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   NIGHT STRIKE
 
    
 
   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   July 25—Seattle
 
   He stood in the shadows under a small grove of trees and watched the figure on the far side of the freeway advance on foot across the overpass. At this hour of the night, light traffic made it easier to tell if the man had been followed. He himself had worked his way around an area of the city, first in his car and then on foot and by bus to be absolutely certain no one followed. Years had passed since they’d taught him how to evade surveillance, but after several hours he felt sure he was black. He’d seen no familiar faces, no face more than once, had caught no one ducking into doorways when he’d doubled back on his route. Unless they had an army—highly unlikely given their command structure—they had no clue to his whereabouts.
 
   What worried him, though, was that he had no idea where they were, either. On one of the few occasions he’d had to endure face-to-face time with them—in a too-small, older model car that reeked of stale, greasy fast food remains, cheap cologne, fear and intimidation—he’d planted a tiny bug on the side of the front passenger seat down near the floor. The transmitter had a range of a quarter-mile at most, so their silence could mean they were farther away. But he hadn’t heard a peep all night, only static from his earpiece, and he worried that the bug’s battery may have run out of juice.
 
   Clear skies had allowed daytime temperatures to rise into the mid-70s, but now, without a blanket of clouds, the heat dissipated rapidly. He was grateful for the black windbreaker to insulate him from the relative chill. For a moment he let his focus soften, let his mental gaze pull back to take in the wider portrait. The white noise of tires on the freeway below couldn’t block out the gentle lap of water on boat hulls moored in the yacht club marina a few hundred yards away. The view of pavement, some trees and little else couldn’t blot out his mental vision of Lake Union’s sparkling blue water, the Space Needle blasting off into a turquoise summer sky, the snow-capped peak of Mt. Rainier rising above Seattle’s hills in the distance. He loved this place. It was his home.
 
   He opened his eyes. The overpass in front of him was six lanes wide with a sidewalk on either side, an empty concrete and asphalt desert that seemed to stretch forever before more trees sprouted from the median and parkways far on the other side of the freeway. On the closest end, stairs led down from both sidewalks to an express bus stop lane on the freeway below. He waited until the approaching figure started down the stairs on his side of the overpass before he stepped out from under the trees and crossed the intersection. Craning his neck to see if his appearance attracted anyone’s attention, he hurried across the open expanse of pavement and down the long flight of stairs. His knees groaned accusingly, reminding him again that he was too old to be playing this young man’s game. Those who had survived to an age where they enjoyed grandchildren and a slower pace in life were the ones who sat behind desks and pushed them around like chess pieces. 
 
   Nearly forty years since he’d come to this country. Forty years he’d answered to the name “Tony D’Amato” instead of “Anton Kuznetzov.” Since before the dissolution of the union. Before the fall of the Berlin Wall. Before glasnost. He’d been in Amyerika since the days the Cold War was as frigid as Yakutsk in January. And they’d waited all those years, biding their time until he’d thought they must have forgotten. They’d waited until he’d almost forgotten what it was like to live in a country without the freedoms he’d now enjoyed for close to half a century. And at an age when he, too, should be enjoying a few vnooki playing games at his feet as he sat by the fire with his newspaper, they had activated him.
 
   The man far down the bus platform at the bottom of the stairs could be his ticket out of this life of spying. A strike hound that had been loosed on his tail, the man had sniffed Tony out with every intention of marking him to ground until the rest of the pack could come in for the kill. But Tony had thrown the man off the scent by proposing a deal—he’d give the man exactly what he wanted in exchange for protection, a new identity and a new life. 
 
   The man raised his head and looked in Tony’s direction. He appeared relaxed, unconcerned, which worried Tony as much as if he’d seemed too nervous. Tony took a last look around as he stepped down onto the platform. No turning back now. He strode forward with purpose, ready to start a new life. He’d been an American too long to continue helping those svinyey, those pigs. The man watched him come, and Tony could see he missed nothing despite his casual air. His windbreaker had a roomy cut, so Tony knew he was armed, but his hands remained at his sides. 
 
   Twenty yards away now, and the man’s head bobbed almost imperceptibly in greeting. D’Amato opened his mouth to begin the dance, but the crackle in his earpiece prevented any words from escaping. 
 
   “Von tam!” a voice yelled in his ear. “I see him! Over there!”
 
   D’Amato jerked his head around, looking for the car in which he’d planted the bug. 
 
   A different voice came through the earpiece. “Where? I don’t see anyone.”
 
   “Down there, fool!” 
 
   D’Amato dropped to one knee and swiveled around. From the corner of his eye he saw the man at the end of the platform reach inside his jacket. The sound of a car engine revving took his focus to the overpass above them and then to the sweep of headlights as a car rounded the cloverleaf onto the ramp down to the freeway. D’Amato ran in a low crouch toward the man on the platform now, yelling to be heard over the screeching tires and whining engine.
 
   “Get down!”
 
   The man ignored him, focused instead on the car racing down the ramp toward them on the other side of the platform. He had a semiautomatic out now and planted his feet like a gunslinger from the Old West, gun hand extended as he fished in his pocket with the other. The car flashed past D’Amato and pulled even with the cowboy in a cloud of blue smoke, tires shrieking. The man got off one shot before a Jack-in-the-box popped out of the passenger side window and returned fire over the roof—pop-pop-POP! The man on the platform flailed as the first bullet ripped into his chest, his gun flying from his hand and skittering down the platform. The second and third bullets thunked into the man’s chest and head and he crumpled to the platform before his pistol stopped at D’Amato’s feet. 
 
   D’Amato snatched up the gun and backpedaled, feet scrabbling on the cement for a purchase as the driver threw the car into reverse, tires burning rubber as the engine redlined. They won’t shoot, he told himself. You’re too valuable to them. But his body had already reacted, turning him toward the stairs at a dead run. He couldn’t let them capture him, either. Another set of headlights swept down the freeway on-ramp, and D’Amato’s heart leaped in his chest. A delivery truck rumbled toward him, the driver quickly preoccupied by the sight of a car reversing up the ramp at full speed. As the trucker laid on his horn, D’Amato willed his aging muscles to put on more speed. The truck lumbered by, horn blaring, but D’Amato didn’t turn to look at the impending crash. He rushed headlong toward the stairs and raced up two at a time, heart pounding so loudly in his ears he barely heard another pop-pop behind him.
 
   But no whump or sounds of rending metal and breaking glass split the night, just the squeal of brakes and irate bleat of horns. Through his earpiece, D’Amato heard a scream of obscenities in a language he wished he’d never known. The truck wouldn’t stop them for long, only slow them down. And they’d be on him again. Now he had no choice. His life here was over. He had only one option.
 
   Run! 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   July 4—Greenland, three weeks earlier.
 
   The wind whistled in Macready’s ears, cold biting into the small amount of bare skin on his face not covered by goggles or the arctic survival suit’s balaclava under his helmet. Behind him, the monotonous rumble of turboprop engines faded as the C-130J flew off into the watery permanent daylight in this part of the world. Doubtful anyone was awake at this hour despite the light sky, and the drop zone was several miles from the target, but the Super Hercules looked enough like an Antonov An-12 in profile that he had a plausible story ready if anyone happened to spot it. 
 
   Without knowing it, Russia had supplied all his gear, in fact, from the pack full of supplies dangling on a strap twenty feet beneath his feet to the MP-443 Grach Yarygin PYa semiautomatic pistol tucked into a waterproof pouch zipped inside his suit. Even the Russian passport tucked in the same pouch, though forged, was real. The only gear not sourced from Russia was the tactical parachute arching over his head. Made by an American company, the wing-like chute was the military version of the ram-air parachute used by the world champion Russian Army competition jump team. The Russian Army had adopted the new, square D-12 parachute for its ground troops, but if the American-made tactical chute was good enough for the Spetsnaz, he trusted it more than one from a Russian firm like Polyot. Hell, the Russians had even spec’d the new Strike One 9x19mm semiautomatic from Italy for its ground forces, replacing the old homegrown GSh-18. Then again, he’d seen Russian Special Forces commandos using Glock and Sig Sauer models, too, rather than Russian-made pistols. Whatever worked.
 
   He glanced up at the wing as he glided toward the drop zone, his forward speed nearly 15 meters per second—a little more than 30 mph. The specially made chute blended in with the sky. The non-porous material used for the bottom of the wing was blue and gray. The fabric forming the top of the wing was white, making him nearly invisible from above against the snow-covered tundra still far beneath his feet. In full flight, he descended vertically at a rate of about four meters per second, giving him another five minutes to endure the arctic summer air before he touched down.
 
   He relaxed in the harness, alert to winds shifts, but keeping his muscles loose. These few moments likely would be his last chance to empty his mind and enjoy the nearly weightless feeling of flight. The wind rush was the only sound. Cloud cover dimmed the weak sunlight angling in from a few degrees above the northern horizon. The soft light bathed the vista below, making craggy mountains rising up from the sea stand out in relief, the ice sheet on top resembling the fissured, wrinkled surface of some ancient giant marble sculpture eroded by time. A wide, dark channel of water cut between rocky cliffs and formed a “V” as it outlined a large, rocky island stretching 20 miles in length. 
 
   Landing on a glacier was dangerous at best, deadly at worst. But the river of ice would give him a relatively straight, if challenging, shot to the target. He wouldn’t have much time after landing to find a spot and make camp before people stirred, increasing the chance he might be seen. He glanced up at the watch and altimeter strapped to the inside of his right arm, not wanting to lose his grip on the toggle that controlled his flight path and speed. Not much time. He scanned the icy terrain below in earnest now, looking for a relatively smooth place to come down where he wouldn’t slide into a crevasse.
 
   On terra firma, the ground always appeared darker the closer he got until it looked like a black hole about to swallow him whole. The glacier was the same in reverse, a white mass with no features, no depth. The night vision goggles helped, lending definition to peaks and valleys, cracks and plains. Making a wide turn, he surveyed the inhospitable topography in a fast grid pattern until he found a spot he liked. Sixty seconds later he released the pack dangling below his feet and then he was down, boots digging into the ice and hard snowpack. 
 
   Before he could pull the canopy release mechanism, sudden wind shear gusted a canopy of snow across his vision, twisting the chute and blowing it sideways, yanking him off his feet. Pain shot up from his shoulder, and his arm went limp, fingers losing their grasp on the toggle. Cursing himself for attempting a stand-up landing, he twisted his torso sharply and fell the way he’d been trained in basic jump school then tugged the canopy release with his good hand. As soon as the mechanism released he stopped sliding across the ice and the chute billowed to the ground. He lay there for a minute and took stock. 
 
   His left shoulder was dislocated, the arm useless for the moment. He could fix that. Gritting his teeth against the pain, he rolled over, got his good hand under him and pushed himself up onto his feet. When he stood, pain stabbed him from a new location. One of his ankles nearly gave way, threatening to topple him onto the snow-packed ice. A boot must have caught in a crack when the wind shift pulled him off balance. Feeling the strain, he cursed himself again for not wearing ankle braces. But he’d only been able to pack so much, and the braces would have meant more things to carry. He gingerly put weight on the sore ankle. Definitely strained, but not broken or sprained, thank god. 
 
   Looking around, he spotted an ice boulder the size of an economy car that had been thrust up out of the glacier, and slowly made his way to it. Bracing himself, he slammed his shoulder into the ice. Despite the pain, he felt immediate relief as the shoulder joint popped back into place. It would feel stiff and sore for several days, but unless he’d torn tendons or ligaments, it would heal fairly quickly with no lasting damage.
 
   The breeze still felt cold but balmy compared to what he’d descended through. He guessed the temperature hovered around freezing. Once the sun rose higher, it might warm to the low 40s, perfect for a day at the beach—an arctic one. He sighed as he gathered in the chute. He was getting too old for this shit. 
 
   He retrieved the rucksack and scanned his surroundings. The snowpack was hard, so he likely wouldn’t need the compact snowshoes strapped to his backpack. Removing some of the snowshoe straps, he used them to fashion a makeshift ankle brace. In what should have taken less than thirty minutes but took twice that, he erected a tent using the parachute fabric and a lightweight frame strapped to his rucksack. He worked steadily but not feverishly, stripped down to the dry suit under his survival suit. If he overheated in the dry suit he might chill too rapidly as the sweat evaporated when he stopped moving. Both shoulder and ankle were tender, but mobile, and the constant movement kept the muscles warm and loose. 
 
   The sky was marginally brighter but still cloudy when he climbed back into the survival suit and curled up on an inflatable mattress for a much-needed nap. He’d left California nearly forty-eight hours earlier and hadn’t put his head down since. Despite the excitement and pre-mission jitters, he fell asleep in seconds.
 
   When he woke, the sun hung in the clear southern sky, the intensity of its reflection off the white expanses of snow and ice nearly blinding. His body and especially his injuries had stiffened during his few hours of sleep, and he moved the way his grandfather had in his final years. Putting on gloves and goggles, he ducked out of the tent and hobbled a few yards away, following the sound of trickling water. Rivulets of melting ice carved channels into the glacier, slowly eroding it. He filled two water bottles under the flow of one of the tiny rivers, and dropped a tablet inside each bottle to purify the contents. Back in the tent, he dug into his rucksack for an MRE, and sat down for a leisurely breakfast, his first in recent memory. By the time he finished eating, the water tablets had done their work, and he eagerly finished off one of the bottles. 
 
   The air temperature outside had risen to a comfortable 42 degrees F., but the glacial ice still radiated cold, keeping the air below his waist closer to freezing. Time to go to work. Consulting a GPS device, a map and compass, he computed the distance he had to cover to his target. Then he pulled contents out of the big rucksack—rope, pitons, crampons, biners, ice axe, tools, ice screws and other gear—and laid them out on the air mattress. The parachute harness could double as a climbing harness if he needed it. He’d break down camp later and hike at the end of the day—the evening, actually—when people would less likely be outside, lowering the chance that someone might see him. Satisfied, he repacked the rucksack with easy access to the tools he might need and left the remainder laid out for later.
 
   Taking care to apply liberal amounts of sunscreen to exposed skin, including zinc oxide on his nose, he dressed in the white camo survival suit, grabbed a pair of binoculars and headed back outside to do some recon. After checking his compass, he limped a hundred yards northeast until he came to the top of a rise. Far below, in the crook of a small bay about five miles away, lay a haphazard jumble of buildings perched on the rocky shore. He eased up to the crest on his belly, put the glasses to his eyes and focused on the scene. Huge trucks moved mounds of rock and dirt from a hole near the top of a rocky cliff and trundled it to an offloading station where it moved by conveyor into a giant crushing machine. From there it disappeared into one of the buildings, for further processing, he assumed. Men scurried around the encampment like tiny ants, dodging the trucks and other vehicles. He panned back up the dirt road to the hole in the cliff. Inside the mouth of the cavern, a train of small ore cars disappeared into a tunnel.
 
   Definitely a mining operation. That much he’d already known from a look at the satellite photos in his briefing packet. Not for the first time, he wondered what the hell he was doing celebrating the Fourth of July near the top of the world. The rolling breakers on the warm, sunny beaches of southern California and northern Baja waited for him to shred them with one of the half-dozen custom boards he’d collected over the years, but he was here, freezing his ass off. Nothing about his life had been boring down there. After nearly two decades of service to his country as a Navy SEAL, Trip Macready didn’t owe Uncle Sam a thing. Yet here he was. 
 
   The SEALs didn’t have a more gung-ho enlistee than Macready. After his two-and-a-half years of training, he’d been deployed with SEAL Team 3 and sent to the Mideast for Desert Storm in the early ’90s. But that little skirmish was over practically before it started, so when the former Soviet satellite Yugoslavia broke apart, pitting Serbs against Croats against Muslims, Trip had asked for a transfer to SEAL Team 2. There he’d gone through another six months of training in arctic warfare. But since the situation in Bosnia had been a UN “peacekeeping” mission, again he’d seen little action. By the late ’90s he’d transferred back to Team 3. 
 
   In 2002, he’d shipped out to Afghanistan as part of the extensive forces put on the ground to hunt down bin Laden and stamp out al Qaeda before the terrorist group could carry out another abomination like 9/11. Not surprisingly, his facility with Russian had come in handy there, since the Soviets had occupied the country for ten years. After two tours, he’d seen enough action to last a lifetime. When he’d shipped back to the States, he’d transferred into the Navy’s Marine Mammal Program. After all, that had been what he’d gone to school for, and why he’d studied at Woods Hole. But the move had been the beginning of the end of his navy career. The navy bureaucracy had soured for him. As much as he’d believed—and still believed—in what he’d done, in what he represented, he’d grown a conscience during his time with NMMP. Or rather, he’d expanded his consciousness.
 
   So, he resigned his commission and opened a dolphin rescue facility near San Diego. And he’d “untrained” retired Navy dolphins so they could be returned to the wild. But that little venture had boomeranged. The Navy had sued him, the pair of dolphins he’d released had been found and repatriated by a group of terrorists intent on making a statement, and to top it off the group had kidnapped Trip’s attorney in Seattle. What a fiasco. But when all was said and done, Macready realized how much he missed the adrenaline-inducing action of fieldwork. 
 
   * * * * *
 
   Six weeks earlier, he’d gotten a call from one of the few people in the service he still trusted. John Granger, an Expeditionary Strike Force leader down in Coronado, and a damn good one, had been the only person he’d been able to turn to for help resolving the hostage crisis involving the McHugh woman. Molly. Hers had been a face he hadn’t been able to get out of his mind for months. The first woman who’d had that effect on him in years, maybe ever. Granger had come through, so when he called, Trip was ready to return the favor, whatever it was. The favor John asked seemed small—wait for a guy to contact him, and hear him out. 
 
   Three weeks passed without a word. Macready had almost forgotten about it when a lean man with a golfer’s tan, thinning blond hair, board shorts that hadn’t seen water yet, and a nearly unblemished stick almost bumped into him on one of his favorite beaches south of Ensenada. A chonner by the look of him. And a little old to be learning, but then he could be one of the ex-pats who retired in Mexico and found themselves with nothing to do.
 
   “Sorry,” the man said. “How’s the surf?” 
 
   Macready shrugged and planted his board in the sand. “Clean, but the swells are a little weak.” He snagged the towel on the beach with two fingers and rubbed it over his dripping head.
 
   “Nice day for it, at least.” The man turned his gaze from the blue ocean to Trip and stuck out his hand. “Pete.”
 
   Macready gripped it tightly. “Trip.”
 
   Pete nodded as if he already knew. “Heard you might be looking for work.”
 
   Macready remembered Granger’s favor, but remained cautious. “I already have a job.”
 
   Pete’s smile stayed in place. “A mutual acquaintance says otherwise.”
 
   Macready grunted softly. “Well, if you know him, then you know it depends on the job.”
 
   “Simple recon. Get in, infiltrate if necessary, find out what’s going on, report and get out.”
 
   “Nothing’s ever that simple.”
 
   Pete conceded the point with a nod and waited patiently.
 
   A field assignment. Macready’s knee-jerk reaction was to tell Pete he’d wasted his time. Trip had been out of the navy for several years, and he was starting to feel his age in small ways—joints that ached more when he woke in the morning, weight that threatened to balloon if he didn’t work out even more diligently than before, a mid-afternoon dip in energy that made him sometimes wish he could take a nap. But he shushed the little voice inside and thought about how much it had meant to take on that terrorist group up in Washington state, how much he’d actually enjoyed taking the bastards down.
 
   “Why me?” Macready said finally.
 
   “You have the skill sets needed for the job.” Pete shrugged, and his smile faded. “You weren’t our first choice given the circumstances of your retirement. But there were only a handful of others who met the requirements. We discounted each of them for various reasons.”
 
   “Leaving me.” Trip threw the towel over his shoulder and stepped into the pair of flip-flops he’d left on the sand next to his T-shirt. “Who for?”
 
   Pete shook his head. “I can’t tell you that. It’s ‘need-to-know.’ And it’s off the books, so you’ll have no official sanction.” 
 
   Macready rubbed his jaw, feeling the day-old stubble there. No backing meant no protection if he was exposed or captured. And he didn’t like being kept in the dark.
 
   “We’re the good guys in case you’ve forgotten. And this is important.” Pete saw Trip’s hesitation. “Look, we’ll give you all the resources you’ll need, and you can name your price.” 
 
   Macready looked up the beach, squinting his eyes against the hot Mexican sun. “Where?”
 
   “Greenland.” 
 
   “Shit.” 
 
   Pete’s smiled more broadly. He knew Macready was hooked. “Welcome aboard.”
 
   Now, weeks later, Trip was thinking about a woman half a world away and out of reach—in more ways than one—while he watched a bunch of Russians play in the dirt. He shook his head clear of the divergent thoughts and focused his gaze on the mining camp. Someone high up in the US intelligence community wanted him to find out what the Russians were looking for—or what they’d already found. The Danes, by way of Greenland’s P.M., didn’t know and didn’t much care as long as they and the royal family got their cut of whatever the Russians dug up. 
 
   On the other side of the country the native Inuit people had named a place “Savissivik,” which in loose translation meant “place of iron knives.” The area was known for its iron meteorite fragments dating back 10,000 years. The environment was far too hostile for the Russians to mine something as common as iron. Macready wondered if they’d found something else carried in on a meteorite, something that could be valuable enough to warrant the investment of money, machinery and manpower he saw down below.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Over the course of four days, Macready cautiously worked his way down the glacier, picking his way around a small nunatak and through the dangerous seracs on the ice field, careful to use cover whenever possible. The sore ankle grew less painful and stiff each day until it barely hindered him. But the shoulder still had limited range of motion before pain radiated up his neck and down into his arm and back. He continued to baby it and pushed through the pain. Late on the fourth day, as the sun swung toward the northwest and dipped closer to the horizon, he pitched his tent within several hundred yards of the mining town. Close enough to hear the non-stop growl of gas generators and the guttural voices of men laughing and swearing in Russian. He awoke the next morning to the sound of diesel engines and rumble of machinery so close it rippled the tent fabric. But he was no closer to learning what they were doing, and his frustration mounted. 
 
   As he lay there, he closed his eyes and forced himself to relax, focusing on one muscle group at a time, starting at his feet and working up. He couldn’t afford to get sloppy now. He emptied his mind, pushing aside his agitation. Cold nipped at his ears and nose, by now a familiar friend, a gauge of how warm or cold other body parts were. His focus narrowed to the simple act of breathing—cold, dry air tempered in his nasal cavities before filling his lungs, warm, moist air expelled in a small cloud of vapor in front of his face. All sounds except the gentle wash of his breath disappeared as he went deeper into the meditation. 
 
   When he felt the chill of the arctic air in his limbs, he let his consciousness climb back out of the depths. As it rose toward the surface, other sounds intruded again—the trill and squawk of an arctic tern as it soared over his head toward the water, the monotone growl of generators and multi-pitched reverberation of truck engines and machinery. A new, unfamiliar sound reached his ears, one he felt before he heard it, its low vibrations working their way up through his core. He opened his eyes. Cloud cover acted like twilight, dimming the circling sun, making the lights moving in the channel of water offshore that much more evident. 
 
   Raising the binoculars, he took a closer look. A ship hove into view as it made a wide slow turn from the channel into the fjord carved out by the glacier on which he stood. Still three miles or so from the mining camp, the ship appeared to be a research and supply icebreaker, a little over 200 feet in length if Macready judged it correctly. Russian, according to the flag flying from the ensign staff at the stern. Excitement raced through his veins. This could be his chance. 
 
   He quickly made his way back to the swale in the ice where he’d pitched his makeshift tent, and ducked inside. From the rucksack he pulled workman’s clothes—long underwear, fleece-lined jeans, thick woolen socks, flannel shirt, fleece vest and down parka—and traded the survival suit for the clothes. He tucked his gun into a shoulder holster and slid a Kizlyar Bopoh-3 combat knife into a sheath strapped to his leg. A small throwing knife fit into another sheath on his forearm. He stuffed pockets of the parka with an extra magazine for the pistol, a satellite phone and energy bars, and strapped a passport pouch stuffed with five grand in 50-, 100- and 500-ruble banknotes around his ankle. With a last look around, he wormed his way out of the tent and collapsed it. He stuffed everything into the rucksack and wedged it down into a nearby crevasse. 
 
   Picking his way through the remainder of the ice field down to the dry glacier bed took another forty minutes, and still he had another quarter mile to go. What had looked like a toy village from the glacier the day before now spread out in front of him, nestled into a bay in the fjord carved out by the receding glacier. A long wharf stretched at an angle into the water. Arrayed along the waterfront stood several large buildings that looked like warehouses. Just behind those stood the even larger building where trucks from the mine emptied their contents. Macready surmised it was a smelter or processing facility of some kind. Long Quonset huts staggered up the steep hillside in rows. Barracks for the men. On the other side of the road up to the mine entrance, white fuel tanks sprouted like mushrooms.
 
   Activity still swirled around the docked ship, but Macready noted that the steady grinding roar of trucks moving up and down the hill had ceased for the day. The dirt and gravel streets were quiet, workers either in the mess hall or in their barracks. He calmly walked into the camp, his limp barely noticeable. Ominous clouds hung over the camp like a shroud, turning the arctic day dark. Floodlights on the pier snapped on, bathing the ship with light. Macready welcomed the shadows as he approached. 
 
   The larger of two cranes on the ship hoisted a pallet of supplies from the ship’s hold and swung it next to three others already loaded onto a flatbed truck. The driver threw a strap over the load, tied it down and climbed in the cab. Macready watched the truck drive up the pier toward one of the warehouses along the shore. Another truck took its place, but instead of a bare bed this one sported a full load of 55-gallon drums. The crane operator swung the hook into place, and the truck driver climbed onto the bed to thread a sling under a pallet and place the hook. The crane operator reeled in the cable until the hook pulled the sling tight and lifted the load off the truck. Macready counted two sets of four drums stacked on the pallet. His excitement mounted. Whatever the mine produced was now being loaded onto the ship. 
 
   Find out what’s going on Pete had said. They already knew about the mining operation from satellite photos. A look at the manifest for the drums now being loaded onto the ship probably would tell him what the mine was producing. But the only way to find out what it was being used for was to follow it. The idea was insane. Trip weighed his options. Skulk around the camp and learn what he could, or dog the mine output and find out its use. Either way he risked capture.
 
   Mind made up, he quickened his pace and walked down the pier as if he belonged. Two of the four pallets on the truck had been loaded by the time Macready approached the truck. He climbed onto the flatbed alongside the driver and helped thread the wide canvas straps under another pallet. The driver looked at him curiously, but said nothing. They stood together and watched the load disappear into the ship’s hold. After several minutes, the hook rose out of the open hatch in the deck and swung back to them. They hooked up the last pallet, and as the driver signaled the crane operator, Macready stepped onto the pallet and grabbed onto the strap.
 
   “They want me to double-check,” Macready told the driver in Russian as the crane lifted him in the air. “Go eat. Da svidaniya.”
 
   “Poka,” the driver grunted. He pulled papers from his coat pocket and handed them to Macready. Then he jumped down, climbed into the cab and with a small wave, drove off without a backward glance.
 
   Macready held on tight with his good arm as the pallet swung up into the air and over the side of the ship toward the forward deck. The crane operator expertly lowered the load through the open hatch into the dimly lit hold below. Three deckhands looked up as he descended with the load, mouths agape.
 
   “What the fuck are you doing up there?” one of them muttered loudly in Russian. “This isn’t the circus.”
 
   Macready knew three things about the Russian people: they were intensely distrustful of strangers; they only smiled in the presence of friends; and other than that little Bolshevik thing in 1917 they didn’t question authority. He crossed his fingers and hoped the latter was still true.
 
   Staring at the man who’d spoken as the pallet lightly touched the metal deck, he barked in Russian, “I’m boarding your ship! Get your chief mate down here. Now!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   July 8—Seattle, three weeks earlier   
 
   “Why are you here?” The man sitting across from me wore a genial smile to go with the plaid button-down shirt and pale blue V-neck cashmere sweater. The kindly Mr. Rogers veneer wasn’t thick enough to hide a toughness that suggested he’d been in the military once.
 
   “Jeri Nolan insisted,” I said. 
 
   After five minutes of get-to-know-you chitchat Brian L. Whitney, MA, LMFT, LMHC, started earning his therapist’s fee. He ran a hand over his shaved pate and leaned forward with a patient expression, elbows on his knees. “I know Jeri referred you, but why did you come?”
 
   “I didn’t have much choice.”
 
   Jeri Nolan ran a youth suicide prevention center in the Green Lake area of Seattle. I attended support group meetings with the regularity of a constipated cat. But I’d been better about volunteering time to the hotline, often stopping in for a few hours before going to work or after finishing my paper route to man the phones in the wee hours before dawn. The worst hours—in terms of talking people down from the edge—were between ten in the morning and noon and after school. A lot of people, especially teens, called the hotline in the evening just to connect with another human being, not because they were contemplating suicide at that moment. Those hours of talking to depressed people usually fried the night shift well before their eight hours were up, and I didn’t mind relieving them now and then. 
 
   Brian’s voice intruded on my thoughts. “You always have a choice.”
 
   “She suspended me.” I heard the surprise in my voice. “Told me I couldn’t volunteer anymore unless I saw you. What kind of choice is that?”
 
   “What did you expect?”
 
   I glanced around his office, refusing to meet his gaze. Black leather and blond wood dominated. An open desk with a large computer monitor crouched in a corner, the rest of the room relinquished to a conversation area delineated by a couch, loveseat and two chairs around a low glass-topped coffee table where he could ply his trade. I’d taken the couch, my back to a window that opened onto a small patch of green belt. He sat in a chair across the glass table from me. Walls painted yellow kept the dark furniture from making the room funereal. Fenestration high along the wall behind him let in light from a skylight in the hallway outside, making the space cheery even on a gray day. 
 
   Scribbled notes covering a white board on the wall next to the door revealed topics of discussion in a recent men’s group session. Magazines and a box of tissues topped both the coffee table and an end table between the chairs, and books overflowed the two bookcases against the wall next to the desk. Some abstract paintings and framed inspirational sayings hung on the walls. The clutter was organized, neat. Homey and comfortable, not sterile like many physicians’ offices.
 
   “You’ll like him,” Jeri had said, facing me down across her desk the week before. “He’s very down to earth, very genuine.”
 
   “Which would be great if I needed new friends. But you want me to see him in a professional capacity.”
 
   She knew me well enough to let her exasperation show. “Look, Blake, I’d take you on as a client myself, but I just don’t have the time.”
 
   “It’s not necessary. I’m fine.”
 
   She’d made up her mind. “No, you’re not. You don’t have to do this, but you’re not manning the phones again unless you spend time with Brian.” She’d considered me silently for a moment and switched gears on me with a small smile. “And you’ll appreciate this; his wife Marceil runs a not-for-profit tennis center over in Kirkland with an outreach program for kids. Eastside Tennis Center. You ought to look into it. You’ve always been hooked into the sports scene here.”
 
   “A long time ago, maybe,” I’d said, startled by the notion. Once upon a time I’d played Huskies basketball, and had eventually gone into public affairs, with professional sports teams as clients. My ex-wife, Molly, had been the tennis player, but I’d learned after giving up basketball so we’d have a way of socially connecting with other couples. The idea of working with kids in a positive way in addition to the work I did for the hotline intrigued me.
 
   “Fine,” I’d told her. “I’ll see him.”
 
   Now I remembered something else Jeri had said to me. I finally met his gaze. “No offense, but don’t you specialize in sex addiction?”
 
   “You’re avoiding the issue.” Whitney’s smile faded when I didn’t answer. “I counsel a lot of different people for a lot of different reasons. I’m pretty sure I can help you if you let me. Jeri said you had some problems at the center.”
 
   Not long before, I’d spoken “inappropriately” to a kid who’d called in on the hotline late one evening. I’d grown tired of his whining, and while I’d loosely followed procedure, making sure the kid had no immediate plans to off himself, I’d called him on his bullshit. 
 
   “It wasn’t that big a deal.” 
 
   “The first time, maybe. But twice?”
 
   “She told you?”
 
   He nodded. 
 
   I winced. “All the kids I’ve helped… Don’t they count for something?”
 
   “You’re here. That counts for something. It suggests Jeri’s program is important to you. Important enough that maybe you’re willing to work on the reasons why you did what you did.”
 
   He meant the second time, the time a kid almost died because I didn’t take him seriously.
 
   I swallowed hard to keep the anger from boiling up out of my throat. “It’s not tough to figure out. I was angry.”
 
   “Good. That’s good. What were you angry about?”
 
   “I was angry that some snot-nose kid had the temerity to complain about how terrible his life is when he has everything—money, a roof over his head, parents who care…” 
 
   He sat back and crossed an ankle over his knee. “Jeri tells me you had a son. What happened to him?”
 
   Guile or no, the words were like gasoline on my anger. I clenched my hands into fists, but held them rigidly at my sides. 
 
   “I think you know.”
 
   “Okay, then. Who are you really angry with? Him or yourself?”
 
   “What do you think? Both.”
 
   He glanced at his watch. “Hold that thought. This would be a good place to pick up next time. We’ll explore that anger if you’re willing, and see if there’s some place you can put it where it won’t be as destructive.”
 
   “I can think of a few places,” I said wryly.
 
   “Good. This is a good start. Does the same time next week work for you?”
 
   I stood and shrugged. “Sure. What the hell.”
 
   I hadn’t told him the reason I woke up with night sweats and jumped at small sounds had more to do with the people I’d killed than problems with Jeri or even my anger at losing Cole.
 
   


 
   
  
 



 
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   July 8-19—Greenland, Barents. and Kara Seas, three weeks earlier
 
   The cold, dank air smelled of diesel fuel, salt water and decaying seaweed, though the ship’s hold appeared dry and clean in the dim light of the few scattered bulbs mounted overhead. The scents, and sounds of creaking metal and water lapping against the hull, were so familiar Macready felt at home. He casually leaned against a bulkhead, arms and ankles crossed, watching the two crewmen maneuver the load of drums into a storage space with a pallet jack. He caught them occasionally glancing his way warily the way one would a rabid dog, as if unsure of his intentions. The third had left to find the chief mate. 
 
   The papers in Macready’s hand listed the number of barrels, tare weight and contents as “Refined Ore,” telling him nothing. He eyed the barrels curiously, scanning them for markings or some other sign that might indicate their contents. They revealed no secrets, and Macready worried that if the first mate called his bluff, he’d have wasted taxpayers’ money and accomplished nothing. He let none of his concern show. The only sign of his nerves was the sweat that tickled the skin over his ribs as it rolled down his side under the winter parka. Soon, the clang of boots on metal signaled the arrival of the chief mate and the crewman Macready had sent to get him.
 
   Dressed in a traditional pea coat and watch cap, the burly chief looked more like a navy blue fireplug than sailor. The shelf of bony ridge over his eyes formed a trellis for bushy brows. Heavy jowls pulled thick lips down into a surly frown. He looked at Macready like another problem to be solved. 
 
   Macready pushed himself off the bulkhead. “Chief?”
 
   The hydrant grunted in guttural Russian. “Salko. Who the hell are you?”
 
   “We need to take this outside,” Macready said, rolling his eyes at the crewmen hanging on their every word.
 
   “Back to work!” Salko barked. He threw Macready a look of exasperation and led the way through a door to the passageway outside.
 
   “What the hell is this about?” Salko said. “I’m trying to get this ship out to sea before nightfall. Who are you?”
 
   “Borodin, if you like,” Macready said. “I’m here to make sure the cargo gets where it’s supposed to go.”
 
   Salko peered at him from under the shelf of foliage. “What are you, FSB? GRU?”
 
   Macready shrugged at the mention of Russia’s internal and military spy agencies. He wasn’t and never had been a spy. He was a soldier, more accustomed to achieving objectives through military action rather than watchful inaction. But Salko’s assumption worked in his favor, and he intended to exploit it. “Does it matter? And do you really want to know?”
 
   “I should just take your authority for granted? You think I let just anyone aboard my ship?”
 
   “Take your pick. Call them. I’m sure they’ll tell you, ‘Oh, Borodin? Sure, we put him in the field to see if there are any traitors aboard your ship, chief.’ Why would you want to bring that dermo burya down on yourself?”
 
   Salko probably had weathered worse shit storms, but he grunted an acknowledgement. “Why make problems for me? Why not inform the captain?”
 
   “If you’re anything like the first mates on ships I’ve sailed on before, you’re a smart man. You know why. You, not the captain, run the ship. You assign the crew. The captain wouldn’t know what to do with me. You do.”
 
   “What should I tell him?”
 
   “Whatever you want. I imagine he would want to know as little as possible.”
 
   “And if you’re not who you say you are?”
 
   “Then you’ll probably kill me and feed me to the sharks.” Macready grinned.
 
   Salko stared at him for a moment and gave a barely perceptible nod. “Can you cook? The cook’s food is shit. We haven’t had a decent meal since we put to sea.”
 
   “I can do any job on this boat.”
 
   Salko looked him up and down. “No sea bag?” 
 
   “I travel light.” 
 
   “We have enough extra for you. But maybe I should get you a larger size to fit your boastfulness.”
 
   Macready let one corner of his mouth turn up a fraction. 
 
   “I’ll have one of those sons of whores get you clothes. Come with me. I’ll show you where to bunk and introduce you to your new kitchen assistant, since you’ll be taking over the galley.” 
 
   “Fine. I trust your men will keep their mouths shut.”
 
   Salko poked his head back through the door and yelled. “Vasily! Finish up and get your new bunkmate some fresh clothes!” In a lower voice he muttered something Macready couldn’t hear. He pulled the door shut and face Macready again. “They’ll keep their own counsel if they know what’s good for them.”
 
   Salko turned and headed down the passageway toward a ladder leading topside. Macready followed close behind, breathing a little easier.
 
   * * * * *
 
   The Akademik Shirshov was an oceanographic research vessel. A little under 70 meters in length, the 1,200-ton ship carried a crew of 34 officers and sailors and a normal complement of about 25 scientists depending on the nature of the voyage. Designed to ply polar waters, the ship typically conducted exploration and experiments in the Arctic Ocean and the seas that bordered it—the Barents, Laptev and Chukchi, among others. 
 
   Macready picked up on the gist of the ship’s purpose pretty quickly in his new position in the galley. The crew lined up first for chow, getting in and out of the mess quickly, but the scientists lingered a while longer over meals. Listening in on their conversations as he replenished food on the self-serve cafeteria line, he got a sense of which scientists worked together and who reported to whom, helping him diagram a mental organization chart. 
 
   Despite their degrees and education, the scientists regressed to their teens at mealtime, forming little cliques, the whole group divided into two camps with subgroups in each. From what he could discern, the larger of the two camps comprised a broad mix of people. Led by four men in their fifties and sixties, the group itself skewed younger, with several people in their thirties and half a dozen much younger men and women, university students most likely. The camp tended to sit in groups by age range, but Macready saw a lot of interplay between the more senior scientists and the student interns. The group as a whole was cheerful and talkative to the point of boisterousness. Conversations, when group members weren’t joking around, centered on experiments with ecological samples taken from various sites on the ship’s route.
 
   Quieter and more somber, the other camp had a contingent of just six, all men, all in their forties and fifties except one much younger man who sat slightly removed from the others, a sullen expression on his face. When they did speak at meals, their conversations sounded highly technical and focused solely on their work. Macready heard them refer to the alpha male in this herd of brainiacs as “Dr. Plushenko.” Gaunt with sharp features, Plushenko’s gaze missed nothing, and the others watched him warily, lavish with their compliments and deferring to his wishes to the point of sycophancy. Macready observed them discreetly, noting small details, learning as much about each man as he could in the time he was out front instead of in the galley. Plushenko, Macready quickly found out, also served as chief scientist for the expedition. Except where superseded by the captain, Plushenko exercised authority over all the scientific experiments and proceedings aboard ship.
 
   Macready’s kitchen cohort, Ilya, bristled when Macready first showed up, but calmed down quickly when Macready explained that he had no designs on Ilya’s job. Almost as broad as he was tall, with a shiny bald head, Ilya resembled a bowling ball on a thick slab of marble. Having no desire to tangle with something as immutable as Mt. Rushmore, Macready put himself in a subservient role and played to Ilya’s ego, calling on the man’s years of experience for advice. Ilya had preened as he’d showed Macready around the galley, and had delighted in delegating the grunt work. At each meal, two other crewmen were assigned KP duty, so Macready was able to share some of the more onerous messcrank like scrubbing pots and peeling garlic or prawns. 
 
   Macready fell into the ship’s rhythms quickly, his early days as a seaman recruit imprinted in both mental and muscle memory. The scut work was mindless, letting him focus on the task of discovering what cargo the ship had taken on and its intended use. Both crew and scientists accepted his presence without question, though every once in a while he caught someone’s curious stare. 
 
   Vasily, his rack mate, presented the biggest concern. The young sailor evinced an inverse proportion of brawn to brains, giving knuckle-draggers a bad name. But Macready knew better than to underestimate the kid. Whatever threat Salko held over Vasily and his buddy Sergei, it was probably the only thing that kept Vasily from voicing his suspicions to someone higher up the chain of command. Macready knew the level of brutality that existed in the Russian military, and though a research ship offered better conditions, Macready had few doubts that crew discipline was any less brutal. Avoidance seemed his best recourse, so he stayed in the galley as much as he could, returning to his quarters only to sleep. 
 
   The few times Vasily looked askance at him, Macready was saved by the presence of at least one of the two other crewmembers with whom they shared the cramped quarters. The lack of privacy was both blessing and curse. No one could make a move against him without witnesses, but he had limited freedom to roam and explore the ship and its mission. On his very first watch in the galley he’d found hiding places for his weapons and satellite phone to keep them away from prying eyes. And at the start of every watch on duty he broke into a sweat worrying that they’d been discovered until he had a chance to check for himself.
 
   He was far less concerned about glances from other crew members or even the possibility of running into the captain. He felt confident that Salko had done his part and dropped a few words of warning in the appropriate ears, convincingly selling a reason for Macready’s presence on board. If nothing else, Salko would do what was necessary to protect his own ass.
 
   Not surprisingly, Macready had little time to himself, but on his occasional breaks he managed to get out on deck, taking note of their course and approximate speed as he took some air and stretched. They steamed due east for the first few days, the ship’s engines rumbling at a relatively high pitch, close to their maximum. They slowed only to navigate the occasional ice field, the hull bumping its way through the sea of floes, leaving a trail of clear water in their wake. The captain was eager to get to the next destination or had orders. Either way, Macready knew he didn’t have a lot of time to work with, so he used the time on deck to clear his head and think. He needed to get back into the cargo hold and find out what those 55-gallon drums contained, and learn if the lab work carried out by the chief scientist’s small team had anything to do with that cargo.
 
   His first opportunity didn’t arrive until five days in. Ilya had gone off watch for some rest, but Macready was draining and cleaning the steam table wells when Pasha, the young, sullen member of Dr. Plushenko’s team, came into the mess an hour or so after lunch. Meals held to a rigid schedule, but the galley traditionally put out fresh fruit when available, energy bars and other snacks for crew and researchers who got hungry between meals. Pasha strode over to a hot water dispenser at the beverage station to brew some tea. He wore a sour expression. A sheaf of hair fell over one eye, his sharp features standing out in profile. Thin to the point of asceticism, his body thrummed with nervous energy, reminding Macready of a whippet. The corner of Macready’s mouth turned up. The Russians loved their tea. Pasha banged a spoon on the stainless steel countertop, and Macready saw how rigidly he held himself.
 
   “Nyesostoyavshiysya?” Macready said. “You don’t look like a happy man.”
 
   Pasha looked up sharply then reddened. “Da. How did you know?” He dropped his gaze to the floor. “I shouldn’t let it show.”
 
   Afraid he’d lose his chance, Macready tried again. “Maybe I can help.”
 
   Pasha faced him, his eyes filling with contempt. Macready knew how little love was lost between crew and scientists on any research vessel, and figured he’d made a big mistake. 
 
   But Pasha’s inner gaze was directed elsewhere. “He treats me like a child! What does he know? All his knowledge comes from books, research.”
 
   “You are more practical,” Macready encouraged him. 
 
   He drew himself up. “I have more real-world experience than all of them put together.”
 
   Macready raised an eyebrow. “You worked in the field?”
 
   Pasha focused on him as if seeing him for the first time. “I studied in America, got a work visa. A big company making optical fiber hired me. I learned everything they could teach me and went home to get my doctorate. I know how to make what they want. But they won’t listen.”
 
   “Swallow your pride,” Macready said, “and kill him with kindness.”
 
   Pasha’s surprise turned to anger. 
 
   Macready raised a hand and forged ahead. “Hear me out. I found a samovar in the galley. Plushenko likes black tea, yes?” 
 
   Thoughts racing, Macready glanced around the mess to make sure no one overheard. Ilya had boastfully shown him where he kept the captain’s private stash of favorite foods, and Macready had noted canisters of Keemun Mao Feng, a favorite among tea connoisseurs. “Borrowing” some of the exclusive tea posed a risk, but Macready figured the opportunity might be worth it.
 
   “And the others?” Macready said. “Maybe a little something special to eat?”
 
   Pasha’s frown slowly faded. “Yes, I see. Perhaps you’re right.”
 
   “Be patient. Soften them up. Pick your moment.”
 
   Pasha made up his mind with a single shake of his head. 
 
   “Give me fifteen minutes,” Macready said. “I’ll bring it to you.”
 
   Pasha squared his shoulders and walked out. Macready went to work, pulling the old samovar out of storage, heating water, quickly cutting up some apples and finally preparing some sandwiches. He loaded a tray with the food, plates and cups and the samovar, now steeping with the captain’s tea, and carried the lot down the passageway to the lab amidships. The larger lab where the others worked was down a deck and in the stern.
 
   Six men arrayed themselves in positions around the large, rectangular room. Tanks of compressed gases, equipment, work benches, computers and measuring devices lay strewn like the highway wreckage of a jack-knifed, overturned scientific supply truck. One man fed a slender glass rod into a machine that propelled it into a small, roaring furnace. Another alternately watched a thin strand of glass emerging from the other end and monitoring equipment at his station. The strand of glass disappeared into another sequence of machinery set end to end, where a third scientist monitored its progress. Pasha stood at the end of the array as the strand emerged and with cotton-gloved hands carefully guided the optical fiber to another sequencing station.
 
   When he saw Macready enter with the tray, Pasha jerked his head toward a nearby worktable where Plushenko and the last member of the team huddled in conference around a computer screen. As Macready crossed the room, he noticed one of the large steel drums from the mining camp nearly hidden in the clutter. He quashed his excitement and carried the tea and food to the table, placing the tray in a clear space.
 
   “Chto ėto?” Plushenko said, eyes narrowing.
 
   “This,” Pasha called over the clamor of the furnace, “is sustenance to keep you going, Doctor. You hardly touched lunch.”
 
   Plushenko waved a hand then stopped and sniffed the air. He waved again, this time pulling air toward his face as he sniffed.
 
   “Where did you get that tea?” he asked Macready, his face pinched with suspicion.
 
   “It’s the captain’s,” Macready said easily. “With his compliments.”
 
   Plushenko couldn’t hide his surprise, but said nothing. Macready handed him a cup of the strong tea. The scientist drew the cup to his lips, the faintest of smiles visible above the rim. First inhaling the aroma, Plushenko sipped the hot liquid. His eyes closed and his smile broadened. When his eyes snapped open, the smile vanished.
 
   “You will bring tea daily at this time,” he told Macready. It was a command, not a question. Before Macready could respond, Plushenko turned his stare to Pasha. “You arranged this?”
 
   Pasha nodded. “Da.”
 
   Plushenko grunted and faced the computer screen, focused once more on the task at hand. Obviously dismissed, Macready bowed slightly and left, eyes missing nothing as he walked back the way he came.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Macready delivered as promised, taking snacks and tea to Plushenko’s lab every day at about the same time, waiting until Ilya took his break. Each time his keen eyes took in as much detail as possible without him appearing too interested. But the details were relatively meaningless without context. Macready knew they were drawing optical fibers from the glass rods, but to what purpose? And he still didn’t know what the steel drums contained. He did note after a couple of days that they’d switched out drums. A label on the first drum he’d seen sported a “Tm,” the Cyrillic equivalent of “Tm.” A day later, the label said “Tm2O3.” A few days after that, the label on the drum had a “И,” the Russian letter for “I” or “Y.”
 
   Each day, the white board on the wall would be covered with new mathematical and chemical equations, their meaning a mystery to him. And often, several of the scientists would be in a heated discussion in front of the board, wildly gesticulating from the gibberish there to the line of machinery on the floor. All Macready could do was try to remember what he’d seen and make notes to himself later, disguising them as recipe notes in case someone discovered them.
 
   Another six days passed before Macready had a chance to corner Pasha again, this time after breakfast. The young scientist had lingered over a thick book at the table after his colleagues had gone to work. Macready made his way over, wiping down tables as he went. Pasha looked up as Macready’s wet rag swept cross the surface of his table.
 
   “Dobraye ootro,” Macready said.
 
   “Da,” Pasha replied, “it is a good morning.”
 
   “So, they’re taking your advice now?”
 
   “Finally. Thanks to you.”
 
   Macready smiled and cupped a hand to his mouth. “No, thanks to the captain’s tea.”
 
   “That, too,” Pasha grinned. He rose and shut the book. “Anyway, we are making progress. I appreciate your help.”
 
   Macready shrugged. “It’s nothing. So, you’re making a faster Internet cable?”
 
   “They won’t say.” Pasha’s smile turned to a look of annoyance. “There they still consider me a child. But, no, I think the optical fiber we’re making has another purpose. We are doping the fibers in such a way as to optimally carry certain wavelengths of light.”
 
   Macready feigned confusion. “Ya nee paneemayoo.”
 
   “The wavelength of light determines its color, if it’s visible, or whether it’s lower—like infrared light or microwaves—or higher, like ultraviolet light or X-rays. You understand now?”
 
   “I think I’m beginning to,” Macready said truthfully.
 
   Pasha flicked the air in front of his face. “Neechevo srashnava. No worries. It’s all very technical, so I wouldn’t worry about it.” 
 
   “Spasiba, I won’t.” 
 
   “Good.” He nodded and turned for the door. “Ooveedeemsya.”
 
   “Yeah, see you.”
 
   Macready finished cleaning the tables lost in thought. This whole mission had been too easy. The mining camp showed virtually no sign of military presence or security, nor did the research vessel. Whatever they were mining didn’t seem to have value beyond what they were using it for in the lab, which was optical fiber. But they didn’t intend to use the fiber for broadband communication. Perhaps their experiments had no military application. After all, the ship’s primary purpose was oceanographic and related research. He’d heard the other group of researchers talk about looking at weather patterns based on ice cores they’d drilled in various locations on their way to the mining camp. Biologists on the team were looking into growth of microorganisms in arctic climates as a possible energy source. 
 
   The six that Macready visited daily had a more singular purpose. And it seemed to be less about research than refining a manufacturing process. Macready wished he’d paid more attention to chemistry classes in school. The barrels were marked with the chemical or elemental abbreviations of the substances inside. That might give him a better indication of the characteristics they wanted to impart to the optical fiber. He needed to report back. “Pete” and those he worked for would know what to do. They probably thought he was dead by now.
 
   He bided his time until lunch had ended. After he and Ilya cleaned up and got started on dinner, Ilya took his usual break. Macready finished prepping a side dish to go with dinner, and turned to the tea and snacks he prepared for the lab team. He put out some dried fruit while the water heated for the tea. Once the tea began steeping in the samovar, he stepped out and took the ship’s elevator down to a lower deck where the walk-in refrigerator and freezer were located.
 
   Macready entered the walk-in and closed the door behind him. At the other end of the refrigerated room another insulated door led to the freezer. In the back of the freezer, Macready stooped and thrust his hand behind the boxes of frozen food, fingers feeling for the satellite phone he’d taped on the wall behind a metal shelf post. When they got a purchase, he pried the phone loose. He took the battery from his pocket, installed it and powered up the phone. Not surprisingly in a metal box in the bowels of the ship, the phone received no signal. Resigned, he slipped the phone into his pocket and headed back the way he came. On an impulse, he grabbed some butter and heavy cream on his way out and closed the walk-in door.
 
   The galley was quiet when he returned. He glanced out the windows in the mess at the undulating slate sea under a heavy sky. For more than a week, the ship had plied relatively calm waters, making Macready’s adjustment to sea legs easy. But the low clouds threatened rain—or snow—and the rising wind now beat the waves into frothy peaks, and then sprayed the froth in a fine mist over the next wave. 
 
   Macready took his supplies into the galley and set them on a counter. Some Russian teacakes would go well with the dried fruit. But the other ingredients could wait a minute or two. He pulled the phone from his pocket and checked the signal again. Strong enough. Stabbing at the tiny keys with a finger, he punched in the memorized number. Before the call even had a chance to connect, the soft tread of rubber-soled shoes on polymer flooring made Macready glance over his shoulder. 
 
   “Gryebaniy vor!” Ilya growled. His hands closed into fists the size of hams as he advanced. “You’re a fucking thief!”
 
   Macready shoved the phone back in his pocket, leaving his hands free. He slowly turned to face the cook and showed Ilya his empty palms. 
 
   “I have taken nothing for myself,” he said calmly. 
 
   “What’s this then?” Ilya gestured broadly at the food and the samovar on the counter. “I knew someone was dipping into the captain’s private supplies. You think I can’t smell? You think I’m a balvan, an idiot? Ty troop! You’re a dead man!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   July 25—Seattle  
 
   Fear leaked into his consciousness, threatening to flood his system with panic. He thrust a mental finger into the dike and shifted his focus, analyzing the cause of the fear. The amygdalae, two small nodes deep within his primal brain, received sensory input—sights, sounds, smells, touch. They sent electrical impulses to the hypothalamus, triggering heightened awareness and reflex, and to other areas of the brain, stimulating increases in blood flow, heart rate, and body temperature, while dulling pain sensation. All very logical. He could even use logic to explain how he’d ended up here, but he didn’t have time to dwell on old memories and past mistakes.
 
   He glanced down at the gun in his hand, barrel glinting dully in the dim light. Useless. Not because he didn’t know how to use it. A child could do it. Too many children had, in fact, harmed themselves or others because handguns were so ridiculously easy to fire. The papers were full of such stories. No, his weapons training had been more than adequate. The gun wasn’t even his and he knew he could strip it and reassemble it in seconds. But he hadn’t held a gun in nearly forty years. And if he used it now, if he killed the men who hunted him, their masters would simply send more to finish the job. He shoved the pistol into his waistband and kept moving.
 
   His chest heaved from the climb up the hill through the neighborhood, and his heart pounded from both the exertion and the epinephrine and adrenaline his limbic system had released into his bloodstream. Yes, all very logical. He pressed the small electronic bud tighter into his left ear canal and listened to a tense exchange between the two men seeking him. He struggled to keep up, the guttural sounds of the language they spoke almost unfamiliar now after all these years. They had split up, one man following him on foot up through the greenbelt, the other remaining in the vehicle that had cut off his route back to his own car.
 
   He knew every path, every shortcut through this hillside forest. He’d walked it hundreds of times over the years, its terrain and vegetation second nature to him. He redoubled his efforts, breaking off the paved walkway onto a dirt footpath. They’d forced him in the opposite direction of his car, but his apartment was close. He kept a scooter there that he used for commuting in nicer weather. If the hunter in the car followed the serpentine road and drove slowly enough to watch for him, he could easily slip past on a more direct route and beat him to the top. 
 
   The climb took its toll. No longer young, he struggled now, legs aching and lungs burning. He pressed on, deeply sucking air in as quietly as he could, ignoring the pain, especially the sharp one between his shoulder blades. “Desperate affairs require desperate measures,” he muttered, recalling Nelson’s famous quote. He was nothing if not desperate. Not for himself. He didn’t fear death. It was inevitable. The choice he’d made long ago practically assured him a shorter lifespan than average. He’d resigned himself to the fact, expected it, embraced it, even, because of what he’d believed in so long ago.
 
   As hard as he tried to keep them at bay, the memories came unbidden. The fear that he suppressed was because he’d made the ultimate mistake. He, Tony D’Amato, had fallen in love. Late in life, and despite all the precautions he’d taken to gird his heart against such possibilities, he had met a woman unlike any other. Someone with whom he’d felt at ease, someone with whom he could share all that he was, all his hopes and fears. Someone he could love, finally. Anya. The thought of her, the mental picture of her face, brought tears to his eyes. He swiped at them with the back of his hand and pressed on, quickening his steps.
 
   It had all been a lie, of course. Oh, he’d shared who he was—Tony D’Amato—but not who he’d been. He’d kept all that buried, hoping against hope that other younger man had been forgotten. But those who’d trained him, educated him and set him on his path had long memories. Why wouldn’t they? He’d done everything they expected, become everything they’d hoped. He’d worked his way up through a variety of academic and corporate posts until he not only had access to secrets, he helped create them. When they’d called a few years earlier to tell him it was time to begin repaying his debt, to embark on the mission he’d trained for, he’d had no choice but to break it off with Anya. It was one thing to accept his shortened life expectancy. Any choice that would have threatened Anya’s was unacceptable. 
 
   The steady huff-puff of his breathing was interrupted by a voice in his ear.
 
