

“Sovetsky,” Dempsey said. “Go west.”

“That’s out of the city. Very far—past Saint Petersburg. You know you’re going to have to pay, da? Both ways.”

“I know. I’m good for it,” Dempsey said with a grin and waved an enormous wad of cash at the man.

“Okay,” the cabbie said with a smile and pulled away from the curb. “This is nearly seven hundred kilometers, my friend. Eight hours or even more. You are sure?”

Dempsey pushed enough cash through the divider to buy the man a second cab.

“More when we get there. More still if you let me sleep for a time. But wake me at least an hour from our destination, da?”

“You are the boss,” the man said, licking his thick lips and pressing the pile of cash into his coat pocket.

Yes . . . yes, I am, Dempsey thought as he leaned his head back against the cushion and closed his eyes. And don’t anybody ever forget it.


Chapter 40

checkpoint twins

woods north of kordon kuzmicha guesthouse

just outside the town of sovetsky

leningrad oblast, russia

april 26

0617 local time

Grimes was not alone as she would have preferred. Technically, she didn’t need a spotter, but Munn had insisted. Now his exasperated groans and sighs were driving her crazy. He was anxious, and who could blame him? President Petrov was dead—assassinated at the Bolshoi Theatre while attending an opera last night. It had happened at the same time they were crossing the Narva River. The whole thing felt surreal and unbelievable, but Grimes knew who had pulled the trigger. Munn did too; she could tell from the look on his face when Wang had reported the news.

Dempsey’s fate, whether he’d been captured or killed, remained unknown. But even if he managed to vanish without a trace, it wouldn’t matter who had taken the shot if American covert operators were discovered and taken inside Russia. America would be implicated. World wars started that way. So Munn had made protocol changes—no team member would be alone for any reason while they were inside Russia.

They’d debated aborting, but both Munn and Berg had lobbied that it was too late to turn back, and Director Casey agreed. They all knew that Arkady was behind the assassination, and an opportunity like this would likely never present itself again. Berg argued that the dacha was where the Russian spymaster would weather the firestorm of the next forty-eight hours. That he could “welcome her home” at the same time—killing two birds with one stone—was a very Arkady thing to do.

Grimes, for her part, felt like she was experiencing cosmic déjà vu. She’d wasted more hours obsessing and fantasizing about this moment—a second chance to take the shot that had been denied to her by Jarvis in Odessa—than she should have. She’d had the perfect geometry and Zhukov in her sights, only to be denied permission to pull the trigger. This time, in a cruel twist of fate, she had permission, only to be foiled by circumstance and geometry.

I just have to be patient, she told herself. It will happen when it’s supposed to happen.

Martin, Prescott, Lewis, and Berg all waited inside an unoccupied dacha down the road from Zhukov’s cabin. The plan for the hit had been the product of a debate between Berg and Munn. Berg had insisted that she would have to put herself in harm’s way and physically go to the dacha for Grimes to be able to take the shot. Munn had argued the opposite.

“I guarantee he will never show you his face unless I can orchestrate it,” Berg had said.

“Do you believe he’s going to kill you?” Munn asked her.

“Yes.”

“Then why in God’s name would I risk sending you to the slaughter when Lizzie can pop his melon without you having to go in?” he argued.

“Dan Munn, believe me, I would prefer this as well. I don’t want to die,” she said, “but that is not how fate works. Nothing risked, nothing gained.”

“I think us being here is more than enough risk to satisfy fate,” he said, putting his foot down.

Unfortunately, it was beginning to look like Berg was right.

The cosmic card deck, as it turned out, seemed stacked against them. The dacha’s lone occupant had arrived by car mere moments before Grimes had gotten into position. Tall trees sheltered the structure on three sides, and the small house was virtually windowless. The only viable sniper roost with any elevation and lines on the target was three hundred yards from the X. On the visible side, the dacha had only one friggin’ window, and since arrival the occupant had not once stepped in front of said friggin’ window. And even with Wang’s satellite coverage above, they had not been able to positively ID the person inside as Arkady Zhukov.

“I told you this would happen,” Berg said on the comms circuit. “We have no choice. I have to go to him.”

Grimes took her eye off her scope and looked at Munn, whose face turned red.

“Who else could it possibly be?” Munn said, his voice ripe with frustration. “It’s his dacha, and he’s supposed to meet you this morning.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Grimes said with conviction. As a sniper, she had one governing ROE principle, and that was that she didn’t pull the trigger without visual confirmation of the target. She did not, and never would, kill innocents. “Even if it’s a ninety-nine percent chance that is Zhukov in the cabin, the one percent prevents me from pulling the trigger. You know that, Dan.”

He growled an indiscernible string of curses. “Check one more time.”

She sighted in again on the lone window giving her a view into the cabin. “I got nothing.”

Munn sighed.

“What’s he doing in there, Mother?” Munn asked. “Can you tell?”

“It looks like he’s making coffee at a stove in a little kitchen,” Wang came back.

Unfortunately, the kitchen sat to the left, extending into the rear of the house. Lamplight emanated from the lone window, and she could make out the back of a chair and the wall beyond, but nothing else.

“It’s him . . . It has to be,” Munn said, his voice a whisper. She couldn’t tell if he was speaking to her or to himself, voicing what he wanted to be true.

“Hey, guys, we might have a problem,” Wang said, his voice tense. “I’ve got what looks like a taxi approaching on the dirt road.”

“Shit,” Munn said. “Could that be Rays?”

Rays was the call sign they’d use when Arkady was confirmed killed. With Ember located in Tampa, it made sense to give that honor to the local MLB team, and Munn now used that call sign designator to refer to Zhukov.

“It’s possible,” Wang said. “The taxi is stopping at the end of the drive.”

From her sniper roost, she didn’t have a line on the taxi, and trees blocked her view of the walk up to the dacha through the woods.

“I have someone getting out,” Wang said. “Presents male . . . doesn’t move like an old man. Looks like a big guy. Moves like an operator. Could Rays have summoned another Zeta?”

“Possibly,” came the staccato voice of Berg. “He might have summoned a Prime to kill me.”

Grimes and Munn swung their scopes left in unison, scanning the driveway, hoping for a glimpse of the new arrival through the trees.

“We’ll pick him up when he gets to the front door. There’s a gap,” Munn said softly. “Whoever he is, poor bastard picked the wrong morning to have breakfast with the boss.”

She got the meaning. This man would have to die, no matter who he was. No one could be left to tell the tale of a sniper in the woods. Their plan was to take Zhukov’s body with them when they exfilled by boat, and now there would be two bodies to carry and sink.

She shifted her scope to the gap where the driveway met the tree-cleared section in front of the dacha. She listened to Munn’s slow, measured breathing beside her.

“Tango should be stepping any second into your LOS,” Wang said in her ear.

She shifted her finger inside the trigger guard as a powerfully built man walked into view, and her breath caught in her throat.

“What . . . in . . . the . . . hell?” Munn whispered from beside her.

“I have an ID on the new arrival,” she said after regaining her composure. “Mother, it looks like we have a new wrinkle to deal with.”


Chapter 41

dacha south of sovetsky

seven kilometers south of vyborg

0627 local time

Dempsey stopped at the edge of the drive to survey the simple wooden cabin in the woods. He pegged the square footage at under eight hundred, which made the traditional Russian summer home smaller than your average American mobile home. However, the grounds were immaculately manicured, the wooden siding was recently painted, and the roof looked well maintained.

Quaint was the word that came to mind.

With a disinterested exhale, he walked up to the front door of Arkady Zhukov’s dacha and let himself in. The spymaster—who stood at a woodburning stove with his back to the door, a coffee in one hand, feeding a log into the front of the stove with the other—turned, and Dempsey briefly saw surprise in the man’s eyes.

“I’ve made coffee,” the silver fox said. “Would you like some?”

Dempsey scanned for weapons within arm’s reach of the Russian. Arkady wore slacks and a short flannel robe wrapped around his torso, tied in the front.

If he’s armed, it’s a small pistol concealed inside his robe.

“I find it gives me a tremor in my shooting hand if I drink coffee on an empty stomach,” Dempsey said, shifting his right hand around, letting it sit beside the pistol at the small of his back.

“Ha, that’s a good one,” Arkady said with a chuckle, glancing briefly at Dempsey’s right arm, but smiling. He looked almost bored. “Breakfast, then?”

Dempsey let out a little snort and scratched the side of his neck with his left hand.

Arkady turned, coffee in his left hand, his right slipping into the pocket of his robe. Dempsey’s fingers closed around his pistol grip.

“You didn’t answer the question, John. Do you want breakfast or not? I can make eggs. Would you like an omelet?”

“No thanks.” Dempsey scanned the interior, which consisted of a combined kitchen and living room, the kitchen stretching to the rear, and a single hall, which he presumed led to a lone bedroom and bath.

“Have a seat,” the Russian said, gesturing to a pair of armchairs in the far corner with his coffee hand, his right still inside the robe pocket, as he took a detour to shut the front door, which Dempsey had left hanging wide open.

Dempsey chose the chair with its back to the wall and left the one with the window behind it for Arkady. Before he sat, he pulled his pistol from where it was stuffed in the waistband at the small of his back and lowered it casually onto his lap, holding the grip with his trigger finger outside the trigger guard.

Seemingly unfazed, Arkady took his seat, and his right hand came out of his pocket gripping something. Dempsey shifted his finger inside the trigger guard and planned his shot, but instead of a pistol, Arkady palmed a mobile phone. He set the phone on the accent table beside his chair and smiled.

They stared at each other for a long moment . . .

“What’s that?” Dempsey asked, breaking the silence, pointing without looking at a framed piece of paper that hung behind an antique wooden writing desk, an oddity he’d noticed when scanning the room.

Arkady smiled. “That is my most prized possession—a page from a ledger that contained the names of Russian men and women arrested and purged as dissidents in 1937. Can you believe that over forty-four thousand Russians were executed on Stalin’s orders?”

“I’m not surprised. That’s the thing about you Russians—you’re your own worst enemy.”

Arkady sipped his coffee. “You know us as well as we know ourselves, it would seem.”

Dempsey answered with a wan smile, his eyes narrowing at the man, “Indeed.”