   “Have you found him yet?” it demanded. After a moment of silence, the voice said, “Speak English. How many times I have to tell you?”
 
   D’Amato pulled up short and listened, heart hammering in his chest, eyes searching the darkness behind him. He’d placed the bug in their car the first time these two had made contact with him months before. Of course he hadn’t heard a reply from the man on foot. Now he strained to hear, trying to determine how close the man was. All he heard was the sound of his own wheezing. For the first time that night he felt a glimmer of hope. He turned and started up the narrow path once more. Fatigue washed over him, threatening to pull him down to his knees, suck him under and drown him. He focused on the path, the break in the trees ahead and clear spot beyond, forcing himself on.
 
   The path flattened out and ended at the edge of the twisty road. On the other side, it continued up the slope on a diagonal until it reached a set of stairs that led to the neighborhood above. D’Amato looked both ways and hurried across the street. A glow to his right brightened, and the sound of an engine grew louder. He broke into a run, following the shoulder for several paces, then cut onto the path that angled upward. Too late. Headlight beams swept around the curve and brushed him with a swath of yellow before leaving him in darkness once more, the orange cones from the streetlights to far apart to illuminate the hillside where he climbed. The earbud crackled to life as he raced upwards, legs straining.
 
   “It’s him, it’s him!” the driver on the street below shouted. “Get your skinny ass up here and catch him!”
 
   D’Amato heard the other hunter’s shouts from somewhere in the greenbelt below. He could make it now. He knew he could. He risked a quick glance at the street below. The driver stood half out of the car, peering up into the darkness toward him. D’Amato knew he wouldn’t shoot. Too noisy, and not likely to be effective at this range. They wanted him alive, but then he hadn’t thought they’d shoot earlier, either. It would take several moments for the man on foot to find his way up to the street, and the driver would have to take the car the long way around to get into the neighborhood at the top of the bluff D’Amato climbed now. He was going to make it. 
 
   He pushed himself relentlessly, but with each successive step his exhaustion grew. His legs were leaden now and his lungs burned. He wondered exactly when he’d become an old man. Gasping, he dragged himself up the last few steps and onto the street. Only a block or so to his building now. He loped up the street favoring one leg, muscles starting to cramp. 
 
   The scooter sat in the parking bay under a portico at the rear of the small apartment building. He fished his keys out of his pocket as he approached, still breathing heavily. Hurrying up to the little machine, he straddled it, inserted the key and turned. Nothing happened. His stomach lurched. He twisted the key savagely, but not even his anger could spark the engine into firing. His shoulders slumped, and weariness threatened to incapacitate him. Not yet. They hadn’t finished him yet. He climbed off and took stock, debating whether to hide what he had in one of the scooter’s little compartments. No, safer to leave it where it was.
 
   By now his pursuers must have guessed where he’d gone. As if on cue, the earbud crackled to life, the driver’s voice calling, “Get in, get in! Hurry” 
 
   D’Amato had little time, and only one option—keep running. 
 
   He darted through the breezeway to the front of the building and checked the street. Headlights rounded the corner at the end of the block. He jerked his head back into the shadows, heart leaping into his throat. The beams waved erratically across the darkness as the car weaved from side to side, engine rumbling roughly as if the muffler had rusted through in spots. D’Amato quickly realized the vehicle didn’t carry the men who hunted him. He knew exactly whose car it was. There was no drunk behind the wheel, just the regular newspaper-delivery man bringing the morning’s papers. D’Amato had often seen the car and driver from the window of his apartment, the unmistakable signature of the car’s loud exhaust occasionally waking him from a restless sleep. Again, his pulse fluttered with a glimmer of hope.
 
   He slipped away from the side of the building and crept alongside a hedge to the sidewalk. Down the block, the car stopped suddenly at the curb, and the driver climbed out. D’Amato watched him walk around the car, reach in the passenger window and pull out an armload of papers. D’Amato didn’t wait for him to turn toward an apartment building across the street before he ran, crouching on silent feet, out into the street. Keeping the car between the deliveryman and his approach, D’Amato crept up to the rear door and eased it open. He slipped inside, crouched on the floor behind the front seat, silently pulled the door shut behind him and waited.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   July 19-20—Laptev Sea, Tell Air Base, Kotelny Island, one week earlier
 
   Ilya advanced. Macready raised his hand as if to stop him. As Ilya focused on it, Macready flicked his other arm and the knife on his forearm slid from the sheath into his hand. He sidestepped quickly, wrapped the raised arm around Ilya’s throat and circled behind the big man in a flash. Ilya’s meaty hands instantly scrabbled at the arm around his throat, but he froze when the sharp knife pressed into his skin between his ribs. 
 
   “I’ll take whatever I damn well please,” Macready snarled in his ear. He smelled fear mixed with the perspiration that popped up on Ilya’s fleshy face and trickled down under his collar. "You know why I’m here, yes? There is a traitor aboard this vessel. It’s my job to find him. Is it you?” 
 
   “No! I swear!” Ilya croaked. “I knew there was something odd about you. Who are you?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter who I am,” Macready growled. “What matters is that the Federal'naya Sluzhba Bezopasnosti wants the cargo aboard this ship delivered safely to its destination, and I intend to carry out that mission.”
 
   Ilya slumped. “Federal Security…?” He blinked. “You think the captain is a traitor?”
 
   Macready dug the knifepoint deeper into the folds on the cook’s neck. Ilya tensed.
 
   “Did I say that?” Macready snapped. 
 
   “Then one of the scientists… Is that why you stole the captain’s tea?”
 
   Macready jabbed the point in until it drew blood. Ilya winced. “Quiet! I stole nothing.”
 
   Ilya’s head bobbed. “Of course. Nothing. I saw nothing.”
 
   Macready eased the pressure on the knife. “What do you know about the cargo?”
 
   Ilya’s eyes widened. “What cargo? We’re on a research voyage like a hundred others!”
 
   “And the stop in Greenland?” Macready said impatiently. He waved the knife.
 
   “What? Is that where we were? I’m a cook! I don’t have time to look out the fucking portholes! I keep my head down and do my job. That’s all. I swear!”
 
   “Where do we go next?”
 
   “I don’t know! A naval base. I don’t know where. All I know is they promised us a day off. Twenty-four hours to go get drunk. And then it’s back to work until the end of the expedition.”
 
   “How long until landfall?”
 
   Ilya tensed, and his eyes narrowed. Macready pulled his arm tighter around Ilya’s throat and pricked him with the knife again to remind him who was in charge.
 
   “You should know,” Ilya breathed, still managing a bit of defiance.
 
   “Answer me, pig,” Macready said, “and I won’t turn you in to the captain for thievery.”
 
   “Me!” The cook’s surprise quickly turned to understanding and he deflated like a falling soufflé. “Tomorrow sometime.”
 
   “You know more than you let on,” Macready said as he stepped back.
 
   “I can count days,” he mumbled, looking at the floor.
 
   “Good. Then you know you only have to put up with me for one more.”
 
   The cook raised his eyes and met Macready’s stare with a look of misery. “What if the captain finds out?”
 
   “Tell him it was for the mother country. Now, I’m taking this tray to the lab.”
 
   Ilya nodded once. “Da. Whatever you say. Just leave me out of it.”
 
   Macready finished assembling the food, loaded the steaming samovar and cups on the tray and carried it out while Ilya looked on dejectedly. The phone weighed heavily in his pocket. He doubted he’d have a chance to use it now. He’d have to memorize as much of the lab layout as possible and report when they reached land. Less than thirty hours. 
 
   * * * * *
 
   The scientific contingent, especially the younger set, buzzed with anticipation in the mess at noon the following day. Lab work essentially came to a halt as excitement built the closer they came to landfall. Macready had no time to share it. Besides his usual mess duties, he stole what little free time he had to retrieve his gun and the big knife he’d brought on board. He had no idea what came next, but he was as ready as he’d ever be.
 
   Word spread quickly when the bridge reported land in sight. The crew scurried around the ship, preparing for arrival in port, stowing gear and tidying up. While many scientists bundled up and went out on deck to watch the dark blur on the horizon grow closer, Macready went below to wait in the cargo hold. He took no more than he’d boarded with, leaving the loaned clothes folded neatly on his bunk. Heart hammering in his chest, he listened to the changes in engine pitch and deck vibrations as the captain navigated the ship into port. He sensed the ship’s slow turns and course adjustments and the decrease in speed. 
 
   Vasily and Sergei showed up just as the captain ordered all engines full astern. They eyed him warily but said nothing. Several minutes later, a sailor topside opened the hatch overhead. Vasily and Sergei concentrated on getting the cargo ready to unload, wheeling pallet jacks into position and jockeying the two loads of the steel drums into the center of the hold. Macready threaded canvas straps through the pallets. Minutes later, the crane lowered a hook and cable into the hold. Macready hooked the straps and waved an “all clear” to the crewman on deck. As the cable grew taut and the pallet rose off the deck, Macready stepped on and grabbed one of the straps. He threw a short salute to Vasily and Sergei and smiled when they offered dulya salutes in return, the Russian equivalent of the finger. 
 
   Just a bright smudge behind the cloud cover, the sun ran a slant pattern for the northern horizon, chased by even darker clouds advancing over the island ahead. Anchored in the water nearby, a Russian destroyer towered over the research ship, blotting out half the sky. Macready shaded his eyes from the bright lights shining down from the superstructure as he rose out of the dimly lighted hold. If not for the arctic air that punched him in the chest, the sight that greeted him would have brought a laugh up from deep in his belly. The cook was going to be disappointed with his shore leave. 
 
   They bobbed at anchor a hundred yards offshore. A barge-mounted pile driver near the water’s edge rhythmically pounded huge concrete piers as thick as a man’s torso into the seabed. The forest of monoliths would someday serve as the foundation for a dock, but for now ships like the research vessel and the destroyer nearby had no choice. The waterfront hummed with activity as trucks, GAZ Vodniks, snowcats and other military vehicles zoomed in all directions on snow-packed roads. Lines of low-slung tents with flags snapping in the brisk wind above each stretched out behind a row of more permanent buildings. Everywhere, signs of construction sprouted from the thin layer of snow—big GAZ trucks with lift buckets or cranes mounted on their beds, huge piles of construction materials, half-finished buildings.
 
   Flat, barren terrain stretched out behind the port activity, and in the distance the tall tail and unique high wing design of an Ilyushin Il-76 cargo jet was visible against the darkening sky. Next to it, Macready saw the big jet engine intakes of an Antonov “Cheburashka,” another, smaller, high-wing support plane, a STOL designed for arctic conditions. 
 
   Even as Macready took in the details of the desolate outpost he suddenly knew exactly where he was. Putin, the Russian president, had announced in late summer of 2013 that Russia was re-opening an abandoned air base on Kotelny Island to ensure the mother country’s security in the arctic. Ever since a navy submarine had planted Russian flags on the sea floor under the North Pole, and summer sea ice in the Arctic Ocean began retreating to the point of making it navigable, Russia had been emboldened to take a more aggressive stance in the region. From the level of activity and construction evident on site, it seemed that Putin was making good on his promise. 
 
   The crane operator swung the pallet out and over a landing craft floating alongside the research vessel. Macready rode it down while two uniformed seamen on the deck of the landing craft guided it into place. They nodded as he stepped off, taking his presence for granted. Macready took in more details of the base, guessing at the purpose of each building. When the crane swung the second pallet of steel drums from the research ship over the gunwale and lowered it toward the landing craft, Macready stepped in to help the others guide it down. As it landed with a thump, movement next to the destroyer caught his eye. A small launch boat moved away from the gray steel and now plied a course across the short distance to the research ship. 
 
   Macready’s gut tightened. He had a feeling he’d made a terrible mistake. If the research ship had simply intended to offload the cargo it had taken on at the mining camp it could have put into port two thousand miles earlier. Severomorsk would have been the most logical. But the ship hadn’t stopped. Whatever the scientific team aboard had worked on was the reason they’d come to this godforsaken place. What a fool he’d been. He wasn’t thinking clearly. 
 
   Keeping an eye on the launch, he helped one of the crew clear the straps from under the pallet and signaled the crane operator to reel in the cable. He casually lounged against the gunwale while they waited for the next load, but watched carefully as the launch pilot skillfully maneuvered it astern of them until its bumpers nudged up next to the research ship.
 
   A gangplank descended from the deck of the research ship, and a uniformed sailor on the launch jumped on and scurried up. Macready craned his neck to see who was among the sailor’s welcoming committee, but his angle was wrong. Not more than thirty seconds later, though, the sailor walked back down the gangplank, carrying a long, thin rectangular case, the kind of heavy-duty case that rock guitarists might carry on tour. Perfect for a sheaf of optical fibers. In moments, the launch pilot expertly used reverse thrust to move away from the ship, then swung the bow to port and accelerated forward through the waves back to the destroyer. 
 
   “Nyemaliy,” Macready said, nodding in the direction of the destroyer. “Impressive.”
 
   “Chertovski ogromnyy,” he grinned. “Fucking huge.”
 
   The other crewman laughed. 
 
   “Why is it here?” Macready said.
 
   The first crewman shrugged and glanced at his companion. He gestured at the ship alongside. “Waiting for you, I suppose.”
 
   “Then it won’t be here long?”
 
   The crewman shook his head. “Some of the crew were told they’ve been reassigned, but replacements have not yet arrived.”
 
   The other seaman barked a laugh. “Welcome to the navy.” 
 
   Macready shivered as the wind bit through his clothing. But he didn’t feel the cold as much as the sudden fear that he’d failed. He needed to get aboard that destroyer somehow. He hadn’t come this far to see answers he’d gotten so close to slip away. He’d never scrubbed a mission in his life, though he’d come close. Once, bad intel had put his team in the middle of an ambush that had cost them three good men. But he hadn’t quit then, and he wasn’t about to start now. 
 
   When the remaining pallets had been transferred to the landing craft, crew aboard the Akademik Shirshov tossed the lines that had held the two vessels together. The seamen deftly caught them and pushed the landing craft into open water with grappling hooks. The pilot engaged the engine, and the landing craft lumbered toward shore, rocking in the waves. Halfway there, the clouds opened, and as sheets of rain descended the wind drove them nearly sideways.
 
   Macready hunched his shoulders and peered through the gloom toward shore. The crewman next to him nudged him in the ribs. Macready tipped his head in the direction of his pointing finger and saw aircraft landing lights streaking through the drops of water falling from the sky. He followed the lights as they descended and rolled out of sight on the airfield behind the base. 
 
   Taking his cue from the crew, Macready braced himself when the craft neared shore. The pilot ran the blunt bow of the boat up on a sandy beach not far from where men and machinery worked on the new pier. Holding the craft steady against the shore with minimal engine thrust, the pilot alerted the crew with a short blast of the horn to lower the bow ramp. It fell onto the ground with a thud that reverberated through the metal decking, and a forklift truck on tracks chugged up the ramp and into the boat. Macready said his goodbyes and made his way past the forklift down onto the shore. 
 
   The solid ground under his feet hadn’t yet convinced his inner ear that it wasn’t undulating on a rolling sea, and he walked unsteadily to a truck parked nearby with its engine running. The driver’s window was cracked, and as it rolled down further a billow of smoke emerged from the cab. The driver peered down at Macready expectantly. 
 
   Macready nearly had to yell over the wind and drone of engines on all sides. “Where can I get a vodka?” 
 
   The driver pointed over his shoulder. “Third building on your right. Half a kilometer down. If you hear music, you’re headed in the right direction.”
 
   The clouds had brought nightfall on despite the twenty-four hour sunlight. The steady rain changed over to snow blowing sideways in the biting wind. So much for summer. No wonder this base had been closed for so many years. He couldn’t believe anyone in his right mind would voluntarily live and work in an environment of near-permanent winter. The average high temperature in July, the warmest month of the year, was around 41 degrees, but snow was common.
 
   Though still busy, during the short journey to shore the base had started shutting down for the day. Construction on the pier had stopped, the pile driver silenced for the night. Trucks loaded with materials had returned to a motor pool and parked. As he hurried toward shelter, Macready noticed several civilians among those still on the makeshift roads. He wasn’t surprised. While the military supplied the manpower, private contractors provided consultants and expertise. Putin had revived the autocracy of the Soviet era, but with a twist. Privatizing Soviet industry had made a handful of ruthless entrepreneurs very rich. Now the money flowed from the oligarchs. 
 
   Music drifted on the wind, and Macready followed the sound to a large wooden building with light blazing from the windows. A blast of warm air thick with cigarette smoke hit him in the face when he opened the door. Inside a small foyer that served as an airlock between frigid outdoors and warm indoors, a large mess hall had transformed to a beer hall, tables covered with pitchers of beer, bottles of vodka and glasses for both. A group of airmen had set up in a corner with accordion, balalaika, a kind of mandolin called a domra, tambourine, and, improbably, a stand-up bass. All were decent musicians, and what they lacked in virtuosity they made up for with enthusiasm as they played traditional dances and folk music.
 
   Putin also had tried to lower the rate of alcoholism in Russia through strategies like making it essentially unavailable at the Sochi Winter Olympics. But he would have had a coup on his hands if he’d tried to deny the military alcohol on outposts like this. Macready could easily tell who’d been there the longest. The most inebriated had passed out, heads resting on tables. The next most intoxicated stumbled about in a space clear of tables in approximations of dancing, hanging on each other like old women. Those who’d just arrived loudly toasted each other and raced to see who could catch up to the dancers and the oblivious first. 
 
   He made his way to the cafeteria line where a bar had been set up and ordered a bottle of vodka. The bartender took his money and handed him a bottle and a glass. Macready took it to a table at the edge of the room with a view of the entrance and the musicians and poured himself a shot. He sipped slowly and let it all soak in—the alcohol, the music, the loud boisterous chatter, the warm smoky air.
 
   Gradually, he became more attuned to the ebb and flow around him picking up snippets of conversations here and there—a bragging match about whose girlfriend back home was not only better looking but better in bed; a disgruntled contractor complaining to two other men in civilian clothes that the military was gouging him so badly he’d never be able to make the payments on the dacha he’d bought on the shore of the Caspian Sea; a new recruit wondering if the island weather was always this bad. But Macready finally tuned in to a voice at the next table that complained loudly enough for him to hear, yet remained discreet enough not to attract unwanted attention. 
 
   “I shouldn’t be here,” the man said to his companions. “There’s been a huge mistake.”
 
   “The military doesn’t make mistakes,” a tablemate said with a laugh. 
 
   “I’m telling you, I was two months away from finishing my second year of medicine at the state academy in Izhevsk.” 
 
   “Whose wife did you sleep with?” another airman said. 
 
   A flush crept up the man’s neck into his face. “What are you talking about?”
 
   Macready smiled and stood, grabbed the vodka bottle and approached their table. “I think your comrade simply suggested you might have pissed someone off.”
 
   The medical student jerked his head up. “I have done no such thing.”
 
   Macready reached over the man’s shoulder and poured a generous shot of vodka in his glass then offered the bottle to the airman next to him. 
 
   “No matter,” Macready said, pulling out a chair and sitting next to the med student. “You’re here now, among friends. Za fstryétchoo!” He raised his glass.
 
   An airman across the table chimed in. “Za zhénshsheen! To women!”
 
   The others laughed, finally drawing a smile from the medical student. He stuck out his hand. “Rostropovich. Yevgeny Rostropovich.”
 
   Macready matched his grip. “Borodin. Aleksei.”
 
   Now that he was closer, Macready could see that Rostropovich was just about the same size as he. Younger, of course, much younger. But who wasn’t these days? Insignia on his uniform indicated his rank as mladshiy lyeytyenant—junior lieutenant. 
 
   “You just flew in? Macready said. 
 
   Rostropovich nodded. “I have to report on board that destroyer out there in two hours.”
 
   “You don’t seem happy about it.”
 
   “To be so close to finishing preclinical training … I was going to choose my specialty next year. And now I’m in some godforsaken place to serve on a navy ship as a glorified orderly.” His mouth twisted in disgust. 
 
   “Surely they’ll have more for you to do on board than clean up officers’ vomit.”
 
   He shrugged. “Perhaps. With my training they might let me treat minor issues.”
 
   Macready poured him another shot and clapped him on the back. “That’s the spirit. Learn everything you can.”
 
    For the next ninety minutes Macready was Rostropovich’s best friend and second best friend to everyone else at the table. While he kept an eye on the door and an ear out for trouble, he laughed and told tall tales like the rest of them. But he was careful to watch his vodka intake.
 
   When it came time for Rostropovich to catch his transfer out to the destroyer, Macready tapped his watch. “Time for you to go?”
 
   Rostropovich blearily glanced at his own wrist. “Dermo! I’ll be late.” 
 
   He got to his feet and wobbled as if he might fall over. 
 
   “Whoa!” Macready said, grabbing his arm. “Let me help me you.”
 
   Macready stood up, threw on his coat and helped Rostropovich into his while the others hooted and laughed at the two of them nearly falling over each other. Macready hefted Rostropovich’s duffel onto his shoulder and wrapped the man’s arm around his neck to steady him. With farewells to the rest of the table, the pair stumbled out into the frigid night.
 
   Outside, Macready straightened and took more of Rostropovich’s weight, hustling him along the snow-covered dirt road between the buildings. Instead of walking toward the waterfront, though, Macready took him on a course parallel to shore, toward the end of the base where he’d seen piles of construction material. The blowing snow obscured buildings only a dozen feet away,
 
   Rostropovich raised his head and slurred his words. “Where is the ship? I don’t see a ship.”
 
   “Short cut,” Macready murmured.
 
   Rostropovich’s head lolled on his shoulders as he tried to focus on his surroundings. The storm’s gloom had settled where the lights from the buildings hadn’t chased it away. Macready managed to pick out the dark mass of the fenced supplies area against the white snow. Rostropovich tried to pull away now, pawing at Macready’s grip on him.
 
   “Where we going?” he said drunkenly.
 
   Macready pointed. “Just over there. The transport is just past that fence.”
 
   Rostropovich stopped and thrust his chin forward, peering through the blowing snow. Macready crouched, slipping out from under the arm over his shoulders and stood up behind Rostropovich. With lightning quickness his arms snaked out to grab the man’s jaw and the back of his head, and with a fierce yank he snapped Rostropovich’s neck. Before the man crumpled, Macready put an arm around his chest and dragged him toward the fence. Snow had drifted against it at the rear of the yard, and Macready quickly pulled the body to a spot where he couldn’t be seen from the barracks or mess hall. 
 
   Working as quickly as the cold would allow, he stripped the body, rolled it next to the fence and covered it with snow. With any luck, no one would find it for a while. Shrugging out of his own clothes, he changed into Rostropovich’s uniform, trying not to look at the dead man. He’d started to like the poor bastard, and killing him had given Macready no pleasure. No time for regret. Rostropovich had simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time. He’d had no choice, no other way off this base except forward. And if he’d left the Russian alive, he wouldn’t last five minutes aboard the destroyer. This way at least he had a chance.
 
   The cold numbed Macready’s fingers and toes, making him fumble with buttons and zippers, but he managed to get the clothes on, looping the dead man’s dog tags over his head last. The boots were about a half-size too small, but they’d have to do. Disarray was fine given that he’d been drinking. He stuffed his old clothes into the duffel and quickly went through the pockets of the uniform he’d donned to find Rostropovich’s ID and orders. As soon as he was sure he had everything, he grabbed the duffel and moved away from the fence. 
 
   He glanced at the luminous dial of his old Vostok watch—less than five minutes to make the transport on the beach. He shouldered the duffel and started to run. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   July 25—Seattle
 
   Killing a man changes a person. For some, the taste of blood becomes an addiction that strips them of their humanity and sets them off on a spree of serial murders. For many, guilt, shame, horror, fear and a hundred other emotions tear their souls apart, leaving them as much a victim as those they killed. Most, like me, fall somewhere in the middle. Depending on the situation, we wrestled with the moral ambiguity of whether our actions were right or wrong. We dealt with guilt and shame, but somehow managed to put the incident behind us. 
 
   Despite playing games of G.I. Joe or cowboys and Indians what kid says, “I want to kill people when I grow up?” Not me. I’d even considered once or twice what I’d do if I had to protect my family from an armed intruder, or how I might react in combat. I’d never had the chance to find out, yet in the short span of a year, I’d morphed from mild-mannered public affairs consultant to killer. I’d shot not one but several men dead. What was it Twain said? “If the desire to kill and the opportunity to kill came always together, who would escape hanging?”
 
   It wasn’t something I wanted, though. I’d had no choice, really. All of them deserved it, and would have killed me had I not shot them first. So, I didn’t feel too guilty. Oh, I still had dreams on occasion that woke me, sweating and breathing hard. But the deaths of those men didn’t bother me nearly as much as my son Cole’s. His suicide a couple years earlier still gave me nightmares, kept me up nights, guilt clinging to me like wet clothes. The pain had diminished some, but for all the time I spent at Jeri Nolan’s teen suicide prevention program, both in group sessions and manning the hotlines, I thought I’d have a better handle on it by now. I didn’t. Sleep, already a precious commodity, had been hard to come by in recent weeks. And Jeri had banned me from working the phones and sent me to Brian Whitney. 
 
   All this was an explanation, not an excuse, for not taking my meds before I left for the Seattle Times warehouse a little earlier. At least that’s what I told myself. And forgetting my meds, I reasoned, was why I’d been preoccupied with a stream of disjointed thoughts that flipped in and out of my brain faster than a channel surfer changing stations. So absorbed that I failed to lock the car when I got out to deliver a stack of papers to an apartment building on my route. I’d made it a habit after another driver’s car got jacked, and normally left the engine running and carried a spare key when I had to leave the car. But I was in a relatively safe neighborhood, and I’d seen no one on the streets at that hour. 
 
   Most of my route customers live in houses on the north and east sides of Capitol Hill. I can toss their papers on their driveways from my car. But I service several apartment buildings, too. Some building managers prefer that I leave the papers inside the lobby so they aren’t taken. After one such delivery, I got back in the car and threw it in gear. Before I’d gone ten feet, I felt something cold and hard shoved up against my skull behind my right ear. My heart leaped into my throat, and I would have jumped out of my seat except that my way-above-average height jams my head against the headliner of the small car. 
 
   “Don’t turn around! Keep driving!”
 
   I glanced in the rearview mirror and caught a glimpse of a gray-haired man in his mid to late sixties. A neatly groomed full beard tried but failed to hide the loose skin at his throat. Eyes glinted under bushy eyebrows, their color hidden in shadow. Jowly, but not obese, he was short enough to fit comfortably in the back seat of my old Toyota, a space I’d always thought suited only for pets or small children. Since I no longer had either, I rarely used it. 
 
   “I don’t carry any money,” I said, glancing in the mirror again. 
 
   He settled into the far corner, holding the gun with both hands resting on his lap. His gaze met mine briefly before sliding away to take in the view out the windshield and rear window.
 
   “Just drive,” he said, fixing his gaze on the back of my head. “Normally. No funny stuff.”
 
   “Where to?”
 
   “Anywhere,” he snapped. “Away from here.”
 
   I shrugged and focused on driving for a minute. My knuckles looked skeletal on the steering wheel under the streetlights. I pried my fingers loose and flexed them, and practiced bhastrika—forceful breaths in and out—for a few moments. 
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” the man said. 
 
   “Yoga,” I said. “Pranayama. A breathing technique.” 
 
   His harumph turned into a coughing fit. He winced and took one hand off the gun to dig in a pocket of his windbreaker. He pulled out a tissue and used it to dab the corners of his mouth. It came away spotted black in the dim light.
 
   “You could have just taken the car,” I said. 
 
   “Not interested.” He swiveled his head again, looking out the back window as if he expected someone to follow. 
 
   Some of the tension flowed out of me. While I was puzzled, I didn’t feel I was in much danger. The gun said differently, but the man holding it seemed almost dispassionate about it, as though he wasn’t even aware he held it in his hands. 
 
   “You’re sure?” I said. “I mean I know it’s a piece of shit, but you can have it if you want it. Time I bought a new one anyway.”
 
   He glanced down at the gun in his lap, raised it and waggled it at me. 
 
   “I need to think!” he said. He suppressed another cough, jamming a fist in his mouth. When the spasm subsided, he swallowed and said, “Ergo, I need a driver. Now, shut up!”
 
   I heaved a big sigh and focused on the streets ahead, thinking about where I should go. I wiggled my way out of the neighborhood and came out on the boulevard that winds through the arboretum. I flipped a mental coin and went north. Ergo? A lawyer, maybe, or a professor at UW. No one used language like that anymore. I shook my head and glanced at the reflection of the man behind me. He was nicely dressed, educated, obviously no street punk. So why was he holding me at gunpoint? 
 
   “You could’ve asked,” I said.
 
   He frowned. “What?”
 
   “I would have given you a ride. All you had to do was ask.”
 
   He winced again, in some kind of pain. “This seemed more expedient.”
 
   “Look, if you’re in trouble, maybe I can help.”
 
   He caught my gaze and threw it back with a look of disgust and a sound that was somewhere between a snort and a cackle. 
 
   “Seriously,” I said. “You don’t want money, you didn’t jack my car, and I’m still alive. So you must be in some kind of trouble. I’ve been in a scrape or two. Maybe I can help.”
 
   “The best you can do after this is over is forget you ever saw me.” He watched me in the mirror until I looked away. “Besides, you did help by getting me out of there.”
 
   A quiet street in a nice neighborhood at three in the morning? I wondered what I’d missed. I watched the trees on either side slide out of the twin cones of the headlights. I’d put the offer out there, crazy as the idea had been. Now it was up to him. When I glanced back again, he’d let the gun fall to one side so it rested on his knee, pointed at the door. His face was pale, and streetlights we passed reflected off the sheen of sweat covering his forehead. He looked even more exhausted than I felt. 
 
   “Pull over,” he said a few moments later. His voice sounded weak. “Off the road. Somewhere private.”
 
   We’d almost reached the north end of the arboretum where I would have to choose between the ramp onto the eastbound floating toll bridge or swing westbound back toward the city or Montlake Boulevard and the bridge over to the university. I remembered a side road that circled back around to the Arboretum Foundation. There were a couple of small parking lots in there, trails that led off in several directions, and a boat launch where kayakers could put in and paddle through the marsh out to Lake Washington or the Montlake cut. The turn came up quickly, and I pulled into the first lot I came to a few hundred yards in. The lot was empty, but it wouldn’t be long before the diehard paddlers would arrive for their early morning workouts. 
 
   I twisted to face him. He’d slumped so his head barely came to the top of the seat. Light through the rear window illuminated the pallor of a shut-in who hadn’t seen sunlight for years, and his face was creased with pain. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” I said. “You look terrible.”
 
   He waved feebly and attempted a wan smile. “Thought I’d have more time.”
 
   “Are you sick? Do you need a doctor?”
 
   “Too late, I think.” 
 
   His gun hand lay lifeless in his lap. Struggling with his other hand, he reached into an inside pocket of the windbreaker, pulled out a small snapshot and handed it to me. The effort drained him, and he sagged against the seat. I turned the photo to the light. A young girl, maybe six or seven, with brown hair parted in the middle and tied into pigtails, smiled at me from the sunny place where she stood. A granddaughter, maybe. 
 
   “Find her,” he said. “Please. Keep her safe.” 
 
   I got the sense he was as close to begging as he’d ever come in his life, but his eyes implored me in a way his words couldn’t. 
 
   “Promise me,” he said fiercely. His gaze bored into me.
 
   “Sure, sure, I promise,” I said quickly, hoping to appease him. I glanced at the photo again. “Who is she?”
 
   He managed a smile, but before he could speak he coughed once softly. Blood dribbled from the corner of his mouth, staining his gray beard black. His face went slack and the light suddenly faded from his eyes. 
 
   “Shit, wait!” I said. “What’s her name? What’s your name?” 
 
   I don’t know why I bothered. Dead is dead. I slammed a fist against the headliner. 
 
   “Son of a bitch!” 
 
   I turned and stared at the lifeless man in the back of my car. I’d thought my day—night, to most folks—had been screwed up enough before he’d surprised me with a gun to the back of my head. But to have the temerity to up and die in my car? That really pissed me off. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   July 25—Seattle
 
   The dead man stared at me accusingly. I shifted a little to the left and his accusations flew out the window. I looked down at the photo in my hand again. Protect her from what? From whom? I sighed. I’d promised. Had he coerced it? The guy wouldn’t know if I kept it or not, but I would. I had to at least make an effort. ADD logic.
 
   With a muttered apology, I leaned over the seat and patted down the man’s pockets looking for his wallet. His right front pocket yielded fifty-seven dollars in neatly faced, folded bills, and twenty-three cents in change. The left windbreaker pocket held another tissue and a half-empty pack of spearmint chewing gum. The right jacket pocket gave up a key ring with five keys—for the doors to his apartment building and apartment, his car, and mailbox from the looks of them; one I wasn’t sure of. 
 
   I also found a slim electronic box about half the size of a cell phone, the only controls on it an on/off switch and two LEDs, one green, one red. A trigger? The man didn’t strike me as a terrorist. Frowning, I toggled the tiny switch on and the green LED glowed. I turned the device off. The light went out. No bombs exploded. The red LED probably indicated low battery or battery charging, but the purpose of the box eluded me. I slipped the gadget into my own pocket and resumed the hunt for ID of some sort. A tad squeamishly, I slid my hand under the body to check his back pockets. Empty. 
 
   I swiveled back into my seat and looked out the windshield at the dark shapes of trees across a small grassy clearing, a midnight blue sky above them speckled with dim pinpricks of white. I tried to approach the situation logically, but following a train of thought was like chasing a flash of silver through a school of fish. I knew the man was dead, but the image of his eyes staring at the back of my head kept creeping me out. I turned and reached back across the seat to thumb his lids closed. A streetlamp shone on his face, reflecting dully off corneas that had already started drying out. His eyes were blue with gold flecks. But as I stared, the flecks in one eye looked more like lines. Startled, I blinked several times and looked again. The lines disappeared until I moved slightly so the light caught them. The gold flecks that had caught my attention lined up like quotation marks at the outer the edge of his iris. 
 
   I heaved my torso over the seat back, held my breath and pushed my face up close to his. At this distance, the pale lines formed a pattern of interlocking rectangles resembling a circuit board. I looked from one eye to the other and finally saw two gold flecks on the other eye, too, marking the thin edge of a contact lens. Steeling myself and mumbling another apology, I pried it off his cornea with a thumb and forefinger. Careful not to pinch it too hard or lose it, I carried it over the seat back, and examined it under the streetlight shining through the windshield. Tron-like, it definitely looked like a circuit. Who the hell was this guy?
 
   Holding the lens carefully, I unscrewed the bottle of water in the cup holder with my other hand, and dropped the lens inside. I screwed the top back on and stared at it for a moment. The lens had virtually disappeared in the water. If I hadn’t known about the faint linear pattern I’m not sure I‘d have been able to spot it.
 
   I should have called the cops. Most people would have after being kidnapped at gunpoint. But the dead guy wasn’t my problem. I’d been minding my own business, doing my job. In addition to giving me what looked like an impossible task, he’d put me behind schedule. I needed to get back to work. Bringing in the cops would mean hours of questioning. I could call the tip line anonymously, but didn’t have much faith that the call wouldn’t lead back to me somehow. My recent experiences with SPD hadn’t been positive despite the fact that one of my best friends—one of my only friends—was a cop on the force. I briefly considered finishing my route with the dead guy in back, but decided to pass. The idea was creepy. The next logical choice was dump the body, finish my route and fess up later. But then, I hadn’t taken my meds. What I considered logical wouldn’t be everyone’s idea of normal. 
 
   I opened the door and hoisted myself out of the car. While I unfolded my limbs and stretched to work the kinks out, I turned a slow three-sixty to see if the dead guy and I had company. A pickup truck parked in shadow on the far side of the lot looked empty. I checked my watch. A patrol wouldn’t drive through this part of the arboretum more than about once an hour at this time of night. Charlie-Three was a big beat, but also quiet until the joggers and boaters came out early in the morning. I had no idea when an SPD cruiser had come through last, but I took the risk.
 
   Rounding the back of the car, I opened the rear door. The man’s torso fell out, head banging against my thigh. I grabbed his collar and held him up. He’d rolled halfway out, and the dome light revealed something I hadn’t seen, couldn’t have seen, earlier—two small holes in the back of his windbreaker, rimmed with bloodstains the size of quarters, not enough to suggest major wounds. Small caliber bullets, I guessed, at least one of which had clipped an organ or artery. He must have bled out internally. That put a whole new spin on things and sent a shiver running up my spine. I didn’t have a choice now. 
 
   I stooped and turned to get some of his weight over my shoulder, and hauled him out. Kicking the door shut behind me, I took another panicky look around the lot and jogged across the grass out of the light toward the trees. The bouncing of the man’s dead weight on my shoulder made my bad knee ache after only a few paces, but the titanium hip gave me no problems. Both were the indirect result of an old wound unrelated to my recent history and my college basketball career. Well, not entirely true. Playing basketball hadn’t caused the old wound, but the bum knee and hip had ended my playing days. Water over the dam, under the bridge and out to sea. The dead guy weighed more heavily on me at the moment.
 
   I stayed away from the path leading to the boat ramp and headed straight for the water, looking for a place where I could work my way through the trees to the edge. I found a small clearing close to one of the waterways that wend their way around the three or four small islands jutting into Lake Washington. Lily pads carpeted a large surface area, the clear waterway a black ribbon through them. 
 
   I rolled the man off my shoulder, and he hit the ground with a thud that startled a nearby waterfowl. It squawked, flapped its wings and took off into the dark. Cloud cover had scudded in from the northwest, blotting out half the stars visible a few minutes earlier. The clouds reflected enough city light to make out where I needed to go. The rush of the intermittent traffic on the SR520 bridge floated across the water, white noise that washed out most other sounds. I walked to the water’s edge and followed its curve from one side of the clearing to the other, then picked a spot sheltered by some low-hanging shrubs. 
 
   Hurrying back to the body, I pulled out the penlight I kept on my keychain and did another quick search for something that might tell me who he was. His windbreaker didn’t have a label. I rolled him over and checked inside the waistband of his pants. Same thing. I rolled him onto his back again and unbuttoned his shirt. A necklace circled his throat under his collar—black wire, another small electronic controller with three buttons dangling from it like a pendant. From the icons, a communication device. Which meant earphones or a headset, or… I shined the penlight at his ear. Something black protruded from inside the ear canal. Gritting my teeth, I worked my fingers in and pulled out a tiny earbud, wiped it on my pants and tucked it in a pocket. I worked the wire necklace over his head and stuffed that in my jacket, too. Moving his head to the side I turned his collar inside out. The label was gone. The situation kept looking worse all the time.
 
   I wrestled him into a fireman’s carry and took him to the edge of the water. Kneeling, I eased him off my shoulders and into the lake with hardly a splash and pushed him under the lily pads. Without weights to pull him down, he wouldn’t stay hidden for long. A kayaker would probably find him when it got light, but I’d be long gone. Breathing heavily, I stood and hustled back to the car. The pickup truck at the end of the lot still held no sign of life. Anyone inside was likely asleep. Surprised the cops hadn’t rousted the owner by now, I finally spied the parking ticket under the wiper on the driver’s side. 
 
   I shivered as if a cold wraith had passed through me to escape the confines of my tiny clown car. I faced the open door. A dark smudge on the back of the rear seat caught my eye. Blood stained the gray cloth upholstery. A small spot, given the amount of internal damage he must have suffered, but something to worry about later. The gun lay on the floor where it had slipped from the dead man’s fingers. I scooped it up with a folded newspaper, shut the rear door and climbed in the driver’s seat. I shoved the gun in the glove compartment and got out of there. 
 
   Five minutes later I was one door down from the apartment building where the guy had snatched me, tossing a newspaper onto Mr. Griswald’s drive, already second-guessing myself. Having ADD was a little like having a defect that the quality-control people missed—everything worked, just not the way it was expected to. A car with crossed wiring. Most of the time everything operated normally. Once in a while, turn on the headlights and the wipers flapped. Turn on the wipers and the radio changed stations. 
 
   One street over and several deliveries later, I pulled up to the curb and took the electronic gear out of my pocket. The dead man had worn it for a reason, either communicating with or listening to someone. With a shiver I poked the earbud deep into my ear canal. I looped the wire necklace over my head, pressed the mute button on the pendant and tucked it down under the front of my shirt. I flipped the switch on the little box. The green LED glowed and the earbud instantly crackled. I slipped the box into my pocket and sat for a moment. Besides a little static, the earbud was silent. I put the car in gear and moved on.
 
   The voices started a few houses down the block, gruff and guttural. First one in a foreign language—Slavic, Russian or Ukrainian—then a sigh and another in accented English. 
 
   “How many times I tell you? English, Marko.”
 
   “Fucking American, you mean. English at least make good tea.”
 
   “That may be, but American women better looking.”
 
   “Not like our women. They are soft, stupid.” 
 
   “Stop complaining, Marko. Things could be worse.”
 
   “How much worse? We lost him!”
 
   “He will turn up. He has nowhere to go.”
 
   “How much longer we look for him?”
 
   “Not long. But he can’t have gone far, so we look.”
 
   The voices fell silent. Just as well since it had gotten so noisy in my head I wouldn’t have heard much more of their conversation. The range of the electronics gear couldn’t be very far. The speakers had to be within a few blocks. Closer, it turned out, as a car turned onto the street behind me, headlights sweeping across the faces of the houses until the light reached into the back of the car and grabbed me. I leaned over and picked up another paper off the passenger seat. Tunney was the next house on my route list. I flung the paper out the window like a flying disc and watched it sail halfway up the drive. 
 
   The car slowly caught up as I delivered the next two papers, then swung into the left lane to pass. I let it go by. It nosed in front of me and braked, lights turning the interior of my car into a window parlor in Amsterdam’s Rosseburt. I pulled up behind it and stopped just short of parking in its trunk. A silver Mercedes badge stared back at me, unblinking, from the middle of a blank expanse of shiny black sheet metal. A newer E63 sedan with monogrammed tail feathers that dared me to ask how much it cost. Smoked glass wrapped around the passenger cabin like Foster Grants on a movie star, obscuring anyone inside.
 
   The driver got out and came toward me, hands out, wearing an expression of concern. Close to my age, late thirties maybe, with the wide, craggy brow and sharp features of a Slav. He would have looked at home in jeans and wife-beater. Instead, he looked out of place in sharply creased black silk slacks, dress shirt and black leather blazer. 
 
   “Sorry to bother you,” he said as he walked up to my window. His accented voice was one of the two I’d heard through the earbud, muffled now because of it. 
 
   I slipped a hand in my pocket and toggled the switch on the little box to off. “Help you?”
 
   “I am looking for my uncle,” the man said. “An older man, with a beard. He is—how you say?” He twirled a finger in the air around his ear. 
 
   “Alzheimer’s?”
 
   He nodded. “Yes, dementia. He slipped away ven no one vas looking, and now ve are vorried. Have you seen this man?”
 
   I shook my head. “Just doing my job.” I looked at my watch impatiently.
 
   His hands wiped an imaginary spot a few inches above my car door. “Yes, yes, of course. My apologies.”
 
   “No problem. Hope you find him. I’m sure he’ll turn up eventually. I’ll keep my eyes open.”
 
   “Yes. Thank you.” He turned and made his way back to his car. 
 
   “Who should I call if I see him?” I called after him. “The police?”
 
   He spun around wiping the air with his hands. “No, no, that’s not necessary. We will find him. Perhaps a hospital if he looks ill.” 
 
   I nodded and pulled my head inside the car, pressing the switch again as he climbed behind the wheel of the car ahead. The passenger craned his neck to look at me through the rear window as I pulled an ever-present scrap of paper from my pocket. My fingers scrabbled for a pencil stub in the ashtray as I repeated the license plate number to myself over and over. My cop buddy Charlie might be able to do something with it later. A stream of Russian filled my ear, followed by a single, “Nyet,” and they drove off. I jotted down the number and sat a moment longer until my heart slowed to a more normal rhythm. Then I checked my list and drove to the next house on my route. 
 
   I’d really stepped in it this time. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   July 25—Seattle
 
   I had to wait to call Charlie. Since Babs left him, he’d thrown himself into his career. Once content to be a patrol cop on third watch in East Precinct, he’d taken the sergeant’s exam. A year later he’d applied for SPD’s week-long detective school. When he passed, he was assigned to the Crimes Against Property unit, working burglaries and thefts out of East Precinct. Which meant he worked days now. 
 
   To kill time, I drove by the bus station and stashed the dead guy’s gun in a locker near the one I kept there for items I’d find handy in an emergency. I kept the electronic gear and the strange contact lenses to look at more closely later. When I got home, I stuffed the gear into a drawer filled with odds and ends in the kitchen and put the water bottle containing the lenses in the fridge. Still, I was able to catch Charlie before he left for the precinct house.
 
   “What do you want?” he said.
 
   “So much for brotherly love.” We’d been in the same college fraternity and friends on and off for twenty-odd years. 
 
   “Come on, Blake. I gotta get to work.”
 
   “Get a pencil.”
 
   He sighed. “I’m not looking up the license of the car that keeps blocking your street parking spot. Okay, got it. Go ahead.”
 
   I rattled off the serial number of the gun Dead Guy left behind. One favor at a time. The license plate could wait. “Check that against your sheet, would you?”
 
   “What’s this?”
 
   “A serial number—”
 
   “I know what it is. Whose gun? Why are you asking me to see if it’s stolen?”
 
   “I can’t tell you that.”
 
   “Can’t or won’t?”
 
   “Charlie, if I knew whose damn gun it was I wouldn’t be asking you to check the sheet.”
 
   He sighed. “Which means it’s stolen. And because you have it, that means you’re in possession of a stolen gun. And I just don’t have the time to come arrest you right now, so tell me what’s going on.”
 
   “I’m hurt. Who says I have a weapon in my possession?”
 
   “You didn’t get that number off a box of cereal.” He sounded as if his fuse burned shorter every second.
 
   “No, but someone could have given me the number and asked me if there was any way to check whether or not a gun had been stolen. I did, in fact, read that number off a piece of paper, not a box of cereal or the gun in question.”
 
   “It’ll take me a few days,” he groused. “I have real work to do.” 
 
   The line went dead before I had a chance to reply. A shower did little to remove the scent of death in my nostrils and the coating of grime left on my soul by oily Russians. Exhausted, I fell into bed and a fitful sleep punctuated by dreams and thrashing that left me sweaty and tangled in damp sheets. The loud reports of the dead man’s gun in one dream jolted me from sweat-soaked sleep into a crouch next to the far side of the bed. The shots slowly morphed into the sound of someone’s fist banging on my door as I roused toward wakefulness.
 
   “Open up!” someone shouted. “NCIS!”
 
   I worked some saliva into a mouth as dry as Sahara sand and listened to the erratic pounding of my heart and the ragged breathing that went with it. A bright rectangle framed the blackout shade in the window. Daylight. The banging started again. 
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I’m coming,” I yelled. “Keep your pants on!”
 
   I yanked on the pair I’d thrown over the arm of a chair before going to bed, trembling fingers struggling to button them. I raked my fingers through my short hair and bent to look through the peephole in the door. Two uniforms stood outside. One of them swung a ham on the end of his arm. I jerked back as it came right at me, afraid the blow would give me a black eye through the wood. The sound of his fist hitting the door reverberated through my skull, assuring me that the headache I thought I’d left on the pillow was still with me.
 
   Swinging the door open, I squinted against the sunlight. “Damn, you guys are impatient. Working man, here. Third watch. Can’t you let a guy sleep?”
 
   Both of them came up to my chin. Together they equaled a mark twain. They wore all the accoutrements of the NCIS uniform including embroidered ball cap and windbreakers, but nothing at all on their faces. They could have doubled for mannequins in Nordstrom’s men’s department, indistinguishable from each other except for hair color, one light brown, the other a darker brown. Their presence at my door puzzled me. My guilty conscience had half-expected SPD uniforms, coming to take me downtown for a chat with homicide detectives. But I had no clue what NCIS might want with me until I thought of Reyna. These guys worked for a different branch than Reyna, but all of them wore navy colors. I wondered if Reyna had put them up to this. But if she was pissed at me, it was too long after the fact for her to play a practical joke.
 
   Dark Brown held up a shield, but lowered it before I had a chance to read the fine print. “Are you Blake Sanders?”
 
   “Last I checked.” There were days when I did have to check.
 
   With a grim nod he acknowledged the comment, but let the humor float on by. “We’d like you to come with us, please.”
 
   “What for?” It wasn’t a prank. The other possibilities made me break into a cold sweat. I jammed my hands into my pockets in an attempt to hide the shakes. 
 
   His partner, L.B., chimed in. “As polite as he sounds, it wasn’t a request. Get a shirt and shoes.” 
 
   D.B. peered at me. “You okay? You’re not going to puke in our car, are you? I hate when that happens.”
 
   “I’m fine. Just give me a sec.” I left them on the stoop and turned to look for a shirt.
 
   * * * * *
 
   The NCIS Northwest Field Office resided in a low-slung building on a football-shaped drive in Silverdale. It seemed like an awful long way to go to ask me a few questions, but I used the time it took to ferry across the sound to sleep. Getting rousted from dreamland by a couple of law enforcement officers might key up the most innocent to the point of insomnia, but I half-expected something like it after a guy died in my car. The fact that NCIS, not SPD, nearly beat down my door surprised me. But since I was exhausted and could do little to alter the circumstances, I slept fitfully, a part of me on guard to hold the nightmares at bay. 
 
   I awoke just as we pulled up to the gate at one of the entrances to the Bangor Naval Base. A master-at-arms stepped out of the guardhouse for a better look at us and waved the car through with a nod of recognition. I stretched as much as I could in the cramped back seat, but stiffness had set in my joints like concrete. When we parked and they told me to get out I wasn’t sure I’d make it. While D.B. shifted his weight on the pavement a couple of times and rolled his eyes, I managed to hook my fingers on the roof above the doorframe and hoist myself up far enough to unfold a leg and place my foot on the ground outside. After that I got out okay.
 
   They led me to a small conference room and asked if I wanted coffee or something to drink, unexpected treatment that surprised me and had L.B. looking as if he’d just swallowed a bug. When I declined, they told me to make myself comfortable and left. Leaning forward, I put my arms on the table, rested my head on my arms and closed my eyes. I started to drift off again when I heard the door open and shuffling feet. I raised my head and stifled a yawn.
 
   “We’re not keeping you up, are we?” 
 
   The speaker stood a few inches shorter than the two special agents who had kidnapped me from a comfortable bed. He wore his salt-and-pepper hair cropped close on the sides and brush cut on top. Deep lines creased his lean face around the eyes, but a tan complexion suggested sunlight, not internal sunshine, had caused them.
 
   “As a matter of fact,” I said, “you are. This is the middle of the night for me.” 
 
   He ignored the comment and gestured to the lone special agent who had accompanied him into the room. L.B. set a small digital recorder on the table, turned it on and sat two seats away. 
 
   “We’re recording this conversation so there will be no misunderstandings,” the older agent said, laying the folders in his hand on the table across from me. He spoke to the recorder. “Senior Field Agent Ross Meade, NCIS. July 25, NWFO conference room. Special Agent Cody McDermott also present.”
 
   He sat and looked at me. “State your name, please, for the record.”
 
   I rubbed the back of my neck. “Blake Sanders.”
 
   “You’re a newspaper carrier, is that right? Could you please tell me where you were last night?”
 
   “Delivering papers on my route, as usual.”
 
   “Did anything unusual happen on your route last night?”
 
   I shrugged. I’d had a lot of time to think of what to tell them on the way over from Seattle, but sleep had been more important. I wanted to see where they were going first. I still didn’t know why they wanted to talk to me. I only assumed it had something to do with the dead guy. 
 
   “Look, Mr. Sanders, it would help if you cooperate with us,” Meade said. 
 
   “What is it you want to know?”
 
   “This morning at—” He opened the folder and consulted some notes. “—approximately 6:45, you called SPD and asked about a stolen gun. What do you know about that gun?” 
 
   “I called a friend and gave him a serial number to check. I don’t know if it belonged to a stolen gun or not.” 
 
   “But you thought it might have been. Why?”
 
   I hesitated and clenched my teeth to keep stray thoughts from tumbling out of my mouth before I had a chance to edit them. My mind raced, trying to figure a graceful way out of my predicament that wouldn’t require a call to my ex-wife Molly, an attorney. “The serial number looked as if it could belong to a weapon, and the circumstances, uh, suggested that if so, the weapon might have been stolen.” 
 
   He pressed his lips together. “Where did you get the serial number?”
 
   Again, I stalled, wondering how best to tell it in a way that wouldn’t raise the level of shit I was in that was already up to my eyeballs.
 
   “Jesus, Ross!” McDermott exploded half out of his chair. “Why are we pussy-footing around with this jackass! Let’s put him in an interrogation room and do this right.”
 
   Meade held up his hand. To his credit, he stayed cool and kept his voice calm. “That’s enough, special agent.” To me he said, “Let’s try this one more time. Please tell us what you did last night between the hours of midnight and your call to SPD this morning.”
 
   “Why isn’t SPD conducting this interview?” I said. “What’s going on?”
 
   His lips thinned again and turned white at the corners. He shook his head. “You first, Mr. Sanders. If I like what I hear I’ll share what I can.”
 
   McDermott pushed away from the table in disgust and folded his arms across his chest. I focused on Meade. I liked my chances with him better.
 
   “A little before three this morning I was in the Montlake neighborhood delivering a stack of papers to an apartment building.” Pulling my hand off the table to hide the sudden shaking, I took a deep breath. “I usually lock my car when I have to leave it. Last night I forgot. When I returned to my car, a man in the back seat stuck a gun in my ear and told me to drive.”
 
   “What man?” McDermott said sharply. “Describe him.”
 
   Again, Meade raised his hand. This time his gaze didn’t leave my face. “Go on.”
 
   “I offered to let him have the car. He wasn’t interested. He asked me to get him out of the neighborhood and drive around for a while. Maybe fifteen minutes later, he told me to find a place to pull over. I drove into a parking lot at the north end of the arboretum and let him out. Later, I found the gun in the car. I called the serial number in to my friend Charlie at SPD because I was concerned about being in possession of a stolen weapon. That’s it.”
 
   I may have fudged the truth a little, but I didn’t lie outright. I left a few things out, but who the hell would believe a story about Russian hit men, electronic spy gear, circuit boards on contact lenses and a dead guy in my car anyway?
 
   Meade’s jaw worked. “What made you think the gun might be stolen?”
 
   I cocked my head and thought about it. “He didn’t seem like the sort to have a gun in the first place.” Though after discovering the contacts, the listening device and the lack of ID or even labels in his clothing, he seemed like exactly the sort to have a gun, but maybe something more refined, less ostentatious. Like Bond’s Walther PPK. 
 
   Focus!
 
   McDermott squirmed in his seat, neck reddening under his collar, but Meade looked at me patiently. “What sort did he seem like?”
 
   “Professorial. He was an older man, in his sixties or seventies. Full beard, but neatly trimmed. Nice clothes, but not too expensive. Maybe five-eight, five-nine, not overweight.”
 
   The two agents exchanged glances. I‘d said something they hadn’t expected. 
 
   “Do you still have the weapon?” Meade said.
 
   I shook my head. “It made me nervous.”
 
   McDermott threw up his hands. “Don’t tell me you trashed it.”
 
   I blinked. “Why would I do that when it’s the only thing that will corroborate my story? I locked it up in a safety deposit box.”
 
   McDermott’s eyes widened. “Where’d you find a bank open that early?” 
 
   I stuffed my hand in my jeans pocket, pulled out a small key and held it up. “I put it in a locker at the bus station.”
 
   I set it on the table and slid it down to McDermott. He snatched it. With a nod from Meade, he stood and walked out. 
 
   Meade rose, too. “This could take some time. Come with me, please.”
 
   I followed him out into the hallway feeling proud for doing my civic duty. Halfway down, he opened a door and motioned me through. I ducked inside and stopped, taking in the austere surroundings—bare cement floor, steel table and four chairs, shackle rings bolted to the floor. Puzzled, I turned and faced Meade.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   “Like I said, it’ll be a long wait. This way, I can keep tabs on you and get some work done.”
 
   “Is this really necessary? I’m not going anywhere. I don’t have a car.”
 
   The tendons on his neck tightened and his eyes sparked with anger, but as fast as it appeared it vanished, leaving his expression impassive.
 
   “That gun,” he said quietly, “belongs to one of our agents.” 
 
   I frowned. “You think I… Why would I call it in if I stole it?”
 
   “That’s what we’re trying to find out.”
 
   “Wait. How did one of your agents lose his gun?”
 
   “We don’t know,” Meade said, mouth tightened into a grim line. “He’s missing.”
 
   I vowed I’d kill Charlie the next time I saw him, and during the course of the next several hours, I imagined all the various ways I might do it. I also tried to imagine how the man who’d died in my car might have come to possess a firearm registered to an NCIS agent. None of the scenarios I envisioned had a happy ending. 
 