“There’s an inscription on the page. It says, ‘Don’t touch this cloud-dweller.’ The instruction was handwritten by Stalin himself.” When Dempsey didn’t ask the logical follow-up question, the spymaster said, “Aren’t you curious to know who Stalin decided to spare? Go—take a look.”

“Nah . . . I don’t really care,” Dempsey said, resting his left hand on the gun in his lap.

The grand master deflated at this. “Funny, John, I don’t remember telling you about this place.”

“You didn’t.”

“Hmm . . . then how did you find me?”

“Oh, Alexy mentioned it,” Dempsey said, keeping his tone matter of fact. “Said you gave him the address as a last-resort safe house.”

Arkady’s brow furrowed. “Ah, that’s true. No one knows about this dacha—at least no one who is still alive. Your Ember team has killed all my Zetas. A very efficient team of killers Jarvis has assembled, wouldn’t you say?”

“I would,” Dempsey agreed, holding the old Russian’s eyes.

The spymaster took another sip of coffee, moving his right hand back to his lap rather than back to the pocket. “This is where I used to meet Zetas. A private place. A safe place. Is that why you’re here, John? Are you looking for safety?”

“No,” he said, switching now from Russian to English. Perhaps it was the mention of Ember or Jarvis, but he suddenly felt done with being Russian. “I wanted to check in with you, see how the rest of the team fared last night. Did Makarov make it out alive?”

Arkady pressed his lips together, as if deciding whether or not he wanted to answer the question. Finally, he replied, also switching to English. “As unlikely as it is, Makarov survived. Everyone is back at the safe house, waiting for the rest of the dominoes to fall. I’m sure they’re surprised you did not show up. I imagine they are worried for you.”

“I imagine,” Dempsey said. The tension in the man before him increased ever so slightly, and he uncrossed his legs. “But they know I can take care of myself.”

“That they do.”

“And Tatia?” Dempsey asked. “She wasn’t with the Presidential protection team on the exfil. I didn’t see what happened to her.”

“Petrov left her behind in the czar’s box, like the true gentleman he was.”

“Hard to believe it all worked out . . . The CS gas was a nice twist. Gave me a second chance at Petrov after I missed the shot, so thanks for that,” Dempsey said, holding Arkady’s eyes. “I wouldn’t have survived the engagement if all those bodyguards hadn’t been physically compromised.”

Arkady waved a hand, shooing away the statement. “You’re too modest. You are the one who deserves all the praise. How many men did you kill single-handedly—six, eight?”

“Ten.”

“Impressive.”

“Your work and planning allowed me to complete my mission.”

The Russian’s eyes narrowed and hardened. “And have you, John?”

Dempsey held the stare, his face a mask. “Have I what?”

“Completed your mission?”

Dempsey said nothing but gripped the pistol tighter.

Arkady leaned forward, and Dempsey glanced at the Russian’s right hand, which remained in his lap. “You asked me once why it had to be you. Now do you understand? No one else could have done this.”

“And that’s the only reason you needed me, an American operator, as your trigger man?”

The spymaster took a slow sip of his coffee and said, “Maybe someone else could have pulled it off, but I didn’t have time to find and train that someone else.”

“Then I guess my work is done here . . .”

“Indeed.”

“So I can just hop on the next flight out of Moscow and head home?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. It will be more complicated than that, but I will handle all the necessary arrangements and coordinate with Vice President Jarvis.”

Dempsey probed the gap of his missing tooth, studying the man. How the silver fox responded next would decide what happened. “After I’m gone, you’re going to do what—retire, hang out here in your dacha, drinking coffee and doing crossword puzzles?”

Arkady laughed. “Is that really so difficult to believe?”

“Yes, it is.”

The Russian sighed. “I’m tired, John. I’ve served my country for almost fifty years. And now I’ve atoned for my gravest mistake by ending the monster I helped put in the Kremlin.”

“What about Narusov? You’re just going to throw him to the wolves and let him fend for himself?”

“Of course not. The prime minister is running the show now, but I’m going to push for an emergency election. It will be a free and fair election without Petrov’s thumb on the scales. We’ve never had that in this country. Alexy will win in a landslide, and people will finally have a champion in the Kremlin,” the spymaster said and quickly glanced at his watch.

That glance told Dempsey everything. Arkady had no plans for Dempsey to leave Russia. He needed a scapegoat for the people’s champion—a scapegoat that could galvanize the people and give them an enemy to hate. Would Narusov really go along with that? Yes—because Arkady would give him no choice. He would control him, pull his strings, leverage his wife and daughter. It was the same playbook he’d used with Petrov, and where he’d failed with Petrov, he believed he would succeed with Narusov.

Dempsey raised the Gyurza SR-1 Vektor from his lap and leveled it at the spymaster’s forehead. “Running late, huh?”

Arkady chuckled, but his steely gaze was on the business end of Dempsey’s Vektor pistol. “What are you talking about?”

“You just checked your watch. Am I keeping you? You got a hot breakfast date? Or is the hit squad running behind schedule?”

“What is this, John? What has you upset?” The spymaster’s hand slipped into his right pocket. “If I didn’t know better, I might worry you have new orders from Jarvis. But think it through, John. You must know that your friend Alexy will not survive without me.”