   An hour or so into the wait, a forensics specialist came in with a fingerprint scanner and got a set of prints from me and swabbed my hands for gunshot residue. I tried sleeping again, but couldn’t find a comfortable position on the hard chairs. Besides, thoughts circled my mind like Dobermans roaming an impound lot, keeping sleep at bay. They didn’t offer me anything to eat, though I was pretty sure lunch hour came and went. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d taken my meds, and the random progression of thoughts firing in my head made it plain the last dose had worn off. Sometime later, when I reached a point where the only thing keeping me from going completely stir crazy was a bladder so full I thought it might rupture, the door opened and Meade crooked a finger at me.
 
   “We’re sending you home,” he said as I rose unsteadily on stiff legs. 
 
   “You recovered the gun, I take it.”
 
   “Agent McDermott will drive you,” was all he said. He turned and disappeared before I reached the door.
 
   McDermott waited for me just outside the door. Wordlessly, he headed for the front of the building.
 
   “Hang on a second,” I called. “If I don’t hit the head first, I’ll pee my pants in your car.”
 
   He stopped and sighed. When I didn’t move, he pointed in the direction of a rest room sign. 
 
   Twenty minutes later he pulled up in front of the pedestrian passenger building at the Bremerton ferry terminal. Late afternoon sun reflected off the glass front and waves of heat shimmered above the pavement. 
 
   McDermott faced me. “Get out.” They were the only words he’d spoken.
 
   “You’re not taking me back to Seattle?”
 
   He looked as if he’d rather clean pond scum off the bottom of a public pool with his tongue. 
 
   “The only reason I brought you this far is because I won’t disobey a direct order. Since you can get yourself home from here, I’ve done what I was asked.”
 
   I opened the door. “You didn’t find my fingerprints on the gun. Whose did you find?”
 
   He stared out the windshield a moment then faced me again. A muscle along the side of his jaw twitched, and a vein in his temple pulsed. 
 
   “O’Brien’s a friend of mine,” he said. “If I find out you know anything more than what you’ve told us, I will personally see to it that your life becomes a living hell. Now get your ass out of my car before I kick it out.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   The metro section carried the story on page one. A kayaker found a man’s body floating in the lake off the north end of the arboretum. I read it as I assembled papers for my route that night. The man had been identified as Anthony D’Amato of Seattle. Authorities said cause of death was a gunshot wound, and suspected robbery as a motive since he was found with no money, wallet, or personal items. He’d been identified by a co-worker. The story went on to give some brief background on D’Amato’s career.
 
   Questions darted in and out of my head like small fish nibbling at my consciousness for most of my route. Why had the morgue called in a co-worker to ID the body and not a relative? For that matter, why had D’Amato’s name been released? Usually, the cops wanted to inform family first. Unless D’Amato had no next of kin, which would explain why someone from his office had verified who he was. 
 
   But if he had no relatives, who was the girl in the photo?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   July 26—Moscow
 
   Mikhail Subkov stepped out of his apartment building in the Tverskoy District of Moscow and stopped on the sidewalk to drink in the summer day. Though still early in the day, the street was bright with sunlight. Subkov loved the city when it was still half-asleep, the stalwartness, the sheer Russian-ness of it not yet in force. At this hour Moscow was like a beautiful woman who was just stretching her limbs after waking, languid, a bit tousled, but lovely and fresh. Once she put on her makeup, she became one of those hard women who brook no impertinence and doesn’t care what anyone else thinks of her.
 
   The air was still cool, perfect for walking. Subkov had already alerted his driver that he wouldn’t need the car. In the summer, he often walked partway to work. As his doctor often told him, he needed the exercise. His trousers had started feeling tight again as of late. He strolled down the block to the corner of Spiridonyevskiiy Street taking in the familiar sights and smells, the trees lush with green this time of year, the air redolent of both Moscow’s worsening air pollution and local bakeries. Subkov also caught snatches of floral scents on the light breeze as he passed by small gardens set behind wrought iron fences. The architecture was a mix of old world and new, different eras marked by tsars and Soviet apparatchik. 
 
   As he worked his way up Malaya Nikitskaya Street toward the “Sadovoye Koltso”—the Garden Ring, second of the many annuli around the city center—his mind strayed down other avenues and alleyways that had brought him to this place in life. He and Svetlana had lived in a cold, cramped Soviet-era concrete apartment building on the outskirts of Moscow when they’d first gotten married. After leaving the military, he’d taken a job as a beat cop in Moscow. He liked being a cop. It appealed to his sense of order. His delight in the job must have shown because he hadn’t stayed on patrol long before they moved him to Moskovskiy oogolovniy rozisk, or MUR, the criminal investigation division headquartered on Petrovka ulitsa in the Tverskoy District. He spent years as a detective, both traditional and undercover, and found that he took to the covert roles, the clandestine operations. 
 
   The increased responsibility and pay had allowed Svetlana, little Minka and him to move to the district in which he worked. He thought the move would be good for them, giving Svetlana easy access to the shops, the nightlife, the culture of the neighborhood, home to great parks, the New Opera house, theater, great restaurants and more. But he’d been chained to his job, and she wouldn’t go out without him, so had never really taken advantage of any of the district’s offerings except the shopping. 
 
   After he’d been hand-picked for internal affairs, his job grew even more dangerous and intense. But it had been a life that hadn’t included his family, so by the time Pedrovsky tapped him for a move to the GRU, he and Svetlana hardly knew each other anymore. She’d left him years earlier to be closer to Minka and Arkady, her husband, and their two children, Valentin and Iriney, in St. Petersburg. How old were the grandchildren now? Subkov couldn’t remember exactly, but he knew Svetlana loved being their babushka, and that they were spoiled rotten. 
 
   He allowed himself a small smile as he approached the Barrikadnaya metropoliten station near the zoo. He hurried down the stairs into the subway station, one of his favorites—the framed archways, the marble platforms, the recessed domes in the ceilings lit by elegant sconces, the art deco chandeliers lighting the tracks. The station was one of many on the Tagansko–Krasnopresnenskaya line, probably the busiest in the entire Metro system. Running from northwest to southeast, it transected the city through its heart, and carried far more than a million riders daily. Already, the platforms filled, though the crowds thickened faster on the opposite side as the approaching rush hour took more people into the center of the city. Subkov didn’t mind the crowds. Since he intended to ride only one stop farther he could easily stand if no seats were available. And he always felt a sense of power when he moved through the throngs of people unnoticed. 
 
   Losing himself among all those people also was one of the ways in which he insured his anonymity. Through force of habit, he’d watched for a tail ever since he’d left the apartment, and continued to do so now, moving behind a pillar, reversing direction, popping out on the other side, alert to whose eyes might be watching, whose reaction registered surprise or panic at his unusual movement. He stood still for a moment, as if lost in thought, gaze unfocused but taking in everything, looking for what had changed and what was the same since the last time he’d checked. Foreign faces, the blue sweater, the businessman in the ill-cut suit, the nervous tic, shifting eyes. He saw nothing that alarmed him.
 
   Few people knew he worked for the Glavnoye Razvedyvatel'noye Upravleniye, the Main Intelligence Directorate. Those who did had no idea that he possibly was the sixth most powerful person in Russia after President Putin, Chief of Staff Valery Gersimov, Minister of Defense Sergei Shoigu, Intelligence Director Igor Sergun, and Subkov’s boss and mentor Fyodor Pedrovsky. Subkov was one of the few high-ranking officers within the GRU without a military commission. Though a civilian, his background as a cop and especially his years in internal affairs uniquely qualified him for military intelligence. He’d been a spy nearly half his life, and like a good spy, he was unremarkable in appearance. He blended in. They’d called Vova Putin a “Grey Cardinal” during his years in St. Petersburg politics because he got things done behind the scenes, keeping a low profile. Subkov had gained a reputation in GRU as prizak, a ghost.
 
   Remaining invisible was what he’d done best over the years. Average in height, weight and appearance, he was easily overlooked, unnoticed, and people said and did things when they thought no one else was nearby that they wouldn’t otherwise. While an undercover cop he’d heard stories about the massive amounts of Communist Party money being moved into banks to buy stock in companies and those same banks as the Soviet Union disintegrated. The party used top-ranking KGB officers to make it happen. And Subkov knew from his underworld connections that organized crime was moving money at the same time through the KGB, to the point where it had become difficult to tell what money in all those bank vaults belonged to the party and what belonged to mobsters. 
 
   He also knew the stories about Putin’s activities as the head of the Committee for Foreign Liaison in St. Petersburg after he left the KGB in 1991. Putin had publicly been accused of mismanagement in one case. Putin had issued permits for the export of $100 million in raw materials in exchange for badly needed food. The raw materials went missing and the food never arrived. No one knew if Vova had been involved in the money transfer while he’d been with the KGB, but Subkov was convinced that the other stories he’d heard were true, including those about Putin using city funds to build villas in Spain for himself and a few select friends. That Putin had survived and even flourished in power as long as he had spoke to his skills at hiding his connections. 
 
   Subkov, honest cop that he was, had been incensed by the stories. But he’d done nothing, other than bide his time and gather in all the information he could. He knew that to advance, to accomplish some good in his life and career, he had to work within the system. Prizak—a ghost in the machine.
 
   He got off the subway train at Polezhayevskaya station, with its harsh, modern design, fluorescent lighting reflecting coldly off the angular, hexagonal marble pillars, marble tile platform and sharp rectangular benches. It typified somber and uninspired Soviet-era bureaucracy, its generic plainness the perfect ambiance for the station closest to GRU. He walked a long block to the one of the two back entrances to the headquarters of the largest intelligence operation in the world. The complex comprised about a dozen buildings. A new building had been constructed in front of “The Aquarium,” the name not so fondly given to the old headquarters building. Now the new complex almost entirely surrounded the old building. 
 
   Like many new buildings housing activities best kept out of the public eye, GRU headquarters had a magnificent façade, but no way to enter the front directly. Back here, pedestrian gates were hinged into a tall wrought iron fence on the left. On the right was an eight-inch thick solid sliding vehicle gate kept closed at all times unless opened by a guard behind a barred window in a door to one side. Flashing his ID to a uniformed guard on the other side of the wrought iron fence, Subkov strolled through the gate and into the building leading to the rest of the complex. 
 
   Before sitting at his desk, Subkov took off his summer weight suit coat and carefully draped it on a hanger. Air conditioning was more predictable than in the old building, but still prone to idiosyncracies. Though much of the complex never slept, quiet still reigned in his area, only a few offices occupied this early. He checked the corridor for signs of life, then quietly closed the soundproof door and went to his desk. 
 
   An electronic sweep of the office turned up no bugs—one never knew in this business—but he pulled a satellite phone from his briefcase to be sure, and to avoid having the call logged through the office phone system. And with all the electronic communications traffic in and out of the building—the array of antennae bristling from the roof resembling a hairy insect—one more transmission would be lost in the mass unless searched for. He checked his watch and did the mental computation to account for the eight-hour time difference. His timing was good. After dialing, he placed the phone in a device that would scramble the call and allow him to talk on a speakerphone. 
 
   “Da,” a voice answered when the call connected.
 
   “Leonid, my old friend,” Subkov said genially. “Are you staying warm?”
 
   “Still haunting me after all these years?” the voice said with a chuckle. “Yes, as long as I stay in my quarters it’s warm enough. On the bridge, though, it’s a different story. Every time some starshina or matros opens the door all that cold air seeps into my bones.”
 
   “Time for us to retire, perhaps.”
 
   “Perhaps, but after one more attempt to restore some luster and glory to Mother Russia.”
 
   Subkov heard the steely edge in Orlov’s voice. “Then all is well on your end?” 
 
   “Yes, Mikhail, all is well. But we are running out of time, my friend. If we want to make a statement it has to be before the exercises end.”
 
   Subkov sighed. “You don’t need to remind me, Admiral. I have bad news, I’m afraid. We’ve encountered another delay.”
 
   “What now?”
 
   “The scientist is dead.”
 
   “Dead? How?”
 
   “Shot while trying to escape. He was about to make a deal with an American agent.”
 
   The line was silent for a moment. 
 
   “And the parts we need?” Admiral Orlov said.
 
   Subkov’s mind raced, considering the possible permutations on their plans. “Our agents say they’ll recover the things you need, but it may take some time. A day or two.”
 
   “Mikhail, my old friend, don’t fool yourself into thinking they are your agents. You know as well as I do that they’re nothing more than common criminals.” Orlov paused. “I wish it didn’t have to be so. We’re trying to restore the world’s respect for Russia’s power, not tarnish it.”
 
   Subkov nodded though his friend couldn’t see the gesture. “I know, I know. But times are lean. You know that, Leo. Gone are the days we had spies in every nook and cranny of the U.S. This is an expedient way to put eyes and legs on the street.”
 
   “They’re scum, and you know it.” Orlov’s assessment was vehement, but Subkov expected no less from a man who’d spent his life in the navy upholding Russian honor. “They pay allegiance to no one but money and other thieves.”
 
   “They serve our purpose,” Subkov said, losing patience. 
 
   Subkov hated using a criminal network to do their work as much as Orlov did. Their mutual abhorrence of corruption within the system was what had brought them together in the first place. Subkov’s boss, Pedrovsky, had introduced them at a diplomatic dinner for some high-ranking Syrian military and intelligence officials back when Subkov was just coming up in GRU and Admiral Orlov was on a GRU naval intelligence subcommittee. Their conversation had naturally turned to the latest corruption scandal in the news, and they’d guardedly talked around their personal views until getting the sense from each other that Pedrovsky had put them together for a purpose.
 
   “Does Volodya know?” Orlov said now.
 
   Subkov snorted. “Of course not. No one knows about this mission except the two of us and whomever we require to execute it. And those in our circle, of course.”
 
   “He’d have a fit,” Orlov muttered. “Shoot us himself.”
 
   “Maybe, maybe not.” 
 
   Subkov was willing to take his chances. Putin talked a good game when it came to law and order, but everyone knew that the millions he had hidden in offshore bank accounts hadn’t come from small change delivering newspapers. Oligarchy was alive and well in the new Russia, and the businessmen who had made their billions in the newly opened markets after the fall of Communism in the Soviet Union weren’t the only ones to benefit. No one could prove it, of course, though Subkov had nearly evidence enough to at least embarrass him. Putin’s days in the KGB had served him well in that regard. 
 
   Subkov, however, had other concerns, other problems—how to deliver what the five men above him wanted without the extensive network of spies the GRU had once had at its disposal. That wasn’t to say that its reach and power had been diminished since the end of the Soviet era. Just that the world had become even more fragmented, with more special interests in farther-flung places. Most of the former Socialist Republics of the Soviet Union, for example, were now independent countries or states of the new Russian Federation, making it harder to keep tabs on their internal workings. And technology had made the world both smaller and more complex. Subkov’s solution, as much as he hated it, had been to use the contacts he’d developed after years of dealing with the Russian underworld and set up his own network of spies. 
 
   The network had proved useful in other ways, too. Information that had come through his contacts had provided him with an insurance policy of sorts. After Yeltsin appointed Putin head of the FSB in 1988, scores of Putin’s political enemies had conveniently died—gunned down in their homes, poisoned, abducted and killed. Subkov understood the necessity, the expediency of eliminating a threat, dispatching a rival on rare occasions. But the sheer number of reporters, human rights activists, political opponents, current or former KGB agents and the odd outspoken banker or billionaire businessman had seemed excessive even by the GRU’s standard of tradecraft. None of the murders could be linked to Putin himself, of course.
 
   One of the victims, however, had been lured into a honey trap, ostensibly for purposes of blackmail. But the man—a reporter for a small left-wing paper in a Moscow suburb—had been brutally murdered in the middle of having sex with a bliyadischa. Though traumatized, the girl had had the presence of mind to retrieve the video camera she’d hidden before the tryst. The video had not only captured the sex, but the killing as well, including the face of the former KGB spetsnaz assassin as he pulled the garrote tight around the victim’s neck. 
 
   The prostitute’s pimp, a junior boyevik in the local arm of the Russian bratva, the mafia, had delivered the video to his boss, an avtorityet, a brigadier in the Organizatsiya and one of Subkov’s contacts. The contact had passed the video on to Subkov, who had instantly realized the import of what he had. Having only the word of a witness, especially that of a whore, would not be very effective against a man like Putin. But hard evidence on video of one of Putin’s former associates in the KGB, and former employee when Putin headed the FSB, was more convincing. But, like TNT, the video was the kind of evidence that could just as easily destroy him as President Putin. He had to handle and use it with the greatest of care.
 
   “A day or two, you say?” Orlov said, breaking into Subkov’s thoughts.
 
   “At most.”
 
   Orlov sighed. “We must do this, Mikhail, for the motherland.”
 
   “Yes, Admiral, I agree.”
 
   “Keep me informed.”
 
   The call disconnected, and Subkov replaced the satellite phone in his briefcase and locked it. He sat down heavily in the leather desk chair and wondered if they could still pull this off.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   July 26—Suitland, Maryland
 
   Chief Warrant Officer Janet Tolliver absent-mindedly nibbled an unpolished fingernail as she read a credit report belonging to the subject of one of her SSBIs. The Single Scope Background Investigation would tell her if she had reason to pursue further investigation, and if so, the direction that investigation should take. She was good at what she did, detail-oriented and quick to spot discrepancies. More importantly, she enjoyed it. She could have been an actuary for an insurance company, but the U.S. Navy had paid for her college degree, so she’d figured she owed Uncle Sam something in return. When the chance to join the Office of Naval Intelligence had come up she’d jumped at it. 
 
   Now, years later, she wondered if the dedication, the lost weekends and late nights had been worth it. Her marriage had gone down the tubes—no kids, thank God—and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been on a date. She frowned and looked at her finger as if surprised to see the chewed nail. Ruefully, she plucked a tissue from a box on her desk and wiped off her finger. That could be the reason she hadn’t had a date. Well, one of them. She kept her nails short anyway, and though she often wore a coat of clear polish, she hadn’t for weeks. Too much trouble, she supposed. She ran her fingers through her short brown hair and sighed. 
 
   She wasn’t unattractive, she knew, and though she wasn’t getting any younger, she wasn’t yet on the downhill side of forty. So she still had a few good years in which to find someone, right? And even if she didn’t find Mr. Right, she could at least have a life. One outside of work, that is. She surreptitiously slid a compact from her handbag and inspected her reflection. Maybe some hair color to hide the few gray hairs that had started to appear and brighten the drab brown. And maybe a bolder shade of lipstick than the pale, neutral one she had on.
 
   “Excuse me, ma’am,” a voice said, startling her.
 
   An Adonis stood in front of her desk. Two of them, now that she looked. She quickly snapped the compact shut and stuffed it in her handbag, feeling a flush creep up her neck. She’d never considered herself vain, and she wasn’t about to start now. Both of them were younger than she, and the one directly in front had a wedding band on his left hand, further banishing all previous thoughts from her head.
 
   “Can I help you?”
 
   “NCIS senior field agent Jim Torrance, ma’am.”
 
   Tolliver’s heart leapt into her throat. For a moment she couldn’t breathe. Had she screwed up one of her investigations? A data search, perhaps?
 
   Torrance gestured behind him without looking. “This is Special Agent Parker. We’d like to speak to Lt. Commander Reyna Chase. Is she available?”
 
   Janet breathed a silent sigh of relief, but her brows knit in consternation almost immediately. She wondered what they could want with Reyna. “Wait here, please, Agent Torrance, and I’ll let her know you’re here.”
 
   She straightened her skirt and stood. Torrance and Parker stepped back to let her go by, and she caught a whiff of citrusy cologne. She flashed a nervous smile at Parker, and he returned it before quickly pasting on his serious face. Stop it! Poking her head through the opening to Reyna’s cubicle, she rapped on the metal edge.
 
   “Ma’am? A couple of NCIS agents to see you.”
 
   Reyna swiveled her chair around and frowned. 
 
   “You weren’t expecting them?” Janet said. Now she was worried.
 
   “No, I wasn’t. Did they say what they wanted?”
 
   Janet shook her head.
 
   “Thanks, Chief. I’ll be right there.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   Janet walked back to her desk and let the agents know Reyna would be out momentarily. She sat down at her desk and picked up the credit report again, but couldn’t focus on the words with the two agents hovering close by. She tried not to look interested when Reyna greeted the agents and asked how she could help. 
 
   “Is there somewhere private we can talk?” Torrance said.
 
   “The conference room may be open. Chief Tolliver?” 
 
   The tone of Reyna’s voice brought Janet’s head up from the reading she pretended to do. That and Reyna’s use of formality. They typically called each other by first name unless other officers stood within earshot. Janet quickly checked the calendar.
 
   “It’s open as far as I can tell,” she said.
 
   Reyna led the way to the conference room, the two agents on her heels like jackals closing in on wounded prey. They closed the door behind them. 
 
   Janet found herself biting her nail again. She not only respected and admired Reyna, she also liked her. As a boss, Reyna was fair and demanded no more from Janet and others she worked with than she asked of herself. Janet chided herself for worrying. Reyna could handle herself, and whatever NCIS wanted, it was probably something related to one of Reyna’s investigations. She resumed her reading.
 
   Close to an hour passed before the conference room door opened. Torrance appeared in the doorway, looked around and headed for Captain Farley’s office. 
 
   Reyna’s voice floated through the open doorway. “I’m telling you for the umpteenth time, I don’t know anything about your missing agent.”
 
   Janet couldn’t make out Parker’s next question, but Reyna’s response was loud and clear. 
 
   “My private life, Agent Parker, is private. Yes, I know a man named Blake Sanders. Yes, we had a brief relationship. But I haven’t—” 
 
   The words were muffled to a murmur as someone—Parker, she presumed—closed the conference room door. 
 
   Less than five minutes later, Janet looked up again to see Torrance escorting Farley to the conference room. No, that wasn’t quite right. Torrance deferred to Farley, as he would any senior officer. Janet wasn’t sure why but she didn’t believe Torrance wanted to question Farley so much as he wanted to include him, apprise him of the situation. Her mouth curled in distaste. So like men to gang up on a woman. Janet’s stomach twisted, but she could do little except bury herself in her work.
 
   Surprise momentarily confused Janet when she glanced up. Another ninety minutes had gone by, and Captain Farley now escorted Reyna past Janet’s desk, his hand firmly gripping her upper arm above the elbow. Janet lowered her head, but continued to follow the pair with her eyes. Fatigue strained Reyna’s face, but she held herself erect. 
 
   “…give you the benefit of the doubt,” Farley was saying, “but this is serious. One of their agents missing?” 
 
   “As I said, sir, I know nothing about it.”
 
   “But until they do, you’re not in the clear. I’m sorry, but you’re on administrative leave until further notice. You’re not to have anything to do with this case. You don’t talk to anyone, you don’t investigate anything. Is that clear, Commander?”
 
   “Sir, yes, sir,” Reyna said.
 
   Farley peered at her, but even Janet couldn’t detect a note of sarcasm or disrespect in Reyna’s voice or demeanor. Janet breathed a little sigh, her admiration for Lt. Commander Reyna Chase going up a notch. Being a woman in most jobs was tough. In the military, women had to be tougher than men with skin thicker than elephant hide and confidence as unshakeable as Gibraltar.
 
   Farley left Reyna at her cubicle and went back to his own office. Janet saw the two NCIS agents disappear down the hallway without further acknowledgement. Five minutes later, Reyna emerged from her cubicle with her briefcase and a reusable shopping bag filled with personal items. She moved slowly past Janet’s desk, keeping her face turned away from Farley’s office.
 
   Janet looked at her questioningly. Reyna just mouthed the words, “I’ll call you,” and she was gone.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   July 26—Seattle
 
   I went straight home at the end of my route to shower and change. I kept seeing the dead man’s eyes glinting dully in the half-light like those of a cyborg powered down for the night. Death is peaceful sometimes, but rarely pretty. And it wasn’t death itself that bothered me—circle of life and all that—so much as the suddenness and occasional violence of it. I could choose the way I wanted to live my life, more or less, but a man dying in my car reminded me that I had little or no choice in where or how I would die. I found myself shaking at the shock of it, the abruptness, and stood in the shower until the stream of hot water loosened the muscles and stopped the twitching. The anxious feeling didn’t rinse away so easily.
 
   To distract myself, I focused on her—the girl he’d tasked me with protecting. She’d meant something to him. A lot. The only place to start was his apartment. Dressed in khakis, button-down shirt the color of a hazy summer sky and oxblood loafers—almost formal for Seattle—I grabbed a couple of my ex-wife’s business cards and retraced my route back to D’Amato’s apartment, a small, square, twelve-unit building of white stucco and wood not far from Interlaken Park. 
 
   Like a subdivision in a bedroom community, the neighborhood saw little traffic during the day. North-south avenues dead-ended at the edge of the park. Volunteer Park and the cemetery bounded the cross streets on the west, limiting access. No Russians showed up on a slow trip around the block, so I nosed the car into a small space not far from the building and walked back.
 
   The building directory listed the manager’s apartment on the first floor. I rang the bell and waited. A voice asked me through the tinny speaker what I wanted. I couldn’t tell if it belonged to a man or woman. I briefly explained why I was there and waited some more in silence. Just as my patience told me to push the buzzer again, a small, bookish man appeared on the other side of the glass entrance and peered at me through round, black-framed glasses. Gray slacks, a plaid dress shirt topped with a heather cardigan buttoned halfway up and worn penny loafers completed the ensemble. He opened the door a crack and stood in the opening as if to stop me from entering. With a little effort I probably could have stepped over him. I introduced myself. He didn’t move.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said. “What’s your interest in D’Amato?”
 
   I held out one of Molly’s cards. He glanced at it briefly. 
 
   “I work with the attorneys handling his estate. I’m trying to find out if he had any relatives that you’re aware of.”
 
   His eyes mapped my face. “That’s not your name on the card.”
 
   “No. Ms. McHugh is one of the attorneys at the firm. As I said, I work with them. You can call Ms. McHugh if you want.”
 
   He stepped back and opened the door wide. “I’m not sure how I can help you. D’Amato was one of my best tenants. Quiet. Respectful. Neat and tidy. I didn’t see much of him, to tell you the truth. Always paid rent on time. Never a problem.”
 
   “Could I see his apartment? He might have photos of children or grandchildren.”
 
   He balked. 
 
   “Look, you don’t want a barrage of nasty letters from a big law firm. Neither does the building owner. I won’t disturb anything. Just a quick look around to see if there are personal photos. Anything that might tell me if he had heirs.”
 
   “I doubt it.” He shrugged. “He wasn’t married to my knowledge. But suit yourself.”
 
   He led the way to an elevator across the lobby. We rode silently to the third floor. Two doors cut into the wall at the end of the hall stood side by side. Yellow crime scene tape in an “X” across one of them marked where D’Amato had lived. The manager scurried down the hall ahead of me and ripped the tape off the doorframe before inserting a key in the lock.
 
   “Are you sure that’s okay?” I said. 
 
   He looked over his shoulder. “The police took whatever they needed to take. It wasn’t much, I guarantee you. They won’t be back.”
 
   The door swung open and he waved me through. I stepped through the dangling yellow ribbons into a light, airy, two-bedroom apartment on the top floor done in minimalist modern. The IKEA look, or maybe it was Dansk. If it weren’t for the few magazines neatly arranged on a low coffee table and splashes of color on the clean white walls in the form of abstract prints, the place could have been called Spartan. I slowly turned a full circle, but didn’t see a single item that might be considered personal. 
 
   “I told you,” the manager said. “Fastidious.”
 
   I faced him and saw his small smile of satisfaction, pride even. “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”
 
   “Jepson. Mark Jepson.”
 
   “Did you see what the police took with them, Mr. Jepson?”
 
   A look of indignation crossed his face, but he thought better of it and lifted a shoulder. “His computer. Nothing else that I saw. As you can tell, he lived rather simply.”
 
   Again, judging from his expression, I sensed pride, and imagined that Jepson’s apartment looked much the same save the tools and records he needed on hand to do his job. 
 
   I took another glance around the living room and open kitchen. “The other rooms are the same?”
 
   Jepson nodded, then colored. “From what I could tell. I had to open a slow drain for him once in the bathroom.”
 
   I wouldn’t learn anything more without a thorough search. I had the keys, so I could come back at another time. 
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Jepson. The law firm and Mr. D’Amato’s estate appreciate your time.”
 
   He nodded and let me precede him out so he could close and lock the door behind us. I waited by the elevator. In a moment, he joined me and craned his neck to look at the lighted numbers over the elevator door. It slid open with a muted ding. Inside, we turned and stood a few feet apart, facing forward. 
 
   “You can’t think of anyone who might be related?” I said.
 
   The doors started to slide closed.
 
   “Hold the elevator!” a reedy voice said.
 
   Jepson jabbed a button and the door retreated to one side. He poked his head through the opening and looked back the way we’d come. “I’m holding it for you, Mrs. Rasmussen.”
 
   “Yes, I see that, Mark,” the voice said. “Thank you. I’m coming.”
 
   A stooped woman with white curly hair framing a round face scuffled into view pushing a small cart. She squinted at me as she got on the elevator.
 
   “When are you going to take down that awful tape, Mark?” she said.
 
   His mouth set in a straight line. “As soon as I’m finished with this gentleman.”
 
   “Awful, just awful,” she murmured with a shake of her head.  
 
   “Did you know Mr. D’Amato?” I said.
 
   Her head swiveled around. “He was my neighbor. Of course I knew him. Quiet man. Best kind. Never gave anyone a problem. Why anyone would want to kill that man is beyond me.”
 
   “Did he have a wife or girlfriend?”
 
   She snorted. “Never struck me as the type to have either. But now that you mention it, there was a girl several years ago.” She focused on the manager. “Remember? Can’t think of her name, but she was a lovely girl. Not at first, mind you. Looked like a hooker first time he brought her up. But once you got to know her, a very sweet girl. What was her name, Mark?”
 
   Mark stared up at the numbers, his spine stiff. “I’m sure I don’t remember.”
 
   “Oh, sure. You know who I’m talking about. Little blond girl.”
 
   “Brunette,” Jepson said. “That color only comes from a bottle.”
 
   “Anya,” the woman said, ignoring his comment. “That’s it. I don’t know how I could have forgotten. That’s been seven or eight years ago now.”
 
   “Seven and a half,” Jepson said.
 
   She poked a finger into Jepson’s arm. “I knew you remembered.”
 
   He sighed and rubbed the spot. “It’s my job to be observant, Vera. You know that. Ah, here we are.”
 
   The elevator settled with a soft bump and the door slid open. Jepson held the doors, and the old lady pushed her cart over the transom. I pulled the photo of the young girl D’Amato had given me and quickly stepped into the foyer abreast of her. 
 
   “Have you ever seen this girl before?” I held the photo in front of her face.
 
   She stopped to examine it. Jepson glanced at it over her shoulder.
 
   “No, I can’t say as I have. Sorry.”
 
   I glanced at Jepson, but he shook his head. “Well, thank you both for your time. If you think of anything, please call me.” I scribbled my phone number on the back of the card I’d flashed at Jepson and handed it to him. “I may be back later if I have other questions, and we’ll clean out his things if we can’t find a relative to do it.”
 
   “As long as you have authorization,” Jepson said, “the sooner the better. I need to get that unit rented out.”
 
   “The poor man’s not even in the ground yet, Mark. How you talk…”
 
   I left them to their prattle and hurried out. A flash of sunlight on brightwork caught my eye. A black Mercedes with tinted windows sat parked down the block. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   July 26—Seattle
 
   Someone my size was hard to miss. When no one confronted me or followed me out of the neighborhood, I figured either the Mercedes wasn’t the same car I’d seen two nights earlier or my Russian friends had lost interest in me. Churning in the pit of my stomach voted for “none of the above.” After five minutes of driving the way I normally did on my route—erratically, that is—I pulled into a grocery store parking lot and considered my options.
 
   The photo in my pocket showed a girl of seven or eight with dark, almost black hair, eyes the color of an ice cave in Skaftafell, and a bucktoothed smile brighter than the sunlit backdrop. She hugged a doll tightly to her chest, the collectible kind that comes with a name and pedigree. The girl wasn’t pretty so much as cute, but it didn’t take much imagination to see that she’d be heartbreakingly beautiful in ten or fifteen years. I kept thinking there must be some way to tell where the photo had been taken when the answer smacked a palm against my forehead.
 
   The girl in the photo sat on a bench with the grassy lawn of a park behind her and the wood the city. But in the upper left corner of the photo, a piece of a bulbous black sculpture nosed into the picture. In the three-by-five photo, the little bit of sculpture almost disappeared against dark trees in the distance, but a splash of blue at its base limned the nose of an orca. Recognition sparked. Delving in my memory for clues to when and where I may have seen it, I dredged up an image of another photo, not the real thing. Definitely not on my normal stomping grounds, so I must have seen it in the paper. My phone said there was a “water spray play area” that featured orcas in a Bellevue park near the Crossroads mall. Better than nothing.
 
   Seattle is tall and narrow, bounded on both sides by water, Puget Sound to the west and Lake Washington to the east. Scoured out by a retreating glacier several millennia ago, the ribbon lake is twenty-two miles long and skinny, barely three miles at its widest and maybe only three hundred yards in the channel between Mercer Island and the east side. Two floating bridges carry traffic between Seattle and the east side. To the north, the Evergreen Point Bridge carries State Route 520 from Montlake over to Medina. Several miles south, the Lacey Murrow Memorial Bridge carries I-90 traffic across Mercer Island to Bellevue. 
 
   Back in the early ’90s, the state built a new floating bridge alongside the existing I-90 bridge to add capacity. During construction, someone left a seacock open in one of the floating concrete pontoons. In a storm, it sank, taking most of the rest of the bridge with it. Engineers managed to salvage most of the southern bridge, but not much of their pride.
 
   The northern Evergreen Point Bridge opened in 1963, but by 1997 state engineers declared it would reach the end of its useful life by 2017, so voters approved construction of a new bridge at a cost of $4.65 billion. To pay for construction of the new 520 bridge, the state implemented a toll on the existing one. The project had been plagued by problems from the beginning, including shoddy workmanship on the concrete pontoons that resulted in leaks. Rather than sue the contractor, the state ended up eating the cost, leaving taxpayers and commuters to pay the bill.
 
   I couldn’t help wonder why engineers around the world could build structures that lasted hundreds of years. New York had the Brooklyn Bridge, London had the Tower Bridge. Paris had bridges even older than those, but engineers in Washington couldn’t build a bridge with a useful life of more than fifty years. I’d lived here more than half my life and it still irked my Midwestern sensibility. Out of principle, even though I was less than a quarter of a mile from 520, I headed south to take the I-90 bridge across the lake. Nervously, I checked the mirror for signs of the Mercedes as I wended my way over Capitol Hill. I threw in enough turns and doubled back a couple of times to convince myself that no one followed me.
 
   On the other side of the lake, I got off the interstate and headed north on Bellevue’s city streets. Less than a mile from where the topography descended steeply down to the shore of Lake Sammamish, another glacial finger lake, I passed Crossroads Mall. The mall had been a hotbed of gang activity in the 1980s, though it had paled compared to L.A.’s problems. “Swell-View” had cleaned up its act since then, pushing the gangbangers back underground, or least back to their ’hoods. The large family-friendly park just east of the mall showcased trimmed, expansive lawns, neat and tidy paths, and a wide cross-section of stroller brands occupied by an equally varied representation of the world’s ethnicities.
 
   I found an open parking spot in the lot on the southwest corner of the park, and followed the sound of high-pitched squeals and laughter across the grass toward the bright blue water park. The weather and lack of school conspired to fill the park with pint-size people, most of whom barely came up to my waist. I dodged several as they chased each other or errant balls and Frisbees. The sight of one tow-headed knee-beater running after a soccer ball a quarter of his height triggered a mental image of Cole at the same age that stopped me in my tracks. I clutched my chest and dropped to one knee, gasping for breath. 
 
   A small tyke walked up to within six or eight feet of me and cocked his head. “Are you sick?”
 
   I waved him away and managed to suck in enough air to answer. “I’m fine.”
 
   “I know CPR. My dad taught me.”
 
   “I don’t need CPR.” 
 
   The kid pointed a finger. “Then why are you holding your heart?”
 
   “Pledge of Allegiance,” I muttered. “Go away.”
 
   “You mean like ‘I pledge allegiance to the flag…?’” His little head swiveled. “But there’s no flag.”
 
   “Really, kid, I’m okay.” I stood on wobbly legs, a different sort of fear running through me even as the panic and chest pain ebbed. “I just had a moment, that’s all.” 
 
   “Ty-ler!” a voice called. The boy’s head jerked around, and I followed his gaze to a woman with hands on hips at the edge of the playground a hundred yards away. “You leave that man alone and come back here!”
 
   “Okay,” he shouted. He ran off without a backward glance.
 
   I straightened and took several deep breaths. Though the episodes occurred less frequently than they had at first, sometimes a reminder of my son felt like someone punching a hole through my heart. The anxiety attacks, on the other hand, were new. The vise grip on my chest loosened.
 
   Slowly making my way to the playground, I scanned the faces of the kids running everywhere, looking for a match to that in the photo. The task was sheer madness, like looking for Waldo in a constantly moving, constantly changing picture. My gaze took an economy tour, skipping the commentary from the docent. None of the little girls was the right age. When I turned and looked in the direction of the mini water park, I realized I stood close to the spot where the photographer had snapped the photo in my pocket. The details matched those in the photo. At least I’d found the right place.
 
   I circled the “spray-ground” at a distance, close enough to look like I was keeping tabs on a child, but not so close that I appeared predatory. The squeals of delight and surprise were louder here. That and the white noise of cascading and spraying water virtually drowned out all other sound. Raven-haired girls caught my eye a couple of times, making me stiffen like a dog on point. On closer inspection, one had the darker skin and features of a Latina, and the other was far pudgier than the girl in the picture. Every time I thought about the ludicrous fool’s errand I’d taken on, I saw the dead man’s eyes, the pleading in them before they’d simple gone blank and lifeless. The girl was in trouble. She probably didn’t know it—I didn’t either, for sure—but the man who’d given me her picture had used his last breaths making me swear to protect her. 
 
   Agreeing to help was like the impulse to get a puppy. It sounded like a good idea—they’re so cute—but then came eighteen or nineteen years of dog food and vet bills, walks at ungodly hours in the cold rain, picking up untold amounts of shit, and accepting that everything you own will either smell like dog, be covered in dog fur or get chewed to mangled versions of their original forms. Sure, there was the companionship and the unconditional love, but… 
 
   I had to find her first.
 
   I rubbed my eyes, wondering how many years had passed since I’d had a solid night’s sleep. Odd how hard it was for me to stay asleep at night, but how easy it was to fall asleep during the day. Honeyed sunlight poured over me, sweet and warm as it rolled from the top of my head down my face, lulling me into a trance. I looked for a bench to sit on before I sank onto the grass and passed out. Five minutes, I told myself as my lids drooped. Closer to twenty disappeared before I jerked awake with a start, head coming off my chest. Sweat pasted my shirt to my skin. I wiped away the drool that had pooled in the corner of my mouth and run down my chin, glancing around in embarrassment. Probably not the first time they’d seen someone fall asleep in the sun at the park. I yawned widely and stretched. Time for a different approach.
 
   I showed the photo to a couple dozen mothers, focusing on the ones with daughters about the same age as the girl in the picture. For my trouble I got a few cold shoulders, some suspicious looks, and several sympathetic ears. A few thought they might have seen her, but no one knew her. Worried that someone would question my motives and call the cops, I expanded the locus to include as many others as I could before I called it quits. No luck.
 
   Two women sat on opposite ends of a bench on the path back to my car. One was in her sixties or seventies, a babushka in a tweedy skirt and sleeveless cotton blouse, eating a sandwich from a brown paper bag, occasionally tossing a crumb at a little finch hopping on the ground a few feet away. Brown and gray showed at the roots of her otherwise flame-colored hair, and the arms that ballooned out of the blouse jiggled whenever she flicked her wrist toward the bird. 
 
   The woman at the opposite end sat hunched over a smart phone with her back half-turned away from the older woman, squinting at the small screen in the bright sun. Brown hair the color of dirt fell in waves to her shoulders, hiding a plump face with small eyes set too close together. In her twenties probably, pancake make-up over pale skin and dark mascara aged her several years. The stubby fingers working the touch screen sported black nail polish and two rings with large baubles set in them. She had a quasi-Goth look going on that didn’t quite gel.
 
   I approached the older woman first, holding the photo out so she wouldn’t be alarmed. “Have you seen this girl?”
 
   The woman straightened and reached for the photo. She studied it carefully, and handed it back with a shake of her head. 
 
   “Did she run away from home?” She spoke with an accent. 
 
   “To tell you the truth, I don’t know.”
 
   “Then why you looking for her?” 
 
   The question brought the younger woman’s head up, and her head turned briefly as she glanced in our direction. 
 
   “I think she’s in danger. I need to find her.” 
 
   I gave her a tight smile. I didn’t know what else to say. Between the lack of sleep and whatever triggered the panic attacks I didn’t know what I was doing anymore. Not even meds seemed to help. I glanced at my watch to see if I was due for a dose. Not yet.
 
   The woman took the photo and examined it again. This time, the younger woman swiveled on the bench and leaned over for a look trying hard for an air of bored ennui. But when her eyes rested on the photo, surprise flashed across her face. It was gone in an instant, replaced by something else. 
 
   “You know her?” I said.
 
   She shook her head and refused to look at me. “I don’t think so.”
 
   The old woman pushed the photo toward her. “You take closer look. Maybe you see her around. On the playground, maybe.”
 
   The younger one shook her head again, more adamantly this time as she pressed her lips together. “Sorry, no. I have to go.”
 
   She gathered up her purse and phone and hurried away. 
 
   The old woman shrugged and held the photo out. “Is beautiful little girl. I hope she is okay.”
 
   I nodded and wandered toward the lot where I’d parked. The young woman had followed a path out of the park to the street and now walked west, talking animatedly on her phone. With nothing to go on but what I’d thought was a flicker of recognition, I left the car where it was and cut across the lot on a diagonal, coming out on the sidewalk a hundred yards behind her. Set back from the street, buildings along the way offered no doorways to hide in, but she never turned around. 
 
   A minute or two later, she disappeared around the edge of a hedge. When I reached the spot, I turned to follow and saw her round the corner of a Korean restaurant across a parking lot. Behind the restaurant, a short set of cement stairs led down to another lot fronting a small strip mall. The lot doubled for yet another strip mall on the street to the west. Across that street sat the back of Crossroads shopping center, hulking buildings spread out over several city blocks, like a giant she-mall that had whelped these little pups all around her.
 
   The woman turned into an open door in the middle of the strip. I sauntered past the first few shops—a dry cleaner, teriyaki joint, small fitness club—and slowed as I approached the door. Voices floated out the open door to the shady walkway. I stepped into the lot and peered at the sign on the fascia covering the walk. A storefront church, if the sign was accurate.
 
   “…should I do?” The Goth girl’s voice reminded me not to get too close.
 
   “You’ll do what’s right, Masha,” a man’s voice responded. 
 
   “I don’t know why I come here,” she said, her voice louder now. “You’re no help.”
 
   I turned and stepped inside the fitness club’s open door just as Masha stormed out and crossed the parking lot. The fitness center was empty except for a skinny kid with a pockmarked face sitting behind the counter reading a magazine. He glanced at me with a bored expression. I took a flyer out of the window and held it up so he could see it. He dropped his gaze to the page in front of him. I stuffed the flyer in a back pocket and followed in Masha’s wake.
 
   She’d turned the corner around the end of the strip mall across the street from Crossroads Mall, and by the time I rounded the building she’d disappeared. I strode quickly down the walk and glanced in the window of each storefront in the mall—five restaurants in a row. In the last one, on the corner, I caught a glimpse of a waitress leading her to a table in the back. I pushed through the door and was halfway to the rear when the waitress turned and headed my way. She looked at me quizzically. I gave her a big smile and motioned past her toward Masha’s table. She nodded and kept going.
 
   Masha had barely lowered her ample rear onto the hard plastic chair when I crowded the table and pulled out the chair opposite hers. Her piggy eyes widened as far as they could go, and she opened her mouth in preparation to scream. I put my finger to my lips and sat down.
 
   “I just want to talk.”
 
   The alarm on her face turned to curiosity and then annoyance. “Why? I got nothing to say.”
 
   “You recognized the girl.”
 
   Wariness crept back into her eyes. She shrugged. “Maybe I’ve seen her at the park. So what?”
 
   “The person who gave me that photo is dead.” 
 
   Her brows arched. 
 
   I put up a hand. “No, I didn’t do it. Someone else shot him.” I paused. “Look, it’s complicated, but—”
 
   “Shot him? Who are you? I don’t want anything to do with you. Go away!”
 
   “No, please. You may be my only chance of finding her. Look, I deliver newspapers. I just fell into this. The man got in my car. Pointed a gun at me. What was I supposed to do?”
 
   “Who was it?” she said. She misunderstood my puzzled expression. “Who was killed?”
 
   “I don’t know. An older man. Sixties or seventies. The point is that before he died, he gave me that photo and made me swear to find her and protect her. From what or who, I don’t know. I’m just trying to find the girl so I can warn her, warn her parents.”
 
   “Parent,” Masha said. “Just her mother.”
 
   “You do know her. You know where she lives?”
 
   “No.” A moment’s hesitation before she answered told me otherwise, but she covered herself quickly. “I don’t know you. Even if I knew where she lived I wouldn’t tell you.”
 
   “Not even if her life’s in danger?”
 
   “You said you don’t know that for sure.” She poked a finger in her hair and wound a strand around it. “I could pass on a message, I suppose. If Anya wants to talk to you she’ll let me know.”
 
   “Anya? That’s the mother? What’s the girl’s name?”
 
   She put a knuckle to her lips and reddened, then shook her head and looked at the table. 
 
   “Tell her to call me.” I pulled another of Molly’s cards out of my pocket and scribbled my name and phone number on the back. I pushed the card across the tabletop until it sat in front of her. Her gaze and hands had fallen into her lap. I got up and left, passing the waitress again on the way out. 
 
   A block and a half from the restaurant I realized how foolish I’d been. The phone call, the argument, the restaurant… Masha was expecting someone. I wheeled around and hustled back the way I’d come. When I turned the corner, a woman approached the restaurant on the covered walkway from the opposite direction. Her long, dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail that was threaded through the back of a ball cap. She’d pulled the visor low over sunglasses, but the face not hidden was remarkably like that of the girl in the photo. 
 
   “Anya!” I called before my brain could think it through.
 
   She looked up, startled, and froze when she saw me.
 
   I walked faster. “I need to talk to you. Please. It’s about your daughter.”
 
   She bolted. 
 
   “Wait!” I broke into a run. “I’m not going to hurt you! Anya, stop!”
 
   Anya didn’t waste any breath on a reply. By the time I ran past all the storefronts in the mall and hit the parking lot pavement on the other side I heard the sound of an engine revving. With a little squeal of rubber, one of those small, boxy Japanese cars peeled out of the lot onto the street and zoomed away.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   July 26—Bering Sea
 
   Macready dreamed of soft sand beaches and azure water warmed by the sun, curling into an aqueous tunnel of glass. What he wouldn’t give to be surfing right now in one of his favorite spots. Southern California or Baja, it made no difference. Anywhere would be warmer than this. Hoar frost and icicles had dripped from the superstructure their first two days out, and it was still the end of summer. Hell, the whole fucking ship was cold. He couldn’t remember ever being this cold, and he felt sorry for the poor bastards who did their tours up here in winter. Of course, some of this territory was inaccessible in winter, even to the big icebreakers. But global warming had opened channels through the Northwest Passage for the past few summers and left the waters they now plied completely ice-free. 
 
   Of course, after nearly five days at sea they’d traveled from the frigid waters of the East Siberian and Chukchi Seas to the relative warmth of the Bering Sea. Summer was crabbing and fishing season here for the American fleet from Seattle and Alaska. Macready knew from the short segment of “The Deadliest Catch” he’d seen on television that conditions up here weren’t all that hospitable, even in the warmer months. Little had prepared him, though, for the pitching seas and cold, howling winds the warship plowed through. Fortunately, his watch didn’t take him out on deck for any reason. And he’d gradually gotten his sea legs, so he was able to handle the rolling decks with only occasional, mild bouts of queasiness. 
 
   He’d been assigned to the ship’s infirmary to serve under Kapitan-lyeytyenant Yuryevich Dudayev, the ship’s doctor. Macready worried that the senior officer would quickly see through his borrowed identity, but since Rostropovich was supposed to be second-in-command, he and Dudayev took different watches in the sick bay. The orderlies didn’t concern him much. They did what they were told. Unless something catastrophic occurred on board, Macready anticipated little more than minor complaints ranging from common colds to the occasional cut or burn incurred on the job. A large steel vessel in rolling seas was bound to cause a few accidents, giving sailors some bumps and bruises. He could handle those, stitch up cuts, even set bones. Anything more complicated, though, and he’d be caught with his pants down. 
 
   With few official duties so far, Macready had spent his time off familiarizing himself with the ship. An old Udaloy I-class destroyer, it had been refurbished and rebuilt. A full 163 meters from stem to stern, the ship was driven by two gas turbine engines that produced about 60,000 horsepower per propeller shaft. With a full complement of 300 men and standard load, it displaced about 7,500 tons and had a range of 10,500 nautical miles at a cruising speed of 14 or 15 knots. Though hard to judge its speed on open water, Macready sensed from the pitch of reverberations through the hull and decks that the captain was pushing it for some reason. And as they’d turned south through the relatively narrow Bering Straight, he’d seen how fast the little bit of land he’d been able to glimpse had slipped by. Though nowhere close to the its top speed of 34 knots or more, the ship’s cruising speed had to be somewhere around 25 knots. 
 
   Their speed suggested the captain was on a timetable, and Macready felt the pressure to figure out the ship’s purpose before it was too late. The men who’d assigned him this mission were right to be concerned. The materials mined in secret on Greenland had been used to manufacture optical fiber. Since those fibers had been put on board, they clearly weren’t intended to improve Russian cell phone service. They had a military purpose, and Macready felt frustrated that he hadn’t yet discerned what that was. 
 
   Rostropovich’s rank gave Macready some latitude about where he could go on board without raising questions. The fact that Rostropovich had never served aboard ship before also gave him an excuse to explore. But the medical insignia on his uniform might raise eyebrows in certain quarters, so Macready tried to have a ready explanation wherever he went to explain his presence. The fourth day out, he found something promising. Far below decks, in the bowels of the ship, he came across a seaman stationed in a passageway outside a door, obviously guarding entry to whatever lay on the other side. 
 
   “Someone call a medic?” Macready growled. 
 
   The seaman looked startled and started to shake his head then thought better of it. He turned and rapped a knuckle on the steel door. After a moment or two, the door opened a crack and a pair of eyes peered out. The seaman repeated the question, and got the answer Macready expected. The door shut without giving Macready a glimpse inside.
 
   He tipped his head toward the door. “Top secret, eh?”
 
   The seaman shrugged. “Something like that. They didn’t tell me, and I don’t ask.”
 
   Macready glanced at the door again. A sign over the hatch said, “МЕХАНИЗМ ЛАВКА.” Machine shop. 
 
   “Probably a game of Durak while the rest of us work,” Macready said. Backgammon and chess were common, but the naval hierarchy frowned on card games. 
 
   The seaman smirked in Macready’s direction, then suddenly stiffened at something over Macready’s shoulder. He snapped to attention, eyes front, and saluted. Macready turned and backed up against the bulkhead to make room for the side of beef coming down the passageway. The man looked as many inches wider than Macready as he was shorter, cloth straining over every inch of him as if someone had crammed ground steel into a sausage-casing uniform. Buzz-cut gray hair bristled from his head like a wire brush, and the features on his square-jawed face looked as if they’d been flattened with a 2 x 6, prominent nose squashed sideways and broken in several places. At the sight of Macready, the man stopped, straightened up and reluctantly offered the requisite salute. Macready returned it. 
 
   “You’re a long way from home, sir.” The man sounded like he was gargling glass, and Macready didn’t miss the thinly disguised sneer.
 
   “In more ways than one, Chief.”
 
   The ship’s chief petty officer thrust his face up close to Macready’s and stuck out a meaty hand. “I don’t think we’ve met, sir. Ilyich Bogomolov.”
 
   “Yevgeny Rostropovich.” Macready socketed his hand in the chief’s grip and felt the bones in his hand grind together as Bogomolov squeezed. 
 
   The chief grinned. “If you’re lost, I can have Matros Lebed here show you the way back.”
 
   “No need for the seaman to leave his post,” Macready said. “I left a trail of bread crumbs.”
 
   The chief’s face set like concrete, dark chocolate eyes turning bitter and opaque. Then he threw his head back and laughed. He let go of Macready’s hand and smacked him on the upper arm. Still chuckling, he sidestepped past the seaman standing at attention and slipped through the door into the machine shop. When the door clanged shut, the seaman allowed his gaze to shift to Macready and turn accusatory. Macready shrugged and spun on his heel.
 
   Now that he’d found what he’d been looking for he still needed to find a way inside to discover what the Russians were up to. His feet automatically headed back to the infirmary, but his head got so lost in thought he nearly ran into Dudayev as he rounded a corner. He quickly pulled back out of sight and hugged the wall, breathing silently through his mouth while he listened for a reaction. But the only sound he heard over the constant rumbling of the engines were the quiet treads of Dudayev’s steps receding down the passageway. Macready poked his head around the corner. At the far end of the narrow corridor, Dudayev was doing the same thing as Macready—peering around the corner. Macready pulled his head back and considered what he’d seen. The doctor didn’t want to be seen in this part of the ship any more than Macready wanted his superior officer to see him. 
 
   He frowned. Dudayev hadn’t been down near the machine shop. Where else could he have come from? Macready glanced around the corner again. Dudayev had disappeared. Macready followed quietly, mind racing. The engine room? But why? At the end of the passageway, Macready stopped and listened, heard nothing. He cautiously peered around the corner. The passageway was empty. He rounded the corner and moved purposefully now, soon encountering more sailors in the passageway as he drew closer to centers of activity aboard ship. 
 
   A klaxon blared suddenly, deafening in the narrow confines of the passageways. Above it, the ship’s whistle sounded a discordant note. While it seemed interminable, the chord lasted a mere ten seconds and stopped, but the ship erupted in activity. 
 
   Somewhere on board the ship had caught fire. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   July 26—Seattle
 
   The key slid into the lock smoothly, as if the lock had been oiled recently, but it wouldn’t turn. Its sibling on the key ring opened the building’s front door right up. The street sounds faded as the door closed behind me. The interior dimness combined with the air conditioning lowered the lobby temperature somewhere south of 68 degrees, actually causing me to shiver in short sleeves. I crossed the cool stone tile floor to the elevator, reminding myself that as far as the manager was concerned my presence there was natural. For a moment, the manager’s name eluded me. Wracking my brain on the way up to D’Amato’s floor, the name finally popped into mind.
 
   The first key I’d tried on the building door opened D’Amato’s apartment instead, and I brushed past the dangling ribbons of yellow tape festooned around the doorframe into the empty space inside. I did a slow turn, taking in the remains of a life. Nothing had changed in the few hours since I’d last seen it, furniture still in place, but even with things occupying real estate on the floor or the walls, it felt hollow as a cavern, soulless. A cipher had lived in this place, leaving nothing personal or indicative of his taste or style. 
 
   I started at the desk and went through the drawers. Bills were neatly stacked in a pile ready for payment. The file drawer contained receipts as far back as a year but no further. He hadn’t brought his work home, apparently, unless he kept digital files on his computer. And the cops had taken that. I checked the titles of the books on the shelves. His preferences had leaned toward dry tomes on physics—Hawking, Greene, Feynman, Kaku, deGrasse Tyson—and popular genre fiction, particularly thrillers and mysteries, including several authors on my list of favorites—Coben, Crais, Unger, Parker, Hallinan, Connelly, Hurwitz… I thumbed through several to assure myself he hadn’t hollowed them out and stuffed them with microfiche or cold cash. Too smart for that. 
 
   Heading for the bedroom next, I was struck again by the lack of anything personal in the apartment, especially any kind of family photos. The photos that did hang on walls were pretty scenes of nondescript locales—trees resplendent in full fall regalia of reds, yellows and oranges that could have been taken almost anywhere; a broad beach with grassy dunes sweeping down to the sand on one side and blue ocean on the other, a foamy wave breaking on shore. I stepped up to one and looked more closely. The stock photos were those that had come with the frames. He’d never bothered replacing them with anything else. 
 
   Both the dresser and closet contained the makings of a modest wardrobe, clothes that might have been purchased at a discount big box store—Target or JC Penney. Dress shirts and nicer slacks hung in the closet according to color. Shoes marched in a line from one corner toward the other in order of rank, from dress shoes to loafers to sneakers and finally a single pair of slippers. Sweaters, socks and underwear inhabited the dresser, all neatly folded and again arranged by color. A small leather box on top contained a pair of cufflinks, a dressy watch and a tie tack. I checked the closet again and found a few nice silk ties in one corner hung on a hanger next to two suits—one gray and one black—and a navy blazer. Casual dress was de rigueur in Seattle, so the limited amount of formal wear didn’t surprise.
 
   Nothing popped out. He’d kept no personal items in the dresser. Only a pair of reading glasses on the nightstand next to one of the thrillers hinted at something particular to the bedroom’s occupant, and even those were a generic pair available at any drug store. He hadn’t taped anything of value to the bottoms of the drawers or stuffed cash under the mattress. Recent experience had taught me that even the most innocuous people harbored secrets, but D’Amato was nothing but one big secret. I checked the carpeting, especially in the closet, for loose corners under which might be some hidey-hole. Nada. A search of the kitchen yielded similar frustration. I checked all the usual hiding places, including the freezer, toilet tank in the bathroom, air vents, and behind all the pictures on the walls. If there’d been any trash in the place, the cops had taken that, too, leaving me with less than the contents of a wallet the day before payday.
 
   Two more keys dangled from the key ring. After locking up the apartment, I used the first one on the mailbox in the lobby. A thin stack of paper covered the bottom of the box, adding up to a utility bill and two political campaign flyers addressed to “Resident.” I left it all there and contemplated the fourth and fifth keys. The car key was easy, but the last key was curious. Smaller than a door key, but a little larger than the mailbox key, it looked as if it might fit a padlock. I shrugged and looked around for the rear door. Just down the corridor from the mailboxes it let me out into a wall of relative heat in the covered parking area behind the building. The parking slot for D’Amato’s apartment held nothing but a small grease stain on the pavement. So he’d been on foot when he’d waylaid me. I wondered if SPD had recovered his car, a question for Charlie later if I could figure out a way to broach it that wouldn’t get me arrested.
 
   I stared at the last key for a minute. Storage locker? I sighed. It meant a trip back inside to see Jepson. The idea didn’t thrill me. Jepson was bound to see through the thin pretense I’d used to gain access to both the building and D’Amato’s apartment. Other than exploring every floor, which would call more attention to me than simply asking Jepson, I saw no way around it. Two steps toward the back door a bike cage in the corner of the parking area caught my eye. Along with a half dozen bikes sat a small, twilight-blue Vespa scooter. I let the distraction draw me away from the task at hand. Fingers curled into the wire links of the cage, I stared at the classic putt-putt with a touch of envy.
 
   The cage door opened easily with the building key, and I slipped inside for a closer look. I must have admired it for several minutes from all angles before my brain finally registered what I was looking at. Silver lock cylinders stood out brightly from the glove box below the center console and the edge of the leather seat. I glanced at the key ring in my hand and fitted the fifth key into the key switch. It resisted at first then slid into place. I let out the breath I’d been holding and turned the key. The handlebars shifted as the steering lock disengaged, but the console remained dark. Dead battery, probably. 
 
   I switched it off and opened the glove box, expecting emptiness. Instead, a few scraps of paper littered the compartment. Surprised and strangely offended at the violation of D’Amato’s otherwise OCD nature, I fished them out and stuffed them in a pocket to throw away later. I locked up the glove box and inserted the key in the lock under the seat. An owner’s manual rested neatly inside along with a state roadmap. 
 
   I’d seen everything there was to see, and it hadn’t added up to bupkis.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   July 26—Suitland, Maryland
 
   Reyna laid on her horn as some asshole in a Porsche zipped in front of her nearly cutting her off. She glanced at her speedometer as the Porsche weaved out of her lane to get around the car in front of it. The jerk had to be doing ninety. She was pushing seventy-five herself, headed south on the Suitland Parkway, fuming even without some testosterone-fueled yahoo with a Peter Pan complex indulging his midlife crisis at her expense. She knew she didn’t have much time. She’d probably already run out, but she had to do something. 
 
   She considered asking Janet Tolliver, but didn’t want anyone else involved in her problems. She still couldn’t believe NCIS seriously considered her a person of interest in their missing agent case. The situation was definitely FUBAR, and to top it off, Blake was involved somehow. Reyna knew she should obey orders, do nothing. But after what she’d done for the agency the past couple of years, she deserved more than being put on administrative leave under a cloud of suspicion. And since NCIS’s investigation essentially made her guilty until proven innocent, she had to take action. And the clock was ticking. Hell, she was desperate. 
 
   As she fished for the cell phone in her purse the realization hit her—NCIS was investigating her. Surely they’d be monitoring her phone. At least they would have gotten a warrant for a phone dump to see who she’d been in touch with. She opened the center console storage compartment and found the burner phone she kept there for emergencies. No one had the number. In fact, she’d never used it. Taking a chance that NCIS wouldn’t be monitoring Janet, she texted Janet’s cell: I need time. Any way u can buy me some? She threw the phone on the passenger seat and put both hands back on the wheel, signaled for the upcoming exit, and veered off the parkway toward home. Five minutes later and another half dozen traffic laws broken, Reyna pulled up in front of her townhouse, not even bothering to put her car in the garage. Keys in hand, she ran to the door, let herself in and raced up the stairs to throw some things in a bag. 
 
   The first thing she grabbed was her HK .45 Compact locked in its case with three extra magazines. She wanted her sidearm. She wasn’t just hedging her bets; she expected trouble. Lord knew she’d seen enough of it where Blake was concerned. The man seemed to attract menace and peril the way her black wool slacks attracted lint. She didn’t know if he was just unlucky or subconsciously went looking for it. He wasn’t an adrenaline junkie, like the navy pilots she’d served with, but his impulsiveness made him take risks. She knew that much, but she hadn’t figured Blake out at all, nor how she really felt about him. She’d cut those feelings off at the knees. He lived in Seattle; she had her career at ONI. The twenty-seven hundred-mile physical distance between them was the least of their problems. She had a different problem to solve now.
 
   Getting a gun on board a plane these days took a mountain of paperwork. She knew a commercial flight was out of the question. She would need specific travel orders and the authority to carry a weapon included in those orders. But she still might be able to get on a military flight out of Andrews AFB if she got lucky, even without orders. It depended on how long it took Janet to write up the orders from Farley putting her on administrative leave, and whether Janet would help her out by delaying. She bit her lip and put the thought aside. All she could do was keep moving and hope things worked out.
 
   She finished packing, hefted the small duffel and hurried down the stairs. On her way out the door, she hesitated then dropped the duffel and stepped into the den. Pawing through a file cabinet, she quickly found what she wanted and stuffed it in the briefcase that doubled as her purse. Retrieving the duffel, she ran out to the car. 
 
   Andrews was only ten or fifteen minutes away, and she pushed her BMW X1 as fast as she dared, cursing the thickening traffic. When the line of taillights ahead of her flashed red and came to a dead stop on Allentown Road, she slammed the steering wheel with the palm of her hand. For the next quarter mile she inched along with all the other frustrated drivers, trying not to panic. Just when she thought she might as well turn around and resign herself to her sentence, traffic started flowing again. Soon, she passed a car with a flat on the shoulder and laughed aloud. All that because the looky-Lous had slowed to gawk at some poor sap changing a tire.
 
   Within minutes, she’d traversed Andrews down to the passenger terminal at the south end, and looked for a parking spot in the short-term lot. She didn’t care about the cost. She set the alarm on the SUV, grabbed her things and hurried into the terminal. She knew she was flying by the seat of her pants, and the fact that she had no plan terrified her. Her mind raced as she entered the terminal. She’d have to bluff her way onto a flight if she could, using the old set of orders and an 1853, a travel eligibility verification form. She patted her briefcase, reassuring herself they were still there. 
 
   Her briefcase rang, and she paused, confused. Then she remembered she’d stowed the burner cell inside. She pulled it out and checked the screen. A text message from Janet: I’ll try. She turned the phone off and stuffed it back in the case. She’d have to get Janet promoted when all of this was over. The woman was invaluable. Reyna quickened her pace as she neared one of the terminal entrances.
 
   The flurry of activity inside the terminal stopped her in her tracks. A phalanx of feds in gray suits swept the room, and a couple of uniformed K-9 officers walked their dogs around the perimeter of the terminal to sniff for bombs. Uncertainty filled her, and she almost turned around and walked out. Damn it! She’d never had any doubts about her abilities before. She’d had to claw her way up, through training, flight school, active duty, and ONI, her self-confidence always bolstering her courage. But she’d never been investigated before. This was all Blake’s fault. Anger flared inside suddenly, and she steeled her resolve. She moved toward the service counter, scanning the faces around her. To her surprise, her gaze lit on a friendly one.
 
   “Chuck?” she said as she approached. “Chuck Davis?”
 
   A tall, thin man in his late forties looked up from his paperwork behind the counter. A smile broke on his face like the sun peeking over the horizon.
 
   “Commander Chase. What a pleasure! Still saving the world?”
 
   Davis was the day shift supervisor at the AFB passenger terminal, overseeing all the incoming and outgoing AMC—Air Mobility Command—flights. Reyna had met him on two previous occasions, both memorable. The first was when she’d been flown in on a stretcher with a bad gunshot wound. Davis had arranged for ground transfer to Walter Reed National Medical Center, had met the Gulfstream V air ambulance and personally supervised the transfer. Less than a year later, he’d met her flight from Washington State after she’d helped thwart an attempted terrorist bombing. That time he’d been there to molly-coddle the brass that had shown up to greet her. Some of whom now, apparently, were willing to let her career go down the tubes.
 
   Reyna waved her hand around the terminal. “What’s going on?”
 
   “POTUS is flying in on Angel from a trip to the west coast. Don’t you listen to the news? His plane lands in thirty minutes.” 
 
   Reyna’s hand went to her mouth. “Oh, my gosh, I forgot all about it.”
 
   “A few things on your mind, eh? Well, what can I do for you?”
 
   She colored. “I have to get out to Seattle, Chuck.”
 
   “Man trouble? That guy you were involved with? What’s his name?”
 
   “Blake,” Reyna said, surprised. “Blake Sanders.”
 
   “Look, Commander, we’re busy as flies on a shit pile right now because of the president.”
 
   Reyna felt her stomach drop, and the hand reaching for the papers in her briefcase stilled.
 
   “Don’t look so glum,” Davis said with a small grin. “It just so happens I’ve got a plane heading out to Joint Base Lewis-McChord in ten minutes. Bunch of guys from a Stryker unit in the 25th Infantry consulting with the Iraqis in Fallujah are on their way back to Hawaii via JBLM. You’ve got your papers?”
 
   Reyna hesitated then nodded and looked down at her open briefcase. She pulled out the old orders and handed them across the counter. But Davis already had his head down filling out boarding paperwork. He waved her orders away.
 
   “That’s okay,” he said. “Like I said, we’re a little busy. Are you carrying a weapon?”
 
   “Yes,” she said, biting her lip.
 
   “Properly locked, I assume. No need to put it in checked baggage. Despite the fact that these boys are no longer officially combat troops, they’re all carrying service weapons. You can carry it on if you want to.” 
 
   He finished filling out the proper forms and put them up on the counter. “Okay, now, just for appearances’ sake, smile for the nice Secret Service agents and show me your ID.”
 
   Reyna dug in her briefcase for her photo ID and held it up with both incredulity and relief flooding her system. 
 
   Davis handed her the boarding papers. “Better hustle. Wheels up in eight minutes.”
 
   She took them gratefully. “Thanks, Chuck. I owe you big-time.”
 
   “If you save the world again,” he called as she walked away, “don’t get hurt!”
 
   She waved without looking back. Right, like that was going to happen. She was always getting hurt where Blake was concerned. Her more immediate concern was getting on board and out of D.C. And hoping that in six hours no one was waiting at JBLM to arrest her when she deplaned. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   July 27—Seattle
 
   The Seattle Times had a warehouse over in Ballard, one of several in the area, where route drivers assembled newspapers. The papers were printed in Bothell and dropped at various distribution centers throughout the state. A good-sized parking lot abutted the building and served a variety of businesses during the day. It typically emptied out in the late evening after both commuters and restaurant and nightlife patrons went home. But it filled up again after midnight as drivers showed up to get papers for their routes. 
 
   I should have paid more attention, but it had been a long day, and the lot was busy as usual. I didn’t notice the two men angling in on either side behind me until it was too late. They each gripped an arm above the elbow and pulled me to a stop.
 
   “You come with us,” said the one on my right, the thick accent familiar.
 
   “Marko, where are your manners,” the other one said. Either he ordered his wardrobe from a mortuary supply house or he hadn’t changed clothes since the other night—same leather coat, silk pants, black shirt. “We’re here to extend an invitation to Mr. Sanders to join us.” 
 
   “Some other time,” I said. “I have to go to work, fellas.” 
 
   Marko squeezed, his thumb digging into muscle, sending a jolt of pain up my arm. “You come.”
 
   Other drivers headed toward the bright squares of light from the open loading dock doors, heedless of my predicament. 
 
   “I’ll make a scene,” I said. “You don’t want the attention.”
 
   Something hard poked into my kidney. “And you don’t want bullet in kidney,” said the one dressed in black. “Is very painful.”
 
   “Is that smart? Makes a lot of noise. Probably a big hole, too.” My brain screamed, “Shut up!” My mouth chose to ignore the command. Fear roiled the contents of my stomach. I knew all too well what it felt like to get shot.
 
   “This close, just a small pop,” he said, smiling. “And bullet is little. Just rattle around in there, ripping things up.”
 
   They led me away from the light to a dark corner of the lot where they’d left the Mercedes. Marko shoved me into the back seat, sort of like trying to put toothpaste back into the tube given my size. When I untangled myself, the man doing the Johnny Cash impression sat in the front passenger seat pointing the gun at me. Marko came around the car and got behind the wheel. With barely a whisper of sound the big auto started up and glided out of the lot.
 
   “Did you find your uncle?” I said.
 
   The corner of his mouth turned up. “Sadly, he died. But perhaps you knew this.”
 
   I shook my head. “I didn’t know him.” I glanced out the window. “Where are we going?”
 
   “Not far.” He tossed a cloth sack over the seat. It hit me in the chest and dropped in my lap. 
 
   “You’re kidding.” The look on his face said otherwise. I pulled the sack over my head. Immediately, my chest constricted, my breathing grew fast and shallow, my face flushed and my heart banged on the bars of my ribcage to get out.
 
   “Hey, hey! Take it easy back there! What’s wrong with you?”
 
   I clutched at my chest and searched for a drishti, anything that would focus the thoughts spinning through my head, but the panic was full blown, and I thrashed on the seat like a fish in the bottom of a boat. 
 
   “Ebanatyi pidaraz! What the fuck? We’re not going to kill you, for god’s sake!”
 
   “I figured that,” I gasped. 
 
   “Then what…? Oh, for shit’s sake.” 
 
   He hit me hard, ringing my ears, and the shock of it made me suck in a big enough breath that I finally gained control of my diaphragm. Pulse pounding, I slumped in the seat and let the adrenaline drain away. 
 
   “What is problem? Hood make you—what is word?—claustrophobic? Or are you just pussy?”
 
   Marko laughed at that, a guttural sound closer to a growl. Under the circumstances, I saw no reason to share, and the car fell silent. I tried keeping track of time, counting seconds and the number of times we turned. After a few minutes I was hopelessly lost, but calmer. I gave up and settled back in my seat. 
 
   When the car came to a stop, Marko got out, opened the door on my left and ordered me out. I struggled to get my feet free. He grabbed my arms and roughly dragged me out. With an occasional prod they steered me across hard pavement and through a door into a narrow hallway. The hood smelled of grease and someone else’s sweat. I could see my feet in the lighted space from under the hood, but little else. Music pulsed through the walls from somewhere in the building, more felt than heard. They pushed me around a corner and through two more doors before we came to a stop inside a more dimly lit space with carpet under my feet. The two men flanked me, and one yanked the hood off my head.
 
   I blinked several times as my eyes adjusted to the light from a desk lamp in front of me and a table lamp off to one side. The large office was tastefully furnished with antiques, not square, industrial pieces from a supply house. The carpet turned out to be a dark Oriental with lots of navy and deep red in the pattern. A man as thick as the trunk of an old oak contemplated me from behind the double pedestal desk with eyes as hard as marbles. Black hair generously flecked with gray swept back off a broad forehead and lay flat against his skull with the help of hair product that made it glisten as if wet. The collar of an expensive silk dress shirt descended from under the hinges of his jaw and disappeared under a suit jacket, a cream-colored tie around it knotted neatly under his chin. A suit coat draped his massive shoulders without a wrinkle, and he shot French cuffs from the sleeves while he watched me, cufflinks catching the light as he rested his forearms on the desk.
 
   “You know who I am?” he said. 
 
   I shook my head. “Not a clue.”
 
   “Pyotr Dmitrov.”
 
   “I’m sorry, is that supposed to mean something to me? Your associates here kidnap me at gunpoint from my workplace, put a hood on my head and bring me here, I’m going to guess you’re not someone I want to know.”
 
   He looked sharply at the men, and addressed the one with the gun. “Is this true, Grigori?” 
 
   “He wouldn’t have come otherwise,” Grigori said, surprise in his voice.
 
   “But once he saw gun, he shake like baby,” Marko said with smug satisfaction.
 
   The shelf of eyebrow above Dmitrov’s glittering eyes rose. “You were frightened? My apologies, Mr. Sanders.”
 
   “It was a panic attack,” I muttered. 
 
   He tipped his head and looked at me curiously. “You are anxious about something? No need for that here.”
 
   “What do you want?” I was exhausted from too little sleep and the aftereffects of the anxiety attack. I bit the inside of my cheek to remind myself to think hard before allowing words to come out of my mouth that I might quickly regret.
 
   He rested one hand atop the other on his desk. “I’m a simple businessman, Mr. Sanders. Two nights ago, my associates asked you if you’d seen a man they were looking for.”
 
   “Right,” I snorted. “Their ‘uncle.’ Yours, too?” I bit my cheek again, hard enough this time to taste blood.
 
   “No,” Dmitrov said, “just a business associate. This man was supposed to deliver something to me, and I would like to have it.”
 
   “Why don’t you ask him then? What does this have to do with me?”
 
   “The man, unfortunately, is dead. And apparently you knew him. Anthony D’Amato?”
 
   I nodded. “Sure. I know the name. He’s on my paper route.”
 
   “Perhaps you knew him better than you suggest. You went to his apartment building.”
 
   “To pay my respects,” I snapped. “I didn’t know him personally, but my customers are people, not just an address on a list, Mr. Dmitrov.”
 
   His head tipped slightly. “Perhaps you can also explain why NCIS picked you up and took you to the naval base for questioning.”
 
   The question took me by surprise. I didn’t answer right away, wondering how Dmitrov could possibly know this. 
 
   “Come now, Mr. Sanders. You’re not thinking of denying it, are you?”
 
   “Why would I? But I really can’t tell you much. NCIS was looking for a missing agent. They thought I might know something about it. I have no idea why. So, unless D’Amato was working for NCIS, I don’t see a connection. As far as I’m concerned, they made a mistake.” I shrugged. “Our tax dollars at work.”
 
   He regarded me the way a cat might look at a bird that had landed too close to the spot where it sunned itself, as if he couldn’t decide whether or not he was hungry enough to bother. 
 
   “I lost a lot of money because of you once, Mr. Sanders,” he said finally. “A Pac-Twelve game.” 
 
   The comment blew the dust off an old photo album in my head, revealing snapshots that were yellowing with age. I felt a vague and dull stab of pain, a tiny echo of what had once felt like a mortal blow. 
 
   “Stanford,” I said, and saw him nod.
 
   The game had been my last, the one during which the small handful of Vicodin I’d taken before the game no longer had any effect. The one in which the deterioration in my hip joint from osteomyelitis had become so severe that I had collapsed on the basketball court. The one during which I’d been rushed to the hospital on a morphine drip for an emergency hip replacement while my teammates went on to let a fourteen-point lead slip away.
 
   Dmitrov waved the wisps of memory out of the air between us. “We are both older and wiser, yes? I’m sure you won’t disappoint me now.”
 
   “I’ll mind my own business; you mind yours.”
 
   He smiled. “Sound advice. Grigori and Marko will take you back to your place of employment.” He didn’t try to hide the contempt in his voice.
 
   Marko gripped my arm. 
 
   I shrugged him off. “Next time you want to chat, try the phone. Nifty little invention.”
 
   I turned around and waited until they pulled the hood down over my eyes.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Dmitrov had intimated that he hadn’t intended to frighten me. Whoever he was, I knew he’d meant to do precisely that. And every time that thought crept into my consciousness as I drove my route, the band around my chest constricted, threatening to trigger another panic attack. If ever there was a time I wished Charlie were around to lend a hand this was it. But I was already in way to deep for Charlie to help me, and judging from what I’d seen earlier not even Charlie’s resources at SPD would be a match for Dmitrov. 
 
   When I finally got home and stripped to my shorts to crash, too tired to make breakfast or even read, I found the scraps of paper from D’Amato’s scooter in my pocket. Carrying them to the kitchen to throw in the wastebasket under the sink, I glanced at them again and stopped. D’Amato was a neat-freak, his apartment immaculate, but it hadn’t been OCD. It had been a deliberate attempt to remain anonymous, to hide a personal life. So why had these bits of trash been in the compartment in his Vespa?
 
   I spread them out on the counter—two receipts and a strip of slick, plastic-coated paper. One receipt was for a doll from a store in the Alderwood Mall up north. The other had come from a post office. I stared at the three white rectangles on the counter and forced my tired brain to put it together. The third strip had come from a self-sealing box or large envelope.
 
   D’Amato had mailed a present to the girl he wanted me to find—the doll she clutched so happily in the photo. But why? A birthday? And how would that help me find her? 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
   July 26—Seattle
 
   The plane flared just before the pilot cut power, and touched down with a soft bump and screech of rubber. Those air force jocks, always showing off. The result of flight training on runways a couple of miles long. A navy driver would have flown the plane onto the deck, smacking it down hard and fast to catch the hook. This pilot braked gently, and the plane rolled onto a taxiway. Reyna smiled at the soldier next to her. She’d pretended to sleep for most of the flight to avoid conversation, or worse, being hit on. But even relaxing with her eyes closed, sleep hadn’t come because of the whirlwind of thoughts in her head. 
 
   She knew she was over-thinking her dilemma. She’d drive herself crazy going in circles until she had some answers. And those wouldn’t be forthcoming until she got out there and asked some questions. The first person she planned to start with was Blake. She tensed as the plane approached the JBLM passenger terminal, wondering if MPs would be waiting there to take her into custody. She hadn’t committed a crime, but she’d directly disobeyed orders of her commanding officer, so was subject to sanctions, punishment. No red lights flashed, and she didn’t see any vehicles other than those waiting to service the incoming flight. Still, they could be waiting for her inside the terminal gate.
 
   The plane crept to a standstill and the engines shut down with a slowly dying whine. A soft ding indicated the seat belt sign had been turned off, and the aisle suddenly crowded with large men in fatigues who smelled as if they’d been travelling for a day and a half. Reyna didn’t find it unpleasant. In fact, she’d gotten used to it over the years, and it brought back memories of her various tours. The murmur of voices around her grew louder and more boisterous as airstairs were rolled up to the plane. Through the windows, Reyna could see crowds of people, mostly women, pressed back behind an invisible line at the edge of the tarmac. As the first men deplaned, the line broke and wives, husbands and children ran toward the plane as their loved ones came down the stairs and ran to greet them. 
 
   Reyna grabbed her bag and shuffled toward the front of the plane sandwiched between a couple of six-foot slabs of beefcake, and tried to insert herself into the midst of a group of soldiers headed for the terminal. She watched the tearful reunions on the apron, full of smiles and hugs and joyful kisses as she passed, wistfully wishing she could be greeted like that. No one was left, really, to make that happen for her. Her brother and only sibling had followed her father’s footsteps into the army, but had passed the grueling training required to become a member of Delta Force, and now was stationed somewhere in the Middle East. Not even Reyna, with her Top Secret clearance, knew where he was or what his missions entailed. Her mother had died several years earlier from ovarian cancer that hadn’t been detected until it had reached Stage 4, far too late for treatment. Her mother’s death had broken her father’s heart. An army colonel, he’d retired soon after the funeral, and had quickly faded to a desaturated version of his former self, gray and listless. A stroke had landed him in a nursing facility in Fayetteville, N.C., just outside Ft. Bragg, his last posting. Reyna didn’t have the heart to visit him.
 
   Without realizing it, she’d walked through the door into the terminal with the soldiers. Chastising herself for losing her focus, Reyna quickly scanned the interior, but saw no sign of a welcoming committee for her. Janet, bless her, had come through and stalled for time. Reyna hurried through the terminal and caught a cab out front to a nearby car rental agency. Fifteen minutes later, she was on the road north to Seattle, the terrain and landmarks now all too familiar. A glimpse of snow-capped Mt. Rainier in her side mirror, rising above the surrounding mountain range into the blue summer sky sent an odd pang through her that felt surprisingly like homesickness. Several miles later, after she passed Seatac airport, the Seattle skyline spread out in front of her at the top of a rise. She suddenly realized with surprise that her homesickness was for this place. It felt, oddly, like home.
 
   She shook her head. This was not her Washington. Hers was the seat of political and military power in America, the nerve center of the world’s mightiest country. And though she was a tiny cog in a vast intelligence gathering organization, her job was important, and she did it very well. Seattle was a backwater, a city that would have been an afterthought had it not been for Boeing first, and Microsoft later, huge companies that had kept the economy alive and attracted other businesses. Yet she’d been called to these boondocks four times now because things happened here, world-changing events. Its proximity to the Pacific and all the countries along that ocean’s rim made it a gateway for commerce, technology, and criminal enterprise in both directions. Maybe the other Washington was passé. Maybe this was where the action was.
 
   After the commendation she’d received for services the last time she was here, preventing a group of terrorists from setting off a dirty bomb atop the Space Needle, she’d considered transferring out of ONI’s Farragut Technical Analysis Center and into the agency’s Kennedy Irregular Warfare Center. She enjoyed data analysis and found her skills a good fit for what she’d been doing for the past several years. But the few times she’d been in the field had reminded her how much she missed her flying days and the thrill of deployment. Kennedy was where most of the field intelligence agents lived. If she figured out what was going on and cleared her name of any suspicion, maybe she could push for special assignment—stay in analysis, but work field assignments when something came up that fit her skills set.
 
   She sighed. What the hell was she thinking? She’d be lucky to get out of this mess with only a disciplinary slap on the wrist. Every minute she spent in Seattle put her career at risk.
 
   In the center of downtown, she exited the freeway onto a street that climbed up First Hill and dropped down behind Capitol Hill toward Lake Washington and the Madison Park neighborhood. In the no-man’s land between the Central District and Madrona neighborhoods, she turned onto familiar side streets and worked her way toward the house Blake shared with the gay couple who owned it. She’d only been to Blake’s apartment a couple of times, but the route was indelibly etched in her memory. Everything about her three previous encounters with Blake Sanders were imprinted on her like a computer virus that had gotten tangled up in her software. Stop it! 
 
   Now was not the time to be thinking of Blake in that way, to be thinking that way at all. The last time she’d been here, she’d been so angry with him, all his whining about “Molly this” and “Molly that.” Okay, so his ex had been kidnapped. He’d had a right to be concerned. And when it was all over, when they’d gotten Molly back, Blake had told Reyna he loved her. Wasn’t that what she wanted? But she couldn’t make a life with him. Not here in Seattle. Could she?
 
   Shoving the thoughts aside when she spotted the house, she slowed and looked for a place to park. Halfway down the block, an open slot on the opposite side of the street beckoned. She whipped the car around in a three-point turn and jockeyed it into the space. Less than two minutes later she stood on the little stoop outside Blake’s apartment, fist poised to knock on the door. She hesitated, thoughts racing, heart thumping her ribs like a prizefighter working a bag. Damn it, she was here for results, not romance. She knocked, hard. No one answered, and no sounds emanated from inside. She knew Blake worked the graveyard shift on his route and sometimes slept until late afternoon, so she gave it some time and knocked loudly one more time.
 
   When she got no response she walked back to her car, climbed in and got comfortable for what could be a long wait. An hour into her stakeout, a passing car snagged her attention. Moving slowly, as if looking for an address, its brake lights flashed as it drew abreast of the house where Blake lived. The passenger door opened and a man dressed in black slacks and black leather jacket got out. The clothes were far too warm for the summer weather, leading Reyna to conclude that he carried a gun and the car had a seriously powerful air-conditioning system. A second glance at the car confirmed her guess—a black Mercedes AMG sedan. 
 
   While the passenger strolled across the street, the driver threw the car into reverse and backed toward her weaving into a space at the curb eight or ten cars ahead of her. The passenger disappeared around the back of the house, headed for the entrance to Blake’s apartment. Reyna sat a little straighter to get a better view, but kept her head out of sight of the Mercedes’ side mirror. No more than a minute or two passed before the passenger reappeared, checked for traffic and hustled across the street to the Mercedes. Rounding the front, he got back inside, where the temperature was a nice cool 65 degrees, no doubt.
 
   Reyna expected the car to pull away from the curb. When it didn’t, she settled in again, ignoring the mounting pressure on her bladder. Blake had become a popular man, a development she found more than curious. And his newfound acquaintances didn’t appear particularly friendly.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
   July 27—Suitland, Maryland
 
   Chief Warrant Officer Janet Tolliver contemplated the papers on her desk for the tenth time, papers that, if properly filled out and filed, would put Reyna on administrative leave, and essentially strip her of her ability to look into the accusations against her. Janet had already procrastinated for half a day to buy Reyna some time. But she could seriously jeopardize her job if she delayed any further. 
 
                 She needed this job. Ever since she’d divorced Ron, the scumbag, for sleeping with his secretary at his lobbying firm, life had been tough for her. Making ends meet on only one salary in this town presented enough challenges, but one thing after another had gone wrong in the past few years. First, her car’s transmission blew three months after the warranty period expired. That added three grand to her credit card debt. 
 
   Next had been her “female” troubles. After months of tests and visits to the gynecologist, they’d finally diagnosed endometriosis, which was one of the reasons she and Ron had never had children, apparently. Thank God for that. But the pain she’d simply lived with all those years got worse, and when hormone treatment hadn’t worked, doctors had advised skipping a laparoscopy or laparotomy and undergoing a hysterectomy instead. While her insurance had covered most of it, her recovery had been long and slow. Without enough sick days to cover her recuperation, she’d gone without pay so many times that she’d barely scraped enough together each month to pay bills.
 
   The final straw had been her mother’s sudden, unanticipated death the year before. With no personal time or sick days to deal with all that accompanies someone’s death—Burial or cremation? Funeral or memorial? Sort through her things or simply donate it all?—Janet had never really grieved. And during part of that time, Reyna had been gone, off saving the world, making Janet’s job both easier and harder at the same time. She’d had to pick up the slack.
 
   Money wasn’t the only thing, though. She liked this job. She liked the responsibility, the knowledge that she was doing worthwhile work, helping her country. The job fit her skills and temperament, and she accomplished it well. The job made her feel good about herself. She needed that sense of fulfillment as much as she needed the paycheck, maybe more.
 
   She caught movement out of the corner of her eye and quickly covered the papers with a SSBI case file. She looked up, startled by the sight of Captain Hinson striding purposefully down the long corridor of office doors. Tall, lanky and Cary Grant handsome, Paul Hinson had risen to the post of COMONI—commander of ONI—by virtue of the fact that people underestimated him. Janet definitely thought of him as a pretty face, blushing now at the silent admission, but also knew how shrewd and intelligent the man was. She wondered what he was doing in their neck of the woods until he turned abruptly to Captain Farley’s office door and knocked loudly. 
 
   Rising from her chair, she straightened her uniform skirt. With thoughts and heart racing, she steeled her resolve and walked into Reyna’s cubicle. Riffling through Reyna’s “out” box, Janet quickly found the interoffice envelope with Capt. Hinson’s name on it containing a report Reyna and Janet had worked on. She hesitated only briefly before Hinson’s voice spurred her on.
 
   “What’s going on, Todd? Is any of this true?”
 
   Janet quickly moved across the hall and stood next to Farley’s door, out of sight. 
 
   “I don’t know, sir,” Farley said. “We haven’t had time to investigate.”
 
   Hinson went on as if he hadn’t heard. “And why the hell did I overhear this from a middy in the cafeteria? Why didn’t you inform me that NCIS put one of our people under a microscope?”
 
   “I, uh… It didn’t seem pertinent at the time, sir. I didn’t consider it important enough to bother you with.”
 
   “We just gave the woman a Commendation Medal, for chrissakes. If she’s involved in this NCIS mess you don’t think that’s going to look bad for us? Don’t you think that’s something I should know about?”
 
   “Well, yes, sir. I suppose so.” Farley sounded cowed. 
 
   Janet almost smiled as warmth spread through her at the sound of Farley’s dressing down. But she pulled herself together and put on a serious face. She stepped away from the wall and hovered a few feet from the door, looking away as if disinterested, but no longer trying to hide.
 
   “When are you going to get on this?” Hinson said. 
 
   “Right away, sir. I’ll put our best people on it.”
 
   “Good. So, what’s your gut tell you? Is she involved, or is NCIS blowing smoke?”
 
   “I’m not sure, but she is romantically linked with this Sanders guy, and he’s the one NCIS is interested in.”
 
   “Sanders may be a nut job and a civvy, but he’s helped us out on more than one occasion. I wouldn’t judge Commander Chase based on whatever her relationship is, or was, with Sanders. Oh, and Todd, don’t go out of your way to help NCIS on this one.”
 
   “Are you asking me not to cooperate with law enforcement, sir?” 
 
   “I’m asking you to conduct your investigation and let NCIS conduct theirs. If they want one of our people, they can damn well build a case on their own. Are we clear?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   Hinson barreled out of Farley’s office, his face a thundercloud, eyes unleashing bolts of lightning, and nearly ran into Janet. She backed up a step, regained her balance and snapped a salute. He paused and returned it, looking at her curiously.
 
   “This is a report you wanted, sir,” she said, handing him the envelope. “I saw you come down the hall and figured this was faster than interoffice mail.”
 
   Hinson took the envelope. “Thank you, Chief. Tolliver, isn’t it? You work with Commander Chase?”
 
   “Yes, sir.” She leaned in and dropped her voice. “She’s innocent, sir. I know her.”
 
   “I hope so, for both your sakes,” he said, and turned away.
 
   Janet watched his form grow smaller as he moved down the hall, then swung her gaze toward her desk, briefly meeting Captain Farley’s through the open doorway, his mouth turned down in annoyance. She hurried out of view before he had a chance to say anything.
 
   As soon as she sat at her desk, she pulled the orders putting Reyna on leave from under the folders, opened a drawer, stuffed them in a random spot and shut the drawer firmly. She needed to find out exactly what the NCIS investigation entailed and why they thought Reyna was involved.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
   July 27—Seattle
 
   Lodestar LLC, the company where D’Amato had worked, was located in a boxy white low-rise building in Bothell on the northeast side of the lake. The website described it as, “a 69,000-square-foot manufacturing facility currently producing military-grade electronics and our proprietary products, accommodating initial small runs and serving as a template for development of manufacturing processes that satisfy higher volume requirements.” The jargon didn’t tell me much, but when I read further I learned that Lodestar was “dedicated to research, development and production of advanced optics.”
 
   Three stories of concrete dimpled with glass, the facility resembled any of a hundred others in a one-mile radius, places where thousands of people disappeared each day to mark time as they tried to earn a living. As tenuous as my income was driving a paper route, I’d actually felt relief after I’d lost my high-octane job in public affairs. Despite good relationships with my clients and relatively successful programs on their behalf, I’d gone to the office each day feeling like a fraud, convinced that someone would find out what I didn’t know, and point out that while I might head a tiny empire, the emperor had no clothes. It never happened; instead someone at the firm set me up to take the fall for embezzling a client’s campaign funds. Water down the storm sewer.
 
   Set back from the street on a large lot, the building was surrounded by neatly trimmed grass that gently sloped down to a four-foot boxwood hedge fronting the sidewalk. Small trees and bushes broke up the building’s bland exterior with splashes of green. In a nod to environmentalism—or tight budget, more likely—the grass hadn’t been watered, and like most of the area that time of year had sun-burned to an ashen brown. Plunked down in the outlying areas of Las Vegas or Phoenix and the grass would have been verdant green. I was so tired the irony failed to amuse me. The asphalt drive wound past a reflective glass façade above the main entry to a large parking lot at the back of the building. I couldn’t find a shaded spot so I parked next to an SUV that cast a shadow over at least half the little Toyota.
 
   I’d called ahead to make an appointment with the head of the HR department, leaving my reason sufficiently vague that she’d feel compelled to keep the appointment, to save her own ass if nothing else. The security guard at the front desk checked a clipboard, told me where to go and waved me over to the elevators as he picked up the phone to let HR know I was on the way up. When the doors opened, a large woman the color of an espresso macchiato stood in the hallway just outside the elevator, a manila file folder under one arm. Her eyes took a long walk from my face down to the tips of my loafers.
 
   “Mr. Sanders, I’m Shauniqua Caruthers.” She spoke with the unaccented intonation of a television news anchor. 
 
   She stuck out a hand as I stepped off the elevator. Her grip was soft, her large hand warm and moist, the handshake like kneading bread dough. 
 
   “I’m glad you could see me on short notice.”
 
   Her big hips rolled from side to side as she turned and waddled down the hall, looking at me over her shoulder. “Happy to make time, especially where one of our employees is concerned.” 
 
   She waved me into an office with a view of the parking lot. Then again, I realized, they all had views of the parking lot. She shut the door behind her and squeezed around the end of her desk. The big chair screaked a complaint as she lowered her bulk into the seat. Placing the file on the desk, she folded her arms over it, guarding its contents.
 
   “As much as I’d like to help,” she said, “I’m not sure how much I can tell you. Explain to me again why you’re here.”  
 
   “The law firm handling Anthony D’Amato’s estate asked me to look for heirs.” The lie that kept on giving. “Since he worked here…” 
 
   “EEOC rules prevent us from asking the question, but I can tell you that he wasn’t married, and he didn’t have children. At least none that we’re aware of.”
 
   “Benefits?”
 
   She nodded. “He never listed any withholding allowances on his W-4 form, and never listed any dependents for any benefits, not as recipients for healthcare or as beneficiaries of his company life insurance, IRA or any other program he signed up for. And I’ve already told you more than I should.”
 
   “He’s dead, Miz Caruthers, and it sounds like there wasn’t anyone else who would give a damn.”
 
   She pressed her lips together and gave me a stern look. 
 
   “What did he do here?” I said. “Can you tell me that?”
 
   Her fingers toyed with the edge of the folder, but she didn’t open it. “He was a scientist, one of our top researchers. We’re going to miss him.”
 
   The career explained D’Amato’s professorial look, but not his penchant for anonymity. I took a deep breath and blew it out slowly, reminding myself to be patient. “What did he research?” 
 
   “He worked on a number of our government contracts, which I can’t go into. I’m sure you understand.”
 
   “Generally speaking.” I glared at her.
 
   She pulled her chin back, creating two more below it, and blinked. “We build lasers here, Mr. Sanders. So, I guess you could say his specialty, his area of expertise, was lasers. But I don’t know how that helps you find anyone related to him.”
 
   “It give me a clearer picture of who he was, which might help. If this was an easy task, I wouldn’t be here.”
 
   “I suppose you have a point.” She pulled open a drawer and slid the folder into it. “Is there anything else I can help you with?”
 
   “I’d like to see his office, if you don’t mind.”
 
   She looked startled. “His office. I, ah… I can show you his office, but you can’t touch or take anything. And I’ll warn you that he didn’t spend much time there. He worked in the lab most of the time. And no, you can’t see that lab. We work on classified projects.”
 
   She pressed down on her forearms and levered herself out of the chair, and edged sideways past the end of the desk again. I followed her out into the hallway. She led the way to the elevator. We descended one floor, and headed the opposite direction this time, stopping about ten doors down. She opened one and waved me in, hovering behind me as I stepped inside. In ten seconds I’d seen everything there was to see. His desk and workspace were bare, clear of papers or files. A wide, two-drawer file cabinet suggested the tidiness wasn’t for lack of paperwork. Like his apartment, D’Amato’s office contained nothing personal—no photos, no desk calendar, no handwritten notebooks. A large potted plant stood in one corner, the only nod to color or something more animate than a chair. I guessed it belonged to the company, or was leased, and taken care of by a plant service. 
 
   I pivoted, startling Caruthers so much she backed into the doorframe. 
 
   “That was fast,” she said.
 
   “Not much to see.” I shrugged. “Have the police spoken to you?”
 
   She glanced past me and nodded. “Yes, but they didn’t take anything. They said they would send someone later to box up his files—at least the ones that aren’t confidential.”
 
   For a brief moment something like sadness twisted her features. Then she was all business again as she let me push past her, reached back inside for the door handle and shut the door on whoever D’Amato had been. 
 
   I drove back to the park with the orcas to look for Masha and try to convince her to put me in touch with Anya, if that was her real name, so I could talk to her about the girl. The lunch hour was long past, but with nowhere else to go I toured the perimeter of the park. When I reached the bench where I’d found her the day before, she wasn’t there, but the old woman was standing nearby putting trash in a container. Her bag sat on the bench. I stepped up my pace.
 
   “Hello!” I called from a few yards away. “Remember me?”
 
   The woman turned, squinted through rheumy eyes and bobbed her head. “Da. From yesterday.”
 
   “Have you seen Masha today? I know she and Anya are friends.”
 
   “Who is Anya?” The woman’s smile turned south.
 
   “The mother of the little girl in the photo I showed you. I saw her yesterday, going to meet Masha at a restaurant, but she ran away before I could talk to her.”
 
   “Maybe is good reason she run away.”
 
   “Maybe, but I’m not it. Whatever trouble she might be in I’m not part of. I’m trying to help. Please, that little girl is in some kind of danger.”
 
   The woman stared at me for a moment. “Why you so interested in helping this girl? What are you?”
 
   “I’m nobody. Just a newspaper carrier.” I paused. Something in her eyes made me go on. “The man who gave me her picture was on my paper route. He died before he could tell me who she is, but he made me swear to find her and protect her. Do you understand?”
 
   She nodded. “Masha not here today. But she work near here. Maybe you find her there.”
 
   “Do you know where?”
 
   “Is flower shop, next to mall.” 
 
   “You know the address?”
 
   She laughed, a short sharp bark. “Who I buy flowers for? Go look. You find.”
 
   Developers had strung strip malls like costume jewels around the shopping center with lots of glitter but little substance. One of them likely housed a flower shop. 
 
   “Thank you,” I said. “I’m sorry, I don’t even know your name.”
 
   “Ursula. And you’re welcome.”
 
   “I’m Blake. Blake Sanders.” I turned to go then changed my mind, scribbled my name and number on one of Molly’s cards and handed it to her. “If you ever need anything, you call me.”
 
   She took the outstretched card reluctantly, so I pressed it into her hand and hurried away.
 
   The flower shop turned out to be literally around the corner from the restaurant where I’d confronted Masha in the next building over, a strip mall on the edge of the shopping center’s parking lot. A bell over the door jangled when I walked in. The interior was cool and dim compared to the warm sunshine outside, but the earthy, floral scents nearly overpowered me. Two women and a nervous teenage boy stood in line while a harried girl behind the counter retrieved an order from a shelf and made change for the first woman. Through a doorway, a short balding man with glasses cut and arranged flowers in a vase in the back room. 
 
   I waited until the three customers had been served and stepped up to the counter. The girl looked up at me from under a shelf of bangs dyed pink with eyes blackened with mascara. 
 
   “Help you?” she said. Her fingertips, nails painted dark green, rested on the lip of the counter, the knuckles white from pressing them down so hard.
 
   “Is Masha here today?”
 
   She shook her head, the bangs swinging like tassels on a girl’s bike. 
 
   “Do you know when she works again?”
 
   Her eyes still on me, she called over her shoulder. “Mr. Smulski?”
 
   “She didn’t come in today,” the little man said loudly from the back room. He didn’t look up from his work. “Who’s asking?”
 
   “My name’s Sanders. Will she be in tomorrow?”
 
   Smulski sighed, brushed off his hands and came around his worktable through the door. He stopped and looked me up and down, hands on hips. 
 
   “What I mean is she never showed up for work. Didn’t call in sick, either. She was supposed to handle flower arrangements for a bat mitzvah and an engagement party today along with helping Sheila here behind the counter. Busiest we’ve been in months, and she waits until today to pull a no-show.”
 
   “I really need to speak with her. Can you tell me where she lives?”
 
   “You have got to be kidding me,” Smulski said. “I can’t tell you that. For all I know you could be a jealous ex-boyfriend.” 
 
   Sheila rolled her eyes, but her back was to Smulski so he couldn’t see it.
 
   “Maybe she had a rough night and slept in,” I said. “Or maybe she can’t get to the phone and needs help. Tell me where she lives, and I’ll go check on her.”
 
   Smulski pondered for a moment. “Screw it. I’m going to be here until midnight as it is. I’m so pissed off at that girl, I don’t care if you are her ex. Go wake her up. Tell her she’s fired. Sheila, give the man Masha’s address.”
 
   He spun on his heel and went back through the doorway. Sheila stared after him then shut her mouth and found a piece of scrap paper and a pencil. She scribbled the address and handed it to me. 
 
   “No way you’re her ex,” she said.
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   She snorted. “Masha’s never had a boyfriend. Lots of men ‘friends,’ sniffing around looking for a freebie, but no boyfriend.”
 
   The address was about a quarter mile away on the far side of the little golf course that adjoined the park. Rather than retrieve my car, I hoofed it through the neighborhoods that ringed the park, and soon grew warm enough to break a sweat. I ended up at an older apartment complex with several buildings forming a square around a center common area with a little bit of grass and plantings and a pool. The apartments were staggered in a saw tooth pattern, three to a unit—at garden level, first and second floors—front doors all accessible to anyone coming in off the street. Masha’s unit was in a back corner building, right off a side street and probably furthest from the manager’s unit. Sounds of water splashing and children squealing came from the inner courtyard. I heard only two small voices and a woman’s voice. Most residents were at work.
 
   I walked up to Masha’s door without seeing anyone and rapped on it hard with my knuckles. It popped open a half-inch, and the hair on the back of my neck rose. I froze and listened, but no sounds came from inside the apartment.
 
   “Masha?” I called softly. “Anybody home?”
 
   No one answered. I shouldered the door open gently and stepped inside a gloomy interior. Letting my eyes adjust, I found myself in a small foyer with a closet on my right and short hall to an open living room and kitchen. I rounded the wall that separated hall from kitchen and stopped dead in my tracks. On the far side of the living room, slumped in a straight-backed chair sat a naked figure. Tattered strips of clothing lay strewn everywhere. Even with the shades pulled the violence displayed shined in Technicolor. Blood streaked Masha’s chubby body, her head tipped forward so her chin was on her chest, and her wet, bedraggled hair dangled over her breasts. The blood had puddled on the carpet around the chair legs, the ferrous scent of it filling my nostrils. An even fouler smell mingled with the sickly sweetness of the blood, like charred meat.
 
   Something else glistened at her feet. Her legs had been tied to the legs of the chair and her arms behind her back, but her feet disappeared into a large pan of water, maybe a roasting pan. A rope of some kind snaked from the pan across the floor behind her. I took a few hesitant steps toward her and realized that it was an electrical cord, now unplugged, but obviously used to send jolts of current through her body. Even though I hadn’t eaten, my stomach rebelled and heaved. Clamping my mouth shut, I choked back the bile that rose in my throat and looked away. In the kitchen, the metal door to the circuit breaker box hung open.
 
   Like a witness to a train wreck, I couldn’t keep my eyes from returning to the horror confronting me, though I knew it would give me nightmares for weeks. Small cuts covered her body, not enough to cause major bleeding, just excruciating pain—the webbing between her fingers, the tender flesh under her arms and at the backs of her knees, breasts, the insides of her thighs… I knelt beside her and looked at her face. The gag stuffed in her mouth to stifle the screams was covered with blood, snot, and the tears that had streaked her cheeks with mascara. 
 
   As the shock faded, the same sorrow that had cored me like an apple after Cole died washed over me again. Whoever Masha had been, she hadn’t deserved to die like this. No one deserved to die like this. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whispered. 
 
   The distant sound of a siren pierced the small balloon my world had become, and the outside world came into focus again. It was time to go.              
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
   July 27—Seattle 
 
   As I stood, the sadness drained away, replaced by rage. I moved quickly and quietly to the still open door, poked my head through to see if the coast was clear. I yanked my shirt out of my waistband, used a shirttail to cover the doorknob and pulled the door shut. I stepped off the small porch onto the sidewalk leading out to the street. Halfway there, I heard a man’s voice behind me yell, “Hey, you!” Pretending I didn’t hear, I kept moving, but as soon as I reached the street and rounded the end of the complex out of sight, I broke into a jog. 
 
   Weaving my way through the side streets back to my car, my mind ran there and back four or five times, taunting me each time, asking why I was such a slowpoke. On the other side of the park, back the way I’d come, it hit me—I had only one lead left. And it looked like someone had wanted information very badly from Masha. If whoever had killed her was after the same thing, I was a step behind. I changed direction and headed for the strip mall church Masha had visited.
 
   Slowing as soon as I reached the parking lot out front, I caught my breath, wiped the sweat off my face and tucked my shirt in. The storefront church wasn’t air-conditioned, but it was cooler than the parking lot still baking under the late afternoon sun. Two columns of stackable chairs marched in neat rows across a yellowed linoleum floor up to a small lectern and a narrow table with two candles and a foot-high wooden cross on it. A door behind the lectern opened, and a man emerged dressed in a polo shirt and blue jeans. Blue eyes stood out in a friendly face under short, curly brown hair. Under six feet, his eyes widened as he took in my height. 
 
   “Can I help you?”
 
   “You’re the priest here?”
 
   A small smile crossed his lips. “Pastor.” As he approached his expression turned to concern. “Are you all right? Can I get you some water?”
 
   I shook my head. “A girl named Masha came here yesterday afternoon.”
 
   He nodded. “One of my parishioners. How did you know?”
 
   “I followed her here.” I sank into the closest chair, knees trembling. “I’m sorry, pastor. I think I will have that water if it’s all right.”
 
   “Of course.” He hurried into the back.
 
   I looked around the makeshift church wondering what the hell I’d gotten myself into. He returned with a bottle of water before any answers came to me.
 
   “I’m Pavel,” he said with no trace of an accent. “Paul, if you’re more comfortable with that.”
 
   “Russian?” 
 
   “My parents. They came over when I was so young that I’ve always thought of myself as American, not Russian.”
 
   “Masha is dead,” I blurted. There was no easy way into this conversation.
 
   Shock widened his eyes, but was quickly replaced by sadness. “How?”
 
   “I was hoping you could tell me. You don’t seem all that surprised.”
 
   He tipped his head to the side, perplexed. 
 
   “I followed Masha because I promised a dying man I would protect a young girl. I think Masha knows the girl’s mother, Anya.”
 
   This time the surprise was so fleeting I almost missed it, and his jaw muscles tightened. 
 
   “Go on,” he said.
 
   I told him everything. I’d never been particularly religious, but if I couldn’t trust a man of the cloth, who could I trust? He looked thoughtful when I finished and stared out the front window. Finally, he turned his gaze back to me and sighed.
 
   “Masha and her friend Anya were in the life,” he said. “You know what this is? Men in Russia—unscrupulous men, criminals—”
 
   “Mafia.”
 
   “Yes, Russian mafia pluck these girls off the streets of small towns everywhere and offer them jobs in America. They feed off these girls’ dreams of a better life and their fantasies of America as the land of golden opportunity.”
 
   He sat in a chair across the aisle from me and rested his elbows on his knees. “Reality is far different. The girls are essentially held prisoner here and forced to prostitute themselves to pay back the cost of bringing them to the U.S. But it never ends. They must also pay ‘rent’ for the appalling hovels they’re forced to live in. And there’s the cut for the girls’ services, interest on the money they owe and so forth. It goes on and on.
 
   “Most never find a way out of the life, and many die young from drugs or AIDS. A few lucky ones manage to escape or stay off drugs long enough to actually pay off what they owe. Anya’s one of the lucky ones. She found a man who loved her. To her surprise, she fell in love with him, too. He paid off what she owed, set her up in her own place, and continued to support her. And then she got pregnant and had a child. She went into hiding after that and kept a low profile so the mafia would never threaten her or her child. Her lover—your Mr. D’Amato, I suppose, since she never said—actually paid a monthly stipend to the mafia so they would think she was still working.”
 
   “And Masha?”
 
   “Never got out.” 
 
   “She had a job…”
 
   “Oh, she started to clean up her life. Yes, she got a real job, started taking classes to get a GED. She wasn’t the prettiest girl, so she wasn’t in high demand anymore. But I’m sure she still owed them money. They always do.” 
 
   “So they made her service clients anyway,” I guessed. 
 
   He nodded. “How did she die?”
 
   “Badly. No one should die like that.”
 
   “You saw her?” He knew I had.
 
   “You know I have to find Anya. I have to warn her. Masha was tortured. She may have told them where Anya lives.”
 
   Pavel looked at his feet and shook his head. “Masha doesn’t—didn’t know. And before you ask, I don’t either.”
 
   “Pastor—Pavel, you know better than I do what will happen here. They’ll find her and kill her, and the girl, too.”
 
   He looked at me strangely. “How do I know you didn’t make all this up? Maybe you killed Masha. How do I know you weren’t sent to kill Anya and her daughter?”
 
   “Oh, please. Me, a hit man for the Russian mob? Do I look like a killer?” As soon as I heard my own words, guilt smiled and waved, letting me know the lie might work with everyone else, but not me. I nearly squirmed under his stare. “Look, you’re just going to have to take me on faith. I made a promise—”
 
   He held up his hand to stop me. “I can get a message to her, and let her know that you want to talk to her. That’s all I can do. I’m sorry, but that’s her choice.”
 
   The determination on his face said I’d get nowhere with him by arguing. I rose wearily and dug in my pocket for yet another of Molly’s cards and wrote my name and number on it. 
 
   “The police might come asking questions,” I said.
 
   “I’ll tell them what I told you,” Pavel said, his face turning to stone. “Masha turned tricks. They should look at her pimp first.”
 
   The sun cast slanted shadows across the lot when I left. Like most summer days in this part of the world, as soon as the sun dived toward the horizon it dragged its cape of heat behind it to some other part of the world. Now drained of the adrenaline that had sustained me since finding Masha’s body, I felt doubly chilled. Realizing I hadn’t eaten all day, I walked across the parking lot to the strip of storefronts where Masha had intended to meet her friend. The mall offered Thai, Japanese and Mexican in addition. I couldn’t bring myself to go in the place where Masha had eaten. I chose Thai instead, but as soon as I stepped inside my stomach rebelled at the smell of food. I ran outside and dry-heaved in some bushes across the street until I puked up the memory of the bloody scene in the apartment, a thin stream of acidic bile.
 
   I recovered my car and stopped at a coffee shop on the way home. The coffee I ordered didn’t do much to settle my stomach, but at least it washed down a dose of meds. And with only a few hours until I had to go to work, I thought the caffeine would help.  
 
   By the time I got back across the lake to my neighborhood it was around 8:00 p.m., which meant anyone parking on the street had already arrived back home, leaving precious few spots. I cruised slowly up the street in front of the house where Peter and Chance lived, and where I rented an in-law apartment below them. Scanning both sides of the street for a space, I swung my head back and forth. A black Mercedes on the opposite side made me do a double take. Marko sat behind the wheel, the surprise on his face matching my own. They were watching the house, which meant they were waiting for me. 
 
   I threw the Toyota into first gear, popped the clutch and stomped the accelerator.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 22
 
    
 
   July 27—Bering Sea
 
   The Chechen stole quietly down the passageway at what the Americans liked to call “oh-dark-thirty,” essentially the dead of night, when only a skeleton crew stayed awake to monitor the ship’s progress and vital signs. The fire near the engine room had served as a wake-up call to the entire ship that nothing could be taken for granted. Despite being surrounded by water, to a ship, fire was anathema. Though alert crewmen had doused it fairly quickly, containing the damage to nothing more than some blackened paint and a smoky smell that permeated that section of the ship, the alarm that had gone out had scrambled the rest of the crew and caused a fairly major disruption in routine, slowing the ship’s headway toward its destination.
 
   Stopping at a door along the passage, he pulled a set of lock picks from a pocket and knelt in front of it on the cold steel deck. Within a minute or two, he felt the last tumbler click into place, opened the door and slipped inside. He barely had room to turn around in the small space. Limited to begin with, racks of electronics gear on all sides diminished the room’s size further. The deck plan labeled the room a “storage closet,” but only a very few knew the contents stored behind the label. The electronic systems in this room on this particular Udaloy I-class destroyer provided complete redundancy, from navigation to communication. Most ships in the fleet had gear only where it belonged. Due to budget constraints, none had a duplicate system buried deep within the ship where it’d be less susceptible to damage from incoming enemy fire. 
 
   Those he worked with on board had no idea of his knowledge and training in electronics. He took a slow look around the room, thinking of all the havoc he could cause from here. With a little time, he could change the ship’s heading with no outward sign on the instruments up on the bridge that anything was amiss. He could program the SA-N-9 Gauntlet missile firing system to relinquish control to his commands so he could turn radar onto different targets than those initially acquired. He could jam the ship’s communications systems. None of those strategies would help him accomplish his objectives. 
 