Dempsey tensed his grip and steadied the iron sight between Arkady’s eyes.

“John, please, there’s no need for violen—”

Glass shattered, and the front of the legendary Russian spymaster’s head exploded, sending blood and bone and brains everywhere. Dempsey hit the deck, waiting for the next sniper round to find his head as well.

“Son of a bitch!”

This was the one scenario he’d not expected. He’d given it fifty-fifty odds that Arkady would shoot him on sight, but not in his wildest dreams did he expect someone else to whack the old man. Arkady must have activated some personal QRF from his cell phone, but why would they kill him? Dread snaked through Dempsey’s abdomen.

No fucking way. I’m not going back to IK-2. I’ll kill myself before I let them send me back to that place.

As he army-crawled over the wooden plank floor toward the bedroom, his mind raced through the possible shooters with access to both the compartmentalized intelligence and authority to take out Zhukov.

It has to be Wagner. Arkady had Voltov under his thumb, so it can’t be SBP, and he has too many connections for it to be FSB.

Dempsey pushed the bedroom door open and wormed his way into the room.

I am so going to die . . .

He scanned the bedroom to see if he was lucky enough to have a back door for egress or if he’d have to go out a window.

No door—awesome.

Glass shattered in the window beside him, and something black and chunky landed with a thud on the floor beside him. Expecting the worst—a shrapnel grenade—he acted on reflex and threw himself backward into the hall.

But the grenade did not blow up.

Instead, it talked to him.

“Hey, dude,” a familiar American voice said from the bedroom. “I threw this radio in so you don’t shoot me. It’s me, Dan, by the way. Dan Munn. I’m coming in.”

Dempsey blinked twice and pinched his cheek to make sure he wasn’t dreaming, or dead, before poking his head around the corner to look at the talking grenade. Upon seeing that it was a tactical radio, he shook his head and picked it up. “Roger that, frogman,” he said, overcome by a sudden and overwhelming flood of emotions, the likes of which he’d not felt in years.

On strangely unsteady legs, he got to his feet as the front door of the dacha opened and Dan Munn appeared in the doorway. Eyes brimming with tears, Dempsey smiled at his best friend and then stepped up to receive a rib-crushing bear hug from the lumberjack.

“What the hell are you doing here?” he said, releasing his brother and taking a step back to look at Munn.

“Somebody had to come and bail your redneck Russki ass out,” Munn said with a shit-eating grin. “Might as well be us.”

“Us?” Dempsey said, wiping the wetness from his eyes with the back of his sleeve.

“You don’t think Dan could have made that shot?” another familiar voice said from the doorway, this one belonging to Her Sharpshooting Highness, Elizabeth Grimes.

“Hey, Grimes,” he said and practically caught her in midair as she threw herself into him for another bear hug of rib-crushing proportions.

“Looks like you finally got to take your shot, huh?” he said, pulling back to look at her.

“I mean, you didn’t really leave me a choice,” she said with a wet-eyed chuckle. “I gave you every opportunity, but the two of you kept monologuing. It was like watching a bad spy movie from the seventies. I kept expecting him to start stroking a cat.”

He laughed and pulled her back in for a second, long hug. “I can’t believe you guys are here.”

“We can’t believe you’re here—and that you’ve survived here for six months,” Munn said.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you guys,” Dempsey said, the words catching in his throat as he released Grimes again. “Jarvis . . . gave me a job to do and . . .”

“We know,” she said, squeezing his hand. “We’re not mad at you anymore.”

“That’s not true,” Munn said with a grin. “We’re still mad at you, but today’s a freebie.”

Dempsey stared at his best friend—his two best friends—and burned this perfect moment into his memory.

“You know, boys, we should probably get the hell out of here,” Grimes said, looking back and forth between them, “and finish catching up on the road. There’s an SUV heading south from Vyborg.”

“Yeah, that’s probably a good idea,” Dempsey said. “I think Arkady made a distress call.”

“I’m sure,” Munn said with a crooked grin. “If they’re coming from Vyborg, it means they’re shooters. We’d best be gone before they get here.”

“Agreed,” Grimes said. “We should roll.”

Dempsey nodded, but his gaze drifted to the dead Zeta spymaster, who still sat in his chair, slumped over at the waist. “Just one second.” He trotted over to the picture on the wall above Arkady’s writing desk and looked at the name next to the inscription: Boris Pasternak.

“Hmm . . .” he murmured. “Never heard of him.”

“Never heard of who?” Grimes asked.

“I’ll tell you later,” he said, turning to leave.

“What happened to your tooth, JD?” Munn said, throwing his arm around Dempsey’s shoulder and shepherding him toward the door.

“Got knocked out in IK-2 . . . It’s a long story.”

“Well, it looks good on you. I think you should keep it.”

“In that case, let me just knock one of yours out so we match. It can be a team thing,” Dempsey said, pretending to draw his fist back. Grimes and Munn both laughed. “What’s the exfil plan, by the way?”

“Water,” Munn said, handing him an earpiece.

“One, this is Three—we’re two mikes from Mariners,” said an unfamiliar voice in his ear.