   Even now, setting a fire and what he was about to do now were only diversions, tactics to unnerve his enemy. But he’d been sent here to do more. He wanted to do more. He and his compatriots back home counted retribution a major part of the mission, revenge for all those the Russians had killed when they’d quashed Chechnya’s two attempts to assert its independence. And that fight was far from over. Many who shared his conviction had vowed to swarm around Russia like mosquitoes, an irritant, but potentially infecting the mother country with a disease so deadly she would relinquish her hold on the Chechen people. And what better time than now, when Russia was distracted with problems in the Ukraine. 
 
   He nearly spat in disgust. Why could the Kremlin not see it? Putin rattled Russian sabers along the Ukrainian border on the Crimean Peninsula because people there—ethnic Russians—wanted to secede from Ukraine and rejoin Russia. Yet he rolled tanks and soldiers into Chechnya, torturing and killing thousands of Chechens—not Russians at all—because they wanted to run their country the way they saw fit, according to their beliefs, not those of Moscow. 
 
                 He needed to cause maximum damage to the ship, this crown jewel in the Russian fleet, and take as many lives as possible to make the kind of statement that would make Moscow sit up and pay attention. He’d discarded his original plan, to construct a bomb and place it in or near munitions storage, as too high-risk. He had neither time nor materials to fashion a homemade explosive device. But he’d come up with another idea that seemed both feasible and, if successful, almost equally devastating. Soon...
 
   He approached a bank of equipment and pulled a flexible keyboard from under his shirt and a USB cable from his belt loops and plugged in. Shipbuilders had scattered switches with knobs or levers, and painted appropriate colors, in strategic locations around the ship. He could override any or all of them here. With a few quick keystrokes he accomplished what he’d come to do, and within only a minute or so from entering he silently pulled the door closed behind him and hurried down the passageway back to his post. 
 
   As he entered sickbay, he pulled up short. Comprising several offices, exam rooms, two operating rooms, dental and ophthalmology departments, a pharmacy, sick wards, records storage, X-ray and berths for medical personnel, the suite was large but compact. Berths for both crew and the ill or injured were stacked like bunk beds, exam rooms and offices sized no larger than necessary, and medical personnel made to share offices as well as quarters. Only five sailors occupied berths in the wards. One had a case of food poisoning he’d gotten from eating spoiled food received in a package sent from home. Two had respiratory ailments likely caused by flu virus, and had been ordered to report to sickbay more to keep the virus from spreading than to treat the men. An emergency appendectomy had landed the fourth in post-op recovery. The last was in the isolation room with a mystery illness they hadn’t yet identified. 
 
   Soft snores emanated from the main ward. He frowned. Some other noise had made him pause. There it was again, the rustling of paper. Soundlessly, he moved down an inside passageway farther into the suite. Not the medical records room. The physicians’ office. He walked in as if he belonged—he did belong there—and stopped at the sight of Rostropovich rifling through a desk drawer.
 
   “What are you doing?” he snapped.
 
   Rostropovich looked up, startled. “I couldn’t sleep. Thought I’d check on the isolation patient, but I can’t find his chart.”
 
   “It’s hanging on his berth.”
 
   Rostropovich looked sheepish. “How foolish of me. Perhaps I’m not really awake.” 
 
   “Sleep is a precious thing. Maybe you should have stayed in your bed.”
 
   “I’ll go check on the patient. Then I’ll decide—back to my bunk or bad coffee in the mess.”
 
   Rostropovich offered a wan smile as he shouldered his way past. The Chechen watched him until he vanished inside the isolation room then glanced at his watch. He counted down the seconds—three, two, one…
 
   Right on schedule, the ship’s whistle and general alarm bell blasted the first of seven times followed by one prolonged burst that split the early-morning air.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 23
 
    
 
   July 27—Moscow
 
   For perhaps the first time in his life, Mikhail Subkov felt true fear. Not that he hadn’t been afraid many times; he had. He’d found himself in many dangerous situations as an undercover cop. Even in internal affairs he’d stared down the barrel of a gun held by a man who had been cornered and at the end of his rope. And he’d lived to tell the tale. No, this fear was different. This wasn’t just the sweaty palms, racing heart, dry mouth and tunnel vision when the adrenaline kicked in. He felt the fear of potential failure.
 
   Director Sergun had summoned him to a meeting. Not at GRU. At a place that made Subkov shudder, hardened as he was, for what it represented—FSB headquarters in Lubyanka Square. Ostensibly, FSB reported to Sergun and the GRU, but old habits die hard. Born from the ashes of the KGB, FSB’s roots went deep into the culture of the old Soviet Union. That the agency still made its home in the building that housed one of Russia’s most notorious prisons—Lubyanka—said volumes about how it still operated. The FSB was old school—secretive, brutal, intimidating, and in reality it answered directly to only one person, the president of the Russian Federation. 
 
   Subkov wasn’t going soft, but he and a small cadre of men—Admiral Orlov being one of them—believed Russia was better than that. The Russia they envisioned was refined, cultured, sophisticated. A world power in its own right, not simply due to brute force. Despite the reforms of Gorbachev and Yeltsin, Russia under Putin was more like the old Soviet system, coarse and barbarous. Subkov had developed a plan to discredit Putin, which would make room for a new philosophy in the Kremlin, new leadership, a return to the glory days of the Russian Empire. But now he worried. Sergun rarely issued a summons to praise good work. And a meeting in Lubyanka Square made the summons doubly troubling.
 
   Eschewing a staff car, Subkov walked to the subway, automatically checking to see who might be following. Using the Metro was dangerous because he could easily be trapped underground. But it also worked to his advantage, quickly revealing those who might be following. No one showed any interest, even when Subkov got off the train as if he’d forgotten something, then turned and stepped back on just as the doors closed. He rode standing, allowing him a better view of the cars ahead and behind, alert to passengers moving between cars. If a team had been assigned to him, it was good. He couldn’t discern a tail of any sort in the time it took to get to the station at Lubyanka, one stop past Tverskaya, the station near his apartment. 
 
   He climbed to the street and quickly made his way to FSB’s offices. Inside the building, he passed through security and was directed to a conference room on the fifth floor. When he arrived, several men were already seated around the oval table. He knew them all, of course, most of them personally, others more by their dossiers. He had not reached the position he held without knowing all the players around him. Nikolai Mylinov, FSB counterintelligence, sat at one end. To his right sat Alexander Perushkin, FSB investigative directorate. Across the table Viktor Smirnov, the head of SVR’s Directorate X: Scientific and Technical Intelligence, chatted in low tones with his counterpart at FSB, Boris Kushkin, a sight that surprised Subkov. A dour-faced General Sergey Olechenko, the head of FSO, the federal protection service, sat bolt upright in his chair as if a steel rod had been rammed up his ass. Notably absent was Subkov’s own boss, Fyodor Pedrovsky. 
 
   Though he technically outranked Mylinov, Subkov nodded obsequiously—it was Mylinov’s turf, after all—before gesturing to the empty chair next to Perushkin and raising his eyebrows.
 
   “Welcome, Mikhail,” Mylinov said with false warmth. “Please take a seat. I’m sure General Sergun will be here shortly.”
 
   “The general is here,” a deep voice said from the doorway. 
 
   Sergun, a small, bearded man who looked more like a professor at Lomonosov than a highly decorated army general, entered the room with a sprightly step and took the seat at the opposite end of the table from Mylinov. Subkov knew the kindly blue eyes hid a shrewd intelligence and ruthlessness that many underestimated. Rumor said the general’s IQ was north of 160, and Subkov was convinced his memory was photographic. 
 
   “Thank you all for coming on such short notice,” Sergun said. The sincerity in his voice made them all feel as if they’d had a choice in the matter. “We have a problem. I’ve asked you here because it directly concerns all of you, and you’re the ones that I trust can fix it.”
 
   The general had the attention of every man in the room, and he met each man’s gaze in turn. A problem? Subkov wondered why Sergun hadn’t come straight to him. Unease stirred the contents of his stomach. Sergun inclined his head slightly not toward Mylinov as Subkov expected, but toward Perushkin.
 
   “We may have a mole in our midst,” Perushkin said mildly. 
 
   The effect on Subkov was just as devastating as a neutron bomb, but he kept his emotions in check and watched the reaction of the others. Shock registered on only two faces—Olechenko’s and Smirnov’s—which meant that the rest of them knew, or suspected, why Sergun had called the meeting. Surely they could hear Subkov’s heart beat faster. It would be so like the FSB to have some sort of electronic monitors in these offices to measure such things.
 
   “Boris’s office received a report from a scientific ship, the Akademik Shirshov,” Perushkin went on. “An unexpected guest boarded in Greenland and disembarked at the Temp naval base on Kotelny Island.”
 
   “Boris’s office? Why not yours, Alexander?” Subkov looked across the table. “Is this true?”
 
   Kushkin nodded. “The ship just put into port at Tiksi yesterday. The cook called the local FSB office to complain about someone aboard he said was an FSB agent.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” Subkov said. “Why call you, Boris?”
 
   Kushkin sighed. “The local administrative office regarded the man’s complaint as trivial. Apparently, he said the stowaway had stolen some of the captain’s personal supply of tea.”
 
   “A matter to be taken up with the chief mate, or perhaps the captain himself, surely,” Subkov said. 
 
   Kushkin nodded. “Frankly, I think he was trying to cover his own ass and save his job. But since the Shirshov is a research vessel, the local office directed the complaint to the Science and Engineering Department—me.”
 
   “The Shirshov’s mission was under your auspices, was it not?” Perushkin said, his thin, pinched face directed toward Subkov.
 
   “Well, yes, under Victor’s direction, of course,” Subkov said, waving a hand at Smirnov. He hadn’t heard that anything aboard the research vessel had been amiss, and the ship had left Greenland three weeks ago. Why was he just hearing about this now? His mind raced, looking for a way to turn this to his advantage. “I don’t see how this concerns us. If this intruder, this petty thief, identified himself as an FSB agent, it would seem the problem is yours, Alexander, yours and Nikolai’s.”
 
   Subkov saw Sergun’s eyes glitter as he gazed from Perushkin to Mylinov and back.
 
   “Of course we are investigating,” Perushkin said smoothly. “But the fact remains that you are responsible for the operation. If this cook’s tale is true, then I’m appalled at the lack of security aboard a vessel under your command, Mikhail.” 
 
   “And if, as Boris suggests, this cook is trying to cover up his own thievery?” Subkov said.
 
   “Lapses in security like this are how presidents are assassinated,” Olechenko said as if rousing from sleep. “How do you expect me to do my job of protecting our leader properly if you let this sort of chicanery happen?”
 
   “With all due respect, General, I hardly think this was a threat to President Putin,” Subkov said. 
 
   “Maybe not,” Olechenko said, “but it’s an odd coincidence that the day your research vessel arrived at Kotelny, one of our Udaloy-class destroyers left. On a mission blessed by Putin.”
 
   Subkov felt sweat drip down his side, but he kept his face impassive. “Yes, we’re aware of the surprise visit to the Americans, and the president’s approval. But it has nothing to do with our research project. And, again, I don’t see how that is a potential threat on the president.”
 
   “What exactly was the Shirshov’s mission, anyway?” Perushkin said, ignoring the exchange.
 
   Subkov shrugged. “Victor has scientists aboard the Shirshov and at Temp who are experimenting with new technology. They require a substance discovered on Greenland. I cannot tell you any more than that. You understand, of course.”
 
   Perushkin’s face clouded and he turned to Sergun. “General, if we’re to conduct a thorough investigation into this breach, then we—”
 
   “Enough, Alexi,” Mylinov said quietly. “General Sergun knows what we need.”
 
   Sergun looked around the table then directed his attention to Subkov. “Mikhail, I cannot compel you to reveal the nature of the Shirshov’s mission at this moment. But surely you see the concern.”
 
   “Of course, General,” Subkov said, “but again, I have to point out that it appears to be a problem for the FSB, not us.” He glanced at Smirnov, who shook his head slightly and raised his eyebrows. He went on. “If there had been a problem aboard the vessel, the captain or first mate would have gotten word to Victor or myself. And if there was an unauthorized FSB agent aboard, then that’s where the investigation should start. However, I will start our own investigation at once.”
 
   “No, Mikhail,” Sergun said, “you won’t. I don’t want anyone to suggest that you might have been less than thorough or compromised in any way. I’ll handle it myself and compare conclusions with Niko once Alexander has completed his investigation.”
 
   Mylinov sat back, folded his hands on his stomach and nodded, and Perushkin’s ferret-like face spread into a feral grin. 
 
   Sergun wiped it off with his next comment. “I agree, Mikhail, that something doesn’t smell right in all of this. It hardly seems likely that you or someone on your team would set an operative loose to spy on your own mission. What would you have to gain? But even if you knew nothing about this intruder, it would seem your security precautions do need review.”
 
   Subkov bowed his head quickly, thankful the dressing down wasn’t worse. “Of course, General. You’re right, as usual. I’ll personally see to it.”
 
   Sergun swiveled. “And Victor, you’re not blameless in all this. I expect better from SVR.”
 
   Spycraft in the Sluzhba vneshney razvedki, the foreign intelligence agency, was among the best in the world, often beating the CIA at its own game. Subkov was disappointed, too, that he was hearing all this for the first time here, in front of Mylinov and Perushkin. He’d wanted to handle the entire mission—the fewer people who knew what they were up to the better—but he didn’t have enough resources of his own. So in the spirit of cooperation he’d included Victor and SVR, based on the recommendation of someone he trusted. One of the inner circle. But Subkov knew if anything went wrong he was the only one, along with his friend Admiral Orlov, who would be hung out to dry. The rest of them would remain anonymous. 
 
   Christ, the situation was polnyi pizdets, what the Americans called “fubar”—fucked up beyond all recognition. A spy! On his research ship. And now they were looking for a mole. Subkov would have to be doubly careful from now on. He only hoped that for the time being he’d deflected enough suspicion to give him room to move. If Sergun or Mylinov put a surveillance team on him, he’d never be able to communicate with Orlov. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 24
 
    
 
   July 27—Seattle
 
   Using every alley shortcut I could think of, I blew through two red lights crossing major thoroughfares and turned so often my palm was beginning to blister from twisting the steering wheel. My heart rate was still fifty percent above normal when I assured myself that I’d lost the Mercedes five minutes earlier. Now I faced the problem of what to do next. I’d been off my meds so long—forgetfulness being a hallmark of ADHD—that my thoughts raced randomly like a flock of Roadrunners chased by a befuddled and frustrated Wile E. Coyote. I reached for the spare prescription bottle in the glove compartment and swallowed one of the pills dry.
 
   Though I had no proof that Grigori and Marko had anything to do with the ghastly scene inside Masha’s apartment, the timing seemed far too convenient to be coincidence. Finding the two of them virtually on my doorstep served as fair warning that I was likely next. So, the logical—now that the meds were about to kick in—course of action was to run, go somewhere they couldn’t find me and start over. Live to fight another day and all that. Vanishing would mean cutting all ties to my life in Seattle. Could I do it? Was I prepared to leave the girl and her mother Anya to fend for themselves, to face the monsters who’d killed Masha? I couldn’t help anyone, least of all myself, if they killed me. 
 
   The savagery of the knife work on Masha’s body and the stench of charred flesh and spilled blood filled my head, triggering a rapid pulse, shallow breathing and a tightening band of steel around my chest that squeezed the breath out of me. Fear shot through me, lighting up my amygdalae like a pinball bouncing between a couple of bumpers. Suddenly, it wasn’t Masha’s blood I smelled, but my own. I lay on a hard floor, a checkered pattern of blue sky above me slowly turning to gray and dimming to black, feeling the pain of a bullet that had slammed into me with the force of a miniature locomotive. 
 
   A horn blared, blowing away the movie screen in my head like tissue, revealing a car, nose down, screeching into an intersection on smoking tires and locked wheels, sliding toward me as the Toyota blew through a stop sign I hadn’t seen. My pulse leapt another fifty percent as I punched the accelerator and tensed, waiting for the blow and the sound of rending metal. When it didn’t come, a glance in the mirror revealed the other car stopped in the spot on the road the Toyota had vacated fractions of a second earlier. Adding an exclamation point to his feelings, the driver thrust his middle finger skyward out his open window. 
 
   Once I was well out of his sight, I pulled over to the curb and shut off the engine until the shakes stopped. The nightmares had been bad enough, but I’d never had a flashback with my eyes wide open before. Hard to say which was more unnerving, that or nearly getting T-boned by another car. After several minutes, though still wobbly, I started the car and pulled out, spurred on by the thought of the Russians on my tail. 
 
   Stopping at the first drug store I found, I purchased two throwaway cell phones and a couple of cards loaded with minutes, using most of the cash I had on me. Next stop was a car dealership downtown with a large enough used car lot that the Toyota would go unnoticed for days. If they towed it, I didn’t care. I hated the car, anyway. I retrieved a small key from a magnetic box stuck under the hood. A short walk took me to the bus terminal at Stewart and 8th Avenue. 
 
   On the edge of Seattle’s downtown, the bus station reflected the city’s worst. Layers of grime coated everything so thickly the site would have to become an archaeological dig to unearth the original surfaces. The noxious odor of defeat and failure smacked me between the eyes as soon as I walked in, whiffs of its components discernable as I moved—unwashed bodies, urine, garlic and rancid grease from the restaurant next door, and the fecund scent of mold and mildew feeding on all the dirt and Seattle’s moist environment. 
 
   The usual complement of crazies wandered the lobby, panhandling or simply striking up bizarre conversations with the few frightened normal travelers, themselves or imaginary friends and foes they hallucinated from the dark recesses of their short-circuited brains. I tallied more than a dozen homeless people, at least two of them schizophrenic. A hippie chick and her stoner boyfriend sat on the floor with their backpacks on consulting a map. A grizzled Vietnam vet, wearing a well-worn M65 army field jacket, the name over the breast pocket faded to a ghostly unreadable image like the man himself, peered at a bus schedule in front of the ticket counter. A middle-aged man in a stained wife-beater and Duck Dynasty ball cap sprawled on a bench next to a frowzy woman in a loud print dress the size of a two-man tent with hair a reddish-orange color not found anywhere in nature. A clean-cut college kid sitting in a corner softly strummed a guitar. A Latino ex-con in a black tank top with tats covering both arms and most of his neck sat stony-faced across from the trailer trash couple. And a neatly dressed Native American couple with two small children sat quietly taking it all in with expressions of contempt at how badly the invading white man had fucked up the natural beauty of what had once been their land.
 
   Since I’d changed careers, from public affairs consultant to driving a paper route, folks like these had become my peeps. After losing it all—job, marriage, my son—I’d nearly become one of them, homeless and destitute. The only thing separating me from most of them was mental illness. I’d managed to get through the worst of the depression that had followed on the heels of all those traumatic life events, had come out the other side stronger, though leery of daylight and strangers offering candy. Now, though, I wondered if I still might end up like them. 
 
   I ignored the spindle-faced ticket agent behind his counter and a small, frail old Filipino man dressed in the uniform of a security guard standing by the departure door to the bus lanes out back. I headed for the bank of lockers that TSA had decided weren’t worth a terrorist’s time and used the key I’d taken from the car. I pulled out the small black duffel and slung the long strap over my head and across my chest without checking the contents. 
 
   I went next door to the Vietnamese restaurant and got a table. When the waitress had brought a menu and glass of water, I got up and went to the bathroom still carrying the duffel. Just large enough for a toilet, urinal and sink, I crowded in with another man who stood at the sink washing his hands. I relieved myself, and waited until he left, then took his place at the sink. When I’d dried my hands, I opened the duffel. I’d stashed five grand in cash and Charlie’s back-up piece in the locker “just in case.” This seemed like as good a case as any. I reached in and pulled out one of the banded stacks of twenty-dollar bills and stuffed it in my pocket. After returning to the table, I told the waitress I’d changed my mind and ordered a phở ga to go. When she brought it a few minutes later, I handed her a twenty and left. 
 
   Buses leaving the station in the next hour or two headed north, east and south, according to the schedule. I bought one-way tickets on all three to various destinations. Then I found a relatively quiet corner to eat, and tried to cut some thoughts out of the herd, lasso them and put them in pens in some semblance of order. My roping skills were sadly lacking. A couple of the homeless men headed in my direction to cadge some bills, but shied away as they got closer. My size tends to intimidate, acting as a deterrent most of the time. 
 
   I waited until the last minute to board an eastbound bus that left within minutes of one going north. No one else got on behind me, and I breathed a sigh of relief as I wedged myself into a seat on the aisle. The foul stench from the tiny bathroom a few rows back nearly gagged me, but the bus seemed clean enough. I cracked the sliding window and tried to get comfortable, praying that no one would sit in front of me and attempt to put the seat back. For the umpteenth time, I reviewed what I knew, and it wasn’t much.
 
   Someone had fatally shot Anthony D’Amato. Not long after he died in my car, two Russian thugs intercepted me looking for their “uncle,” a man fitting D’Amato’s description. I felt safe assuming the Russians had killed him, but then again jumping to conclusions was a special proficiency of mine. A Russian mob boss had kidnapped me off the street to see what I knew about D’Amato and let me know D’Amato owed him something. But what? D’Amato had died carrying little on his person except a listening device and two very odd contact lenses. Putting that together with the fact that he was a scientist working on a government contract made me wonder if he’d been into a little industrial spying. Lasers didn’t seem like the kind of business that would interest a Russian mobster, but if D’Amato had owed money… 
 
   And then there was the girl D’Amato wanted me to protect. Pavel, the pastor at the storefront church, indicated the girl’s mother Anya had been a prostitute, and had gone into hiding to stay out of the life. Maybe Dmitrov wanted her back in the fold. And Grigori and Marko had tortured and killed Masha to find her. One piece still didn’t fit. Why had D’Amato been carrying a gun belonging to a missing NCIS agent? 
 
   The bus had crossed Lake Washington on its way toward Issaquah before I noticed the growing twilight outside the window. The onset of nightfall reminded of one more thing I’d forgotten to do. I pulled out one of the burners and called Chance to see if he could drive my route. Half of the gay couple upstairs, Chance was a female impersonator in a gay bar on Capitol Hill, so kept similar hours. He usually got off in time to deliver papers, and was a prince when it came to helping me in a pinch.
 
   After several rings, Chance answered hesitantly. “Hello-o?” 
 
   “Hey, it’s Blake. I wondered if you could fill in for me tonight. I know it’s short notice—”
 
   “I’m afraid that’s not possible.” 
 
   The hairs on my neck stood up. He didn’t sound right. “What’s going on? You okay?”
 
   “Hang on a minute.”
 
   I heard muffled voices in the background, then rasping, as if Chance had put his hand over the phone.
 
   Another voice came on the line. “I’m very disappointed in you. You haven’t been truthful with me.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Dmitrov. I never lied to you.”
 
   “Come, come, let’s not waste time arguing.” Displeasure honed the Russian’s voice to a steely edge. “D’Amato gave you something. I want it.”
 
   “D’Amato gave me nothing,” I dissembled. I thought of the girl’s photo. “Nothing you’d want, anyway.”
 
   “Whether he did or didn’t makes no difference. You have twenty-four hours to return what’s mine. Since you know where I am at this moment, you know what will happen if you don’t.” 
 
   A chill ran up my spine. “If you hurt them, I swear…”
 
   “You’ll what? You’ll kill me?” He laughed, but it was an ugly sound with no humor in it. “Bring me what I want and we go our separate ways.”
 
   “Simple as that.”
 
   “Yes, as simple as that. The clock is ticking, Mr. Sanders.” 
 
   The call disconnected.
 
   He had Chance and Peter. I couldn’t disappear, not now. I couldn’t run. But I knew that as soon as I gave him what he wanted, he’d kill us all. I needed a place to think it through, figure out some sort of plan. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 25
 
    
 
   July 27—Bering Sea
 
   Macready drained the rest of the bitter, black tea in his mug and carried it to the scullery in the mess. As strong as coffee, it did little to revive his senses. Lack of sleep and the stress of maintaining the charade he played took their toll. He scanned the mess, now serving first shift breakfast, but failed to spot Dudayev’s visage in the sea of faces. Sailors still jabbered excitedly about the early lifeboat drill, and their expressions mirrored their conversation. A far cry from the panic and fear Macready had witnessed earlier, especially among the youngest seamen, who’d been convinced the whistle and klaxon signals waking them meant the ship was sinking. 
 
   Noticeably absent, at least to Macready, were officers. The most senior of them had their own wardroom, but Macready would have expected more junior officers here at breakfast. The seamen seemed not to notice, or if they did were perhaps a little more boisterous because of it. Sailors aboard tightly run ships at sea took their work seriously, but on Russian vessels the mood was even more dour. The uncharacteristic scene in the mess told Macready these men were more on edge than a normal ship’s complement and needed to blow off some steam. The dearth of officers probably meant they had gathered with senior crew to evaluate the situation. 
 
   The ship’s command might chalk the fire up to an accident, but Macready had seen the concern etched on the officers’ faces, too, that morning. They had no more understood the “abandon ship” signal that had sent them all scrambling to muster stations than the sailors. They’d prepared and waited for the signal to launch life rafts when the captain had belatedly announced that the exercise was only a drill. Shortly after, the ship’s whistle and general alarm had sounded three short blasts, ending the drill and dismissing the crew. 
 
   The two incidents added up to a big problem, and Macready smelled trouble. Someone aboard had tripped two alarms, perhaps to create diversions or maybe even sabotage the ship. Bad for Macready because the captain would beef up security and the crew would be more watchful in general, making his job more difficult. 
 
   He worried about slipping up, using the wrong phrase due to his rusty Russian, or being asked some detail about his background that he couldn’t answer. Russians’ distrust of strangers worked for and against him; no one faulted him for his antisocial behavior, but he was being watched. Not being careful enough had almost been enough to get him caught a few hours earlier rifling through Dudayev’s files. He couldn’t afford another mistake like that. Dudayev had nothing to do with Macready’s mission, anyway. Macready just felt there was something off about the man.
 
   The ship’s bell struck seven, which meant Macready had an hour before his next duty watch. Men poured into the mess for second shift, and stragglers from the early shift stuffed remaining bites of food in their mouths and hurried out. Macready joined the thin stream swimming against the tide and shoved his way out into the corridor. The men ahead of him hurried off to their posts. Within thirty feet, the sounds of the mess faded behind him and the corridor emptied. He headed below for the machine shop. Nothing ventured, nothing gained. 
 
   In a passageway outside one of the crew berthing areas, Macready heard a commotion and slowed. Rounding a corner, he saw four men blocking the corridor. Three of them pressed the fourth up against the bulkhead, a kid no more than nineteen. Dark hair, blues eyes rolling wildly like those of a bee-stung horse. Macready could smell the fear rolling off the kid from where he stopped. The others were a year or two older. Two heads turned to look at him. The one in the middle didn’t take his focus off their victim, face pressed up close, lips twisted into a feral grin. Down low, the leader held a knife in his fist, the point buried in the crotch of the kid’s uniform trousers. 
 
   Macready sized up the situation in an instant. Dedovshchina, they called it, the worst kind of bullying. All four of the young sailors were conscripts, drafted into service whether they liked it or not. But the kid about to lose his left testicle was a newbie, the others more senior. Macready had heard that hazing in the Russian military was brutal. At one point, hundreds died, either as a direct result of the physical and psychological abuse or indirectly, driven to suicide.
 
   “Leave him alone,” Macready said quietly. His interference wouldn’t stop them from continuing as soon as he left, and might make things worse for the kid, but he couldn’t let it pass.
 
   “Not your business,” said the one with the knife. “Move on.”
 
   “I’m your superior officer,” Macready said. “That makes it my business.”
 
   The sailor turned his head indolently, sloe eyes flat and empty. “Poshol nahuj, durak. Fuck off, asshole.”
 
   His compatriots laughed nervously. Even the kid with the knife in his crotch focused long enough to watch Macready with wide eyes.
 
   Macready almost smiled at the crude language. He’d learned Russian mat—the rudest form of swear words—from a fellow SEAL whose parents had moved from Russia to the States when he was a boy, not from his Russian language classes. The narrow corridor allowed little room for maneuvering. Macready quickly formulated a plan. 
 
   He crooked a finger. “You like boys, pidar? Maybe you should try a real man. Come and get it.” 
 
   The leader faced Macready and flicked the point of the knife in his direction. “Maybe you’d like this up your ass instead of my dick.” 
 
   His homies tittered again, and he stared at them, rage darkening his face. “Yobni yivo! Kick his fucking ass!”
 
   Nervously, the two goons came at Macready, jostling each other as they tried to move down the corridor shoulder to shoulder. Macready pasted a look of fear on his face and took a hesitant step back, encouraging them. One swept out in front and closed on Macready, but Macready used the back-step to gather himself. He pushed off and kicked the first attacker in the groin. With a continuous motion, he pivoted on his forward foot bringing his left elbow around in an arc that smashed the second attacker in the temple, whipping his head sideways. Macready finished his turn, and as the second man brought his head back up, he used his momentum to thrust his palm forward into the man’s nose, smashing it up and back into his face. The man went down, blood pouring from his broken nose.
 
   “What the hell is this?” a gruff voice shouted. 
 
   Macready pulled up short. The leader whirled around, facing the source of the question, his knife disappearing into a pocket. Bogomolov, the chief mate, stomped up the corridor toward them with a couple of midshipmen in tow carrying a heavy crate. The knife-wielder flattened himself against the bulkhead so the chief had a clear view of Macready and the men writhing on the floor. Bogomolov’s eyes flicked back and forth as his gaze took in the scene, from the frightened matros leaning against the bulkhead whose knees were about to buckle to Macready and the injured men. The tour stopped on Macready. 
 
   “You did this?” Bogomolov said to Macready.
 
   “Yes!” the knife-wielder said loudly. “He—” 
 
   “Silence!” Bogomolov roared. He looked at Macready again.
 
   Macready nodded. “They came at me. I defended myself.”
 
   “He stuck his nose in our business,” the knife-wielder sneered.
 
   Bogomolov whirled on him. “Do you have ears? You better learn to take orders from your superiors, boy, or it will go badly for you on this ship. Now, you and your friends get to your posts.”
 
   Chastened but still defiant, the kid said “But, sir, we’re not on watch.”
 
   “You are now,” the chief growled. “Go relieve whoever’s at your post. And before you harass this matros again, remember that I’m watching you. Go!”
 
   Mack the Knife and Bloody Nose hauled their buddy to his feet and the threesome stumbled down the passageway past Macready, faces darkened with hatred. 
 
   Bogomolov turned to the kid. “You better learn to fight. It’s the only thing they respect. Go on, get out of here.”
 
   The kid slunk through a door and disappeared. Bogomolov watched him go then sauntered up to Macready. “Next time, you should turn around and walk away. Stick your nose into someone else’s shit and they’re likely to grind your face in it.” He motioned to the two men with the crate. They picked it up and followed as he squeezed past Macready. 
 
   Macready waited until they were out of sight before he turned and followed. The sailors bearing the heavy load left a trail of grunts and swearing that Macready dogged easily enough. They worked their way up and aft, laying topside, the swearing growing louder each time they reached a ladder and hoisted the crate up. When they reached the main deck, the sounds ahead ceased. Macready hurried to catch up, but saw no sight of them. As he passed a door with a porthole, he caught a glimpse of the trio outside in bright sunlight. He backtracked and pressed his face up next to the glass. The threesome headed across a short expanse of open deck toward the hangar deck. 
 
   Macready considered his options. Whatever they carried in the crate seemed destined for one of the ship’s two Kamov helicopters. He quickly made up his mind and hustled below deck, working his way to the ship’s stern before laying topside again, climbing up to the flight deck. He shouldered past a group of slow-moving sailors. They lobbed insults at his back, but they bounced off harmlessly. He knew he might get only one chance at finding out what the Russians were up to, and he was betting it all on the possibility that the crew had opened the hangar doors. Over the past two days, the seas had grown noticeably calmer and the air warmer as they headed south from the Bering Sea.
 
   He lucked out, but the “warmer” air hit him like a yeti prizefighter when he climbed the ladder to the flight deck. A stiff breeze plucked at his sleeves and trousers as he crossed the open deck. The big set of double doors to the starboard hangar stood open, a flight deck officer positioned in front of the ramp leading down into the hangar like a sentry. He watched Macready approach with a frown evident below his dark goggles. Gloved, helmeted and jacketed in a yellow safety vest over an insulated windbreaker, he seemed unaffected by the bitter wind.
 
   “Sir,” he shouted, pulling the headphones away from one ear, “you shouldn’t be out here without the proper gear!” 
 
   “I just go where they tell me,” Macready yelled. 
 
   The FDO stood in a relatively sheltered spot, and Macready was glad to get out of the brunt of the wind. He looked down the dim ramp into the brightly lit hangar below. The FDO followed his gaze then looked at Macready and held his hands out. 
 
   “No one up here on the flight deck but me, and I haven’t heard about any injuries.”
 
   “Mind if I check?” Macready said.
 
   The FDO shrugged. “Suit yourself.”
 
   Macready trod down the steel ramp cautiously, eyes scanning the scene below. With rotors folded back, one of the choppers, a Ka-27 Helix-A ASW, resembled a giant beetle. With some surprise, Macready noted the other helicopter was a newer Ka-52 “Alligator,” a two-seat version of the Ka-50 “Black Shark,” an attack helicopter developed to compete with the AH-64 Apache that US forces flew. Larger and faster than the Ka-27, the Alligator also was more deadly. Macready had heard that the special “K” version built for the navy had been ordered for the Mistral landing ships that Russia purchased from France. To see one here meant the ship’s mission had a component that required its unique characteristics.
 
   By the time he reached the bottom of the ramp he realized that he needn’t have bothered being quiet. The flight maintenance crew hovered around both stubby helicopters, servicing worn parts. The clang, hiss and clatter of impact wrenches, welding torches and other tools filled the cavernous space. The two seamen assigned to the crate crouched next to it and reached inside the open lid. They lifted a rectangular metal box from the crate. A cylinder protruded from one end of the box and wires from the other. As they swung the heavy piece of equipment around and carried it to the Ka-52, light reflected off a glass lens set in the end of the cylinder. 
 
   Macready sidled the other way as he watched the sailors set the equipment down next to waiting hands beside the chopper. An older, gruff-looking mechanic working on the landing gear of the smaller chopper watched Macready curiously. 
 
   Macready pointed to the medical insignia on his uniform and spoke loudly over the din. “I was told someone here is ill.”
 
   A look of surprise crossed the man’s face then he shrugged and shook his head. “Nobody has complained of being sick.”
 
   “Incompetents,” Macready spat. “Wasting my time.” He glanced over at the equipment beneath the Alligator again. “Doesn’t look like a launcher for Kh-35 missiles. What are they doing?”
 
   “They won’t tell us—very secret. But word gets around.” He paused until Macready’s silence made him uncomfortable. “I heard it’s some kind of laser.”
 
   Macready had already guessed as much, but what type of laser was the sixty-four-million-dollar question. The U.S. Navy had deployed laser cannons on ships since the summer of 2014. This device was nowhere near as large as those. So, some other type. Macready wished he knew more about photonics, but asking more questions would simply draw more suspicion. For a moment, he watched a pair of mechanics prepare to attach the device to one of the six external hardpoints on the chopper’s “wings” while the sailors held it in place. Suddenly, a whistle blew.
 
   “Captain on deck!” the duty officer shouted.
 
   Macready turned to see a relatively short man with a grizzled beard stride into the hangar, hands clasped behind his back. Dark eyes under bushy eyebrows took in the entire hangar as he went, briefly locking on Macready before moving on. He headed straight for the Ka-52 and stood watching as the mechanics attached the laser. Macready felt a growing sense of unease and turned to the sailor he’d been speaking with.
 
   “No one sick or injured,” he growled, “so I better get back.”
 
   The man nodded and continued with his work. Macready headed for the door the captain had come through. Less than halfway there, he heard a voice call out behind him.
 
   “Lyeytyenant!” 
 
   Macready stopped and turned, dread twisting his stomach in a knot as the captain approached. He stood at attention and saluted.
 
   “At ease, lyeytyenant. Walk with me. I can see you are eager to get back to your post.”
 
   “Yes, Captain. I stand watch in half an hour.” Macready fell in step.
 
   “I’m surprised to see you here,” the captain said. “Was someone injured?”
 
   “So I was told,” Macready said. “Apparently, someone’s idea of a joke on the new person.”
 
   The captain’s mouth turned up in the barest hint of a smile. “Ah, yes, your first deployment at sea. You’re a virgin.”
 
   “One way of putting it.” 
 
   Macready stepped ahead of the captain and opened the door. The captain stepped through and stopped to wait. 
 
   He motioned at Macready’s hand. “No medical bag?”
 
   Before Macready could think of a reply, the captain walked away. Worried, Macready crossed the deck behind him a moment later. Just as he reached the door leading forward, Macready glanced up. On the deck above, Dudayev stood at the rail looking down at him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 26
 
    
 
   July 27—Seattle
 
   The bus had already left Issaquah in the rearview mirror. Which meant North Bend was the next town of any consequence. I peered down the aisle out the windshield to gauge how close we were. A sign flashed past my window announcing a mile to the first North Bend exit. I grabbed my bag, made my way to the front of the bus and leaned over the driver’s shoulder. 
 
   “I need to get off at the next exit,” I said in his ear. I motioned out the windshield.
 
   “You need to sit down, sir,” the driver said without taking his eyes off the road. “Our next stop is Ellensburg.”
 
   I zipped open the bag, grasped the pistol inside and held the bag next to him with my other hand. “Don’t make me use this.”
 
   His gaze shifted to the bag, the road, and back again one more time to verify what he thought he’d seen was, in fact, a gun.
 
   “Family emergency,” I said. “I just need to get off. I’m not trying to make trouble, and I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t mention this to anyone.”
 
   He nodded and tried to make light of it, but his hands trembled on the steering wheel. “So, what’d you do, rob a bank?”
 
   “The money? No, actually. It was a reward from Uncle Sam.”
 
   He looked doubtful, but apparently believed I would use the gun because he took his foot off the accelerator and let the bus coast just past the ramp entrance. He pulled onto the shoulder and braked to a gentle stop. I shoved a pack of bills into his coat pocket as he levered the door open, and bounded down the steps before he could object. I didn’t bother backtracking, breaking into a jog across the grass strip to the exit ramp. Behind me, I heard the hiss of airbrakes and the rumble of the engine as the bus pulled away. As much as I wanted to believe in the kindness of others, I’d threatened the driver with a gun. He probably had 911 on the line already, but I hoped the money in his pocket had made him pause.
 
   Even at a brisk pace, the walk past the outlet mall and over the river into town took fifteen minutes. Bypassing the first motel I saw, I walked east another four or five minutes. I passed a hole in the ground that had been a pizza joint before a gas main exploded and destroyed it, and a few minutes later came to another motel at the edge of the main drag out of town. A single story horseshoe-shaped building framed a two-story building accented with Tyrolean kitsch facing the street. A lighted sign that said “Office” in Gothic letters pointed to a side door. The motel was no more Swiss than Mount Si, the motel’s backdrop, was a peak in the Alps. A hedge, white picket fence, shrubbery and a few small trees set the building back from the sidewalk, someone’s attempt to give the place a homey feel. 
 
   Inside, an overhead fluorescent fixture cast sickly light on a worn linoleum floor the color of ground-in dirt. A wood paneled counter ran half the length of the room. Two vending machines hummed against one wall. Racks of tourist brochures obscured another. Behind the counter, an open door led to a dim back office. Light reflecting on the door from the room flickered, and sounds of canned studio laughter floated softly through the doorway. Stepping up to the counter I craned to see if anyone was back there. A silver bell sat on the counter. As I reached for it, a voice called out from the inner office.
 
   “No need for that. I’m coming.”
 
   A rail-thin man in his sixties who looked as if he’d been tonsured emerged, blinking in the bright light. “Just yourself?”
 
   I nodded. A nameplate pinned to his plaid shirt just above the breast pocket said “Chuck.” He looked more like a Charles.
 
   “How many nights?”
 
   I hesitated. “I don’t know. Just tonight I guess.”
 
   “Cash or credit card?”
 
   “Cash.”
 
   “Forty-nine and tax for the room. Plus a hundred-dollar damage deposit. Check-out’s at noon.” Chuck handed me a room rate slip that asked for my name, address, phone and car license plate number.
 
   I fished in my pocket for some bills and counted out eight twenty-dollar bills then signed the first name that came to mind—Brian Whitney—a Freudian slip if I ever saw one. Another appointment I’d have to reschedule. I’d completely forgotten my Monday session, but then I’d been in NCIS’ custody. I listed a fictitious box number on the address line and pushed the form back across the counter. Chuck barely glanced at it before slipping it into a file drawer. He counted out my change and handed me a key attached to a plastic tag imprinted with the name of the hotel and room number. I thanked him and walked across the parking lot to the room.
 
   A low-watt compact fluorescent in an overhead fixture cast the same feeble pall over gray industrial carpet that had about as much give as the asphalt outside the door, maple veneer wood paneling and dark blue flowered bedspread, a design theme that evoked the ’60s. A closer look at the worn bed cover suggested the room may not have been refurbished since then. A small round table and two chairs had the look of an office supply store special. Focusing on the dreary décor didn’t make my situation any less depressing. I dropped the duffel on the table, sat on the edge of the bed and pulled out my phone. 
 
   Easy tasks first. It was an ADD thing. Big jobs looked overwhelming, resulting in inertia. By breaking them down into smaller tasks, they became manageable. I called Jeri. I doubted it made sense to anyone except me, but I wanted my job if I lived through this. As stupid as it sounded, I’d rebuilt my life a day at a time delivering newspapers, surviving the shame of losing a son, a job, a wife by hiding from the light, working the graveyard shift. I needed the job. Fortunately, Jeri had a seemingly endless list of able-bodied young adults—either hotline volunteers or suicide survivors—ready and willing to do anything for her, including taking over my route for a night or two. She knew me well enough not to ask questions. But she did remind me of something else I’d forgotten.
 
   “Brian says you missed an appointment this week,” she said after a pause. “He’s been trying to get hold of you.”
 
   “Crap,” I blurted. “Sorry.”
 
   “Not like I haven’t heard worse.”
 
   “I’m in a bind here, Jeri. Would you mind getting back to him for me and letting him know I’ll reschedule when I can?”
 
   “You will reschedule.”
 
   “I promise. It’s just…”
 
   “I’ll take care of it. But you’re going to make this up to me, Blake. I want to see you back in group. And you’re taking extra shifts on the hotline next month.” 
 
   “Okay, okay. You drive a hard bargain.”
 
   Her voice turned serious. “Stay safe, Blake.”
 
   Next, I checked the voicemail box for my normal cell number. I had one message, from Charlie at SPD. I called him back on his personal phone. 
 
   “Who’s this?” he answered. 
 
   “It’s Blake. I got your message.”
 
   “Where the hell have you been? Jesus, Blake, you are in a world of hurt!”
 
   I held the phone away from my ear and could hear the shouting just fine.
 
   “I’ve been trying to get hold of you for hours,” he went on. “There’s a BOLO out for you, for chrissake!”
 
   “Already?” I blurted.
 
   “Oh, no. Now what have you done?”
 
   “Nothing. Never mind. Why’s SPD looking for me?”
 
   “Not just SPD. NCIS, too. They found their missing agent. Turned up in the morgue.”
 
   My stomach fell. “It wasn’t me. I didn’t do it.”
 
   “That’s what they all say. You need to come in.”
 
   “I can’t. There’s some other stuff I have to take care of.” For a brief moment, I thought of telling him about the hostage situation at Peter and Chance’s house. But even if he believed me, he’d send patrol to check it out, not SWAT. If Dmitrov and his thugs caught even a whiff of bacon, they’d probably kill one of the hostages as a message to me before they got out. I had a day to figure it out, but I needed to be able to move unimpaired. 
 
   “Charlie, you’ve got to help get NCIS off my back. I need time.”
 
   “I don’t have to do shit for you, pal. Time for what, anyway?”
 
   “Look, I didn’t kill anyone.” Not lately. I thought furiously. “When was the guy killed?”
 
   “Night before last. Same night that other guy got shot.”
 
   “And the body just turned up? They’ve been looking for the guy all this time.”
 
   “Mix up at the morgue. Busy night the other night.”
 
   “You’re sure he was killed the same night?” That wasn’t much help since my only alibi was my paper route. “How’d the guy die?” 
 
   “GSW is all I know.”
 
   “Well, there you go. NCIS tested me for gunshot residue and took prints to match with the gun that killed D’Amato. Nothing.” The line was silent. “C’mon, Charlie, help me out here.”
 
   “I might be able to pry some information out of the M.E.’s office. Might, Blake. No promises.”
 
   “I’ll take it. Anything at this point.”
 
   “What the hell is going on?”
 
   I shook my head as if he could see through the cell connection. “It’s not good. You don’t want to be involved, Charlie. This is my mess. I’ll clean it up.”
 
   “Goddamn it, Blake! You are not a cop, or some one-man posse. You know we take a dim view of vigilantes. Turn yourself in. I’ll do what I can to keep you from spending your life in jail.”
 
   “Thanks, but no. Just see what you can find out from the M.E. Get NCIS off my back.”
 
   “You owe me.”
 
   What else was new? After years of the shoe being on the other foot, my tab with Charlie had grown exponentially recently. I laced my fingers behind my head, lay back on the bed and stared at the random pattern of miniature mountain ranges on the popcorn ceiling. No matter how many different scenarios I ran in my head, the movie ended the same way, with all of us dead. Once Dmitrov had what he wanted, we would become liabilities. I couldn’t do this by myself, but I had no one else. Peter and Chance were family. Molly, too, though we were no longer married. But I had few friends. Professional friends had jumped ship when I’d been accused of stealing from a client at my old firm. Family friends had sided with Molly when we’d broken up. I’d already ruled Charlie out. He didn’t look the other way when it came to the law. 
 
   One name rattled around in the back of my head until the racket was so loud I couldn’t ignore it—Reyna. I didn’t know if we were on speaking terms. I didn’t know what we were. Three times she’d come into my life, which is about how many times it took anything to sink into my hard head. By then I knew I’d fallen in love with her, but we’d parted badly, just like the first two times. Though she was in D.C., she was the one person who could help me think this through, plan a strategy. And she was Navy; she might know what was going on.
 
   It took me another twenty minutes of reaching for the phone and setting it back down before I got up the courage to dial her number. After midnight her time. I’d probably wake her. To my surprise, she picked up on the first ring.
 
   “Yes?” Her tone was hesitant, but not sleepy.
 
   “Reyna, it’s Blake.” 
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “In Seattle. Why?”
 
   “No, I mean right now. Tell me where you are, exactly.”
 
   I frowned. “I’m in a motel in North Bend. What’s going on?”
 
   “Name? Room number?”
 
   I rattled them off to her. 
 
   “Sit tight. Do not move from that spot. I’ll get back to you. Do you hear me? Stay there.”
 
   “Okay, but it would help to—”
 
   She’d already hung up. I wondered if I’d done the right thing. Not even so much as a “hello” and she’d been all over me about my location. We hadn’t spoken in months, and she was navy. A trap? Had she sent NCIS to pick me up? I chewed on a nail, got up and retrieved Charlie’s Sig from the duffel. I turned out the lights and sat at the table, fretting.
 
   A little more than twenty minutes later, a sharp rap on the door sounded like a gunshot. An exaggerated startle response kicked my ass a foot off the chair. My pulse redlined and my knees turned to jelly. I ducked at the sound of glass shattering, more gunfire, and the sight of a man’s silhouette holding a gun, flashes of orange flame spitting from the barrel, bullets thudding into me like pile drivers. My breathing was fast and shallow. Pranayama! I forced myself to take deep, slow cleansing breaths and went looking for the happy place in my mind that kept the flashbacks at bay. Peter Pan. Tinker Bell. Fairy dust. Flying… Molly had made me happy. Cole had made me happy. But my happiest place were the dreams I had of flying, soaring above green meadows in the sun with no wings, no engine, weightless in a blue sky. The thump of my heart slowed, grew quieter.
 
   I pushed myself to my feet and went to the door, pressing the pistol against my thigh to keep it from shaking. Too much television made me reticent to check the peephole. Too easy for someone on the other side to see the darkened lens and put a bullet into my brain. Instead, I grabbed the door handle, twisted it and yanked it open quickly, using it as a shield. For a moment, nothing moved in the silence. Then a shadow stepped through the doorway.
 
   I stepped around the door and raised the gun. It wavered despite a two-handed grip. “Don’t move.” 
 
   “Blake?” Reyna’s voice. She flipped on the light switch and shut the door.
 
   “Reyna? How did you get here?”
 
   She peered at me from under a shock of dark hair. Her beauty had taken my heart prisoner a long time before, and now the jailer was back to ensure the cell door was securely locked. She took a step closer and swung a dainty hand hard and fast. I didn’t see it coming until it was far too late, the crack against my cheek as loud as another pistol shot. The imprint of her fingers burned on my skin. 
 
   I rubbed the spot. “What was that for?”
 
   “For probably costing me my job,” she said. “For not calling me. For … for everything.”
 
   “I did call you. Just now.”
 
   “You know what I mean.”
 
   “What? I’m the only one who can dial a phone here? You’ve got fingers. I should know. Your prints are permanently branded on my face.”
 
   She stepped toward me and rose up on tiptoes to look at my face. An expression of concern rapidly turned to mockery as she moved back. “Poor baby. Suck it up and tell me what the hell is going on, Blake.”
 
   “What do you mean I cost you your job? Why are you here?”
 
   She walked to the bed, sat on the end and gestured toward the chair. I took it.
 
   “Two agents from NCIS walked into our office yesterday morning and grilled me about a missing agent. They wanted to know what my involvement was. I didn’t know what the hell they were talking about.”
 
   “Why would they ask you?” 
 
   “You tell me. They came at me because of my involvement with you. They think you had something to do with their agent going missing. And, guilt by association, they think I’m involved somehow.” 
 
   “I swear I didn’t know.” I paused. “I still don’t know why you’re here.”
 
   “Farley put me on leave. What was I supposed to do? Damn it, Blake! It’s my career!”
 
   “I didn’t have anything to do with it! And in case you didn’t notice, I’ve got a few problems of my own.”
 
   She examined the carpet before responding. “Something to do with the two goons watching your house?”
 
   “They’re not watching it anymore. They took Peter and Chance hostage.”
 
   She sighed and met my gaze. “I was afraid of that. Another man—their boss, I think—met them outside, and they all went in. They hadn’t come out when you called.”
 
   “They’re going to kill them, Reyna.” 
 
   “You don’t know that. Tell me what’s going on.”
 
   I told her everything. D’Amato carjacking me, then dying in my back seat. His high-tech job and the items he’d had with him. The vow I’d made to protect the girl in the photo. The gun he’d left behind tracing back to the missing NCIS agent. The Russians’ interest in D’Amato, and consequently me. How I’d tried to find the girl, and found a possible lead tortured and killed instead. My decision to drop out of sight until the Russians used Chance and Peter as leverage. Reyna took it all in silently, letting me tell it my own way without interrupting.
 
   “What do they want?” she said when I finished.
 
   “I don’t know, but I have an idea.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 27
 
    
 
   July 27—North Pacific Ocean
 
   Orlov watched the captain sway slightly as the destroyer yawed and rolled gently in the big ocean swells. The motion was as natural to them both as their time in their mothers’ wombs. Orlov didn’t understand people who got seasick. He’d missed it, relegated to a desk job in Moscow for years. Sailing was in his blood, and he’d itched to get back to sea. When Subkov had come to him and told him about the activation of the sleeper and what the sleeper’s research could do for the navy, Orlov had eagerly signed on. He’d cautiously pushed President Putin to reopen the air base on Kotelny Island, and then lobbied for the job of overseeing the fleet that delivered the necessary equipment and supplies to rebuild the base and add facilities for naval ships. Of course, Putin had announced the reopening of the base with great fanfare, sending that pompous ass Cherminsky, on the Pytor Veliky no less, to lead a flotilla to Kotelny. Peter the Great, a nuclear-powered Kirov-class battle cruiser, was the flagship of the Northern Fleet. Orlov had understood the political necessity of sending Cherminsky, the fleet commander, but it had been a slap in the face nevertheless after Orlov had handled the logistics. 
 
   Orlov had bided his time, though, and had finally convinced Putin to send him on this mission. He’d even done it in such a way that Volodya thought it was his idea. After years of planning, Orlov felt at home again with the deck pitching beneath his feet. Cherminsky could have his battle cruiser. Orlov preferred the smaller, nimble Udaloy-class destroyer. And though it wasn’t a second-generation Udaloy II, the rebuild had brought it up on a par with anything in the Russian navy. 
 
   Having a ship to command once more, and this ship in particular, brought back fond memories. The Udaloy-class ships had been developed as sub hunters. Orlov had cut his teeth on ships like this, quickly working his way up to captain due to his uncanny instinct for anticipating movements of the submarines they’d been tasked with following. All the world’s navies played the cat-and-mouse game of finding and tracking each other’s submarines. Only a year or so earlier, the tiny Swedish navy had investigated “foreign underwater activity” in its territorial waters, and alluded to its regular patrols hunting Soviet subs during the Cold War. Orlov had been one of the best hunters in the world. He still was.
 
   The admiral dampened his excitement as Captain Marinesko finished his progress report. After a lifetime of disappointments Orlov knew better than to get his hopes up. Lowered expectations sometimes begat pleasant surprises, while reality rarely lived up to heightened ones. Still, he was pleased with how far they’d come. Nothing could detract from what they’d accomplished so far on this mission. He just didn’t want his efforts to be meaningless. What they’d developed would serve the motherland well in years to come, but unless their plans came together soon, his role would be relegated to a historical footnote. 
 
   “Thank you, Valentin,” Orlov said when the captain wrapped up. “Well done.”
 
   Marinesko hesitated. 
 
   “Something else, Captain?”
 
   Marinesko brushed away an invisible fly. “No, nothing to concern you.”
 
   “But something that concerns you, my friend. What is it?”
 
   “The fire and the false lifeboat drill. One incident by itself I could accept. But two… And just now, something quite odd happened.” Marinesko related his encounter with the new physician’s assistant in the hangar. “I’m sure it was nothing,” he finished, “but perhaps he bears watching.”
 
   Orlov nodded. “Do what you think is best.”
 
   The captain still hesitated. Orlov waved a hand impatiently.
 
   “We’ve done everything imaginable to ensure secrecy on this mission,” Marinesko said. “So, if these incidents are not intended to stop the mission…”
 
   Orlov stroked his chin. “I see what you mean. It’s to sabotage us for some other reason.”
 
   “The possibilities are endless. After all, we’re the envy of many, and envy breeds hate. But I narrowed it down to who hates us most—the Chechens.”
 
   Orlov raised an eyebrow. There had been rumors—probably true—that the four terrorist attacks on apartment buildings in Moscow and two other cities in September, 1999, had actually been the work of the FSB, which Putin headed at the time. A fifth bombing attempt in Ryazan, foiled by building residents had FSB fingerprints all over it. Yeltsin had appointed Putin acting prime minister, and Putin had made his mark with the brutal way in which he’d waged the second war on Chechnya. Given the cruel and bloody way Putin had put down the revolt, countless Chechen nationalists harbored grudges, even after all this time.
 
   “You may be right, captain. If there’s a saboteur aboard, find him.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Marinesko snapped a quick salute and retreated through the doorway. 
 
   When Marinesko had pulled the cabin door shut, Orlov used the small key on the chain around his neck to unlock a cubbyhole above the fold-down table, and retrieved the satellite phone. He dialed from memory, and waited as the uplink and downlink connections to the satellite were completed. 
 
   Despite the early hour in Moscow, Subkov answered on the second ring. “Good afternoon, my friend.”
 
   “Good morning, Mikhail. Are you well?”
 
   “Hale and hearty. Why do you ask?”
 
   “You’ve missed our last two scheduled calls. I thought perhaps you’d fallen ill.”
 
   Subkov chuckled. “You worry too much. I didn’t call because I had nothing to report. And you? You sound eager.”
 
   “We’ve completed construction of the device, and mounted it aboard one of the helos. We still need the final delivery to make it operational. You’ve heard nothing from our suppliers?”
 
   “These things can take time, Leonid. And this case, in particular, is ticklish, as you know.”
 
   “I thought you said our sleeper had already produced the parts we need.”
 
   “Of course he has.” Subkov’s voice turned irritated. “He’s been reliable so far, providing schematics for both the device and the receiver. I see no reason to doubt him now.”
 
   “Then why haven’t the parts been delivered yet?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Subkov growled, even more rankled. “I’ve heard nothing from his handlers.”
 
   “His principals are criminals. Street thugs. What happened to us, Mikhail? How have we been reduced to this? Intelligence used to attract the best, the brightest. Now instead of spycraft we use killers and thieves.”
 
   Subkov tried to make light of it. “Who better than thieves to steal from the Americans?” 
 
   “These people have no loyalty, Mikhail. The only things they understand are money and violence.”
 
   “It’s why we’re fighting so hard for our cause,” Subkov said quietly.
 
   “I hate that Vova has brought us to this—working with common thieves.”
 
   “From his days with the FSB, yes. Water under the bridge, friend. First we make Russia strong, then we take her back and return her to her former glory.”
 