“Check,” Munn said, then smiled at him.

“Who the hell is that on the radio?” Dempsey asked.

“His name’s Prescott. We rounded out the team while you were gone,” Munn said. “You’re gonna love ’em.” Munn grabbed the dead spy by the shoulders, leaving Dempsey to grab the legs and Grimes to cover their exit.

“SEAL?” Dempsey asked as they maneuvered the corpse through the door.

“Army,” Munn said. “And another Marine.”

“Oh God,” Dempsey said. “I leave for a few months, and look what happens.”

“Almost a year, asshole. Shit had to get done.”

They hustled around the dacha, heading to the dock, where a large fast boat approached in the early-morning light.

Dempsey looked over at Grimes. “So I guess you probably heard what I did last night?”

“Yes, John,” she said with that exasperated look she reserved only for him. “Along with the entire world. But don’t worry, no one outside of Ember will ever know it was you.”


Chapter 42

confiscated russian superyacht yötaivas

one hundred nautical miles north of gdańsk, poland

april 27

0720 local time

Dempsey lay on his back, one forearm tucked behind his head and the other resting on his chest. His eyes were open, but it wasn’t the ornate ceiling of the luxury master suite he stared at. Instead, he watched a parade of images on a screen projected in his mind. His brothers from Tier One—sometimes their faces smiled at him over a beer, sometimes beneath helmets and NVGs while their legs dangled out the side of an MH-60. He saw them in dress blues, somber with heads down, as they took turns hammering tridents into a casket. He saw them as younger men in T-shirts and UDT shorts, sweating and panting on the grinder.

Time didn’t matter in this waking dream.

It wasn’t linear.

Other dead warriors took their turn in the macabre parade—Smith, Adamo, Latif. The Zetas he had killed. Anzor Malik in the hospital parking garage. The professor in the park in Berlin, the woman in Madrid, the operative on the Isle of Dogs, the Zeta trying to launch a missile from a mobile launcher in Odessa, and many more . . . all of them staring into his soul before he pulled the trigger.

Death. Blood. Loss. Pain. Redemption.

Vengeance.

He saw Arkady Zhukov—his greatest foe, turned mentor of necessity, turned foe again—sipping coffee in his dacha. He watched the spymaster’s head explode from Lizzie’s bullet.

Not vengeance—justice.

The screen played back the images from mere hours ago, when they’d weighted down Zhukov’s body before dumping it unceremoniously off the stern of the yacht. Dempsey had stood there a long time—after all the others had left—watching the bubbles rise as the corpse sank, then just watching the wake as they steamed away. Like other terrorist masterminds before him, the Machiavellian grand master would spend eternity at the bottom of the sea, adrift in a vast unmarked grave where no one would come to mourn.

A fitting end.

A knock on the door gave him a start. He’d never been the jumpy type, but that was before IK-2. He self-consciously pulled a sheet over himself, suddenly aware he was lying naked on the floor beside the bed. He glanced at the Russian clothes, crumpled in the corner where he’d shoved them like trash. He couldn’t wait to have them off, to shed them and the lost time they represented like a snake’s skin. But he wasn’t quite ready to slip into the strange new clothes provided for him. The sweatpants and hoodie lay folded on the chair where he’d left them after scrubbing away the dirt, blood, stench, and angst of his ordeal.

“Zakhodi,” he barked. “Otkryto.”

The door opened, and Munn came in, grinning from ear to ear, but his eyes reflected something else—worry, maybe.

“You good?” Munn asked.

“Yeah, bro. Why?” Dempsey asked, suddenly feeling very strange to be found lying on the floor, and naked no less. The bed was just too soft—like sleeping in a bathtub full of cotton.

“Well, you’re lying on the floor, for one thing, and— Oh jeez, JD, put on some pants. This is a family show.”

Dempsey chuckled but pulled on the sweatpants the team had left for him—they felt like someone else’s clothes somehow, but he didn’t really get why he felt that way. “Sorry, didn’t know you were such a prude,” he said, laughing.

“Was that Russian?” Munn asked, watching him carefully—a little too carefully.

“Was what Russian?” Dempsey asked, pulling the hoodie on next, his shoulders aching when he reached above his head.

“When I knocked—what did you say?”

“Whatever you thought you heard, you heard wrong,” he said, suddenly confused—then irritated by that confusion. “Why the hell would I speak Russian? Clean your ears out, bro.” He sat on the edge of the mattress and glared at Munn.

“Okay, sure,” Munn said. “Anyway, we got a debrief with the head shed in thirty. Thought you might want to grab a bite first. Prescott is whipping up some eggs and bacon in the galley.”

Dempsey’s stomach grumbled in anticipation at the prospect of breakfast. When had he last had fresh eggs and bacon? Five months? Six? More? “That sounds awesome. Prescott seems like a good dude.”

“Yeah, for Army, you know,” Munn said with a laugh.

“Did that Swedish woman get home okay?” Dempsey asked, circling back to the one loose end he’d not been adequately read in on.

“Oh, Klara Berg? Yeah, she’s gone. Back to Sweden and designing windmills or whatever she does for a living.”

“Managed asset?”