   “I fear it may be too late, Mikhail. Vova has allowed the corruption to spread too far. Every aspect of our society is rife with it, and it’s rotting us from the inside out. All to line the pockets of him and his cronies, and give him a comfortable retirement.”
 
   “You’re too much a Russian at heart, Leonid. Too pessimistic. Remember, by holding our enemies even closer than our friends, we know them intimately. When Vova’s time has passed, we’ll cut out the cancer. I know where the skeletons lie, old friend. Every day, my knowledge of the criminal network grows. The more we use them, the more we know about them.”
 
   “And you’re sure Vova is unaware of our larger plans?”
 
   “He’s been too busy annexing Crimea and pieces of Ukraine.”
 
   “Causing the EU and America to issue more sanctions. When will it end? He pushed too hard trying to bring Ukraine back into the fold. He should have settled for Crimea.”
 
   “You know the old saying, Leonid: Russia without Ukraine is a country, but Russia with Ukraine is an empire.” 
 
   “He risks too much. We want closer ties with Europe in any event. Let Ukraine be. When we change the course of Russia, Ukraine will find us a strong ally.”
 
   “I agree. But for the moment, we must be patient.”
 
   “Patient in the long run, yes, but we are running out of time on this mission, Mikhail. We need the device tested and operational in the next few days. I remind you that RIMPAC ends in five days and our chance will be lost.”
 
   Subkov’s voice steeled. “I’m aware of the time constraints.” 
 
   “There’s been some developments which add to the urgency you sense from me, Mikhail.” Orlov told him about his conversation with the captain.
 
   Subkov sighed. “This is what makes us who we are, Leonid. Nothing is ever easy. We’re Russians, so we suffer. Very well, I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   “Thank you. Da svidanya, friend.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 28
 
    
 
   July 27—Suitland, Maryland
 
   A pool of light spilled out of Tolliver’s cubicle onto the carpeted hallway and trickled away into the dark office. Black windows insulated the interior from noise, cocooning her in quiet, making her aware of small sounds she normally wouldn’t notice—the rumble and purr of the water cooler compressor down the hall, the whirr of the fan in her computer, the creak of her chair when she shifted her weight.
 
   She sat back and looked around the empty office, wondering for a moment what the evening would have been like if the rush project hadn’t come in at the end of the day. She’d watched NCIS Agent Parker and his partner disappear down the hall with regret and envy. She hadn’t put herself out there for so long that she wasn’t even sure she was dateable anymore. Her ex had been such an asshole that he’d put her off men for a while, but she knew she couldn’t judge an entire gender based on one jerk. 
 
   Young and naïve when she’d met Phil, she hadn’t seen any of the warning signs. Handsome and charming, he’d swept her off her feet. He was fun and made her laugh—as long as he wasn’t drinking. He’s kept that side of his personality hidden, but a year into the marriage he started coming home after a few too many, and would yell at her for the slightest imperfections. The laundry wasn’t folded right. He didn’t like her perfume. Her cooking was lousy. She’d chalked it up to stress on the job at first. But his drinking had gotten worse. And the worse it got, the angrier he’d become until he hit her. He’d broken down the next day like a little and apologized, promising never to do it again. 
 
   But he did, again and again. She’d hidden the bruises with make-up and clothes. When someone at work had finally noticed, she decided enough was enough. On top of the abuse, she’d been sure that he was sleeping with other women. Not until she’d filed for divorce did she learn the real reason for Phil’s deteriorating behavior. He had a gambling problem that had put him several hundred thousand dollars in debt. She’d given him everything she had just to keep the people he owed from coming after her. And she’d started over.
 
   Now she was lonely, and she missed being with a man. When Parker had returned her smile she’d been sure that he was interested, though her intuition was rustier than an old anchor. She was angry with herself for not pursuing the opportunity despite the fact that Parker had turned out to be the enemy in Reyna’s situation. 
 
   And that might have been the end of it except for Reyna’s text message asking Janet to buy her more time. Janet knew immediately that it meant Reyna was going to disobey orders and try to find out why NCIS considered her a suspect. Janet had been torn. She liked her boss and knew Reyna was potentially on a fast track up the chain of command. Janet could ride it with her, if this NCIS business didn’t derail Reyna’s career completely. That would kill Janet’s, too.
 
   On the other hand, if Janet had a chance to help Reyna and didn’t take it, if Reyna came out on top in this imbroglio, Janet would appear disloyal. When she thought about it, Janet realized she not only liked Reyna, she wanted to be more like her. In the past two years, Lt. Cmdr. Chase had gone from quiet, first-class intelligence analyst to a woman who followed her instinct and a no-holds-barred, take-no-prisoners, kick-ass field agent. Janet admired her courage, her commitment and the risks she took. And she’d suddenly had the crazy idea she might be able to kill two birds with one phone call.
 
   So, she’d done a little digging and called Special Agent Timothy Parker, NCIS, at the new Russell-Knox Building in Quantico, Virginia, and had asked him if he wanted to have a drink after work. To her surprise, he’d said yes. She’d looked forward to meeting him all day, had thought about how she might get him to talk about his investigation. 
 
   Then, an hour before quitting time, a rush request had come in from Nimitz, the operational intelligence arm of ONI. An SSBI on a skinhead meth dealer that the D.C. metro cops had picked up in a drug bust. An alert cop had heard the kid muttering in the holding cell about “retaliating” and “getting even” and “bombing the shit” out of something. The cop had called in the FBI, and in a rare example of interagency cooperation the FBI had informed ONI when the kid mentioned a naval facility. The kid was high as a kite when he’d been questioned, but the FBI took all threats of domestic terrorism seriously and opened an investigation. Someone at Nimitz thought it would be a good idea to backstop the Fibbies, and the request trickled down to Janet, since Reyna had been suspended. 
 
   Sadly, she’d called Parker back to tell him the bad news, and had dived into the work. First, she ran a computer search of all the domestic communications intel they’d intercepted in the past six months, searching for key words. While the program ran, she started in on a database search on the kid himself, as well as his family members and all his known associates. She looked under every rock she could think of, expanding her search from D.C. outward. After more than six hours, she found a nugget. One of the kid’s relatives—second cousin twice removed or something like that—owned acreage in Virginia’s Blue Ridge Mountains. County arrest reports indicated that the sheriff’s office had tangled with members of an extremist militia group on a couple of occasions. 
 
   Her fatigue vanished as her excitement grew. The FBI might already have the group on its radar, may even have made the connection, but she didn’t think so. They would have let Nimitz know when they made the courtesy call earlier in the day. Following protocol, she called the officer who’d given her the assignment. Since it was after midnight, she got his voicemail. She left a message saying she’d completed her preliminary SSBI on the subject and had found something interesting. 
 
   As she gathered her things to head home for a few short hours of sleep before she had to be back at her desk, her cell phone rang. She didn’t recognize the number.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “You’re still at work?”
 
   “Special Agent Parker?”
 
   “Tim, please. Yes, it’s me. I felt badly that you had to stay late, and wondered if you’d had a chance to eat.”
 
   At the mention of food, Janet realized she was famished. “No, as a matter of fact. Why?”
 
   “I know a great little diner not far from your office. I’m ten minutes away. I could meet you there and buy you a late dinner.”
 
   “Are you asking me on a date, Agent Parker?”
 
   “No, ma’am. Just offering to feed you since you had to work so late.”
 
   Janet smiled. “Give me an address. I’m wrapping up here.”
 
   Fifteen minutes later she slid into a booth across from Parker in an all-night restaurant set in a small strip mall a few blocks off the Beltway. Butterflies fluttered in her stomach as she smooth her hair with one hand and her skirt with the other. Parker grinned at her.
 
   “Some date, huh?” she said. “Nearly 1:00 in the morning, me still in my uniform…”
 
   Parker, she noticed, not only had changed out of his uniform, but in black jeans, and black leather jacket over a black T-shirt that stretched taut across a broad chest looked as if he’d just gotten ready for the evening. Nonplussed, she reached for her hair again, thinking she must look frightful. Parker’s grin was infectious, and she smiled shyly until his stare made her squirm.
 
   “What?” she said. “Do I have lipstick on my teeth or something?”
 
   “No, you’re adorable,” he said. “I just can’t believe my luck that you agreed to go out at this hour.”
 
   She laughed then suddenly put her hand to her mouth. “Oh, my god, you’re not married, are you? I’d just die. But not before I killed you.”
 
   His grin widened. He held up his left hand and pointed to it. “Not married. Never have been.”
 
   “Well, that makes one of us.” She grimaced.
 
   “You’re married?”
 
   “No, was.” She shuddered. “What a disaster. Enough said. How’d you get into NCIS?”
 
   “My dad was a cop. I joined the navy after 9/11, and when my tour was over, I realized I liked the navy, but wanted to be a cop like my dad.” He shrugged. “The rest, as they say, is history.” 
 
   A waitress sauntered over to take their order. As soon as she was gone, they launched back into conversation. Maybe it was the fact that she’d gotten a little older and wiser, or maybe it was because she had more self-confidence due to a job she liked and a career that was advancing, but she felt completely comfortable with Parker. Nothing about their conversation felt forced or phony the way a couple of disastrous dates had gone right after her divorce. They circled back around to their jobs again, and Janet mustered the courage to ask about his investigation.
 
   “You caused quite a stir this morning,” she said. “What’s that all about, anyway?”
 
   He sighed. “Yeah, I guess we came off pretty hard-assed. But we’re talking about one of our own.”
 
   “We’re all navy here, you know. Commander Chase is one of the good guys.”
 
   “We have to ask the hard questions.”
 
   “I suppose.” She stirred her coffee. “Your guy went missing in Seattle? Doesn’t seem easy for her to have done that from here.”
 
   “She does have a connection to that guy in Seattle. You know about the boyfriend, right?”
 
   “I wouldn’t call Sanders her boyfriend. She hasn’t talked to him in months.”
 
   He shrugged. “Doesn’t mean she didn’t ask him for help.”
 
   “So, who is this agent of yours? How’d he get himself missing?”
 
   Parker frowned. “You know I can’t talk about an active investigation.”
 
   “Aw, c’mon Parker, what’s it gong to hurt? Besides, I’m good at what I do. I might be able to help.”
 
   He looked dubious, but her sad, puppy-dog pout made him laugh. “Okay, you win. What I can tell you is that he was looking into the theft of military secrets. We’re pretty sure he found out who the buyer and seller were before he disappeared.”
 
   “So you can pick up where he left off.”
 
   Parker shook his head. “Not really. The man we think was the seller was killed the same night our agent went missing.”
 
   Janet absorbed this, wondering if she dared probe further. If she pushed, he might grow suspicious. Before she could make up her mind, Parker reached across the table and touched her fingers. She looked up at him.
 
   “You want to get out of here?” he said.
 
   Surprised, she couldn’t answer for a moment, and she felt a flush creep up her neck. She was about to say yes when her phone rang. She pulled her hand away from Parker’s touch and reached into her bag, pulled the phone out and checked the display. Unavailable number. She slid out of the booth. Parker dropped his hand into his lap.
 
   “I’m sorry, I have to take this,” she said. 
 
   Taking a walk outside the front door, she answered the phone. “This better be good, commander. You just ruined the first decent date I’ve had in five years.”
 
   “Janet? A date? Oh, my god, I’m so sorry. And here I thought I’d be waking you up. Who’s the lucky guy?”
 
   “The agent who grilled you this morning. Or yesterday morning. Whichever.”
 
   “Torrance? Tell me it’s not Torrance.”
 
   “It’s not Torrance. The other one—Parker. And he just told me the missing agent was investigating a military espionage case.”
 
   “That might tie in with what I’ve found out so far. Janet, I know it’s late, but I need you to do me a favor. A big one.”
 
   Janet sighed. She knew she should hang up, report Reyna to Captain Farley, and go back inside to see where Parker wanted to take her. But the mood had been broken, and Reyna needed her. So, to hell with protocol, and to hell with orders. Suddenly, her priorities and loyalties became crystal clear.
 
   “What do you need?”
 
   “Everything you can find out about Lodestar, Inc., Bothell, Washington. They’ve got some government contracts. I want to know what they’re up to.”
 
   “You want it now, I suppose.”
 
   “As soon as you can get it, please.” 
 
   “I take it you are not sitting at home in your living room. Are you with you-know-who?”
 
   “You know I can’t answer that without getting us both in trouble. I owe you enough as it is.”
 
   Tolliver laughed. “If I don’t get thrown in the brig for this, you can take me with you when the CNO pins another medal on your blouse and gives you a promotion.”
 
   “If I still have a job when I get back, I’ll be sure that Admiral Miller knows how indispensable you are. In the meantime, how about I send a note of apology to Parker?”
 
   “He’ll have you arrested for sure,” Janet laughed. “When you get your job back, then you can apologize to Parker.” She glanced over her shoulder through the window. “Right now he looks so forlorn it makes me want to cry. I think he planned on getting lucky tonight, and darned if it didn’t seem like a good idea to me, too.”
 
   “I really am sorry, chief,” Reyna said. “Call me when you’ve got something. It’s going to be a long night.”
 
   “You said it.”
 
   Janet hung up and faced the window. She sucked in a big breath, steeled herself and went back inside to break Parker’s heart.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



 
 
    
 
   Chapter 29
 
    
 
   July 27—Seattle
 
   The bedraggled evergreen air freshener hanging from the curtain rod above the air conditioning unit did nothing to mask the smell of mildew. Black mold stained the baseboard, likely from the intrusion of several winters’ worth of moisture. By now it was in the walls, making it impossible to get at. The only remedy was to tear it down and rebuild. 
 
   A faint voice filtered through the din in my head. 
 
   “Blake. Blake!”
 
   I looked up. Reyna gazed at me with knitted brows. 
 
   “Welcome back.” She didn’t smile. “Janet is going to pull whatever she can find on Lodestar. She said the missing agent was trying to stop the sale of military secrets. Looks like your dead guy, D’Amato, may have been a mole.”
 
   “A spy?” It fit the lack of anything personal in his life, the anonymity of clothes with no labels. “But what would mobsters want with military stuff? Resell it to the highest bidder?”
 
   “That would be my guess. We need to find out what the Russians are really after so we have something to bargain with. And get to the girl’s mother to see what she knows.”
 
   “We have to find the girl to keep them from killing her,” I corrected her. “But I’ve run out of ideas to track her down.”
 
   “A devout man would say all roads lead back to God.” 
 
   “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
   “No need to get snippy. It means let’s try the pastor at the storefront church again.”
 
   “I don’t think we’ll get anything out of him.”
 
   “A woman’s touch might help.”
 
   “If you—” I managed to stop myself from finishing the thought: If she bitch-slapped the preacher like she had me, she might beat it out of him. “If you’re nice, maybe you’re right.”
 
   I got up, hefted the duffel and looked around the small room. The hour or so I’d spent there had left more of an impression on me than I had on it, a place that had seen more in its existence than I cared to. I’d forget its insipidity and indifference as quickly as the air in the room settled when my presence was gone. 
 
   Reyna gestured at the duffel. “Is that it?” 
 
   “I travel light.” 
 
   I followed her out to a nondescript rental sedan parked three slots away, in front of the next room down. I tossed the duffel in the back seat before getting in the passenger side. Reyna slid behind the wheel and had us pointed nose out before I finished latching my seat belt. A King Country Sheriff’s cruiser sat parked steps away from the office door, its interior dark. A shiver ran up my spine, and my breath hitched. 
 
   Reyna glanced over. “What’s wrong?”
 
   My lungs refused to pull in oxygen. I looked away so she wouldn’t see me struggling for air, fighting to keep the panic at bay. 
 
   “The cop? Is that it? He’s inside. Don’t worry. We’ll be long gone before he gets to the room … if he’s even looking for you. Could be something else entirely.”
 
   She pulled out onto the main drag and the farther we put the motel behind us the more the agita receded. Silence ballooned between us, pushing us farther apart as we drove out of town. She finally pricked it when the car merged onto the freeway back toward the city. 
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “Yeah, fine,” I muttered.
 
   “What happened back there? What’s wrong with you?”
 
   I looked away without answering. When I glanced at her a few minutes later, her mouth was set in a grim line. She gripped the steering wheel so tightly her arms were rigid, and she wore an expression that could have come from a quarry.
 
   A shroud of twilight settled over the hills stripping them of color and definition. But as we topped the ridge in Bellevue overlooking Lake Washington, a swath of blue still hung in the northwestern sky as if the sun had left a light on in the next room. 
 
   Ten minutes later we pulled into the parking lot of the strip mall that housed the makeshift church. I’d been sure we’d find it locked and dark, but the front window was brightly lit, a buzz of activity clearly illuminated behind it. Reyna refused to give me an I-told-you-so look as we walked up to the door. 
 
   Inside, chairs had been rearranged from theater seating into tight circles of about a dozen chairs each. Fifty or sixty kids, mostly teenagers with a few tweeners and a few older ones thrown in, chattered excitedly in their groups. Every so often, a member of one group would get up, race to another group and whisper in the ear of someone in the new group. A few of the kids turned and glanced at us as we entered, but most ignored our presence. Pavel stood in a corner at the front of the room watching the proceedings with a smile on his face. I pointed him out to Reyna and found a quiet corner of my own. Reyna picked her way through the maze of chairs.
 
   Pavel noted her approach and called out, “One more round and we’ll see where we are.” 
 
   He met her partway and bent his head to hear her over the din. She gestured in my direction. He glanced up and nodded, then turned his concentration back to her. Their conversation grew heated judging from their expressions, but they kept their voices low. Pavel shrugged a shoulder, apparently signaling he had nothing more to say. Reyna spun away from him and stomped back through the knots of kids, exasperation twisting her pretty face into a grimace. 
 
   “Let’s go,” she muttered when she reached me.
 
   I fell in behind her as she angled for the door. “What’d he say?”
 
   “Just what you thought, so don’t say it. Don’t you dare say I told you so.”
 
   “Never considered it,” I murmured. Now we were even. “He values her privacy, yada, yada, yada. Pastor-congregant privilege.”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   Night had cooled the air considerably, making the hair on my arms stand up. Rubbing my forearms didn’t stop the shiver running up my spine as the sight of Masha’s bloodied body flashed in my head. I shook it loose.
 
   “What next?” I said.
 
   “I want to see D’Amato’s apartment. You still have the keys?”
 
   “There’s nothing there. I’m telling you, it’s clean.”
 
   She opened her car door and paused, looking at me over the roof. “I want to see it.”
 
   I got in and gave her directions. “Did he tell you why all those kids were there?”
 
   “Youth group, obviously. Why?”
 
   “Some of them seemed a little young to be out this late.”
 
   “Better there than on the streets. He said a lot of those kids don’t want to go home—abusive parents or bad family situation—so he gives them an alternative place to go.”
 
   “He cares, apparently. Wish he cared more about this girl, whoever she is.”
 
   She drove in silence for a long minute before saying, “We’ll find another way.”
 
   I wished I shared her confidence.
 
   Reyna was pulling into an iffy spot at the curb a block from D’Amato’s apartment building when my burner rang, startling me. I answered it.
 
   “I’ve got good news and bad news,” Charlie said. “Good news is that the same gun killed NCIS’s guy and the other vic.”
 
   “That’s great news,” I said. “They already know it wasn’t the gun I gave them.”
 
   “The bad news,” he went on, ignoring me, “is that you’re not off the hook. Word I hear is that NCIS still thinks you’re good for the shootings.”
 
   “But the GSR test—”
 
   “Is inconclusive. You could’ve been wearing gloves.”
 
   “It’s bullshit, Charlie! You know me.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, and I’ve seen you handle a weapon. You shoot better than me when you actually pay attention to what you’re doing.”
 
   I broke into a sweat. “Damn it, Charlie, the only time I ever shot anyone was to save your miserable ass. I don’t go around killing government agents for fun.”
 
   “There is one thing in your favor.” He said it almost grudgingly. “Ballistics says the gun used is an odd one. Slugs they pulled from both vics were twenty-five calibers. Not an everyday round.”
 
   “And if they can’t find the gun?”
 
   “Get a lawyer and turn yourself in,” he said wearily. “That’s my best advice.”
 
   He hung up before I could reply. Reyna looked at me with a question in her eyes. I had no answers for her.
 
   I let her in the front door of the building and followed her to the elevator. We rode up like strangers, pointedly watching the floor indicator rather than each other. The rumble of the doors opening on D’Amato’s floor sounded too loud in the hush of late evening. Even our soft footsteps down the carpeted hall seemed enough to wake anyone asleep behind the closed apartment doors.
 
   Inside D’Amato’s Reyna did as I had, stopping a few feet beyond the door and slowly assessing the space, hoping to draw something of the man’s essence from cold, inanimate, inarticulate, impersonal possessions. The only thing to be determined from the apartment, from what I could glean, was that D’Amato had been secretive man and a very careful one. Not careful enough, though.
 
   I stood idly by while Reyna worked her way through the nearly empty rooms. She searched quickly but thoroughly, stooping to look at the bottoms of tables and chairs, pulling books out on shelves to check the space behind them, standing on a chair to run her fingers along the top of door frames. When she disappeared into the bedroom, I went to the window and stared out at the cityscape, trying to identify the lighted buildings to crowd out the scenes of violence that kept popping into my head. They played out like a horror film trailer in an endless loop. I shut my eyes and found my drishti, the one I used at the end of a yoga practice in the last pose of shivasana. The loop broke, darkening the theater. Small shuffling sounds of Reyna’s search floated out from the bedroom, and a few moments later, the sound of her footsteps coming up behind me. I turned.
 
   “You’re right. There’s nothing here.” Her gaze didn’t waver from my face. She held it, though, to the point of awkwardness, and dropped her eyes to the floor self-consciously. A moment later, she raised her head, looking as if she wanted to say something when a phone rang. Hers, this time. She answered, all business now.
 
   “Yes? …Hold on, Janet. I’m going to put you on speaker.” She pushed a button. “Okay.”
 
   A woman’s voice came from the tinny speaker. “I wanted to get back to you as soon as I had something. Lodestar has a Navy contract. They’re developing some kind of laser. I don’t have a lot of details yet, but I think I’ve found a way in through the accounting office. If I can take a look at the contract, we might learn more.”
 
   “That’s good work, Chief,” Reyna said. “I’ll take whatever you can find.”
 
   “I’ll keep you posted.”
 
   Reyna slipped the phone in her pocket and turned for the door. “Let’s go.”
 
   “To Lodestar?” I said.
 
   Her head bobbed as she strode toward the elevator. I hustled to catch up. She jabbed the call button with a finger and looked up at the indicator. I wondered what she was thinking, but wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer. A soft ding and muffled whirr inside the shaft signaled the elevator’s approach. The doors slid open and Reyna stepped in. As I followed, I heard a door open down the hall. Reyna stabbed the lobby floor button even harder than she had the call button, and the muscles at the corner of her jaw clenched. 
 
   “Hold the door, please,” a quavering voice said. 
 
   I stuck out my hand and caught the edge of the door. Reyna fixed me briefly with an exasperated stare, corners of her mouth turned down. Sounds of shuffling feet approached, and a wheeled cart full of laundry bumped over the transom followed by a white-haired head. 
 
   “Hello, Vera,” I said. 
 
   She blenched at the sound of her name, and peered at me as she maneuvered her cart to make room. “Oh, yes, you’re that young man who was here the other day talking to Mark.”
 
   “Blake,” I said. “And this is my friend Reyna. Reyna, Vera Rasmussen.”
 
   “How d’you do, dear?” Vera nodded pleasantly then faced forward and tipped her head up to look at the descending numbers. 
 
    “Pretty late to be doing laundry,” I said with a smile. 
 
   She glanced at me, worry furrowing her brow. “This seems to be the only time I can find an empty machine. I keep telling Mark I need a washer and dryer in my apartment. I don’t like going up and down at this time of night.”
 
   She spoke rapidly, words bubbling up in a pot of nerves. I glanced at Reyna. Her presence should have offset any perceived threat from me. My smile faded. A hush fell as the car descended. When the doors opened on the lobby floor, Reyna and I stepped around the woman and my eyes dropped to the basket.
 
   “Goodnight,” Reyna said. 
 
   I heard a tentative “Goodnight” as the doors slid closed behind us. 
 
   “She seemed awfully skittish,” I said.
 
   Reyna shrugged as she pushed the front door open. “Old lady alone late at night…”
 
   “Maybe.” Something didn’t sit right with me, but I didn’t know what.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Half an hour later we pulled into the empty parking lot outside Lodestar’s headquarters. Lampposts cast a yellow wash across the black asphalt. Our shadows danced around us on the way to the front door. The hair on the back of my neck prickled as if someone was watching. I threw a glance over my shoulder; when no one appeared I scanned the front entrance for a video camera. 
 
   “Stop acting so suspicious,” Reyna hissed out of the side of her mouth.
 
   “Are you sure a frontal assault is the way to go here?”
 
   “Watch and learn, civvy.”
 
   She walked toward the double glass doors as if she owned the place. She fished in her bag on the way up the steps and pulled out a plastic ID card on a lanyard and pressed it against a black pad next to the door. The lock released with an audible click and she pulled the right-hand door open. I followed her inside and across a marble floor as she consulted a building directory.
 
   “How did you do that?” My voice meandered around the big empty space and bounced back at me off the hard surfaces. Like someone trying to finish my sentence, a trait that used to drive my ex-wife Molly nuts.
 
   Reyna didn’t turn. “I had a hunch. The company has government contracts. Which means they have navy personnel looking over their shoulders all the time. Figured they would program security to allow access to IDs with the highest clearance. I have ‘Top Secret’ clearance, so the front door isn’t a problem.”
 
   Her finger traced a path up the wall-mounted directory. “Where’s his office?”
 
   “Second floor.”
 
   She nodded and led the way past the vacated security desk toward the elevators. 
 
   I got on the elevator behind her. 
 
   She frowned at the elevator control panel. “No special ID needed for any of the floors.” 
 
   “Is that good or bad?”
 
   “It just seems odd that there’s so little security for this type of facility. Unless this isn’t where actual development takes place. If the labs are in this building I’d—we’d—need SCI or SAP clearance. Sensitive Compartmented Information or Special Access Programs. Did you notice if the offices have any locks?”
 
   “Keyed, I think.” I couldn’t remember if Caruthers had used an actual key or a keycard to let me in D’Amato’s office. 
 
   “We’ll soon see.” She looked up into the corner of the car, smiled and waved. The smile vanished as if someone had thrown a switch.
 
   “Why not just give them the finger?” 
 
   “They had us on video as soon as we came within range of the front door,” she said. “With luck, they won’t check the feed anyway, since we’re not here to rob or blow the place up.” 
 
   I faced front and kept my mouth shut. When the doors opened, I led the way to D’Amato’s office, footfalls a whisper on the carpeted floor. The door was locked. Reyna nudged me aside and bent down to look at it in the dim light from an exit sign over a stairwell door nearby. She dug in her bag again, pulling out a penlight and a small, flat case. She turned on the little flashlight and held it in her teeth, beam pointed at the lock. Zipping open the case, she pulled out a metal tool that looked suspiciously like a dental pick. But it wasn’t my teeth she was interested in. She took another tool out of the case and inserted both into the lock. Within twenty seconds, she turned the handle and swung the door inward. 
 
   Quickly dousing the automatic ceiling lights, she stood and stepped inside, heading directly for the file cabinet. 
 
   She handed me the penlight. “Hold this.” 
 
   I aimed it at the lock on the cabinet and peered over her shoulder while she worked. She quickly popped the lock and opened the drawer. I shined the light at the labeled tabs on the folders while she riffled through them. She pulled four from the drawer and set them on the desk.
 
   She slipped one open. “Put the lights back on, would you?”
 
   Apparently we were abandoning all pretense of stealth. I shut the office door and flipped the switch on the wall next to it. Fluorescents in the ceiling flickered and came to life. I walked back to the desk and tried to read the file she pored over upside down. Even right side up it would have made no sense to me, all technical jargon and cryptic notes. From Reyna came appreciative noises—first a “hmm” then a “that’s interesting”—but she didn’t share.
 
   My mind wandered. I leashed it to keep it from sniffing too close to the rotting corpses on the fringes of consciousness. It strained against its bonds, and the imaginary scent of blood kick-started my heart.
 
   Breathe!  
 
   I studied Reyna’s face instead, the broad mouth and full lips, delicate nose, the wide-set hazel eyes… My pulse didn’t slow any. 
 
   She tapped the folder and raised her head to look at me. “He was working on a laser.”
 
   “We knew that.”
 
   She pursed her lips. “This one’s for communications. A green laser.”
 
   I shrugged my shoulders. 
 
   With a sigh, she squared her shoulders and spoke slowly. “DARPA’s been funding research for green lasers for decades. So have we. The Navy, I mean. Green’s the holy grail for underwater communications. Nobody’s managed it, so far.”
 
   “You mean, like, ship to submarine? And D’Amato? He figured it out?”
 
   She frowned. “Not according to these files. Looks like he was onto something, but his experiments failed.”
 
   “It doesn’t make sense. Why would they go after him unless he had something to sell?”
 
   She gazed at something between us. “Maybe they killed him because he couldn’t deliver.”
 
   “What would be the point? A message? Who to?”
 
   Pawing through some more pages she said, “I don’t know, but the answer isn’t here. We could spend all night going through his files, but these are his most recent.”
 
   “What about the lab?”
 
   She shook her head. “I’m not going to chance it. And I wouldn’t know what to look for anyway. Come on, civvy. Let’s get out of here.”
 
   She rounded the desk, put the files back in the drawer and joined me. Her phone rang as I pulled the door shut behind us. She murmured into it quietly and paced down the hall with it pressed to her ear. I caught up with her at the elevator. She stabbed the call button and faced me.
 
   “That was Janet. She found something. A line-item addendum to the budget for this project. For ‘special research.’”
 
   “To keep the project going?”
 
   “She doesn’t know yet. It’s dated after D’Amato’s files indicate the project failed. But something’s not right. The budget for the line item is TBD.”
 
   I let that soak in. As a consultant, I’d used “to be determined” to indicate numbers we hadn’t sussed out yet. I assumed in government parlance TBD generally meant “unlimited.” 
 
   “So maybe they knew he was close and gave him a blank check to keep working on it.”
 
   “Maybe.” She sounded skeptical.
 
   We’d gotten halfway across the parking lot to the car the phone in my pocket vibrated, making me jump. I pulled it out and answered.
 
   “Is this Mr. Sanders?” A woman’s voice. She was crying.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “My name is Tatyana. You’ve been looking for me.”
 
   “Ah, yes, I—”
 
   “Don’t try to find me, I beg you. They’ll kill us.”
 
   “I need to talk to you. It’s about your daughter.”
 
   “No! Leave us alone. Stop looking.” Her voice rose. “You’ll just lead them to us!”
 
   “Please. D’Amato made me promise—”
 
   “I can’t help you. I have to go.”
 
   The connection went dead.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 30
 
    
 
   July 27—North Pacific Ocean
 
   As soon as Macready’s watch ended he made his way to sick bay. The encounter with the captain had unnerved him. He’d let his guard slip and had made a stupid mistake, making up an excuse for his presence in the hangar that he couldn’t back up. His carelessness had put him on the captain’s radar.
 
   More disconcerting, though, had been the appearance of Dudayev on the deck above as he’d returned to duty. He wasn’t sure if Dudayev knew Macready had been keeping tabs on him, or if Dudayev had become the hunter. Macready hadn’t much cared for the few times he’d found himself prey to roving bands of Taliban in Afghanistan. There, he’d done his best to turn the tables quickly and take out the enemy one by one, carefully stalking those who would kill him and waiting for opportunities to cut stragglers loose from the herd.  
 
   Now he was curious. Nominally, Dudayev was his commanding officer. That didn’t mean much on a medical staff. Macready had no problem acceding to Dudayev’s superior medical skill and experience, but it wasn’t as if Dudayev was going to order him into battle. But the physician was up to something, and now it seemed that Macready had become a part of it. Macready wanted to learn everything he could about Dudayev, find out what made him tick, and most of all discover why Dudayev was watching him. He figured the place to start was Dudayev’s office.
 
   He pulled up short, though, when he heard a voice emanating through the office door. With stealthy strides, he quickly toured the rest of sickbay. Finding it empty, he cautiously approached the office door again and leaned in to listen. For a moment he was confused. He shook his head thinking exhaustion was making his mind play tricks. He heard Dudayev’s voice, but couldn’t understand the words. And despite pauses no voice answered. Macready pressed his ear to the door and strained to make out what Dudayev was saying. 
 
   Finally, he realized that Dudayev had to be alone, perhaps on a radio or satellite phone. He wasn’t speaking Russian. And though some of what he said sounded similar to Arabic, Macready thought the language might be Chechen. As conjecture turned to certainty, he backed away from the door in alarm. 
 
   There was another agenda at play aboard this ship, one that had nothing to do with the laser device the Russians had attached to one of their helicopters. Was Dudayev planning some sort of attack on the ship? Chechen separatists continued to fight a guerilla war for independence from Russia. But Chechnya was home to a lot of ethnic Russians, too. No doubt a lot of Chechens were both loyal to the Russian Federation and served in its military. Dudayev could be one of them, though his name was more common in the Caucasus than in Moscow. And why speak Chechen if he were loyal to the motherland? Behind a closed door, no less.
 
   Macready moved silently down the passageway and out of sickbay. Someone was trying to sabotage the ship. First, a fire near the engine room. Then, an abandon-ship signal that had nearly caused a ship-wide panic. Now, Dudayev speaking Chechen to an empty office in secret. Macready didn’t have much time if he wanted to find proof. As long as Dudayev was in sickbay then the quarters he shared with other medical personnel might be empty. Macready rounded a corner, quickly strode ten paces and rounded another corner putting him on the other side of sickbay. He ducked his head inside the door to berthing for medical personnel—two surgeons, a dentist and an ophthalmologist who also reported to Dudayev. The room was empty.
 
   He stepped in and pulled the door nearly closed, keeping an ear cocked for noises in the passageway. As if he’d hear anything over the constant rumble of the gas turbine engines reverberating through the metal hull and decks. He quickly discerned which bunk and footlocker belonged to Dudayev. With a sharp tug, Macready popped the flimsy lock on the duffel that served as a locker and zipped it open. Not knowing what he was looking for, he rifled through the contents and saw nothing suspicious. He rearranged the contents the way he found them then raised the mattress for a look. Nothing. He checked Dudayev’s shaving kit, too. Frustrated, he took one last look around and slipped out into the passageway.
 
   Chiding himself for expecting to find something incriminating, he headed for the mess to get some tea. He needed the caffeine. Exhaustion and stress made him long for his bed in California, but he couldn’t rest now. Of course Dudayev wouldn’t keep anything that might compromise him in his quarters. Not with the lock broken. Macready would have to check sickbay later if he got the chance. Dudayev had been talking to someone from there, which meant he had a link to the outside world, and didn’t want to use the radio room. 
 
   The stakes had just been raised, and the clock was ticking.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 31
 
    
 
   July 27
 
   The night enveloped us, a black velvet pouch, soft and warm as it rustled on our skin. The city sprawled out ahead, lighted buildings marching up and down Seattle’s hills, not Rome, but maybe a 21st Century version of it, Key Arena, the Clink and Safeco Field sitting in for Circus Neronis, Circus Maximus and the Coliseum; our Space Needle a representation of ancient obelisks like the Vaticano brought back from Alexandria by Caligula in 40 A.D. for the spina of the Vatican Circus. 
 
   Reyna drove with the windows down, the wind flapping tresses of dark hair that framed her face like a raven’s wings. She held her lower lip in her teeth, concentrating on wheeling the rental through the sparse traffic, relying on the accelerator and a deft touch rather than on brakes, finding holes where seconds earlier there had been none. She had borrowed my focus, apparently. My mind leapfrogged from lily pad to lily pad, never sitting long enough to admire the view or catch a passing fly. 
 
   Anya had been terrified. She knew who’d killed Masha, knew what they were capable of. She was right to be afraid. Now I was, too. The monsters had taken my friends. No, more than that. Chance and Peter were family. Cole was gone. Molly had divorced me. Chance and Peter were all I had left… except for Reyna. I stared at her, at the first face that had turned my head since Molly, my college sweetheart.
 
   “Do you have a plan?” I said loudly over the wind rush.
 
   She glanced at me and turned her eyes back to the road. “The only way they’ll let your friends go is if you negotiate. You have something they want, Blake.”
 
   “So I offer to give it to Dmitrov. What’s to stop him from killing them anyway?”
 
   “Me.” Her glance caught my look of skepticism. “Isn’t that why you called me? Here’s what we do. First, we get the lenses you took off D’Amato. You call Dmitrov and arrange a place to meet for the exchange. I go to Chance and Peter’s and introduce myself to Dmitrov’s friends. When you meet Dmitrov, you let him know that if I don’t hear from you afterward, I kill his goon squad.”
 
   I chewed on it for a mile or so, like masticating a tough piece of jerky. The fresh night air blowing through the car smelled like charred flesh, and the taillights streaming through the night ahead of us reminded me of ribbons of blood. So much of it in the past two years. So much violence, so much death.
 
   “It won’t work for me unless Dmitrov’s dead. I can’t spend my life wondering when he’ll be back, when he’ll decide I’m expendable. Or worse, when he might go after someone I love again, just for fun.” I shook my head. “No, I have to take this guy out. Kill or be killed. And I’ll understand if you don’t want to be a part of it. But if we try to do it by the numbers or involve law enforcement, we’ll lose. These people don’t give a shit about rules. I think a frontal assault is the only way.”
 
   She was quiet for a moment. Without looking at me, she said, “I’ve followed rules all my life. I believe that without rules and a chain of command, we end up with anarchy, chaos. But ever since I met you I seem to be breaking them.”
 
   “I didn’t mean—” 
 
   “Let me finish. Sometimes the rules have to be broken, or at least bent. Right now I’ll break every rule in the book to get out from under this situation and get my job back. I wouldn’t be here, otherwise. But we both have to live with ourselves afterward. Can you do that?”
 
   I swallowed hard. Sweaty nightmares and a tendency to jump at unexpected sounds no matter how small were better than being dead.
 
   “Are you suggesting we live with each other?” I managed a small smile.
 
   “Don’t start what you can’t finish,” she warned. “Tell you what, ask me again when we’re not planning a hostage rescue.”
 
   “Back to where we started. Do you have a plan?”
 
   She nibbled her lower lip. “Go to your place and get the negotiating chip. We have to find another place for it that’s not right under their noses. We might still need it to negotiate. Then assess the situation upstairs, see how we want to play this.”
 
   Bringing D’Amato’s electronic gear and the weird contact lenses back to my apartment had been dumb. Given the circumstances maybe I could be excused, but the thought of sneaking into my own apartment with Dmitrov and company upstairs made me uncomfortable. I wanted them out of my life, where they couldn’t harm me or my friends anymore. But Reyna was the tactician, so I kept my mouth shut. She had the military experience, the ability to analyze and synthesize the data, not my strong suits. I was good at rote, where I could function on autopilot, or improvisation if I had something to focus on. A lifetime ago that had been a basketball. The stakes had gotten a little higher.
 
   Inside twenty minutes she drove us past the front of the house. Windows blazed with light, but pulled drapes hid any activity within. The street showed no signs of life. Reyna parked a block away from my place and we cut through the alley to the rear of the house. I opened the back gate silently and Reyna slipped through, gun in hand. Trailing her to the door, I took out my keys and managed to keep them from jangling. But the sound of the key pushing past the pins in the stiff lock seemed as loud as a drum roll in the still night air. Reyna turned her head, ear cocked for indications we’d been heard. I made a mental note to lubricate the lock with some graphite, but knew that noting such reminders was like drawing on an Etch-A-Sketch. 
 
   I followed Reyna inside and reached for the wall switch. She covered my hand with hers. Enough light filtered through the front window from the streetlight in the alley that I clearly saw her shake her head and point at the ceiling. The muffled thud of heavy footsteps sounded overhead. Someone with a heavier tread than either Peter or Chance.
 
   “Where is it?” she mouthed, placing her gun back in her purse.
 
   I moved past her into the kitchen. The water bottle was still in the refrigerator where I left it. I pulled it out and closed the door quickly. I blinked as my eyes readjusted to the darkness, and over Reyna’s shoulder saw a man’s silhouette passing by the window outside. Before I could think to warn Reyna, the door crashed open and a figure filled the opening.
 
   “Not to move, please,” he said in accented English.
 
   Lights over the entry and the small dining table popped on. Grigori stood in the doorway, one hand coming away from the wall switches. A pistol dwarfed in his big fist pointed at me, but he directed his gaze at Reyna.
 
   He arched his eyebrows. “What have we here? Pretty little thing.” The gun swung from me to Reyna and back again. “Weapons, please. Both of you. Slowly.”
 
   I reached behind my back and took the pistol out of my waistband with thumb and forefinger and held it out for him to see. Reyna reached into her purse, causing Grigori to jerk his pistol back in her direction.
 
   “Drop bag now!” he barked. 
 
   Reyna took her hand out of her purse, raised it above her head and bent her knees to lay the purse on the floor at her feet. I should have taken a shot while he was distracted, but my hand trembled too much to hold the gun steady, and the thought came too late. He motioned me to put my gun on the floor. I mimicked Reyna, crouching with one hand over my head until I could set the pistol down. He waggled hand holding his gun, backing us away from our weapons and stooped to collect them, first Reyna’s bag, then my gun.
 
   “So, the mice return when they think the cat he is sleeping.” Grigori grinned, a facial expression he didn’t often use from the effort it took. “Come. We join others.”
 
   Grigori herded us outside, around the side of the house and up the slope to the front. He made me lead, and when I reached the door he told me to open it. I pushed through and stepped into the small foyer. 
 
   “Ah, guests,” a voice said from the living room to the right. 
 
   I barely had time to register movement as Marko stood and headed my way when a scuffle broke out behind me. Turning, I saw Reyna stomp on Grigori’s instep and throw an elbow into his gut. He grunted, grabbed a fistful of her hair and yanked her head back. She yelped and my vision turned red. I took a step toward him. He aimed the gun at me above her shoulder and pushed her forward, backing me up into Marko’s grip. His hands wrapped around my biceps, and he pulled my arms back until the elbows nearly touched. He roughly jerked me around and marched me into the living room.
 
   Dmitrov sat in an easy chair calmly taking in our entrance. Peter and Chance sat side by side on the floor, backs against the wall, Peter cowed and frightened, Chance upright and defiant. Both looked uncomfortable with their hands tied behind their backs.
 
   “About time you got here,” Chance said. “These people don’t know how to party at all.”
 
   Grigori shoved Reyna hard, and she went sprawling onto a couch. 
 
   “Who’s this?” Dmitrov said, his eyes giving Reyna a full-body scan.
 
   “She was with him,” Grigori said. “Downstairs.”
 
   “She’s a friend,” I said. “Leave her out of this.”
 
   “A little late for that,” Dmitrov said. 
 
   Grigori turned to me, and tucked the gun in his waistband before he smashed a fist in my gut, doubling me over. When I was able to raise my head, his lips stretched over his teeth in his imitation of a smile and he hit me again. And again. I strained and twisted against Marko’s grip, but Marko held tight. He planted a foot in the back of my knee, collapsing my leg, I went down onto both knees. After Grigori split my lip I lost count of how many more times I felt his fists or open hands smack into some part of my anatomy. Over the roaring in my ears I heard Peter squealing at Grigori to stop. And between blows I saw that one of the hands resting in Dmitrov’s lap now held a small semiautomatic that more or less pointed in Reyna’s direction. 
 
   “Enough!” Dmitrov barked.
 
   I hung my head near my knees like I’d catch my breath somewhere down there. In the span of an interminable two minutes, Grigori had managed to bruise what felt like every square inch of me. Only Marko’s grip kept me on my feet. Then he let go. I fell face first onto Peter’s contemporary wool and silk rug, the resulting nosebleed dripping red all over it. When it dried and turned russet it might complement the design. 
 
   “Mr. Sanders, I warned you not to withhold anything from me,” Dmitrov said. “So now here we are. You forced me to impose on your friends’ hospitality. And Grigori has had to teach you a lesson in manners. Now, who is she?” He waggled the barrel of his gun in Reyna’s direction.
 
   “A friend, I told you,” I gasped.
 
   Grigori raised a hand.
 
   “Wait!” Reyna said. “I’m a naval intelligence officer.”
 
   Dmitrov’s eyes widened briefly, and he reappraised me. “You brought her into this?”
 
   Reyna shook her head vehemently. “We know each other. I came on my own. I’m under investigation, so I’m doing some investigating of my own.”
 
   Brows knitting, Dmitrov considered the new information. “No matter. Sanders, why don’t you give me what belongs to me?”
 
   I got onto all fours and pointed to the water bottle I’d dropped after the first few body shots. 
 
   Dmitrov’s face darkened. “You think this is a joke?”    
 
   “I’m not smiling,” I said.
 
   Dmitrov motioned to Grigori who picked up the bottle and tossed it to his boss. Dmitrov held it up in front of his face and examined it, turning the bottle slowly. Finally, he grunted in satisfaction and stood up.
 
   “That wasn’t so hard,” he said. “Marko, make them comfortable.”
 
   Marko yanked Reyna off the couch, spun her around and pulled her arms behind her back. 
 
   “You got what you wanted,” I said through gritted teeth. “Cut them loose.”
 
   “I think not,” Dmitrov said. “We’ll keep you all here a little longer until we see if these are the right circuits.”
 
   Marko finished binding Reyna’s hands with plastic cable ties and roughly sat her down against the wall next to the fireplace.
 
   “You don’t trust me, fine,” I said. “I get it. Keep me and let the rest go.”
 
   “Eight hours, Mr. Sanders. Then I decide whether to let you go. And if these aren’t what I asked for I kill you one at a time until I get the right ones.”
 
   A moan escaped Peter’s lips. Chance turned and murmured in his ear. 
 
   Marko stood behind me and jerked one of my arms behind me, looped a tie over one hand and pulled it tight on my wrist. I knew struggling was useless. 
 
   “Damn it, Dmitrov, I pulled those off a dead man’s eyes! There are no others.”
 
   “We’ll see.”  
 
   He moved toward the door but stopped to answer his cell phone. “Yes?… Where?… You’re sure it’s her?… Give me an address… What do you mean you don’t have an address? Where the hell is she?… Fine, that will have to do.” 
 
   As he slipped the phone into his pocket, he turned to Marko. “I need you. Grigori, keep our friends company. I’ll bring Marko back to relieve you shortly.”  
 
   My stomach clenched into a hard knot. I clamped my jaw to keep from screaming at him to leave Anya alone. I sent up a fervent hope that he’d been talking about some other woman, but the dread and anger churning in my gut said otherwise.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 32
 
    
 
   July 27—North Pacific Ocean
 
   “Sir, Admiral, sir!” 
 
   Orlov turned to see the starshina who’d just entered the bridge snap a salute. Orlov returned it and motioned to the enlisted man to stand at ease.
 
   “Communiqué for you, sir.”
 
   Orlov took the folded piece of paper from the sailor’s outstretched hand and quickly read the three words scribbled there: “Incoming satphone call.”
 
   “Spasibo, starshina,” he said with a short salute of dismissal. 
 
   The sailor returned the salute and stood at attention as Orlov headed for the door. As was tradition, the helmsman announced his departure. The radioman exited the bridge two steps behind him. Orlov paid no attention until he heard the door close and the starshina call out softly, “Sir?”
 
   He paused in the passageway and turned his head, waiting.
 
   “You asked me to monitor the L-band, sir,” the sailor said, fumbling with a button on his uniform. “There was activity not more than fifteen minutes ago.”
 
   “For how long?”
 
   The sailor shrugged. “A minute or two.”
 
   “Spasibo. Thank you again.”
 
   The radioman nodded and headed down the passageway. Orlov hurried to his quarters to take the incoming call. He’d feared the starshina’s news, but hadn’t been surprised. 
 
   Retrieving the satellite phone from its cubbyhole, Orlov sat down at his desk and connected the call. 
 
   “Leonid, my friend.”
 
   Orlov smiled at the sound of Subkov’s voice. “Mikhail. I hope you have good news.”
 
   “I do, in fact. The parts you need are in route. They’ll arrive in Unalaska at about oh-eight-hundred tomorrow.” 
 
   “I can dispatch the Ka-27 to pick them up, but it will have to fly in under radar. The Americans will scream bloody murder if they catch even so much as a sniff of our presence.”
 
   “Our man has instructions to hire a small float plane once he arrives. There’s an abandoned airstrip on the north side of the island.” Subkov gave Orlov the coordinates.
 
   “And the pilot?” Orlov said.
 
   “He’ll ask no questions, and he’ll be paid well. Don’t worry, he won’t talk.”
 
   “If I don’t worry, who will? 
 
   “Trust me. We’re very close, now. We won’t fail.”
 
   Orlov debated telling Subkov the news he’d received from the starshina that someone else on board had a satellite phone, and had made or received a call less than half an hour earlier.
 
   “I appreciate your confidence,” he said finally. “But we haven’t won until we’ve shown the world that we can cripple the Americans’ most sophisticated nuclear warships.” 
 
   “We will prevail, Admiral.”
 
   “I hope and pray you’re right,” Orlov said and disconnected the call.
 
   But too many things could go wrong, especially with the presence of a saboteur on board. Orlov set the phone down and steepled his fingers, considering how best to set a trap for a spy.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 33
 
    
 
   July 28—Suitland, Maryland
 
   Tolliver squinted and moved in until her nose was nearly touching the monitor. What she read didn’t make sense. She frowned and leaned back, rubbing her eyes. Fatigue washed over her. She took a sip from the mug of coffee next to her keyboard and made a face. Cold and bitter, it would do little to keep the tiredness at bay. But she could push through it if she focused on the puzzle in front of her.
 
   She wasn’t sure who’d first coined the phrase—she thought it was from that film on Watergate, the one with Redford and Hoffmann as Washington Post reporters—but she’d decided to “follow the money.” The problem wasn’t access to the Lodestar contract—she had high enough clearance to get into most navy databases. But she’d have to log in, which would leave a trail right back to her.
 
   She’d considered calling Justin, the kid with the hots for her who lived in her apartment complex. He’d hit on her several times when he’d seen her returning from work. At first, she’d assumed he was joking, but after he’d commented on her appearance a couple of times, she thought maybe he either was into older women or women in uniform. Maybe both. He wasn’t a bad looking kid. Maybe eight years younger than her. A little rough around the edges. Long hair, usually clean but unkempt. A wardrobe that leaned toward torn jeans and untucked plaid shirts with the sleeves rolled up. But a sweet face, slender but muscular body, maybe from running. So she’d checked him out. No arrests or convictions (thank God!). A steady job in a grocery store (as an assistant manager, at least, not a bagboy). And a hobby that had led to trouble as a teen.
 
   Justin was a computer hacker. His juvie record had been sealed, but Janet had been able to get the gist of the trouble he’d been in at fifteen. He seemed to have kept his nose clean since then. But especially after her divorce Janet held everyone a little suspect until they proved themselves. It occurred to her that Justin’s advances might have been an attempt to get close to her to see what navy secrets she might reveal. The kids had been persistent, though, so she’d impulsively agreed to his invitation to have a glass of wine one evening when she’d gotten home. She’d ended up liking him, though not in a romantic sense, and they’d actually gotten to be more than passing acquaintances.
 
   She didn’t want to involve him, though, in this business. Bad enough that she was taking the kind of risks that would cost her more than her job if discovered, but she’d already crossed that bridge. Reyna really needed her help. And Justin didn’t need someone to lead him astray. She knew he still dabbled at the edges of the hacker community, but their friendship had grown to the point that she didn’t think he’d gone back to his youthful and rebellious ways.
 
   She’d even reached for the phone at one point earlier that morning to call him, but had hesitated, thinking it through. And wondered what he would do in her position. Find a back door, of course. Finding a way in had taken some time—Justin probably would have been able to do it easily—but she’d wormed her way into the system and now stared at a copy of Lodestar’s navy contract, 117 pages of legal jargon and estimated budgets. She’d waded through some of the performance clauses to find out what Lodestar had promised to deliver, most of that nearly indecipherable, too. But it was the budgets that interested her most. She was trying to compare those to invoices already submitted and paid. 
 
   After poring over the numbers for nearly three hours, she found some items that stirred her excitement. One of the addenda to the contract was a recent budget for additional research on one of the Lodestar projects. It was an invoice against that budget that caught her eye. Someone had requisitioned a plane nearly a month earlier out of Andrews AFB. Not a passenger jet, but a military transport. She wondered why. As she sat back and let thoughts churn through her brain she suddenly knew who might be able to tell her. 
 
   Frank Pospisil was a dispatch supervisor over at Andrews. She’d been seated next to him at a navy fundraiser, a dinner auction for one of the groups she supported—either Yellow Ribbon Fund or the Family Readiness Group, she couldn’t remember which. Dreading the small talk, she’d actually found him charming. It turned out he was one of the organizers, and he’d tapped her to work on another fundraising project. Janet figured he owed her. She glanced at her watch. Early, but he might already be at work. She pulled up the contacts list on her cell phone and dialed his work number. To her surprise, he answered on the first ring.
 
   “Pospisil. Dispatch.”
 
   “Frank? This is Janet Tolliver.”
 
   “Chief Tolliver! What a pleasure. You’re up awfully early.”
 
   “Haven’t gone to bed yet.”
 
   “Uh-oh. Burning the midnight oil. You need your beauty sleep. Sorry, that came out wrong. No offense.”
 
   She laughed. “None taken. But now you really owe me.”
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   She decided to give him the facts, if not the whole truth, since they sounded plausible enough. “I’m looking into a navy contractor, and some of the budget items don’t add up. I’ve got a line item for a research project that doesn’t make sense—a military transport requisitioned out of there on July Fourth.”
 
   “A patriotic day to fly. What’s the problem?”
 
   “The contractor’s located in Seattle, Frank. That’s where the research is done.”
 
   “So, you want me to find out where this plane was going and what its payload was.”
 
   “Is it possible? Can you do it?”
 
   Frank chuckled. “You know we don’t do anything unless it’s backed up in triplicate. Shouldn’t be a problem, Janet.”
 
   “Thanks, Frank. Count on me for an extra fifty bucks for FRG this year.”
 
   “As long as you’ll sit with me again.”
 
   “You’re on.”
 
   “Give me twenty, thirty minutes. I’ll call you back.”
 
   She gave him her cell number and turned back to the computer. Follow the money.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 34
 
    
 
   July 28—North Pacific Ocean
 
   The incessant rumble of the engines and the vibration reverberating through the steel deck, no matter how slight at this distance, lulled him closer and closer to sleep. The strain of maintaining his composure and cover in the midst of the enemy was taking its toll. His eyelids grew heavy as he tried to focus on the blurry words in the harsh pool of light from the desk lamp. His head nodded, and he caught himself with a jerk, snapping his eyes open and checking his surroundings and the clock on the wall.
 
   He had no patients to check on. Lab results on the sailor in isolation had shown him to have nothing more serious than a bad cold, not SARS or avian flu or any number of other diseases that could spread through the ship like wildfire. With the danger past, the sailor had been deemed fit enough to return to duty. The Chechen was alone in the quiet calm before dawn. A wry smile came to his lips as he considered the irony. For the typical matros on board, the concepts of day and night, dusk and dawn, didn’t exist. Instead, sailors lived their lives by bells. The ringing of bells told them when to wake, when to eat, when to shit and when to work in the windowless environments of their stations. They worked and slept under artificial lighting, not seeing sun, moon or stars until they were in port or on leave. Their only indication of the conditions outside was the pitch and roll of the ship. Others were luckier, with stations or duties that took them above deck. 
 
   He pushed the reading material on the desk aside and thought again of his plan, how best to make it work, considering all that could go wrong, weighing options, contingencies. For a few days now he’d noted his target’s routine, especially at mealtime. That would be the ideal time to strike. And it had to be soon. Though initially a surprise, everyone on board now knew of Admiral Orlov’s presence on board. The Chechen had been pleased. His plan would have that much more impact if the former head of the Northern Fleet died or was injured at his hands. Even if Orlov wasn’t incapacitated, sabotage on his watch, his own ship, would end his career. 
 
   But only a few of the officers knew their mission, their destination. The mystery had been one of the subjects of murmured conversations in the mess and crew quarters. The Chechen didn’t care except that he didn’t know how much time he had. He sensed his window of opportunity closing, and that worried him. He had to act soon. His thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of the next watch. He heard footsteps in the passageway outside the office door, and looked up to see Rostropovich poke his head through the opening.
 
   “You’re early,” he said, frowning.
 
   “Couldn’t sleep,” Rostropovich said. “Thought maybe you could, so I came to offer you a few extra minutes in your bunk if you want them.”
 
   The Chechen smoothed his brow and gave a slight nod. A little more sleep if he could manage it would be welcome. He rose and stretched, stifling a yawn. Suddenly, he sensed a change in the air, in the vibrations beneath his feet. He stiffened and listened. Very faint, but definitely present, the sound of another engine made its way into his consciousness. 
 
   Rostropovich stared at him, his head cocked as if he, too, was listening. “Chopper,” he said.
 