“Sort of,” Munn said, but his face suggested he held something back. “It’s complicated. We’ll go through all of that in the debrief.”

Dempsey stood, realizing he didn’t really give a damn who Klara Berg was.

Another knock on the door, and his right hand jumped, angling toward his Vektor pistol hidden under the pillow on the floor.

“Can I come in?” Grimes said from outside.

“Yeah, I made him put pants on,” Munn said as she entered.

“Oh, that’s too bad. I owe him an inappropriate walk-in,” she said with a chuckle, a jab at him for the time he’d accidentally seen her walking out of the shower. “How are you, JD?”

“I’m good,” he said and felt another flash of irritation. What the hell was wrong with these people? He was good because he was always good. He was Mike Charlie—mission complete. Crack open the beers and celebrate, then wait for the next op. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Nothing. I just thought— Nothing,” she said, her smile fading as she looked at her hands.

It was the nightmares, maybe. Grimes had been in the cabin beside him. He’d screamed; he knew because he’d woken himself up. Almost certainly he’d hollered in Russian. He always dreamed in Russian now. Hopefully, that would go away quickly.

He popped to his feet and forced a smile onto his face.

“Well, I’ll see you guys in the galley,” Munn said. “Gotta get there first to get my fill before the human garbage disposal here cleans us out.” Then he surprised Dempsey by wrapping him in a bear hug. “Love ya, bruh,” Munn said, slapping him on the back, and left.

“See you in a sec,” Dempsey called after him, not sure what else to say.

Grimes smiled at him, tears welling. “I thought I’d lost you . . . We all did.”

“Yeah, well, we can all blame Jarvis for that. But I’m here now, the bad guys are dead, and the band is back together. Life is good.”

“Right,” she said.

He sighed. “How long is this shit going to go on, Grimes?”

“What shit?” She looked legitimately confused.

“Look, I know it was weird because you guys weren’t read in, but this was just another op. We wrapped it up. I killed Petrov. You killed Arkady. And now we get to cruise to Gdańsk, or wherever we’re going, in style. Then home to Tampa, a cookout at your place—beers and brats—and then bring on the next op.”

“Yep, mm-hmm,” she said with an unconvincing nod.

“Am I missing something?”

“Nope. You’re right. Just give me a minute or two to sort out my headspace because, you know, we thought you were fucking dead and all—then I’ll be back in business.”

“Perfect.”

“Perfect,” she echoed.

She hesitated, so he wrapped her in the hug he guessed she needed. It felt strange, uncomfortable. She went rigid in his arms, and he wasn’t sure why, but time would fix that too.

“Davay zavtrakat,” he said, then seeing the flash of confusion and concern on her face, he caught himself and tried to laugh it off. “I’m just screwing with you, Grimes,” he said, not sure why he couldn’t quite call her Liz or Lizzie or Elizabeth. “Let’s grab breakfast. Aren’t you impressed a Neanderthal like me learned a whole new language?”

“Yeah, pretty impressed,” she said, laughing, but her eyes were still wet. “Let’s go eat. I’m starving.”

He followed her out of the stateroom, feeling naked without a pistol, but he forced himself to relax. It would take time. He’d feel like the same John Dempsey he used to be—he just needed to give it a couple of days.

Vremya lechit vse rany.

Time heals all wounds.


Epilogue

crown landing restaurant

loews coronado bay resort

4000 coronado bay road

coronado, california

june 17

0815 local time

Jake watched Ketron dig into a plate literally overflowing with eggs, bacon, sausage, and pancakes with a gusto out of place for the Loews Resort Hotel. Hell, everything about them was out of place for the Loews Resort, but that was what made it so awesome. They weren’t the Loews demographic.

The restaurant dining room was packed with older couples, a few families, and one loud group of middle-aged women . . . but no other ravenous nineteen-year-old future frogmen. Jake dug into his own custom omelet, made at the omelet bar by a real chef, and thought again about how they were officially combat divers. Every day, every week, every phase got them closer to the trident, but this week felt special. Not, like, completing–Hell Week special, but friggin’ close. Now that Phase Two combat diving was complete, the likelihood of graduating BUD/S was pretty damn high.

On Monday they would begin Phase Three—land warfare. Weapons training, navigation, demolition, small-unit tactics, fast roping—all the things Jake associated with actually being a SEAL—were coming in this phase. Sure, statistically, a handful of guys would fail out in Phase Three, but Jake knew that it wouldn’t be him. He would make it through Phase Three and graduate BUD/S, and then after three weeks of Jump School, he would begin his twenty-six weeks of SQT, or SEAL Qualification Training. Four months was still a helluva long time, but any doubts he had about making it were gone.

The excitement at the prospect of pinning on a trident felt almost unbearable.

Or would, if not for the constant distraction of his mind chasing ghosts and unanswerable questions. At first the weird, disjointed thoughts had only presented themselves in his nightmares. Then the obsession had slipped into his thoughts during the day. Now thinking about it had become a compulsion that sent him to the internet with alarming regularity.

“You gonna eat that bacon, bro?” Ketron eyed Jake’s plate like a feral dog.

“Yeah, bro, I am,” Jake said. “But it’s a buffet. You can have as much as you want. You do know how buffets work, right?”

“Right,” Ketron said with a chuckle, then stood and straightened his Hawaiian shirt over his shorts.

“Leave your plate, dude. They’ll give you a fresh one.”

“Cool. Good to know,” Ketron said, rubbing his hands together as he headed back for more.

I can’t believe he’s never been to a buffet, Jake thought, smiling and shaking his head.

Ketron was good people. More importantly, he had heart. He would be a great SEAL, and Jake hoped and prayed they would be assigned to the same unit after SQT. The bond they’d formed during BUD/S was powerful, and Jake was beginning to understand why they called the Teams a brotherhood.

He shoved three strips of bacon into his mouth at once and noshed. The ache in his gut never felt sated these days because his metabolism was on fire—burning literally thousands of calories a day thanks to the obscene physical demands of his training. They’d completed the final timed five-point-five-mile swim two days ago, but Jake still hadn’t replenished the calories burned.

Another insatiable hunger ate at him as well: a hunger for information.

The internet had proved more harmful than helpful as he researched Operation Crusader. He’d found over a dozen conspiracy theories about the loss of the entire Tier One SEAL Team on that fateful night. The theories ranged from betrayal by the government, to stories that the loss had been faked so the unit could become a completely disavowed shadow organization, to the worst friendly fire accident in US history, to crazy things like space lasers and UFO abduction. Jake had dealt with some of this in the immediate aftermath of the incident, but his mom had insisted that none of the rumors were true.

“There’s no such thing as alternative facts, Jake,” she’d said. “There’s the truth, and everything else is bullshit. Know this—if your dad were alive, he would come for you. He would never let you suffer like this because he loved you, and above all else . . . he was a good man.”

It wasn’t the first time he’d heard his mom swear, but it was the first time he’d heard her swear like that. She believed the official story, the one that Captain Jarvis supposedly vetted. On the day of his dad’s memorial, Captain Jarvis had made a profound impact on him. It wasn’t the words the SEAL CSO spoke but the genuine sense of loss he exuded. Even at sixteen, Jake sensed that this man had just lost people dear to him.

He smiled sadly.

If Dad loved me so much, why was he always gone? If he was such a good man, why did he walk away from his family? If he had simply retired like Mom begged him to do so many times, then all the pain and sorrow and misery never would have been . . . The attack still would have happened, but the Kemper family would have been spared.

Stop it, he silently scolded himself. What-ifs are pointless.

He’d never believed the conspiracy theories that the tragedy of Crusader One had been staged, that the Tier One SEALs lost that night were still alive. No, those men were gone.

But Jack Kemper?

After that strange conversation with Master Chief White at the ice bath, doubt had wormed its way into his psyche. Because Jack Kemper hadn’t been on the op in Yemen. He was in the TOC in Djibouti. His dad had a broken back. His dad was supposed to be convalescing.

Yes, a suicide bomber had wiped out the Djibouti TOC, but what if his dad wasn’t in that TOC?

Could he have survived?

If his dad had survived, Jake wanted to believe that his mom was right—that he would have found a way to communicate with them—but there was something else he knew as sure as he knew that the sun would rise tomorrow.

If Senior Chief Jack Kemper was the lone SEAL survivor of Operation Crusader and the Djibouti attack, he would have dedicated the rest of his life to finding the people responsible for murdering his brothers that day. He would hunt them. He would find them. And he would end them.

“Dude, they have, like, a chocolate fountain you can dip fruit in,” Ketron said, jarring him from his rumination.

Jake blinked and forced a smile onto his face. “A chocolate fountain . . . Dude, there’s absolutely no way in hell we can afford this weekend.”

“I told you, my dad is springing for it,” Ketron said.

“I know you did, but why would he do that?”

“Dad said if I made it past Phase Two, he’d spring for a night at the Ritz. That was our deal. He busted out in Phase Two . . .”

“Wait,” Jake said, eyes wide. “Your dad went to BUD/S? I thought he was in the Seabees.”

Ketron nodded, popping a chocolate-covered strawberry into his mouth. “He was. He went Seabee when he DORed from BUD/S. He wanted to be a frogman. But hey”—another gooey strawberry, this one dripping onto his wrist, went into Ketron’s mouth—“thanks to everything he learned in the Seabees, he built a multimillion-dollar construction company, so . . .” Ketron made a large flourish to the room around them. “Welcome to the Ritz!”

“This is the Loews,” Jake said, reveling in the new intel.

“Same difference.”

“Wow, Randy, that’s awesome. Please make sure you thank him for me.”

Ketron gave him a chocolate-covered two-finger salute, then said, “After breakfast you wanna hit the beach?”

“The beach?” Jake said, laughing. “You really want to be around sand and water after everything we’ve done the last few months?”

“Good point,” Ketron said, laughing along.

Jake watched his friend and realized how unstoppable Ketron would be once he realized how smart he was. The mistaken belief that he was stupid was the only thing holding Randy back. He was tough as nails and as fearless and dedicated as any candidate in the class, with a heart of gold.

“Still, the beach is where the girls are,” Ketron said. “What would our old men think if they knew we were watching Netflix and going to bed early every night instead of chasing and bedding some of these fine, fine women?”