   The Chechen tensed. Yes, a helicopter. But why? Judging from the course they’d followed in the past day or two, they were far from land. A rendezvous with another ship? Now he wished he did know more about the ship’s mission. He felt his fingers flexing into fists and forced himself to relax. He had to focus and not let the uncertainties make him deviate from the plan. He composed himself and hid his concerns. He didn’t trust Rostropovich, knew that he wasn’t who he claimed to be. But he could do little about it here except be alert. Perhaps the break Rostropovich offered by arriving early would help. He let the tension drain away and put a smile on his face. 
 
   “Thank you, lyeytyenant. It was kind of you to think of me.”
 
   Rostropovich stepped aside as he pushed past into the passageway. The Chechen couldn’t tell if the man had seen his apprehension or not. Soon it would make no difference.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 35
 
    
 
   July 28—Seattle
 
   Images strobed in the visual cortex of my brain, giving me fleeting glimpses of a man in a tunnel, gun in hand, running hard. I heard heavy breathing, felt my heart pound and my feet slam against the ground over and over. In the distance a hulking mass blocked the tunnel. It chugged and snorted and clouds of steam billowed from vents with ominous whistles obscuring the mechanical monster. I ran faster and the footsteps echoing behind me sped up, too. I took one more look behind me before I ran headlong into the dead end. The man with the gun had disappeared, the footsteps I heard now from a woman looking over her shoulder, too. She turned to face me, running faster, revealing a mask of dread. Anya. I called her name. Her eyes searched for me, but steam swirled around me, hiding me. As she got closer I could see blood dripping down her face. 
 
   My eyes snapped open. I don’t know how long I’d been out. When I woke no brightness shone behind the curtains, and the living room seemed dimmer than before. I turned my head to see only one torchère lamp lit in the corner, but the inside of my skull burst into a bright starburst of pain. I slowly centered my head while I assessed all the damage. A dull ache cinched my torso like a corset, but I didn’t feel any cracked or broken ribs, and hoped no organs were bleeding internally. Curious, my tongue explored a stinging sensation and encountered an exceedingly fat lip and the taste of dried, caked blood. My stuffy nose reminded me I’d bled all over the rug, but it didn’t feel broken. 
 
   I lay curled up on one side, wrists still bound behind my back. I stretched and sharp pain shot up one leg like a bullet to the brain. My left knee—the bum one—burned white hot as if someone pressed a knife under the kneecap and tried to pry it loose. I pushed the mental fog aside, trying to remember… Marko had collapsed my leg and I’d gone down hard onto the kneecap. So—think!—contused. No torn ligaments or meniscus. I straightened it slowly and raised my head. 
 
   Marko sat in an easy chair across the room, eyes glinting under hooded lids. Soft snoring came from the wall opposite. Peter had his head thrown back, mouth open, but Chance was awake, alert, watching Marko. I wondered if Marko’s return meant that he hadn’t accomplished the mission Dmitrov had taken him on. Struggling, I managed to sit up. Reyna watched me with questioning eyes. I wet my lips, but wasn’t sure I could articulate the thoughts running through my head.
 
   I asked her what time it was, but it came out garbled. She frowned.
 
   “Hey, what you say?” Marko called. He looked at Reyna. “What he say?”
 
   She shook her head. “I don’t know.”
 
   I tried again, impulsively playing a childish game. “Ow-hay uch-may ime-tay?”
 
   I saw a glimmer of recognition in Reyna’s eyes. She shrugged.
 
   “What in fuck he say?” Marko demanded.
 
   “Rigori-gay?” I said.
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Stop talking, you!” 
 
   Marko got up and went over to Chance, pulling a switchblade from his pocket and flicking the blade into the light with a click. He rested the point on the skin under Chance’s right eye. Peter had awakened with a snort and now drew back, his eyes wide in terror. 
 
   Marko nodded at Reyna. “You tell me now what he say.”
 
   “I don’t know what the hell he’s saying,” Reyna said, holding her ground.
 
   “Et-gay i-may elt-bay—”
 
   Chance screamed as Marko pushed the knife deeper. The point broke the skin, blood welling and rolling down Chance’s cheek.
 
   An inhuman shriek came from Peter as he frantically waved his hands. “Stop it! For God’s sake, stop! He’s speaking—”
 
   I barked. As loudly as I could. Anything to cut Peter off. I followed it up with a couple of woof-woofs and a hound dog howl for good measure. Peter stared as if I’d gone mad, but said nothing.
 
   “He’s speaking gibberish,” Reyna said, her voice full of disgust. “Nonsense. Your friend must have hit him too hard, given him brain damage.”
 
   The dream came back to me. I leaned toward Reyna. “E-may ow-knay ere-whay eh-they irl-gay ives-lay.”
 
   “Zavali yebalo!” Marko yelled. “Shut the fuck up!”
 
   The front door slammed and Grigori strode in. He surveyed the room, his gaze landing on Marko.
 
   “What’s going here?”
 
   Marko rattled off something in Russian. 
 
   “Dubiina!” Grigori spat. “Idiot.” 
 
   “Uff-tay ize-gay ack-bay,” I said.
 
   Grigori stepped toward me and looked at Marko again. “You want him to shut up, this is what you do.”
 
   I didn’t see him swing. Someone just shut off the lights at the same time my head exploded.
 
   * * * * *
 
     I heard someone groaning, but I didn’t want to open my eyes to see who it was. Keeping them closed seemed like a better idea. But the moaning became irritating. I wanted to swat whoever it was into silence until I realized with chagrin that the noises came from me. I gritted my teeth against the pain and strained to sit up. I blinked and looked around the room. Marko was back in the easy chair, eyes closed, chin on chest. Grigori was gone. Peter slept with his head in Chance’s lap. Chance watched me without expression, gently stroking Peter’s hair. Chance was one of the best female impersonators outside of Vegas. It had never occurred to me that he wore the pants in the family. 
 
   For weeks, months, I’d suffered worse insomnia than usual, startled at loud noises, broken into panic attacks for no reason, awakened from night terrors wrapped in sheets soaked with sweat, and experienced flashbacks in the middle of the day, reliving moments of extreme stress and a few close calls with death in the past couple of years. I didn’t need Brian Whitney to tell me I probably suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder. But the physical threat from Marko and Grigori hadn’t cowed or shaken me. Getting hit just pissed me off. I wanted to hit back.
 
   I nudged Reyna awake. “Can you get free?” I whispered.
 
   “Cuffs are too tight,” she whispered back, “but I can probably get my hands in front of me if that helps.”
 
   I nodded. She pressed her back against the wall, lifted her butt and slid her hands underneath. Sitting back down, she bent her legs and leaned forward until she was able to step one foot inside the loop of her arms, then the other. 
 
   I glanced at Marko. He rustled, but didn’t wake. 
 
   I turned back to Reyna. “Get my belt.”
 
   She leaned over and fumbled with the buckle. “Hell of a time to ask for a blowjob, Blake.”
 
   I clamped my mouth closed to keep a snort of laughter from escaping. Reyna smiled and pulled the belt loose.
 
   “You know what to do,” I murmured. “Know any Russian?”
 
   She shook her head. We’d soon see how much English Marko understood. I glanced across the room. Chance’s eyes gleamed, and he leaned forward in anticipation.
 
   I took a deep breath. “Marko! Hey, asswipe!”
 
   Marko stirred, opened his eyes and shook his head groggily. When he realized he’d fallen asleep he jerked upright and looked around.
 
   “Yeah, you, fuckface,” I said. “Ou-yay on’t-day eak-spay ig-Pay atin-Lay? Too bad. Means I can insult you all day long and you won’t understand a word. I can call you a dumb shit, a pea-brained motherfucker.”
 
   Marko leaped to his feet. “What you call me?”
 
   “A stupid son of a bitch who couldn’t find his own ass if his hand was taped to it. ¿Comprendes? Understand me now, asshole?”
 
   He pulled the knife from his pocket and flicked the blade out as he slowly stalked across the room. 
 
   “Maybe I come over there and cut out your tongue,” he said. “Then you talk no more.”
 
   “Sure, whatever. Your mother must have dropped you on your head when you were born, you’re so stupid.”
 
   He smiled and waggled the knife as he came closer. “We see who is stupid one, yes?”
 
   “Ooo, I’m so scared of the bad man. You going to cut me? Pretty tough since I’m tied up. Come on, asshole! Bring it! Give me your best shot.”
 
   He bent over and leaned in, bringing the knife point up under my chin. Now or never. I lunged, head-butting him in the face. His head snapped back, blood streaming from his nose. I barely felt the knife tip catch flesh and slice its way clear as he pulled away. I was already rolling to the right and swinging my left foot toward him as hard as I could. The leg sweep caught him just above the ankle, and he toppled like a redwood, head falling toward Reyna as I’d hoped. I rolled the other way and brought my other leg up and over his thighs and locked my ankles, catching him in a scissors grip. 
 
   Reyna was on him in a flash, looping the belt over his head and falling backward with one end twisted around her hand. She got a foot on his shoulder for more leverage and pulled with all her might. Marko flailed wildly, trying to swing the knife back where he might do some damage. Reyna let out a small cry when he managed to stab her leg. He raised his arm, but before he could stab her again, I un-scissored my ankles and aimed a kick at his wrist as hard as I could, enough to jar the knife loose and send it clattering to the hardwood floor. Marko thrashed more feebly, his fingers clawing at the belt around his throat now, and he finally went slack. 
 
   “Bastard stuck me!” Reyna said, panting. 
 
   “Get the knife,” I said. 
 
   She picked it up, gripping it in two hands. I managed to sit up and twist around. She sawed through the plastic ties binding my hands. I rubbed my sore wrists, took the knife from her and went to work on her cuffs. Blood dripped onto my pants.
 
   “He cut you too,” Reyna said, inspecting my face.
 
   A stinging sensation from the spot under my jaw where he’d sliced me finally registered. 
 
   “We have a good first aid kit,” Chance said softly. 
 
   I’d forgotten he was awake and watching. I handed the knife back to Reyna. “Want to cut them loose while I go through this pig’s pockets?”
 
   She nodded and scooted across the floor. Chance held his arms out and Reyna went to work. Peter still slept with his head in Chance’s, but the sound of the front door opening and banging shut brought him up with a start. I froze, but Reyna had already pivoted toward the sound, and as soon as Grigori rounded the corner into the living room she leapt. Hands full with a cardboard carrier of coffee cups, Grigori raised his arms to ward off her stabbing blow. The coffee went flying. Grigori didn’t hesitate, stepping in and swatting Reyna aside with one big mitt, using her momentum to his advantage. She crashed into a table with a cry.
 
   Grigori went digging for the gun in his waistband holster, the sight sending a surge of adrenaline through me. I put my head down and charged across the room. Kicking the knife out of Marko’s hand had tested the bad knee, so I knew I could trust it, but blinding pain seared through my brain as I rushed him. I tackled him around the waist and we crashed into a wall. He brought both fists down on the back of my head and smashed me to the floor. I lashed out instinctively and caught a fistful of his trousers. I yanked as he stepped away, up-ending him. We scrabbled to our feet at the same time, and I bulled into him again before he could reach for his gun. 
 
   The peaceful night air now filled with the sounds of struggle, sounds erupting all over the room—Grigori’s grunts of effort, my own labored breathing, Peter’s whimpering, Chance’s shouts of “Get ’im! Get ’im!” 
 
   Reyna. I didn’t hear Reyna. All of a sudden there she was, leaping on Grigori’s back and wrapping her arm around his throat in a chokehold. He punched me in the stomach, put his hands on my chest and shoved, sending me staggering back against a couch. As I strained to pull myself upright Grigori bent an arm back around Reyna’s head and snapped his body forward, tossing her like a ragdoll on top of me. We went down on the couch in a tangle of limbs. 
 
   “You’re a fucking dead man!” Grigori roared. 
 
   I craned my neck to see around Reyna. She rolled off onto the floor as Grigori pulled his gun from its holster and swung it toward us. 
 
   “No!” Chance shouted. 
 
   He’d somehow crossed the room during the scuffle without me seeing, and now crouched by Marko’s body holding a big semiautomatic. Grigori took in the threat, his arm continuing its arc past us toward Chance, but it never made it. An explosion ripped through the room, and another, and another, the blasts deafening in the small space. Peter shrieked, a high shrill scream of terror. Grigori’s body twitched as the slugs found their mark, his eyes widening in surprise. I counted five loud booms, each shot smacking center mass before Grigori slowly dropped to his knees, closed his eyes and toppled over on his face.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 36
 
    
 
   July 28—North Pacific Ocean
 
   Not able to sleep after his shift on middle watch, Macready had wandered the passageways, alert to who was still about. Except for those who kept the ship running properly, however, the ship slept. Macready made his way out on deck, the smell of the sea air invigorating him. He leaned over, forearms on the rail and noted the constellations splashed brightly against the inky sky, getting his bearings. Warmer than it had been since he’d left Andrews AFB weeks before, the soft breeze told him they’d traveled far south of the Bering Sea, certainly well south of forty-five degrees north latitude. He chafed at not having come up with more answers, wondering where Orlov and Marinesko intended to make their play.
 
   For a few minutes, though, Macready was happy to just be another simple matros taking in the night breeze. But soon he stiffened, alert to a change in vibration in the air. Long before he saw it, he felt and identified the thump-thump of the helo’s coaxial rotors. Finally, he picked out a black smudge on the starry horizon that grew steadily larger as it approached the ship. Casually, he sauntered across the deck, down a companionway and over to another one that led up to the flight deck. He knew he was taking huge risk but counted on the clear weather to bring out a few more spectators. By the time he climbed to the heli deck, one or two other curious insomniacs had already arrived. The FDO was never happy to see visitors, but on a long, boring voyage made certain allowances. He herded the bystanders to the fore, close to the hangar doors and out of the way of the incoming chopper.
 
   The Ka-52 came in from the north, astern of the ship and lightly touched down on the flight deck, the wash from its rotors blasting Macready and the others with gusts that whipped their clothing. The whine of the jet turbines died quickly, and the rotors gradually slowed and stopped. Several of the on-looking sailors scuffed their shoes on the deck and milled about before drifting off in small groups. Macready casually moved closer to the chopper and watched as the rear hatch opened and a passenger emerged into the dim circle of landing lights on the helipad. A lyeytyenant like himself that Macready thought he remembered from the hangar. Feigning interest in the chopper, Macready edged closer as the officer steered directly toward the FDO.
 
   The FDO saluted. “Successful mission?” 
 
   Macready barely heard the words before the breeze snatched them away.
 
   The lieutenant shook his head. “Partly,” he said loudly. “The circuits fit, but we’re missing key instructions. I need to see the captain. Is he on the bridge?”
 
   The FDO nodded, and the passenger turned and jogged toward the companionway off the flight deck. He met Macready’s eyes for a moment as he passed, his expression curious and thoughtful. Macready wondered if the officer remembered him from the hangar, too. He let the man go by and descend the ladder to the main deck before he turned and casually followed. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 37
 
    
 
   July 28
 
   Orlov had felt rather than heard the chopper return from Unalaska, sensing its return. But he couldn’t mistake the rap on his cabin door.
 
   “Vhodit',” Orlov called. “Come in.”
 
   Captain Marinesko entered followed by a harried looking lyeytyenant. They stood side by side and saluted. Orlov waved a hand impatiently and they stood at ease.
 
   “What is it, Captain?”
 
   “Lyeytyenant Lunin has just returned on the helicopter from the rendezvous in Unalaska.”
 
   Orlov swirled a hand in the air. “Yes, yes. Report, lyeytyenant.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Lunin glanced at his shoes nervously before continuing. “We met the courier at the appointed spot, and received two computer circuits. They fit the laser design perfectly.”
 
   Lunin took a moment to catch his breath and smile at the admiral, as if that bit of good news would outweigh the rest of his report. 
 
   Orlov didn’t share his enthusiasm. “Go on.”
 
   Lunin’s smile faded to a rueful grimace. “To operate the laser properly, the circuits need software instructions. We don’t know what those are.”
 
   “A fool’s errand,” Orlov muttered. “And there’s nothing to be done?”
 
   “We know the circuits help modulate the wavelength of light being emitted by the laser, changing its color, so we’ll try to work out what the code might be.” Lunin shrugged. “Without the lab notes or test results we must use trial and error.”
 
   “How long?”
 
   Lunin shifted his weight and flushed. “I don’t know. A day? A week?”
 
   “We rendezvous with the Samara in less than twelve hours. Do we at least have a receiver that works?”
 
   Lunin nodded. “They won’t be able to transmit, but if we can figure out the software code they’ll be able to receive what we send.”
 
   Orlov sighed, relieved that at least the sleeper had sent the correct plans for the laser receiver. 
 
   “Get to work,” he said. “Requisition whatever you need. We don’t stop until it works.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Lunin saluted and turned on his heel. 
 
   The captain also turned away, but Orlov stopped him. 
 
   “Valentin, a moment.” Orlov paused as the captain faced him. “This is bad, you know that.”
 
   “Yes, admiral.”
 
   “We can abort now before this goes too far.”
 
   Marinesko tipped his head. “I know.”
 
   “I am putting your ship, your entire crew at risk.”
 
   The captain straightened. “We are putting them at risk. But since few of them know what we are about the risk is minimal.” He paused then continued softly. “The Americans have boasted for decades that the ping jockeys aboard their boomers are the best in the world. This is our chance to show them that our sonar technicians, our sub-hunting skills, are as good as any they have. Better.”
 
   Orlov rubbed his chin, his juices beginning to flow in anticipation of the hunt. The goal: to find and track an American nuclear sub, position his Akula-class sub Samara in its wash and fire a dummy fish into the boomer’s screw, disabling it. Kuznetzov’s blue-green laser would allow them to communicate with the Samara while it was submerged, a feat not possible with current radio technology. 
 
   “And if we can’t get the laser working?” Orlov said.
 
   The corner of Marinesko’s mouth turned up. “You know full well what this ship was designed to do. For myself, I can’t imagine a greater honor than serving by your side.”
 
   Orlov gave a single nod. “Then we are committed. I will see what I can do to help solve Lunin’s problem and pull this mission out of the toilet.”
 
   “Very well.” 
 
   As Marinesko pulled the door shut behind him Orlov took out the satellite phone and dialed. Despite the time difference, Subkov answered after the first ring.
 
   “Eto pizdats,” Orlov said. “The whole situation is fucked up.”
 
   “What has happened?”
 
   “The circuits they delivered won’t operate without the proper software.” Orlov felt the anger within him bloom. “Why did those dumb fucks killed Kuznetzov?”
 
   “You’re sure?” Subkov said, the worry in his voice evident. “Could they have overlooked something Kuznetzov left behind?”
 
   “That would appear obvious,” Orlov, his voice thick with sarcasm. “Mikhail, we are committed to this mission. If we fail… Izmena. Treason. Gosudarstvennaya izmena. High treason. The Gray Cardinals will pick our bones clean.”
 
   “We’re so close, Leonid. Don’t give up hope now. We’re already guilty of treason. But if we succeed, we show the world our power. Volodya will be blamed. I have already taken care of the electronic trail that will establish that he gave the orders for this mission. I have the code that will make the order to fire on the Americans appear to come from him, too. The US and NATO will scream in protest, and our friends will see we’re serious about restoring Russia to glory.”
 
   “That’s all well and good. But without an operational laser… We’re doing what we can, but it may not be enough, or soon enough. I need what Kuznetzov had, all of it. He swore that the device worked.”
 
   “Before he turned,” Subkov reminded him. “The traitor was going to give it to the Americans. Our friends had no choice but to kill him. He would have betrayed us.”
 
   “They are not our friends, Mikhail,” Orlov said, his anger building, “and they have created a real dermo burya—a shit storm beyond belief. If we cannot demonstrate the superiority of this device—invented by one of our own even if he did betray us—then I will not only cripple an American submarine if I find one; I’ll blow it out of the water!”
 
   “Leonid, Leonid, I understand your frustration, old friend, but be reasonable.”
 
   “What we’re doing is not reasonable, Mikhail. We have already crossed the line. We have no choice but to finish this.”
 
   Subkov was silent for a moment. “Point taken. Keep me posted. And good luck, friend.”
 
   “It will take a lot. Da svidanya.”
 
   Orlov disconnected and then dialed another number that he thought he’d never have to use. A cautious voice answered on the third ring.
 
   “Da?”
 
   “You know who this is?” Orlov said.
 
   The man on the other end grunted. “Da.”
 
   “You screwed up. You didn’t send everything. Kuznetzov had more.”
 
   “Impossible. We searched his apartment before the police arrived. There was nothing.”
 
   “You missed it.”
 
   “We missed nothing. If you got the circuits then our business is concluded.”
 
   “You listen to me, you little fuck,” Orlov snarled. “You have concluded nothing. Kuznetzov had a digital file, computer code. Probably on a flash drive or memory stick.”
 
   “The pidar,” the man muttered. “The fucker held out on us.” 
 
   “Who? What are you jabbering about?”
 
   “Nothing. I will take care of it personally. You will get your computer code.”
 
   “Yes, I will,” Orlov said calmly, though he seethed inside. He knew how to make this prick sit up and pay attention. These gangsters all thought they operated anonymously, shielded by their organizational structure and the thieves’ code. But Subkov had been careful when he’d set up his network of mafia spies. Orlov knew the identity of the man on the other end. 
 
   “Listen carefully, Dmitrov,” he said. “You’re nothing but a gryebaniy vor, a fucking thief. This was a simple job, and you not only fucked up but you killed the only man who knew how to build the device we need. If you do not find that computer file and get it to me within the next twenty-four hours, I will burn down your operation. And then I will hunt you down and make you wish for death. You know I can do it. I have as many if not more contacts than you. I know where you live, Dmitrov. Your bratva, the Organizatsiya, cannot save you from me if I don’t get what I want. Do you hear me?”
 
   There was momentary silence, then a clipped “Da.”
 
   “Good. Twenty-four hours.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 38
 
    
 
   July 28—Seattle
 
   “Eee! Eee! Eee!” 
 
   Peter’s high-pitched screams reminded me of pigs squealing on friends’ farms back in southern Illinois where I grew up. Dangerously close to making the same sort of noises, I clamped my hands over my ears, closed my eyes and tried ujjayi pranayama to get my breathing and racing heart under control. The sound of gunfire had dropped me to my knees in fear. Sweat beaded on my forehead and upper lip. I squeezed my eyes shut tighter to block out the flashbacks of bullets ripping into flesh, opening gaping wounds that spurted red. A light rail tunnel, a defense contractor’s manufacturing facility on Whidbey Island, Seattle Center’s Chihuly Garden & Glass… Places where bullets had flown like swarms of bees around me in the recent past flitted through my head despite my attempts to keep them at bay.
 
   “Shut up!” I roared, opening my eyes. I stood and turned to Reyna. “Are you all right?”
 
   She rubbed the red handprint on her cheek where Grigori had smacked her aside while inspecting the bloodstain slowly spreading across her thigh. 
 
   “Yeah. This doesn’t look too deep. Maybe tie a compress over it to stop the bleeding.” As she spoke, she dug in her purse for a silk scarf and tissues. She pressed wadded tissues on the wound, wrapped the scarf around her leg, and tied it tight.
 
   Peter’s mouth hung open in shock. He stared at Chance. 
 
   “Jesus Christ,” he whispered. “You killed him! You shot and killed a man.”
 
   Chance waved the pistol in the air. “I fucking shot his ass, doll, before he killed all of us.”
 
   “Who are you?” Peter said. 
 
   “Oh, grow a pair, honey. You think those Neanderthals were going to let us go if we asked nicely enough? For God’s sake, Peter, the man was about to shoot Blake.”
 
   Peter whirled on me, daggers in his stare. “You! This is all your fault. You brought this down on us. They held us hostage, damn you, for something you have!” 
 
   “Mea culpa,” I said wearily. “Do you think I wanted this? Now shut up a minute so we can figure out what to do next. And thank you, Chance, for not letting him shoot me. Reyna? Thoughts?”
 
   She took a step toward me, but directed her gaze at my arm, not my face. “Blake, you’re bleeding there, too.”
 
   I followed the direction of her scrutiny to the dark, wet furrow of blood that ran down my forearm and dripped off my elbow. Seeing it made me cognizant of the jangling nerve endings that had been telegraphing a pain message to my brain ever since I’d heard the pop of a cap gun intermingled with the five booming concussions from the gun Chance held. The cap gun must have been Grigori’s .25 caliber, likely the same gun that had killed D’Amato. My arm stung as if singed with a hot brand. I held up my arm and inspected the rivel more closely. A quarter inch wide, a couple of inches long, but not deep. The blood had already started to dry and cake. 
 
   “No big deal,” I said. “I’ll live. Chance, let me amend that: thanks for not letting him kill me. Reyna, we need to get to Anya fast, if Dmitrov hasn’t found her already.” 
 
   Reyna nodded. “You figured out where she is?”
 
   “Well, not exactly, but close.” I fished in my pocket and pulled out the wad of paper scraps that chronicled my life—notes to myself, ATM and store receipts, cash. Mixed in were the receipts for the doll and postage and the strip from the self-sealing box that I’d found in D’Amato’s scooter. I peeled the postage receipt out and showed it to Reyna.
 
   “I think D’Amato sent a present to the little girl in the photo,” I said. “The postage receipt says it went to Lynnwood, north of Seattle.”
 
   “You can’t just leave,” Peter said. He swept his arm in a semi-circle. “What about all this?” 
 
   I glanced at Reyna. “He’s right. The noise was enough to wake the dead. Someone must have called the cops.”
 
   “Then we have to leave,” she said. “If we’re going to get out of this mess, Blake, neither of us can afford to spend hours in interrogation.”
 
   “Not my favorite place anyway.”
 
   She turned and put a hand on Chance’s shoulder. “Are you okay? Really?”
 
   Chance’s head bobbed. “Never better, honey. Those bastards were mean, rude and deserved a lot worse.”
 
   Reyna lifted the hand on his shoulder and touched his cheek. “If the cops aren’t here in the next five to ten minutes, call them. Tell them exactly what happened. No need to hold anything back. You and Peter were taken hostage, as were we. We acted in self-defense, all of us.”
 
   She looked at me and tipped her head toward the door. I nodded, took a step and froze when I heard the front door open.
 
   “Grigori!” Dmitrov yelled, fury coloring his voice. “I’ll kill the fucker. Marko!” 
 
   When he got no answer, the house went deathly silent. Reyna dropped into a crouch and worked to pry Grigori’s fingers off his gun. Chance eyed the empty archway leading to the dark front hall. Peter moaned softly and swayed back and forth on his heels. I wet my lips, waiting. Dmitrov’s head popped around the corner and vanished almost as quickly, but not before Chance loosed a shot that went wide. I clapped my hands on my ears, fighting an impulse to hide.
 
   Reyna worked more frantically now, but couldn’t get Grigori’s gun out of his grip. I looked around the room, eyes frenziedly searching the room for a weapon. Finally, I spotted the small armory on the lamp table next to the chair where Marko had sat. I hadn’t taken two steps before Dmitrov rounded the corner with a gun in his hand, sighted on Chance and fired. Chance yelped and went down. 
 
   Anger coursed through me again, carried along with a surge of adrenaline. Dmitrov started to home in on me as I moved. Just as I dived for the floor I heard a pop-pop and Dmitrov ducked back around the corner. Reyna was pointing Grigori’s arm at the archway and squeezing his finger against the trigger. Dmitrov’s arm appeared around the edge of the opening and he blindly squeezed off two shots. Chance sat up, extended his gun in a two-handed grip and blasted away at the wall where Dmitrov had disappeared. He fired until the hammer clicked on an empty chamber. The only sound was that of the front door clicking shut. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 39
 
    
 
   July 28—North Pacific Ocean
 
    He was running out of time. An entire shipload of Russia’s finest, and none of them had figured out their captain—and fleet admiral, no less—were taking them on the cruise of a lifetime. Perhaps the last in their lifetime. The Chechen was no fool. He’d been marking their course, noting the ship was far from its base of operations. Anyone with any brains would have to wonder what business the flagship of the Northern Fleet might have in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. But the Chechen had heard barely a murmur from the crew. They accepted their lot without complaint; in fact, they’d greeted the warmer days and sunnier climate with praise and without question.
 
   The Chechen knew only one thing that could draw a fleet commander to this part of the world at this particular time—RIMPAC, the multi-country fleet exercises run by the American navy. But the fact that both the admiral and captain had chosen not to announce their mission worried him. It suggested that their participation, if that’s where they were headed, was not altogether altruistic or even known to the Americans and others involved in the exercises. And while an international incident might be doubly embarrassing for the Russians, the Chechen had no quarrel with the United States, China or any other country—except Russia.
 
   It was time to put his plan into action. On duty during middle watch, he found what he needed in the pharmacy store and slipped it in his pocket. With no one in sickbay to watch, he abandoned his post and swiftly made his way to the mess. His eyes roved the room looking for his prey, a warrant officer named Krupin. Spotting him at the corner of a table across the mess, the Chechen considered his play. He would likely only have one chance, and he wanted to get it right. Sweat broke out under his arms, and he took a deep breath to relax, smiling at the man behind him. Though most crewmembers not on watch were snug in their bunks, the room filled with babbling voices, laughter, the occasional profanity spoken loudly. The air was warm, humid, still redolent with the smell of grease and spices from day’s meals and men who worked hard in close quarters out here in the mess.
 
   He pushed a tray down the line, and as he collected a glass of tea, and a pastry of some kind he dug in his pocket and palmed the vial he’d stolen from the infirmary. Carefully he carried his tray on a route that would take him past Krupin’s table. Krupin and his tablemates laughed loudly at a dirty joke as he approached. He lifted his tray to avoid being jostled in the crowded aisles between tables. Suddenly, he stumbled and fell, dropping his tray on the floor next to Krupin. 
 
   “Balvan!” Krupin said. “Thick-headed fool, watch where you’re going.”
 
   The men at the table laughed uproariously. Apologizing profusely, the Chechen bent down, picked up the tray and set it on the table next to Krupin’s tea. Krupin and the others had already taken up their conversation, ignoring him. He bent again to retrieve his plate, and surreptitiously pushed his cup farther under the table. 
 
   He straightened and gave Krupin a conciliatory look. “Could you help me, please? I can’t reach my cup.”
 
   Krupin leaned back for a look under the table, and sighed. “You’ve made a fucking mess, too. Fine, I’ll get it.”
 
   As Krupin ducked his head under the table, the Chechen waved his hand over Krupin’s glass of tea, dumping the contents of the vial he’d palmed. He quickly bent to pick up his plate and scoop up the spilled food. When he’d cleaned up the mess as well as he could, he picked up his tray and walked it to the tray return. He dumped the spoiled food, wiped his hands on a rag and waited. 
 
   Within five minutes, Krupin had taken a gulp of tea, frowned at the taste of the emetic the Chechen had dumped in it, and had become violently ill, vomiting onto the tray in front of him. Horrified, the men at the table jumped up and watched him writhe in agony as his stomach cramped and convulsed. The Chechen hurried over.
 
   “This man is obviously ill!” he cried. “Help me get him to sickbay.”
 
   He took one of Krupin’s arms and pulled it around his shoulder. Another sailor grabbed Krupin’s other arm, and they walked him out of the mess carrying nearly half his weight as he doubled over retching. Once in sickbay, they laid Krupin on a cot and set a bedpan in his hands. 
 
    “I can take it from here,” the Chechen said.
 
   As soon as the sailor left, the Chechen got a sedative from the pharmacy store, rolled up Krupin’s sleeve and injected him. 
 
   “What is that?” Krupin said as the needle stuck him. “What’s wrong with me?”
 
   “This is a sedative to calm you and ease your nausea. Obviously, you’re a sick man, but I’ll have to run some tests to see what’s wrong. Probably just some bad meat.”
 
   Krupin fell back on the bed as the sedative took hold. “My tea! Something funny in my…” His voice trailed off as his eyes closed. 
 
   The Chechen waited another few seconds to be sure Krupin was unconscious, then carefully unbuttoned Krupin’s shirt and removed the chain from around Krupin’s neck. A key dangled on the chain, the key to one of the ship’s magazines. He stuffed the key in a pocket, grabbed the large medical bag he’d emptied earlier and hurried out.
 
   The ship’s big guns—two AK-100 mm/70-caliber DPs—each held two drums of ammunition with a total of 174 rounds. The guns could fire up to 50 rounds per minute, and were deadly accurate out to about 10 kilometers with a maximum range of 21 kilometers. Spare ammunition was stored in magazines below deck. The Chechen hurried down two decks and through the passageways between the engine and motor rooms to the forward magazine. Those on duty down at this level were busy at their stations, so the passageways were deserted. He looked around cautiously anyway before unlocking the door and slipping inside.
 
   The large room contained racks and racks of shells, projectiles, black powder canisters and other supplies. He was grateful for the training that made him memorize the weapons systems on board. The AK-100s fired four different kinds of projectiles. He quickly checked the munitions racks, searching for an antiaircraft round with a radio proximity fuze. With a little tinkering, he could set off the charge with a device similar to a garage door opener.
 
   When he found the rack he needed, he set the empty medical bag on the deck and gingerly slid one of the shells out of its compartment. The entire shell weighed nearly 28 kilos, more than 58 pounds. He eased it into the medical bag, closed the bag and headed for the door. Opening it a crack, he peered out into the passageway. Seeing that it was clear, he slipped out, locked the door and rushed back the way he came. The weight pulled on his arm, and he transferred the bag from one hand to the other as he went. 
 
   By the time he returned to sickbay, sweat stained his striped telnyashka dark under the arms and down his chest. He checked on Krupin and found him askew on the cot, mouth open, snoring softly. He set the bag down, went to a nearby hand sink and splashed cold water on his face. As he dried his face and hands he looked around for a place to keep his newfound treasure. He hefted the bag and walked it to a couple of possible hiding places—a bin for bed linens and towels, a closet for cleaning supplies, a storage locker. All seemed too obvious and well-used. Suddenly, the ship’s bell rang the beginning of morning watch, and he heard footsteps outside in the passageway. 
 
   Frantic now, he spun around again, desperate for a place to stash the artillery shell. Spotting a gurney in the short hall between exam rooms and offices, he dashed over and stuffed the bag on the shelf below the draped bed pad. He stood and turned to see Rostropovich coming down the passage to report for duty. Heart pounding, he nodded and murmured a greeting. His colleague’s face revealed nothing, but the Chechen wondered how much he’d seen. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 40
 
    
 
   July 28—Suitland, Maryland
 
    A ringing bell signaled the end of a class period for Midshipman Tolliver, and she rose from her classroom desk. Another tough fifty minutes at the Naval Academy that made her question her resolve and her sanity. The pressure was getting to her, and if it weren’t for her stubborn pride she might have quit long ago, gone to her local community college in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, and gotten an associate degree in culinary arts, office administration, or maybe, given her penchant for digging, library science. As she headed for the door, jostled by classmates in a hurry to get to their next assignments, the bell rang again. Crap, already late for her next class… 
 
   The ringing sounded a third time, rousing Tolliver from her dream. She lifted her head from her desk and groggily reached for the phone, wetting her lips so she could speak. 
 
   “Hello?” she rasped.
 
   “I didn’t get you out of bed, did I, sweetheart?” 
 
   Tolliver sat up and straightened her skirt, noticing that the windows had turned gray in advance of the coming dawn.
 
   “Frank. Oh, no. Well, I guess I did nod off there for a few minutes. Long night. What have you got?”
 
   “You’re going to love this,” Pospisil said with a chuckle. “I know how you intelligence folks like a good mystery.”
 
   “You said it. What have you got?”
 
   “That flight you asked about? Whoever it was requisitioned a Hercules C-130 for one.”
 
   “One passenger?” 
 
   “Yep, but get this. Plane flew to Greenland and refueled at Peterson AFB in Thule. No one got off except the pilot to chat with the refueling crew. When the plane got back to Andrews, the only people on board were the flight crew.”
 
   Tolliver needed coffee in the worst way. She was sure she’d heard Pospisil say… “Wait. You’re telling me that the only passenger on board disappeared en route?”
 
   “Or got off the plane somewhere,” Pospisil said.
 
   “Frank, I need a copy of that flight plan. Could you e-mail it to me?”
 
   “Sure thing, Janet. Sending it now. And you’re my tablemate at FRG this year, right?”
 
   “Absolutely. Thanks a million.”
 
   While she waited for the e-mail, Janet grabbed her purse and went to the restroom to see if she could repair the damage done by the all-nighter. Under the harsh light of the fluorescent lights in the ladies’ room, she looked like a traffic accident victim. Dark circles rimmed her eyes, standing out starkly against her pale complexion. A red crease angled across her cheek where she’d rested it on her forearm during her short nap. Saliva crusted the corner of her mouth where she’d drooled. Embarrassed, she ran the cold water and scrubbed her face clean. 
 
   Bits of her dream came back to her, sending her thoughts back in time. The naval academy had been tough. Dozens of times she’d been pushed to her limits, each time anguishing over whether or not to quit. But she’d always found some inner strength, some taurine egotism that wouldn’t let her. There was always someone smarter, stronger, more accomplished ahead of her. She’d resigned herself to the fact that someone always had to come in last. But there were times when the goal was simply finishing the race, and she knew if she didn’t finish her four years at the academy she’d never finish anything for the rest of her life. So she accepted that in a place that trained everyone to be a leader, some still had to follow. And she’d made it. She’d graduated, not as an ensign like everyone else, but as a CWO. Because she was good at digging. She was still a CWO, though she’d been promoted three times to W-5.
 
   Catching a whiff of herself as she moved, she involuntarily wrinkled her nose. No cute NCIS agent was going to want to go out with her if she smelled like a barnyard. She removed her uniform blouse, washed her underarms and rolled on new deodorant. She usually kept a clean blouse and skirt in her car or office, just in case, but hadn’t had time to get to the dry cleaners recently. With Reyna out of action, Janet knew she might have some long nights ahead of her, so she made a note to put a spare uniform in the car as soon as she could. She put the blouse back on, tucked it in and smoothed her skirt. Then she sparingly applied some base to tone down the circles under her eyes and added a light coat of lip-gloss. 
 
   By the time she returned to her desk, the windows had brightened considerably and Frank’s e-mail had landed in her in-box. Quickly she settled in at her desk and read over the flight plan. Then she accessed a military flight-tracking program that stored several weeks of radar data and searched back to early July. Based on the flight plan, she searched the database for the time period on July 4th when the C-130 would likely have been flying in to Thule. She set the tracker in motion and watched as small figure of airplanes popped up on the screen in yellow. Several bunched around Peterson AFB. A few scattered figures showed up near the bottom of the map. 
 
   She hovered the mouse over the southernmost icons. As she did, the flight number for that particular plane displayed on screen. All were commercial airline flights. Then she noticed another icon headed for the east side of the huge island. When she scrolled over the little figure, the display said, “Blocked.” She frowned. The airbase at Thule was on the northwest side of Greenland. She advanced the file time and checked the flight path again. The plane still headed northeast. She continued to advance the time until the flight track had turned, heading almost due west, toward Thule. Backtracking slowly until the point in time where the plane turned, she zeroed in on the spot. The map indicated nothing there, no airstrip, not even a village. 
 
   Intrigued, she navigated to a site she wasn’t even supposed to know about. She was afraid her security clearance might not let her access the page, but when she typed in her ID and password she cleared the security screen immediately. Working quickly, she searched for files on July 4th. Soon, her screen filled with an image of craggy, ice-covered cliffs, narrow fjords and flowing glaciers. She zoomed in on the satellite photo at the coordinates where the C-130 had turned for Thule. The only things evident in the photo were enough snow and ice to discourage her from ever visiting. She wondered how anyone could live in such an inhospitable environment—and why the big Hercules transport had bothered flying over such desolate terrain before heading for a friendly place to refuel.
 
   Then she spotted the settlement on a fjord near the coast. Increasing the resolution, she zoomed in even closer and saw the heavy equipment, the long pier, the large buildings, the extent of the settlement. Whatever the purpose of the camp, the scale of the operation was massive given the surroundings. The only activity she could think of worth investing that much money and manpower in was mining or oil. She pulled up another image and zeroed in on the settlement, this time using a magnifying glass from her desk drawer to scrutinize the details. Despite the excellent resolution, details at that distance were a little fuzzy.
 
   She searched the time sequence, pulled up a later image and inspected it, too. She picked up more features this time, noticing the steel track leading from a cliff side to the settlement. So, probably a mining camp. Digging something very valuable out of that mountainside. Moving forward in time again, Janet looked at more photos, looking for clues that would tell her why someone on the Lodestar team was so interested in this place, and why that interest was so secret they’d buried a fly-over in a research budget.
 
   But it hadn’t been just a fly-over. Somehow, they’d dropped off a passenger at this spot. At least it seemed this was the most logical place for the passenger to have gotten off since he hadn’t gotten off in Thule when the plane refueled. So how with no landing strip? Parachute in? Lost in thought, she almost missed the difference in the next photo that came up on her screen, and it was huge. A ship suddenly appeared alongside the pier at the camp. She noted the date stamp on the photo, and focused in on the ship. From its size and profile, it looked to be a research ship. 
 
   Quickly, she opened another window and pulled up the navy’s list of arctic research vessels and their current missions. She compared ships on the list to the one sitting in port in the satellite photo. Bingo! The Akademik Shirshov. Her eyes widened in surprise and all her antennae went on alert. A Russian research vessel. That put a different spin on her assumptions. She held the magnifying glass over the screen and peered at details in the photo more closely. The trucks and equipment she’d taken for granted she now saw were Russian. 
 
   Eager to discover more, she advanced the photos a day at a time and. In stop motion she watched the research ship leave Greenland and head east across the Greenland Sea, The Barents Sea, the Kara Sea, above Russia to an island in the East Siberian Sea. She focused in on the ship’s destination and realized she was looking at a military installation. Kotelny Island. An air force base that Putin had reopened, as a quick bit of research revealed. Now a flurry of activity on the island as engineers and construction personnel worked to expand it. The photo revealed construction of an enormous pier that could handle incoming supply ships and serve as a jumping off point for warships. And anchored just offshore next to the research ship sat a Russian destroyer. She sat back and reviewed what she knew and what she’d discovered, trying to figure out how the pieces fit. Russian base. American plane and presumably American passenger who got out over Russian base. To spy? And she didn’t see the connection to the laser project. Conjecture only took her so far.
 
   Whatever the Russians were mining, though, had military value, not just commercial value. She looked more closely at the air base on Kotelny, but the photo gave up no secrets. She retrieved the next day’s satellite photo and was surprised to see the destroyer no longer there. That the big ship sailed so close to the arrival of the research vessel struck her as more than coincidence. She started to widen the search area to see where the destroyer had headed.
 
   “Tolliver!” Farley barked.
 
   Startled, she whirled around to see the captain standing just outside her cubicle. She did her best to block his view of her monitor. 
 
   “You were supposed to have an SSRI on my desk at oh-eight-hundred this morning,” Farley said gruffly. 
 
   She looked at her watch—two minutes late—and noticed for the first time the hum of activity around here. She’d been so immersed in what she’d been doing that she hadn’t realized a new day had started at ONI.
 
   “Sorry, sir,” she said. “I lost track of time. I’ll get it right away.”
 
   “That’s better.” He peered at the screen over her shoulder. “What’s that you’re working on, anyway?”
 
   Her heart leaped into her throat.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 41
 
    
 
   July 28—Seattle
 
   “Is everyone okay?” I shouted over the ringing in my ears. 
 
   I saw mouths move and heads nod, and assumed that meant yes. I got to my feet, grabbed a gun off the side table and headed for the door at a run. I cringed every time my left foot landed and radiated a shockwave of pain from my knee. My breath was coming fast again, and not from the exertion. Panic welled up inside me on the street as I twisted my head one direction and another looking for signs of Dmitrov. I couldn’t let the bastard get away. I raced to the nearest corner and looked up and down the cross street. Nothing. From far behind me, I heard the sound of a powerful engine revving, the squeal of tires on pavement and a car fading into the distance. I cursed and limped back to the house. 
 
   The sky had turned pewter, a layer of marine air forming low clouds that hid the blue sky. The sun would burn them off later in the day, but now they made the air feel cool and clammy. I was anything but, instead burning feverishly, my skin hot and dry, the pain from my wounds, especially my lip and arm, searing and prickly. Fear flushed my neck and face, and anger had my blood on simmer. The faint howl of a siren replaced the retreating growl of Dmitrov’s Mercedes. Reyna appeared through the doorway on the top step and cocked her head when she heard it too.
 
   “We have to go, Blake.”
 
   She darted down the steps and ran past me. I galumphed along in her wake down the block and around the corner to the rental car, stuffing the gun out of sight in my waistband as I went. I got into the car muttering.
 
   “I told you. He’s Russian mafia, for God’s sake. And he got away. He’ll kill us all. He’ll—”
 
   “Blake, focus!” Reyna said, starting the engine. 
 
   “He’s out there, Reyna! He won’t stop. Not until we’re dead!”
 
   “Breathe, damn it! You’re hyperventilating. What’s wrong with you?”
 
   I bent over and put my head between my knees, closed my eyes and did what she said.
 
   “Jesus, you’ve got PTSD,” she said softly. “The panic attacks, the anxiety, the fear of loud noises…”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “I saw this happen to guys after the Gulf War. Constantly angry that no one else saw the dangers all around. Always ‘on,’ ready for civilization to crash and burn.”
 
   “I just want to get this guy. Before he kills us, Anya, or anyone else!”
 
   “And I just want my job back. But you’re no good to yourself or to me if you’re going to freak out at the sight of guns.”
 
   “I told you I’m all right. And oh, by the way, you’re welcome for helping get us out of that jam back there. I know Chance saved our butts, but I had a bit little to do with getting us loose.”
 
   Her face soured at the acid tone in my voice, and she pressed her lips together. I let her stew, but voiced my unease over Dmitrov’s escape a few minutes later.
 
   “I’m serious about Dmitrov. I don’t want to be looking over my shoulder for the rest of my life. He can’t be very happy we took out two of his men.”
 
   “You worry too much.”
 
   “About staying alive? When people are trying to kill me?”
 
   “Think about it, Blake. Dmitrov was angry when he came back. What’s that tell you?”
 
   Following her train of logic should have been easy—just stay on the rails. But I felt like a tracker in the woods looking for threads on bushes. The answer was in my pocket.
 
   “The package… The circuits Dmitrov sent didn’t work. Or… Wait! What if D’Amato held something back and mailed it to the girl with the doll?”
 
   “Now you’re thinking. But Dmitrov doesn’t know that. He’ll think you’ve got whatever it is. We don’t have to find him. He’ll come to us.”
 
   “We need the package he mailed. Or what’s in it.”
 
   “Find the girl, find the package, right? That’s where we’re headed, civvy.”
 
   From Seattle north to Everett, one stretch of highway 99 looks pretty much like any other stretch—car dealerships, auto repair shops, strip malls with mom-and-pop businesses and hole-in-the-wall restaurants. It was still early when we got to Lynnwood, so Reyna pulled into a Starbucks. We went inside and I followed Reyna to a table. She excused herself to use the restroom, and when she came back five minutes later, she’d made herself more presentable. I realized I must look like hell, too, so I braved a trip to the men’s room to see how bad the damage was. Other than the split lip, swollen nose, and the nick on my chin, my face wasn’t as ugly as I expected. Grigori had thrown mostly body shots and open-handed blows to the face, leaving less bruising. I washed the blood off my face and arm, and rinsed out my shirt as well as I could before wringing it out and holding it under the hand dryer. I put it back on damp and rejoined Reyna. 
 
   She’d already gotten coffee and some sort of breakfast sandwich, so I went up to the counter and ordered. When I picked up my cup, the shakes threatened to spill the contents on the floor. I clamped a lid on it and carried it in two hands to the table. The coffee helped keep some of the exhaustion at bay, but even with the hour or two of unconsciousness, I was running on fumes. Reyna remained strangely silent. I couldn’t tell if she’d been rattled by what had happened earlier, if she was as tired as I was, or if she had something else on her mind. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know so I didn’t ask.
 
   “Do you have a plan?” I said finally.
 
   She glanced at my fingers drumming the tabletop and then looked at me. “I’m working on it. Might have to improvise.” 
 
   “Care to clue me in?”
 
   “Just go with the flow.” She looked at my nearly empty coffee cup. “You ready?”
 
   I looked at my watch, startled. The post office didn’t open for another half-hour, but I drained the cup in one swallow and nodded. She headed for the door and I hustled to catch up.
 
   A few cars sat in back of the post office lot, so some employees had already arrived. Reyna parked nearby and walked to the back door. I stood a couple of yards away. With a here-goes-nothing roll of her eyes, she pounded on the back door with the heel of her fist.
 
   “Open up! Federal agent!” She kept on pounding. 
 
   A harried looking woman opened the door a crack and peered out. “We’re not open yet.”
 
   “Federal agent, ma’am,” Reyna said. “Are you the Postmaster?”
 
   The woman shook her graying head. “What’s this about?”
 
   “I need to see the Postmaster, now,” Reyna said firmly, flashing her ID card. She hooked the edge of the door with her fingers and pulled it open. “Take me to him, please.”
 
   The woman bent over and peered at the ID in Reyna’s hand. “Naval intelligence? What…?”
 
   Reyna shouldered her way past.
 
   “Hey, wait! You can’t just come in here!”
 
   “The hell I can’t,” Reyna said. “Ever hear of the Patriot Act? Come on, Agent Sanders.”
 
   Hiding my surprise, I followed Reyna and stopped a few feet inside the door. 
 
   A voice called out from somewhere beyond the rows of rolling racks of mail. “What’s going on back there, Hien?” A tall, thin man with Asian features and white hair in a postal uniform emerged from the gloom. A pair of half-frame reading glasses dangled on a cord around his neck, swinging as he walked.
 
   “Federal agent, sir,” Reyna said briskly. “Commander Reyna Chase with the Office of Naval Intelligence. I need to speak with you immediately about a matter of national security.”
 
   The man looked at his employee, frowned and took Reyna’s ID from her outstretched hand. He scrutinized it, handed it back and turned, crooking his hand. “This way.”
 
   He led the way to the only office in the large building, let us precede him through the door and indicated we should take a seat. He sat and leaned forward, putting his elbows on the desk.
 
   “What can I do for naval intelligence?” he said. 
 
   “Sir, we have reason to believe that the U.S. mail was used recently in direct violation of Title 18, Chapter 37, section 797, Gathering or Delivering Defense Information to Aid Foreign Government. Blake, show him the receipt.”
 
   Hastily, I dug in my pocket and pulled out the postage receipt and handed it across the desk. The postmaster took it and glanced at it briefly.
 
   “We need to know the address where that package was delivered,” Reyna said, inclining her head.
 
   “I can’t tell you that,” the postmaster said.
 
   Reyna leaned forward and stared at him. “You can, and you will. Per Title V, section 505 of the USA Patriot Act, you were issued an NSL to provide us with any and all information pertinent to this case.”
 
   Confusion clouded his face. “A National Security Letter? You’re kidding.”
 
   “Do I look like I’m kidding, sir? In the past six hours, my partner and I were kidnapped by the terrorists who conducted this espionage. As you can see, we were beaten and even shot at. Fortunately, we escaped with our lives, but I’m in no mood to be dicked around by a USPS bureaucrat when national security and people’s lives are at stake.”
 
   His face darkened further. “There’s no need for insults, Commander. The problem is I never received an NSL.”
 
   “Oh, isn’t that just like the post office?” Sarcasm dripped from her voice. “You mean to tell me that USPS couldn’t deliver it on time?” 
 
   He opened his mouth, thought better of what he was about to say, and closed it. He tried again. “What you’re telling me is quite fantastic. And without the NSL you want me to just take it on faith?”
 
   Reyna kept her voice low and even. “Several people have died already because of this. We almost did ourselves an hour ago. You want bonafides? Fine. You can call the COMONI, the head of the Office of Naval Intelligence. I’ll give you his direct line. Here you go. Got a pencil?”
 
   The postmaster scrubbed the air in front of his face. “No, no, that’s fine. I’ll take your word for it. This shouldn’t be too difficult.”
 
   He picked up the receipt, but before looking at it this time he raised his reading glasses with one hand and perched them on the bridge of his nose. 
 
   “Yes, it’s trackable delivery.” He got up and rounded the desk. “If you’ll follow me, I can check this on the computer.”
 
   He took us to the front counter and slid into one of the customer service bays. Keying in his employee code, he woke up the terminal and then keyed in the tracking number on the receipt. A minute later he handed Reyna a slip of paper on which he’d jotted down the address. 
 
   “Is there anything else I can help you with, Commander?” His tone belied the wide-eyed look of innocence.
 
   Reyna offered a brief smile as a courtesy. “No, thank you. But I’ll be sure to mention to my superiors how cooperative you’ve been.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   The address was three stories of 1970s contemporary northwest apartments with a view of Alderwood Mall for those lucky enough to have one. Eerily similar to the complex Masha had lived in, the place gave me a bad feeling as soon as we turned in and looked for Anya’s building. The monotony of wood siding painted a neutral beige, a small balcony in front of glass sliders in every apartment made it impossible to tell one building from another. As we wound through the parking lot I spotted a wooden “D” affixed to one of the buildings and pointed it out. Reyna parked and got out. I climbed out reluctantly. 
 
   She paused on the sidewalk. “What’s wrong?” 
 
   I shook my head. “The phone call Dmitrov got last night… He took Marko. We’re not going to like what we find.”
 
   “You want to wait in the car while I check it out?”
 
   I shook my head. “Better to know for sure. Come on, let’s go.”
 
   We climbed the outdoor staircase to the third floor and made our way down the covered walkway to the apartment listed on the address. I tried to think positively. The call to Dmitrov had been other business. We’d find Anya and the girl safe and sound. But the sight of splintered wood around the latch reached down inside me and squeezed. Reyna put a finger to her lips and motioned me to the side as she pulled her HK45 Compact. Silently, she put the fingers of her free hand to the door and pushed gently. It swung open and she stepped inside.
 
   Like the flies drawn to the feed trough inside, I felt myself pulled in. Reyna stood at the edge of the linoleum floor in the kitchen, lips parted so she could breathe through her mouth. I knew why as soon as the stench hit me. The floor was dark with the pool of sticky, half-dried blood. The figure tied to the chair in the middle of the kitchen barely resembled a human. Slumped and deflated from the loss of blood, it looked more like an empty sack of flesh into which someone had jammed bones. They poked against skin here and there. Hair matted with blood and vomit hung in clumps over her face. Her feet were charred from electrocution. 
 
   And she’d soiled herself. The ultimate indignity, though she’d probably already been dead when her bowels let loose. 
 
   Reyna moved out of my line of sight, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the horror in front of me. This was one train wreck I desperately wanted to turn away from, but something more than morbid interest kept my gaze glued to what was left of the poor wretch. Fear forced me to confront what had been done to her. I could either wallow in it, cower under tables and jump at unexpected noises, or I could channel it into something that might keep me alive—rage.
 
   I jerked my head around, tearing my eyes away, and looked for Reyna. She was down the hall poking her head through a doorway. She turned back and shook her head when she saw me looking her way.
 
   “There’s no sign of the girl,” she said.
 
   Somewhere in the distance, the yowl of a siren rose and fell.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 42
 
    
 
   July 28—North Pacific Ocean
 
   Macready had checked on the one patient in sickbay, had completed his paperwork, and now lay on an exam table in one of the surgery suites staring at the steel deck plating that formed the ceiling above him. Frustration as heavy and viscous as lava weighed on his chest. He’d been out of contact for too long, certain that by now he was presumed dead or MIA. He wanted nothing more than to retrieve his satellite phone from its hiding place and check in, but he had little to report. He hadn’t learned enough yet, about either the laser the Russians had built aboard the research vessel or the destroyer’s mission. 
 
   He reconsidered what he knew. The crew had mounted the laser on one of the chopper’s external hardpoints, like a weapon. But the device was nowhere near as large as the laser cannons the U.S. Navy had deployed on some of its ships. And from what he’d been able to glean aboard the research vessel, the rare earths recovered from the mine on Greenland, when used to dope optic fiber, would produce light in the blue-green range, somewhere between 526 and 668 terahertz. Based on what little Macready knew about lasers, that suggested the Russians intended to use it for communications. But with whom?
 
   The ship’s course also perplexed him. They’d plied the seas due south for days now, a heading that would put them in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. A long way from home for a flagship of the Northern Fleet. Macready knew he was missing something, some crucial piece of information that eluded him. But as hard as he wracked his brain, the strain of the past three weeks had blunted his mental acuity. The sensation of not being at the top of his game irked him. Was he getting too old for this game? A fraction of a step slower, maybe, but the wealth of experience he had to draw upon more than made up for that.
 
   Sounds from the passageway outside the surgery suite brought his focus back. He listened for a moment, then swung his legs over the edge of the table and silently padded to the door. He opened the door slowly and poked his head out. At the end of the hall, Dudayev stopped in front of a gurney outside the medical officer’s office. He stood unmoving for a moment, hands on hips. As if coming to a decision, he suddenly took hold of the rail on the gurney and rolled it into the office to keep it from blocking the passageway. The door to the office swung shut.
 