“I don’t give a shit what my dad would say,” Jake said, shifting uncomfortably. “Besides, he’s dead. Doesn’t really matter anyway, does it?”

“Oh, dude, I’m an idiot. You know I didn’t mean . . .” Ketron said, his tone turning quiet and serious.

“It’s alright. In fact, it’s better than alright. Because it’s time I stop letting any mention of his name get under my skin.”

“I guess living in the shadow of a Tier One SEAL legend can be a bitch, right? You never talk about him.”

Jake shrugged. “Not much to say. He was away a lot, so after he left my mom, we drifted, you know? And then, well, he never came back.”

Ketron nodded. “Sorry, man.”

“Don’t be,” Jake said. “My dad is as much of a mystery to me as he is to you. Maybe more.”

Definitely more.

And here was the final secret reason he knew he would graduate BUD/S and complete SQT. Because the mystery of Jack Kemper could only be answered from inside the community—by people like Master Chief White and LCDR Keith Redman, who’d known his dad. Despite his mom’s steadfast belief that the Navy’s official story was the truth, Jake’s gut told him there were answers to other questions out there to be found.

He felt confident that what he’d been told about Operation Crusader was the truth. But maybe the truth was complicated. Maybe there were two kinds of truth, if such a thing was possible. Maybe to find the answers he was looking for, he needed to ask the right people the right questions. He couldn’t do that now, but once he was a US Navy SEAL, once he was part of the brotherhood, that would change . . .

“Alright, fine, you convinced me. Let’s go to the beach,” Jake said, chasing the ghosts away.

For now.

“That’s the spirit, bro,” Ketron said, grinning ear to ear. “Hooyah, Kemper!”
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BDU—Battle Dress Uniform

Bright Falcon—Code name identifier for the Russian Zeta Operation and Training Center in Vyborg, Russia

BUD/S—Basic Underwater Demolition / SEAL training

BZ—Bravo Zulu; military accolade

CASEVAC—Casualty Evacuation

CENTCOM—Central Command

CIA—Central Intelligence Agency

CO—Commanding Officer

CONUS—Continental United States

CSO—Chief Staff Officer

DC—Damage Control

DCS—Distributed Command System

DNI—Director of National Intelligence

DoD—Department of Defense

DPU—Dive Propulsion Unit

EEOB—Eisenhower Executive Office Building (a.k.a. the Vice President’s office complex)

Eighteen Delta—Special Forces medical technician and first responder

Ember—America’s premier black-ops counterterrorism task force

EMP—Electromagnetic Pulse

exfil—Exfiltrate

FARP—Forward Area Refueling/Rearming Point

FOB—Forward Operating Base

FSB—Federalnaya Sluzhba Bezopasnosti (a.k.a. the Federal Security Service) is the successor agency to the Soviet Union’s KGB and is Russia’s principal domestic-security agency and sometimes considered a cousin to America’s FBI

FSO—Federalnaya Sluzhba Okhrany (a.k.a. the Federal Protective Service) is the Russian government agency chartered with protecting the Russian President and other high-ranking state officials

GRU—Main Intelligence Directorate is the foreign-
intelligence service of the Russian Federation’s Armed Forces. Unlike the FSB, FSO, and SVR, which report directly to the Russian President, the GRU functions under the military chain of command

HUMINT—Human Intelligence

HVT—High-Value Target

IC—Intelligence Community

IK-2—Russian identifier for the Pokrov Correctional Colony

infil—Infiltrate

JSOC—Joint Special Operations Command

JSOTF—Joint Special Operations Task Force

KIA—Killed in Action

MARSOC—Marine Corps Special Operations Command

MEDEVAC—Medical Evacuation

NCO—Noncommissioned Officer

NOC—Nonofficial Cover

NSA—National Security Agency

NVGs—Night Vision Goggles

OC—Official Cover

ODNI—Office of the Director of National Intelligence

OGA—Other Government Agency

OPSEC—Operational Security

QRF—Quick Reaction Force

RPG—Rocket-Propelled Grenade

SAD—Special Activities Division

SAPI—Small Arms Protective Insert

SBP—Subagency inside FSO with roots in the KGB; the SBP is the Russian President’s personal security service

SCIF—Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility

SDV—SEAL Delivery Vehicle

SEAL—Sea, Air, and Land Teams, Naval Special Warfare

SecDef—Secretary of Defense

SIGINT—Signals Intelligence

sitrep—Situation report

SOCOM—Special Operations Command

SOPMOD—Special Operations Modification

SQT—SEAL Qualification Training

SVR—Sluzhba Vneshney Razvedki (a.k.a. the Foreign Intelligence Service) is the successor agency to the Soviet Union’s KGB’s First Directorate and is Russia’s principal foreign intelligence agency and sometimes considered a cousin to America’s CIA

TAD—Temporary Additional Duty

TOC—Tactical Operations Center

UAV—Unmanned Aerial Vehicle

USN—United States Navy

Wagner Group—Russia’s premier paramilitary contractor, oligarch funded, and under the direct control of the Russian President

Zeta—Clandestine Russian covert action and espionage activity
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