   Macready frowned at the odd behavior. As if lying on an operating table staring at the ceiling is normal. He’d told the orderly on duty to restock all the supply cabinets to give him something to do, and had shown him how to rearrange the linen closet. He went to check on the midshipman’s progress, and complimented him on the quality of his work. Then he sat at the small reception desk and took out a research paper he’d found in the office. The technical language, especially in Cyrillic script, was beyond his grasp, but he understood the gist of the piece. And, as had been the case years ago when he was a student, at least he looked busy. Inside he chafed at the inactivity, the vexation of doing nothing.
 
   Footsteps sounded down the passageway. Macready glanced up and saw Dudayev walking toward reception. He quickly got to his feet and saluted. 
 
   Dudayev returned it impatiently, as if the formality was a chore. “Lyeytyenant Rostropovich, I didn’t see you on my way in.” 
 
   “I must have been on rounds,” Macready said. “Of course, with so many patients, that took all of two minutes.”  
 
   Dudayev allowed himself a small smile. “Yes, well, if you think you can handle the caseload, I think I will try to get in a nap before my next watch.”
 
   “I’ll do my best,” Macready said. “Sleep well.”
 
   “Da. Spasibo.”
 
   Macready watched him disappear into the passageway outside sickbay, waited a count of thirty, and walked back to Dudayev’s office. The gurney looked perfectly normal, draped with a fresh sheet. On the shelf below Macready saw a medical bag. He crouched and grabbed the handle, but it resisted when he pulled on it trying to slide it to the edge of the shelf. Its weight surprised him. He opened it, peered in and let out a low whistle. 
 
   The ordnance inside the bag might not cure a headache but sure would obliterate one.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 43
 
    
 
   July 27—Moscow
 
   A sheen of perspiration coated Subkov’s face. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his brow and neck. Even at the relatively late hour the air was still warm, and quite humid. A ridge of high pressure had built over the city, resulting in days that had reached into the 90s and nights that had rarely cooled below 72 degrees F. The weather system also had essentially put a dome over Moscow, trapping the city’s pollution. Subkov smelled the diesel fumes and exhaust from the day’s traffic, the burning coal from power plants and factories, and the acrid air burned his eyes and irritated his nose. His breath was short, too, but that had as much to do with the past four hours of exertion as the poor air quality.
 
   During those hours he’d run the gantlet of FSB’s surveillance, teasing and testing to draw out potential watchers. Employing crossovers, switchbacks, circling and every evasive move he could remember from both his training and his years of experience, he’d worked his way through the city. He’d marked colors and shapes, looking for repeat pedestrians and vehicles, eyes constantly moving, looking up, back, to each side of the street, checking for anomalies, heads poking out of open windows, sudden changes of movement or direction by passersby. Sounds had registered without him even thinking about them—the hum of an electric bus and the ping of the contacts on the overhead wires; car horns playing an angry duet at a traffic light; a drunken argument between a husband and wife from an open window; music drifting from a radio in a taxi parked at a cab stand. By the time he’d arrived in this quiet neighborhood he was convinced he was black, free from any sweeps or surveillance teams. 
 
   He checked his watch. Nearly 11 p.m. The sky had turned a dusky, deep violet the color of a new bruise, and the streetlights had come on. When he looked up, there at the end of the block, a large man in a lightweight suit turned the corner and walked toward him slowly. Right on time. 
 
   A Tvetsnaya Bolonka on a leash trailed the man by a few feet, its short legs churning to keep up with the man’s sedate pace. The dog’s nails scritched and clacked on the pavement like tap shoes on a dance floor. A yellow bow on the little dog’s forehead kept its long coat out of its eyes. Subkov smiled at how ridiculous the poor thing looked, but crouched and held out his hand as the pair approached. The dog eagerly snuffed Subkov’s palm looking for a treat and happily let Subkov run his fingers through its coat and scratch behind its ears.
 
   “Pleasant evening for a stroll,” Subkov said.
 
   “A bit warm for my taste,” the man replied, “but cooler than home when the power substation can’t provide enough electricity to run the air conditioning properly.”
 
   Subkov stood. He barely came up to the big man’s chin. “It’s good to see you, Yakov.” 
 
   Deputy Chief of Staff Yakov Pasternak gestured to the empty sidewalk, and the two men fell into step. “We are growing concerned, Mikhail, that this venture could fail. Perhaps this is not the right time.”
 
   “Volodya has gone too far. You know that. The more aggression he exerts, the more popular he becomes. Madness. What’s next? Kazakhstan? Kyrgyzstan? We have to discredit him before he starts invading NATO countries like Estonia.”
 
   “Which used to be under our sphere of influence, don’t forget.”
 
   “That’s the point. He wants to reunite the Soviet bloc again. To what purpose? His saber-rattling will put us in an untenable position with the West.”
 
   Pasternak waved dismissively. “It’s ego. Nothing more.” 
 
   As second in command under Putin’s chief of staff, Pasternak would know.
 
   “We all agreed, Yakov. The Soviet Union is better left for dead. What matters now is Russia. Vova has made us a pariah nation. We need to show the people we can be strong and still command respect. Can you imagine the influence we would have in the world if we were a NATO member? If the Americans and EU nations considered us a sophisticated western power not the eastern bully we’re made out to be? We must make him the pariah, not Russia.”
 
   Pasternak stopped to watch the little dog sniff at a bush and lift its leg. He spoke without looking up. “But you’ve had trouble with the device the sleeper developed.”
 
   “Yes,” Subkov admitted. “We’re working to rectify the problem now.”
 
   “It’s not too late to call it off.”
 
   “We’ve committed ourselves, Yakov. Even if we don’t get the device operational, Leonid and his captain are the best sub hunters we have. They can do this without the device.”
 
   “And this mole hunt?”
 
   “Will come to nothing. We’ll accomplish our objectives long before Sergun’s investigation bears fruit, if ever.”
 
   “What do they have? This cook’s story? Is there anything to it?”
 
   Subkov had been afraid the conversation might take this turn. “It’s possible. A body was discovered at Temp air base on Kotelny today. No identification, and badly decomposed enough it may be difficult to lift fingerprints.”
 
   “And no one has been reported missing?”
 
   “No one is unaccounted for at the base or on Leonid’s ship.”
 
   The dog tugged at the leash. Pasternak began walking slowly again and spoke thoughtfully. “Which means someone has infiltrated either the base or the ship, taking the dead man’s place. You need to learn the man’s identity quickly, Mikhail. You know that Fyodor can’t help you. He can’t protect you.”
 
   Subkov nodded. His boss, Pedrovsky, was mere weeks away from retirement and his real power within GRU had faded years before. “I’m letting this go through normal investigative channels, but I think I can apply some pressure without alerting Sergun.” 
 
   He walked with Pasternak in silence for a few steps. “It wasn’t us. This gives us another way to discredit FSB and the president by extension.”
 
   “I know you didn’t dispatch an agent to spy on your own mission. But unless you discover the identity of the dead man, you won’t know who did. FSB is but one option, Mikhail.” Pasternak paused to let the import sink in. “If there is a spy, you must find him quickly. Time is running out.”
 
   They had reached the end of the block. Pasternak stopped and raised his wrist to read his watch in the light of a street lamp.
 
   “I must go,” he said, pulling the leash. “I wish you luck. You know the price if you fail.”
 
   Subkov knew all too well.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 44
 
    
 
   July 28
 
   “She’s not here?” 
 
   I looked at Reyna in bewilderment, my emotions going through the bipolar equivalent of a superfecta—from elation that Reyna hadn’t discovered the girl’s mangled body elsewhere in the apartment to panicked depression that the girl was missing; from euphoria that she must be alive to gloomy fear that Dmitrov had stashed her somewhere. 
 
   I deflated like an air mattress saying goodbye to the in-laws. “Dmitrov’s got her.” 
 
   She marched up to me wearing her warrior face, as fierce as I’d ever seen it. “He does not have that little girl. Listen to me, Blake. Think! You believe D’Amato sent her whatever it is Dmitrov’s looking for, right? Why would Dmitrov come back to the house for us if he had the girl? He would have called Marko and Grigori off, or had them kill us.”
 
   My mind reeled, Reyna’s voice scarcely registering as what should have been obvious reared up and smacked me across the face.
 
   She reached up, grabbed my arms and shook me. “Look at me. The girl is safe. We just have to find her. This isn’t your fault, Blake. None of this is your fault. Shit happens. Now, come on! We have to get out of here.”
 
   “Wait! The doll! Did you see the doll?”
 
   “No, I didn’t look. We don’t have time for that.”
 
   “We have to look for it!” My voice rose in pitch, and I tried to bring it down. “If Dmitrov has the girl, the doll may be the only bargaining chip we have.”
 
   “Fine, I’ll take the bedroom. You look out here.” She vanished down the hall.
 
   I pivoted in a circle, scanning for the most likely places a little girl would leave a doll. Unfortunately, nothing indicated a little girl had even lived there. 
 
   Reyna was back moments later shaking her head. “Let’s go.”  
 
   She hustled me out to a monochrome landscape—gray car sitting on black asphalt under a pewter sky—that perfectly matched my mood. I felt numb inside. It was easy for Reyna to absolve me of blame, but what had I accomplished? I could have—should have—called the cops to take the dead man out of my back seat and then walked away from it. But to save myself the inconvenience of police questioning and delivering my papers late, I’d promised a dying man something I couldn’t deliver. And now five people were dead, the monster responsible for those deaths was loose on the streets, and my upstairs neighbor, one of my dearest friends, had to live the rest of his life with a killing on his conscience.  
 
   Reyna pulled onto the highway heading south.
 
   “Let it go,” I muttered. “Let Dmitrov find whatever he wants. It’s time to go to the cops.”
 
   “No! Are you crazy? I want my job back. My reputation. God damn it, we finish this, Blake. You said it yourself. We don’t have enough on Dmitrov to put him away for good. Even the things we know he did will net him only a few years in prison. Then he walks. You want that?”
 
   “Is that all you care about? Your job? You didn’t come out here to help me. You came out to save your reputation? You’re still pissed that NCIS is investigating you because of me? I had nothing to do with that.”
 
   “Does it irk me that I’m under a cloud of suspicion right now for no reason?” she said quietly. “You bet. Do I want to fix it and rub their noses in it? Damn straight. But you want to know why I’m upset? You told me you loved me.”
 
   “Wait. What? I do love you. You’re angry because I told you?” 
 
   “I’m angry because I never heard from you after that.”
 
   I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “You walked out of my life and went back to yours.”
 
   “You let me. You didn’t try to stop me. You didn’t try to follow me. You let me go, Blake. You told me you loved me, and you let me go.”
 
   “You don’t think I haven’t agonized over that? I’ve missed you every single minute of every day you’ve been gone, damn it! What was I supposed to do? We’re adults, with lives and roots where we are. I thought you felt the same way.”
 
   “You never asked.” She pressed her lips together and shrugged, eyes on the road ahead. “What were you supposed to do? I don’t know, Blake. Something. Anything. You did nothing.”
 
   I stared out the window, thoughts and heart running in place, racing nowhere fast. I wondered how she’d managed to blindside me so completely. I’d been a fool, and I didn’t know if I could wise up quickly enough to make things right. 
 
   I shook my head. “I can’t do this anymore.”
 
   “You’re going to just roll over and play dead? You’re giving up?”
 
   “I’m not talking about us,” I said wearily. “Though you make it sound like I’m a day late and a dollar short anyway. What I meant was, people die because of me. I stumble around trying to do the right thing, but it ends up making everything worse.”
 
   “You did not do this, Blake,” she said firmly. “Get it through your thick skull and stop feeling sorry for yourself. D’Amato was already a dead man when he got into your car. Masha and Anya were Dmitrov’s girls and tried to get out of the life. He would have killed them anyway to set an example. As for Marko and Grigori, that was kill or be killed. I like breathing, Blake, and I like the view a lot better from up here than six feet under.”
 
   “It’s so simple for you, isn’t it? You’re a soldier.”
 
   “Sailor.”
 
   “Well, I’m no soldier or sailor. I deliver newspapers, Reyna. That’s all.”
 
   The jut of her jaw and throbbing vein in her temple said she’d gone from pissed to furious.
 
   “Don’t you ever say that! You may not have been trained in combat, but you are one of the bravest men I’ve ever met. You saved my life, civvy. You took a bullet for me. I won’t let you forget that. Do you have any idea what you’ve accomplished in the times we’ve been together? How many lives you’ve saved?”
 
   I thought of the bloody, snot- and shit-encrusted carcass in the apartment that used to be Anya. “You saw what they did to her, Reyna. Do you think she didn’t tell them everything?”
 
   She drove in silence for a mile or so. 
 
   “If I had children,” she said fiercely, “I would do anything to protect them. Anything.”
 
   My hands started trembling, and I jammed them between my thighs so Reyna wouldn’t see. The tension in my muscles loosened, and my last reserves of energy circled an open drain. The crash from the adrenaline high. I wanted to crawl into a warm bed somewhere and sleep for days.
 
   So much had happened in such a short period of time that I couldn’t process it all. Exhaustion coupled with sensory and emotional overload was short-circuiting my brain. Reyna was mad at me but thought I was some sort of hero at the same time. Thought fragments caromed into each other forming bizarre mash-ups that made no sense. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d taken my meds, and as reality took on a hallucinatory flavor, a semi-lucid thought had me wondering if I might be slipping into a fugue state. 
 
   “Blake! Hey! Are you all right? Stay with me. If we’re going to do this you can’t be flaking out on me. Will you be okay going up against this guy?”
 
   I nodded, rubbed my face and screwed my fists into my eye sockets. Images played against the back of my eyelids, quick-cut video clips of D’Amato’s apartment building, the hallway outside his apartment, the elevator door opening, riding down with Vera, the laundry basket… My eyes snapped open and I straightened up so quickly my head mashed into the car’s headliner with a thump. 
 
   “I know where she is,” I said. “She’s at D’Amato’s.”
 
   Reyna’s glance at me said she clearly thought I was crazy.
 
   “Not his apartment. The building. The laundry basket—it had girl’s clothes in it.” 
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “You remember we rode down on the elevator with Vera? She had that wheeled laundry cart. The clothes in it were small, too small for her. It has to be the girl. First time I met Vera I got the sense she and Anya had been friendly. Anya would have trusted her. And where better to hide the girl if Anya knew Dmitrov was looking for them both?”
 
   “No harm in checking, I guess.”
 
   The rush-hour traffic back into town crawled so it took nearly an hour to get to Vera’s apartment. I faded and nodded off several times, and when we arrived I felt as groggy and grumpy as a bear coming out of hibernation. The night had taken a toll on Reyna, too, and we rode up to Vera’s floor without speaking. 
 
   Vera’s eyes widened in fear when she opened her apartment door and saw me. She swung the door partway shut, but I managed to get a size 15 shoe in the way before it closed altogether.
 
   “We just want to talk, Vera,” I said. “Is she here? We want to make sure she’s okay.”
 
   Vera shooed me from behind the door and pressed her insubstantial weight against it. “Go away. Leave us alone.”
 
   “Blake, honey, your face. It’s no wonder she’s scared.” Reyna poked her head under my arm into Vera’s view. “It’s all right, Mrs. Rasmussen. We really are here to make sure the girl’s safe. Is she here? Is she staying with you?”
 
   Vera nodded, the gesture deflating and shrinking her, and retreated. Reyna pushed the door open and slid under my arm into the apartment. I followed, taking a step inside as the sound of the elevator doors sliding dimly registered. Opening? Closing? I focused on the triumph of having found the girl, having been right for once. By the time I heard the footfall behind me, it was too late. Someone slammed into me from behind, a battering ram smashing into my kidney. I stumbled and went down, sprawling on the carpet. Reyna skipped aside as I fell, and someone rushed past. By the time I scrambled onto my hands and knees, a gun wagged in my face. Dmitrov stood two paces away with one arm around Vera’s throat, holding her close to him like a shield. 
 
   “Weapons, please. You first.” He scowled at Reyna. “Slowly. Over here on the table would be nice. Set it down gently and back away. Good. Now you, Sanders.”
 
   I pulled the gun out from behind my back with thumb and forefinger, knee-walked to the coffee table and gingerly laid it next to Reyna’s. Vera’s eyes had rolled up in fear so only the whites showed, and small, strangled sounds dribbled out of her mouth. 
 
   “Let her go, Dmitrov,” I said. “She can’t hurt you.”
 
   “Shut up!” 
 
   He took two steps sideways. Vera’s slippers left drag marks on the carpet. Using his gun hand, he pulled a couple of silk scarves off a coat tree in the corner and tossed them at Reyna. They fluttered and fell short. He waved the gun. 
 
   “Navy lady, tie up your friend, Sanders. In there.” He pointed the barrel at the dining room. “Move! Both of you!”
 
   I got to my feet, slowly walked to the dining room and took a seat at the head of the table. There’d been no sign of the girl, and I silently hoped Vera had lied, that she was safe at some relative’s house several states away. Reyna leaned over me with pursed lips and furrowed brow and wrapped a scarf around my wrist. I gripped the end of the armrest tightly barely arching my wrist above the wood as she tied it tightly. I don’t think even she noticed. She tied the other wrist. Dmitrov gestured toward the door with the gun, and Reyna retrieved two more of Vera’s scarves, this time tying my ankles to the chair legs. I tried flexing my knees a bit to buy some slack there, too, but was less successful.
 
   “Sit down,” Dmitrov commanded her when she finished.
 
   Reyna took a chair to my right and sat silently with her hands in her lap. 
 
   Vera looked only semi-conscious, eyelids partly closed, body limp in Dmitrov’s grip. He whispered fiercely in her ear, “Call the girl.” 
 
   Her eyelids fluttered, and she managed a quavering “Katya. Yekaterinka.”
 
   Tentative shuffling sounds came from down the hall. Vera drew in a breath, but before she could call out, Dmitrov clamped his forearm against her throat.
 
   “For God’s sake, let the woman go,” I growled. 
 
   He glared at me, and something dark and reptilian slithered behind his eyes. 
 
   “As you wish,” he said. Thrusting his jaw forward, he took hold of Vera’s chin with his gun hand and snapped her neck with a quick jerk. He flung her lifeless body to the floor. As Vera’s life was snuffed, the rage inside me bloomed. 
 
   Molly once told me the ADHD trait in me she hated most when we were married was my short temper. Easily frustrated, little things would light my fuse, and I’d pop like a small firecracker, lashing out with some stupid or hurtful comment before my brain got a muzzle on me. But sometimes, the anger superheated so quickly it overrode the foot-in-mouth safety valve, sharpening my focus, speeding my thought-process. An elbow from another player on the basketball court had done it in college, making me faster, better. Simple biology, maybe. Cortisol and adrenaline flooding the limbic system. 
 
   Dmitrov faced the hall as a small figure appeared. Dark, shoulder-length hair framed a tiny, pixie face, angelic in its innocence. Rail thin arms and legs as pale as skim milk stuck out of a denim shorts and red, cotton tank top. Her feet were bare. She paused at an imaginary line in the doorway and took stock without expression. I expected her to shriek at the sight of Vera’s lifeless form, but her mouth just tightened and she turned her head to look up at Dmitrov.
 
   “My mommy is dead, isn’t she?” she said in a voice so small I strained to hear it.
 
   Reyna’s eyes brimmed and she bit her lip, clearly chafing to rush over to the girl and wrap her up in a big hug. 
 
   Dmitrov looked puzzled. “How do you know this?”
 
   “Mommy told me if a bad man comes to take me then she’s in heaven.” She looked at Reyna, then at me—or rather the scarves tying my arms to the chair—at Vera and back at Dmitrov. “You are a bad man.”
 
   Dmitrov threw up his hands. “I’m being judged by children now? Little girl—”
 
   “Katya. My name is Katya.”
 
   “I don’t give a fuck what your name is,” Dmitrov snarled. “You do what I say, or you will see your mommy sooner than you think.”
 
   Tears sprang to Katya’s eyes, but she didn’t make a sound. 
 
   “Okay, Katya.” Dmitrov injected venom in the word. “Here’s what I want you to do. Go to your room and bring out everything you took from your mommy’s house. Quick, quick!”
 
   The girl ran from the room, little feet thumping down the hall.
 
   “Big, brave man bossing a little girl around,” I spat. “You going to kill her, too?”
 
   “No. I have other plans for her. She’s my property just like her mother, the bitch.”
 
   The thought of what he might put that girl through sent a chill up my spine and roiled the contents of my stomach. “That’s bullshit! I’ll bet Anya paid her debt to you. Let the girl go.”
 
   “No one stops working for me until I say they stop.” 
 
   “D’Amato bought out Anya’s contract, didn’t he? You can’t stand that, can you? You hate losing that much?”
 
   “I never lose. Look around you, Sanders. You thought you could outsmart me? Hide from me? Who’s tied to a chair? You and your lady friend are fucked.”
 
   “What was D’Amato selling that has you so willing to kill for it?”
 
   He shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. What matters is that I had a contract to deliver.”
 
   “Look, we know it has something to do with laser communications,” Reyna said. “Like you said, we’re not in a position to do anything about it now. So, why not tell us? What is it?”
 
   The corners of his mouth turned up in an ugly imitation of a smile. “It’s business. Just business.” He shrugged. “Some fucking hard-asses in Russia want World War III, it’s not my problem. I’m getting paid. You two are better off dead, anyway.”
 
   He glanced down the hall and roared, “Katya! Get your skinny, little ass in here!”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 45
 
    
 
   July 28
 
   Orlov pored over an old-fashioned chart in his cabin, silently fuming. Normally, he took delight and some pride in charting the ship’s position manually instead of relying on the GLONASS radio navigation system used on the bridge. Development of Russia’s answer to GPS had begun in 1976, and now GLONASS was superior to the global positioning system the rest of the world used. None of that mattered now. 
 
   The window was closing. Every nautical mile south they sailed took them farther from a comfortable range for either helicopter to retrieve the last piece for the laser, closer to the rendezvous with the Samara, one of their Akula-class submarines. It also bought them that much closer to whatever destiny awaited. And if he ordered the ship to slow or change course, they might miss their opportunity.
 
   Hours had passed since he’d called the gryebaniy vor, that fucking thief Dmitrov, with no response. He’d warned Subkov from the very beginning that using members of the Organizatsiya was too dangerous. They were unreliable—how can anyone trust a thief?—and had no vested interest in the ultimate outcome of their mission. And without the laser their mission would fail, despite what he’d told Mikhail. He’d already committed treason—no, not treason but acts against the president, a man who was clearly insane. He’d resigned himself to facing a firing squad, but not for nothing. He would not go down without salvaging something from this pizdets, this fucking mess. 
 
   A rap on the door brought his head up sharply. “Come!”
 
   Captain Marinesko swung the door open, stepped inside and saluted smartly.
 
   Orlov brushed aside an imaginary fly then saw the captain’s gaze drop momentarily, his brows knit. “What is it, Valentin?”
 
   “More bad news, I’m afraid. We’ve just received a communiqué from Temp airfield. They recovered a body, badly decomposed, with no identification. They say they have no one unaccounted for, so they’re contacting all naval vessels and air crews in and out of the base in the past month.”
 
   Orlov instantly saw the implications and thought of a dozen obscenities he wanted to scream out loud. None of them, however, was profane enough to fit the occasion, so he kept his silence. 
 
   Marinesko hesitated then went on uncomfortably. “We took on 48 new crew members while at anchor off Kotelny. We’re looking into all of them, narrowing down the choices. Temp is fairly certain the dead man is—or was—a matros, a sailor.”
 
   Orlov’s mind raced. A saboteur? A spy? Until a few seconds ago he hadn’t imagined how the situation could be any worse. But now…
 
   “Physical characteristics,” he said. “What sort of person are we looking for?”
 
   “I don’t…” Marinesko shifted his weight with a pained expression. “They didn’t say. The body… I assume the decomposition…”
 
   Orlov pounded the table softly with the heel of his fist. “Height, weight… They must be able to at least guess at some of it.”
 
   The captain nodded. “That would narrow the possibilities further. I’ll find out immediately.”
 
   As the captain turned to go Orlov stopped him. “Valentin, we’ll never get this chance again. We cannot afford to fail.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I’m aware you don’t have the manpower to conduct this quickly. Narrow it down. Find a way. And watch that new medic—Rostropovich.”
 
   The corner of Marinesko’s mouth turned up briefly. “He’s at the top of my list.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 46
 
    
 
   July 28
 
   The Chechen strolled into sickbay as if he belonged there. He did, of course, and the medic on duty wouldn’t think twice about his being there. But he stopped dead, heart welling up into his throat in panic at the sight of an empty hallway. The gurney had disappeared. He ducked his head into the radiology room, then two surgery suites, his panic growing. Nothing. He bypassed the ophthalmology suite and quickly stepped into an exam room. Everything in the room belonged, and nothing was out of place. Had an emergency call gone out that he didn’t know about? 
 
   Pulse rising and sweat breaking out on his forehead, he hurried to the office to check the log. As he rushed inside, he nearly fell over the errant gurney. Heart nearly bursting from his chest now with fear that he’d been discovered, he crouched and whipped the sheet aside. The duffel was as he’d left it. He frowned and stood, silently padding to the doorway and peering out. His frantic search had raised no alarms, caused no curiosity. Returning to the side of the gurney, he leaned over and hefted the weighty bag out from under the drape. Checking the hallway once more, he strode out of the infirmary carrying the bag as if it held nothing more substantial than a dirty uniform or two.
 
   Outside the mess hall he swiped his arm across his forehead, mopping the sweat with his sleeve. Then he steeled himself with a deep breath and got in line for chow. He set the bag on the deck between his feet, and as the men ahead moved, he picked it up and set it down again so he could slide his tray down the serving line. 
 
   A starshina behind him smacked him on the shoulder with a grin. “Laundry, eh? Shorts full of govno? Brown skid marks?” 
 
   The sailors around him laughed. The Chechen balled the fingers of one hand, wishing he could smash the man’s smile through the back of his skull. Instead, he smiled weakly at the bad joke and moved down the line. When his plate was full, he took his tray in one hand and the duffel in the other and went to look for a seat. He spotted the perfect place along one of the bulkheads. Excusing himself, he eased behind two sailors to the empty spot, set his tray on the table and placed the duffel on the deck at his feet. 
 
   The food tasted like sawdust so he ate quickly, choking it down. His eyes never stopped moving as he looked for any sign of discovery or suspicion. He tried to tune out the general din and focus in on words that floated past, listening for signals that he’d been betrayed. He nodded politely and smiled whenever his tablemates tried to include him in conversation, but their comments and questions barely registered. The radio transmitter in his pocket burned against his leg, and his palms grew so damp the fork kept slipping in his grip.
 
   Mercifully, the tables began to turn over as the first meal shift ended and the second began. He shoved the duffel farther under the table with his foot and gathered his dishes and utensils on his tray. He hesitated a moment, eyes still scanning the mess, taking in expressions, movements. There, near the end of the serving line, he spotted someone he knew, and as the man turned to look for a chair, the Chechen raised his arm and waved, then stood and picked up his tray. 
 
   He’d just found the perfect patsy for what he was about to do—if they found enough pieces of the man’s body after the shell exploded, that is.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 47
 
    
 
   July 28
 
   Janet pushed away from her desk with a sigh and stretched. Afternoon sun slanted through slatted blinds painting stripes across her uniform blouse and skirt. Weariness had settled in like a deep ache, and her head throbbed with the pain of an oncoming migraine. She’d been up for nearly thirty-six hours, and other than her brief date which seemed so long ago it was dreamlike she’d spent most of that time at her desk, staring at her computer screen. She rummaged through a drawer for a bottle of ibuprofen. After shaking three tablets into her palm, she tossed the pills on the back of her tongue and swallowed them dry. Her purse yielded a compact, and her face soured at the image reflected back at her. She snapped it shut. Nothing that twelve hours of sleep and a little Botox wouldn’t cure. 
 
   She glanced at her computer and sighed again, wishing she could think up an excuse to go home and fall into bed. Finding none, she swiveled her chair to face the keyboard. The information on her monitor blurred. Her brain refused to accept any more input. Exhaustion wasn’t the only reason she needed a break. She’d tried to focus on the various projects she had on her desk as well as juggling a couple that Reyna’s departure had orphaned. But her mind kept straying back to the satellite photos she’d seen earlier. Luckily, she’d come up with a bullshit reason for the satellite intel on her screen quickly enough that her glib answer had convinced Farley it was legit. And he hadn’t gotten a close enough look to doubt her. Now, the images’ siren call was too tempting to ignore.
 
   She craned her neck in all direction to see if anyone was watching, then hitched herself closer to the monitor. Fingers flying over the keyboard, she pulled up the database with the photo archives and zeroed in on the date of the last photo she’d seen. Opening it up, she zoomed out and searched the photo quadrant by quadrant until she spotted the dark, elongated shape of the Russian destroyer against the deep blue of the surrounding water. It had sailed around the north side of Kotelny Island and then turned east. Curious, she pulled up the following day’s file and opened a photo taken at about the same time of day. The ship had moved nearly 600 kilometers in that direction. 
 
   The chirrup of her phone made her pause. 
 
   She lifted the handset. “Tolliver.”
 
   “Are you ignoring me?” 
 
   “What? Oh, Special Agent Parker… Ignoring you? No, why?”
 
   “It’s Tim, remember? I’ve sent you, like, a dozen texts. I thought maybe you fell under a bus, but I checked area hospitals. So, I figured you must be ignoring me.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, Tim. I’ve just been swamped at work. I haven’t been home in two days, and if you saw me you’d do your best to pretend you didn’t know me, if you could ignore the smell.”
 
   “That bad?” He sounded rueful. “Guess it’s not the right time to ask you out again.”
 
   “Give me a day or two,” she pleaded. “Once I’m out from under some of these projects and catch up on some sleep, I’ll be a little better at dinner conversation.”
 
   “I’m going to hold you to that.”
 
   She laughed. “Good. I promise I’m not trying to brush you off.” 
 
   “I’m glad. Call you in a day or two then.”
 
   Gazing absently at the monitor, Janet was struck by a stray thought. “Say, the suspect in that case that got your agent killed wouldn’t happen to have been Russian, would he?”
 
   The silence on the other end of the phone made her instantly regret the question. 
 
   “You know I can’t talk about it,” Parker said quietly.
 
   “Yeah, you’re right. Sorry. I mean, you know I can run an SSBI on the guy and find out.” 
 
   “You could, but…”
 
   She bit her lip, hearing the implication and the cool tone in his voice. Without a specific request, conducting an SSBI on a suspect in someone else’s investigation would be unethical. 
 
   “Really, forget I asked,” she said, a flush creeping up her neck. “I was just curious.”
 
   “Talk to you later, Janet.”
 
   With growing uneasiness she turned back to the computer. Lack of sleep was affecting her judgment. Worse than her unprofessionalism, she may have jeopardized her chances with the first nice guy she’d met in years. 
 
   She opened a new file and pulled up another photo. After a minute of searching she finally spotted the now familiar shape. The ship had turned south and was near the Bering Strait. She frowned, wondering why the Russians would move a destroyer from the Northern Fleet around to one of its Pacific Fleet bases like Vladivostok. Nervously, she glanced around the office, but no one paid her any attention. She pulled up another file and checked on the ship’s progress. Well into the Bering Sea, the ship’s bearing appeared to be southerly, not southwesterly toward Vladivostok. 
 
   Janet closed the file, turned on her screensaver and sat back to think. The destroyer had left the base on Kotelny within hours of the Akademik Shirshov’s arrival. As an investigator and data analyst, she didn’t believe in coincidence. The Russian vessel had a destination, a mission, and it wasn’t simply a reassignment to a new base. Hunching over her keyboard again, Tolliver did a personnel search, and when she found what she was looking for, she picked up her phone and dialed. 
 
   A pleasant male voice answered on the second ring. “NBVC, Point Mugu. How may I direct your call?”
 
    “NAVSOC watch commander, please,” she said.
 
   “I’ll connect you, ma’am. Have a pleasant day.”
 
   Thoughts tumbled through Janet’s head like balls in a gravity-pick lottery machine. She felt if she could only pick out the right ones in sequence, everything would make sense. What she’d seen was troubling enough that she felt it was worth a call to the Naval Satellite Operations Center—NAVSOC. Point Mugu was the west coast naval base where the US Tenth Fleet Cyber Command operated the navy’s global eyes and ears.
 
   A voice on the phone intruded on her musings. “NAVSOC. Can I help you?”
 
   “Yes, I’d like to speak to the watch commander, please.” 
 
   “Can I ask what this is in regards to?”
 
   Janet made a split-second decision, and with a silent apology said, “This is Commander Chase, ONI HQ. I need to speak with the watch commander about an urgent classified matter.”
 
   “I’ll put you through to Lieutenant Marshall, ma’am.”
 
   She sat through another minute on hold, drumming her fingers on the arm of her chair. She was so tired she wanted to scream in frustration. 
 
   A voice broke the silence. “Lieutenant Marshall.”  
 
   “Lieutenant, I’ve been admiring some of the recent photography taken by your space birds, and I saw something that troubles me.”
 
   “What might that be, Commander? Chase, was it?”
 
   “Are you aware that a Russian destroyer from the Northern Fleet passed through the Bering Strait and is encroaching on US territory?”
 
   “I’m sorry, but what’s your interest, ma’am?”
 
   “I can’t tell you that, Lieutenant. It’s part of a classified project I’m working on.” She’d hoped that taking on Reyna’s higher rank and clearance level would get her easy answers, but she sensed she was losing the watch commander. “Look, if you want me to go through channels and put in a requisition, fine, but I thought a friendly conversation might quickly clear the air here. We’ve got no intel that says the Russians planned to move men and materiel from the Northern Fleet to the Pacific Fleet, and based on what I’m seeing, Lieutenant, that destroyer is not heading to Vladivostok.”
 
   “I take your point, ma’am. We are aware of the vessel and its whereabouts, but no one here has expressed concern or seen any reason to take action.”
 
   “Is that so? Are you guys always that nonchalant about foreign warships heading for American waters?” 
 
   “Things may be a little different on the east coast, Commander. Out here, we see Russian ships pass through the Bering Strait all the time. As far as I know, we’re not at war with the Russian Federation, so we don’t consider them combatants. And with RIMPAC exercises well underway, half the Russian Pacific Fleet is enjoying the sun around Hawaii.”
 
   “Have you told anyone about this ship’s movements?” 
 
   “Why would we?”
 
   “You don’t consider its motives suspect?”
 
   “Sorry we couldn’t help, Commander. Nice talking with you.”
 
   The line went dead. Janet held the receiver out and stared at it, open-mouthed. The son of a bitch had just hung up on her, a superior officer. She sat unmoving, letting exhaustion wash over her. She was so tired. 
 
   Fuck it! Let them stew in their own ignorance. 
 
   She’d already risked too much. As good as she was, she couldn’t cover her tracks into the NAVSOC database. And now she’d impersonated an officer, an officer who was under investigation for the murder of an NCIS agent. She’d done enough. If Reyna wanted to continue to put herself out there in an attempt to clear her name, Janet couldn’t stop her. But she didn’t have to become an accomplice.
 
   She shook her head, grabbed the coffee cup next to her monitor, swallowed a large mouthful and grimaced at the bitter taste of the tepid liquid. Hell, she already was an accomplice. She couldn’t do it, couldn’t abandon Reyna now. Whatever that destroyer was up to in the Pacific was connected somehow to line items buried on a research budget that had dropped an operative into the harsh, icy environment of Greenland. And that was somehow connected to the trouble Reyna had fallen into. 
 
   RIMPAC! How could she have forgotten? RIMPAC was the world’s largest international naval exercise program. Held every two years off the coast of Hawaii, the joint maneuvers involved more than 20 countries, 50-plus ships, 200 aircraft and 25,000 personnel. It had been going on for weeks.
 
   And a Russian destroyer sailed directly toward it all, motive unknown.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 48
 
    
 
   July 28
 
   A battered suitcase lay open a few feet away on Vera’s dining room table. Most of the contents—blouses, skirts, trousers, shorts, sweaters, socks and underwear of every color, all in a size 7—were strewn on the floor. A pink backpack with a Hello Kitty face in white felt appliquéd on it sat in front of the suitcase. Dmitrov pawed through it, yanking out contents one by one, holding each up for inspection before casting it aside. His lacquered hair was tousled, and his raptorial features pinched and cruel. 
 
   Reyna sat across the table from me, Katya on her lap, tears streaming down the little girl’s face at the violation of her few possessions. But she didn’t utter a sound. Reyna had her arms wrapped around Katya, and the girl clung to one forearm. My heart ached for her, and each affront to her dignity steeled my resolve, fueled my anger and sharpened my focus. 
 
   Reaching the bottom of the backpack, Dmitrov’s jaw clenched. Gun in hand, he strode quickly behind Reyna’s chair, grabbed a fistful of her hair and yanked her head back. She let out a small gasp of pain as he shoved the barrel of the gun under her nose. Katya yelped with fright and cowered under Dmitrov’s arm. 
 
   “Wait!” I yelled. “Just wait!”
 
   “Where is it?” he shouted. “You tell me now or I kill the girl, then this one!”
 
   Every muscle in my body strained as I pulled against the silk bonds and fought to maintain control of the rage that nearly blinded me at the same time.
 
   “Don’t tell him, Blake,” Reyna said. “He’s going to kill us anyway.”
 
   Dmitrov pressed the gun harder against Reyna’s nose, the barrel bulging her nostril. She winced.
 
   “I swear I’ll put a bullet in her brain right now.”
 
   “Hold on!” I said. “I don’t know where it is, but we think D’Amato sent Katya a package.”
 
   “What kind of package?” He jerked Reyna’s hair. She bucked, her eyes rolling like a bee-stung horse.
 
   “A doll! He sent her a doll.”
 
   Dmitrov looked down at Katya’s bowed head. “Is this right? Did he send you a new doll?”
 
   “You can’t take her!” Katya shrieked, tears pouring down her cheeks. 
 
   “Where is it?” Dmitrov shouted.
 
   “You threw her on the floor,” Katya cried. “Over there.” She pointed to a corner of the room. 
 
   Dmitrov let go of Reyna’s hair and backed up, holding the gun on the two of them. He crouched and felt behind him with his free hand until he grasped the doll. Then he stood and slammed the doll on the table next to the backpack.
 
   “Don’t hurt her!” Katya wailed.
 
   “She’s a kid, Dmitrov!” I yelled. “Take it easy!”
 
   He paid no attention, ripping the clothes off the doll. Katya keened in a high tone like a wounded bird. Reyna stroked her hair with her mouth set in a grim line. I smoldered, gritting my teeth. Bloodlust coursed through me. I’d never wanted to hurt anyone as badly as I wanted to hurt Dmitrov. I could do nothing except bide my time, and the impotence I felt only made me angrier. 
 
   The Russian turned the doll over slowly, inspecting it carefully, glancing up occasionally to make sure we hadn’t moved. He tipped it upside down and grunted. He put the doll on the table, set the gun next to it and retrieved a penknife from his pocket. Lifting the doll’s hair off the back of its neck, he pressed the tip of the knife against the plastic head. Katya screamed.
 
   “Shut up!” Dmitrov roared. 
 
   He pressed the knife in a little deeper and levered it, creating a small opening. He peered inside and grunted again
 
   “About fucking time,” he muttered as he got to his feet. 
 
   He picked up the gun and pointed it directly at the spot where I normally looked for my drishti—between my eyes.
 
   “Goodbye, Sanders,” he said.
 
   “You can’t!” Reyna barked.
 
   He turned his head. I watched the knuckle on his forefinger whiten as he put more pressure on the trigger.
 
   “Wait!” Reyna said. “What if there’s another piece that D’Amato hid? He was in the back of Blake’s car long enough.”
 
   Dmitrov swung the gun toward Reyna. “So, maybe I kill you unless he tells me right now.”
 
   “What if Blake doesn’t even know he has it?” she blurted. 
 
   Dmitrov’s eyes flicked to me and back to Reyna, uncertainty in them. Reyna, saw it, too, and went on quickly.
 
   “You won’t know if you have everything until they test the laser, right? Take me with you as insurance. Blake won’t do anything as long as you have me.”
 
   He gave a single nod. “But you and the girl come with me.” 
 
   He turned to me. “If you want to see these two alive again, you sit here for ten minutes. If this doesn’t check out, I kill the girl then your lady friend unless you get what I want.”
 
   “You son of a bitch,” I growled. 
 
   “Shut up.” He picked up the doll and moved around the table. “Come on, let’s go, let’s go!”
 
   Reyna stood up, holding Katya on her hip and shuffled out ahead of Dmitrov. He stayed close, coat draped over his arm, covering the gun in his hand. Their footsteps, muffled by the carpet, receded until the sound of the front door closing cut them off entirely. I strained to hear noises from the hallway outside, counting slowly to myself. When I got to thirty, I was sure I heard a faint ding announcing the arrival of the elevator. I waited another four beats, and then gripped the armrests and pulled up with all my might. Like Vera, the chairs were old and brittle. One armrest snapped quickly and the other came unglued. I shook them loose and yanked the scarves free. Bending over, I untied the silk around my ankles, and picked up one of the lengths of wood that had fallen to the floor. 
 
   Sprinting past the coffee table I saw that Dmitrov had taken all the guns. It didn’t matter. I felt just as deadly without one. I burst through the front door into the hall, ran to the exit and banged through the door into the stairwell, ignoring the ache in my shoulder from hitting the door. Taking the stairs three at a time I went down fast, not caring how much noise I made, or how much pain radiated from the bad knee. All that mattered was reaching Dmitrov before he got Reyna and Katya out on the street. I had to take him inside, where I could contain him, away from prying eyes. 
 
   After clattering down three flights, I slowed enough to take the last flight on my toes, trying to make less noise. At the bottom, I paused long enough to get a glimpse through the small, square pane of glass set in the metal door. In the center of the lobby, Dmitrov herded his captives toward daylight. Without thinking, I went through the stairwell door on a dead run, instinctively knowing what to do. 
 
   Fourteen seconds on the clock, down by one, opponents’ ball. Go for the foul. 
 
   My height let me cover a lot of ground quickly. Three strides took me within striking distance. Dmitrov heard me coming and turned halfway, swinging the gun toward me. I cracked the arm of the chair on his forearm, knocking his arm away, and barreled into him. The doll skittered across the floor.
 
   “Run!” I shouted as he and I went down in a tangle of limbs.
 
   Somehow he’d managed to hang on to the pistol, and he raised his out-flung arm to bring it to bear once more. I scrabbled on top of him and grabbed his wrist with both hands. He lunged upward, head-butting me in the chin. Stars exploded in front of my eyes and my grip relaxed for an instant. He wrenched his arm free and swung the gun at my head. I blocked it with a forearm and caught his wrist with the same hand. Pain fueled my rage, and I smashed his cheek with a left jab, then did it twice more. With strength I didn’t believe possible, he kept inching his gun hand closer, forcing my arm back. 
 
   He freed his other arm from under me and thrust his palm under my chin, gripped my jaw and pushed my head back until the tendons and muscles in my neck felt like they were about to tear. His palm cut off my air, and the world started to dim. In my peripheral vision the gun barrel inched closer. Panic reared its ugly head, threatening to open the floodgates to all the fears and self-doubt that had pooled in my subconscious. A sudden jolt of adrenaline swept it aside. 
 
   Focus! You can’t let him win. He doesn’t deserve to live. 
 
   Behind the cruelty on his face lay a malevolence that was palpable. Marko may have taken some sick, twisted, sexual pleasure from what he’d done to Masha and Anya, but for Dmitrov it was business. He’d said it was about money. I didn’t believe him. For him it was about violence, suffering and pain.
 
   I jerked my knee up hard into his groin, and used the instant of surprise to reach over and hook the gun barrel with my free hand. Instead of fighting the relentless pressure of his arm pushing against mine, I twisted his hand and pulled on his wrist, using his strength against him, forcing the gun in and down between us. I squeezed his hand as hard as I could, lack of oxygen turning my vision dark. The pressure forced his finger against the trigger until the gun went off with a deafening report.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 49
 
    
 
   July 28—Suitland, Maryland
 
   Janet hurried down the hall toward the COMONI’s office before she had a chance to change her mind. She was insane to think this would work, but she didn’t see another choice. Captain Farley would dismiss her theory outright, and she’d never admit to him that she’d been helping Reyna. But Reyna had put her trust in ONI’s commanding officer before, so Janet thought there might be a chance Hinson would listen to her. 
 
   The assistant in the anteroom guarding the COMONI’s office was a CWO like herself, but with a few more miles on him. He bent over some paperwork on his desk, grizzled buzz-cut hiding his features. A nameplate on his desk said “R. Jones.”
 
   “I need to see the COMONI,” Janet said, standing directly in front of his desk. 
 
   He gestured with a pencil and said in a gravelly voice, “Have a seat. He’s in a meeting.”
 
   “How long do you think it will go?”
 
   “This one?” he rasped. “Only ten more minutes or so. Then he’s got them lined up like an armada for the rest of the day.”
 
   “This is urgent, Chief.”
 
   “Aren’t they all?” He looked up at her and gestured again at a chair. “Have a seat.”
 
   Janet worried a button on her blouse. Self-preservation instinct told her to walk away, to forget everything she’d seen and heard in the past three days. But she couldn’t. The thought of how many rules she’d broken in 72 hours sickened her. Some moral compass—or maybe not even that, maybe just a gut feeling—had directed her here. She refused to chicken out now. 
 
   “I could sit quietly in the corner, chief, like a good girl, and let you brush me aside. Instead, I’m going to stand here and make your life a living hell until you let Captain Hinson know I’m here and that I need five minutes of his time to discuss a matter of utmost importance.”
 
   Jones studied her for a moment. “I believe you’d do it. What’s so important it’ll get his attention?”
 
   She considered her options. “Tell him it concerns Commander Chase. Reyna Chase.”
 
   His eyebrows rose. Apparently, word about Reyna’s status had gotten around. Jones put his palms on the desk and levered himself out of his chair. Then he scribbled something on a scratch pad and ripped the top sheet off.
 
   “I’ll see how much longer the captain’s meeting will last.”
 
   He knocked softly on the office door and opened it without waiting for a response. He slipped inside quietly, pulling the door shut behind him. Tolliver paced the carpet in front of the chief’s desk her already frayed nerves kick-starting a muscle twitch around her right eye. She screwed a knuckle into the socket in an attempt to stop it.
 
   Jones appeared a minute later, again pulling the office door shut softly behind him. 
 
   “Two minutes,” he announced as he sat at his desk.
 
   A rear admiral Janet didn’t recognize emerged from Hinson’s office less than 90 seconds later. Jones jumped to his feet, eyes front and saluted. Janet quickly followed suit. The admiral nodded at both of them, touching fingers to his forehead, and hurried down the hall. Jones gestured at the open office door. 
 
   “Good luck,” he said.
 
   Janet steeled herself, took a breath and marched into Hinson’s office. Stopping a few feet in front of the COMONI’s desk, she stood at attention and saluted. 
 
   “At ease, Chief,” Hinson said. “Have a seat.”
 
   Janet gratefully eased into a chair, certain her knees would have given out if she’d had to stand. “Thank you, sir.”
 
   “You have information about Commander Chase?” he said. 
 
   She shook her head. “No, sir.”
 
   He frowned. “I hope you’re not wasting my time, Chief Tolliver. You could as easily gone to Captain Farley with whatever you have to say.”
 
   She held up a hand. “Let me explain, sir. What I’m about to tell you does concern Commander Chase’s situation. In all likelihood it also will mean a court martial for me and the end of my career.”
 
   Hinson’s frown deepened. “Go on.”
 
   She took a deep breath. “I came to you because Reyna—Commander Chase—trusts you. I don’t have any basis on which to judge, but I trust Commander Chase. And I’ve learned in the past few days that I will apparently do anything for her.”
 
   “Your loyalty’s admirable, but her situation is quite grave. This might not be the best time to demonstrate that loyalty.”
 
   Her nostrils flared. “If not now, when? She’s done nothing wrong, sir. Well, at least she hadn’t before NCIS came calling. They have no case against her because she’s innocent. But she’s decided to take matters into her own hands.”
 
   “What do you mean? She’s on administrative leave.”
 
   Janet nodded. “Yes, she is, but she just happens to be spending that leave investigating what happened to the NCIS agent who was killed. She’s in Seattle, sir.”
 
   His mouth turned grim. “If you know where she is, Chief, you—” 
 
   “That’s as much as I know,” she interrupted, “but that’s not why I’m here. Sir, I’ve learned that a Russian destroyer from the Northern Fleet is heading toward the RIMPAC exercises.”
 
   He looked surprised. “Nothing unusual in that.”
 
   “Sir, if you’ll check, that ship has no business being in the Pacific Ocean. It was not invited to RIMPAC, and doesn’t have friendly intentions, in my opinion.”
 
   He put his chin in his hand and tapped a finger on his lips. “And you know this how?”
 
   Janet swallowed hard and launched into her story. It tumbled out, and the more she told, the more she wanted to tell, as if Hinson would grant her absolution at the end of her confession. But the intelligence director remained mute when she finished, absorbing her torrent of words.
 
   “This is serious business,” he said finally.
 
   “I told you.” She felt relieved she’d unburdened herself to him.
 
   “I’m not talking about your theory about the Russians.” He spoke quietly, but his disappointment hit her like a slap in the face. “Because that’s what it is—a theory. No, I’m talking about your conduct, Chief Tolliver, conduct unbecoming and a serious breach of ethics, not to mention your total disregard for orders and the chain of command. You were absolutely right, this is grounds for a court martial, and at best a dishonorable discharge.”
 
   Janet’s stomach churned. “But sir—” 
 
   “I’m not finished, Chief Tolliver. As I said, I admire your devotion to Commander Chase, but you aided and abetted someone who disobeyed a direct order. The only reason I haven’t called the MAs to throw you in the brig is my consideration of Commander Chase’s past record. Rest assured I’ll monitor the case involving her very closely, but I strongly suggest you limit your investigations to projects you’re responsible for and nothing more.”
 
   Janet sat ramrod straight, determined not to show Hinson a sign of weakness. She hadn’t received a dressing-down like that since her days at the academy, and those were painful memories. 
 
   “Sir, with all due respect, you missed the point.”
 
   “No, I got your point just fine. You’re convinced the Russian Federation is up to no good sending a ship to an international maritime exercise that involves hundreds of ships and planes and thousands of personnel. Let me ask you, Tolliver, what did you do when you uncovered this information?”
 
   She saw where his question led, but couldn’t avoid answering. “I called the watch commander at NAVSOC out at NBVC.”
 
   “And what did he say?”
 
   “That they’re aware of the Russian ship, sir,” she said miserably.
 
   “You have your answer then.” He rose and came around his desk. “I’m late for another meeting, Chief Tolliver. You’re dismissed.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 50
 
    
 
   July 28—North Pacific Ocean
 
    Over the heads of a boisterous group of sailors Macready saw Dudayev seated at a crowded table in the mess. Second shift breakfast had started and the passageways outside were filled with noisy, hungry servicemen. Macready stood in the cafeteria line and watched Dudayev speak to a man who stood next to him. Dudayev seemed preoccupied, his glance darting round the mess, body fidgeting with nervous energy, but he exchanged a brief smile with the other man, an orderly from sickbay named Umarov.
 
   Macready continued to watch as the line inched ahead, glancing over at Dudayev every so often. The doctor ate with his senses on alert, eyes constantly scanning the mess, once even meeting Macready’s gaze. Macready smiled and nodded then looked away. When Macready was halfway down the serving line, movement and a loud expletive from Dudayev’s table grabbed his attention. The sailor next to Dudayev stood up, empty tray in one hand, and leaned over to peer under the table. Dudayev reached under the table, grabbed whatever was there and pulled, straining with effort. The sailor bent over and the two of them lifted a heavy duffel bag and put it on the table. 
 
   Recognizing it instantly, Macready’s pulse quickened. He spun out of the serving line and headed toward the table, shouldering his way through a group of sailors. He’d taken no more than two or three steps when shouting erupted behind him. 
 
   “Halt! Rostropovich, do not move!”
 
   “Atten-tion! Captain on deck!”
 
   The sailors straightened to attention and the mess fell silent. Macready stood stock still as two masters-at-arms shoved their way past the men in line, followed by the ship’s captain. 
 
   “Stand where you are!” the captain called as his gaze panned the mess hall.
 
   The MAs each took one of Macready’s arms and twisted them behind his back as the captain approached him. Macready felt cold steel encircle his wrists and heard the rasp of metal as the MAs handcuffed him. He felt their grip on his arms loosen now that he was restrained.
 
   The captain stopped a foot away, hard stare boring into Macready’s eyes, as if trying to read the thoughts that lay behind them. “Mladshiy Lyeytyenant Rostropovich, you are under arrest.”
 
   Macready felt sweat drip down his sides under his uniform. He tried to put just the right amount of surprise and outrage in his voice. “On what charge? What is the meaning of this?”
 
   “The charge is treason,” another voice said. The sailors parted, clearing a path for Admiral Orlov. He walked up and stood next to the captain, gaze taking Macready in from the ground up.
 
   “You think I’m a spy,” Macready said, taking the offensive. He went on quickly before the admiral recovered from his surprise. Macready jerked his head to the side. “Dudayev is the one you want. The bag on the table in front of him contains a live artillery shell.”
 
   Macready gave the captain credit. Without a murmur of protest, he motioned to one of the MAs to go check the bag. “Lyeytyenant Dudayev,” he called. “Report!”
 
   Dudayev snapped to attention and saluted. He squeezed past the sailor who’d helped him lift the duffel onto the table even as the MA reached the table, unzipped the bag and leaned over to peer inside. 
 
   The MA turned and nodded at the officers. “It’s a live round.”
 
   The mess erupted in shouts as men scrambled for the doors. Macready felt his attention drawn to something incongruous in the melee. He finally spotted one man who watched the chaos instead of joining it—Umarov. Macready felt pieces click into place in his head.
 
   “Stop!” the captain thundered. “Everyone stay where you are! I want silence in here!”
 
   More MAs appeared at the doors carrying weapons at the ready, along with two men dressed in the red and black colors of the Voennaya Politsiya, the Russian Military Police.
 
   Dudayev walked up stiffly and stood at attention. 
 
   “I saw that bag in his office earlier,” Macready said as he watched Umarov sidle toward one of the doors, the MA’s attention focused on the men crowded in front of him.
 
   “Is this true?” Orlov asked the doctor. “Is this your bag?”
 
   “No, sir. He’s lying. I’ve never seen that bag. I’m with naval intelligence, assigned by GRU to find a Chechen terrorist aboard this ship.”
 
   “Umarov,” Macready murmured.
 
   Dudayev’s face clouded with a frown, then suddenly cleared. But Macready had already shifted focus. Umarov moved closer to the door, panic on his face. Macready twisted out of the grasp of one MA and head-butted the other before he could react. Shoving his way past Dudayev, he ducked his head and bulled through the crowd, the unbloodied MA clutching at his sleeve. Macready jerked loose and kept going, but suddenly encountered a wall of sailors blocking his way.
 
   “I’ll detonate it!” Umarov shouted. “I swear I will! Let me through or I will blow you all to hell! Free Chechnya!”
 
   The wall holding Macready back broke apart as the sailors in front of Umarov scrabbled in every direction, boots clanging dully on the metal deck. Macready’s momentum carried him through the blockade. Umarov now stood alone in a ten-foot circle and raised an electronic box the size of a cigarette pack aloft, his thumb nervously twitching over a button on the front. A red eye atop the box winked evilly. Unable to stop himself, Macready stumbled off balance across the space, legs churning, hands still cuffed behind his back. He leaned and twisted, driving his shoulder into Umarov’s midriff. The two of them sailed into the crowd. Before Macready could even get untangled, an MA the size of a small truck took one step toward them and stomped on Umarov’s arm, snapping bones with a loud crack. Umarov howled in pain.
 
   The electronic box skittered across the deck. Macready stuck out a foot and stopped it. He wriggled around, cuffed hands grasping for it. From the corner of his eye he saw the MA shoulder his rifle and point it at him. He froze.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 51
 
    
 
   July 28—North Pacific Ocean
 
   Orlov entered his cabin and strode directly to a cabinet over the secretary desk. Marinesko followed him through the door and closed it tightly behind himself. Orlov pulled two small tumblers and a bottle of vodka from the cabinet, set them on the open desk and poured shots for them both. He handed a glass to the captain.
 
   Marinesko raised his glass to eye level. “Za udachu!”
 
   Orlov nodded and tossed back the shot, the clear liquid burning all the way down his throat and then spreading its warmth through his belly. He slapped the glass on the desk and wiped his brow with a handkerchief.
 
   “We shouldn’t be relying on luck, Valentin,” he said angrily. “One disgruntled fool almost brought us down, almost destroyed one of the finest ships and bravest crews in the navy.”
 
   “Of course.” A small smile formed on Marinesko’s lips. “But a little now and then is a good thing, yes? If not for Dudayev’s efforts to force the terrorist’s hand and Rostropovich’s quick-witted action, we’d be so much dog meat right now.”
 
   Orlov’s visage was grim. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m grateful to be alive, but how could we not know we had a Chechen terrorist in our midst? Worse, how is it possible that GRU managed to insert a spy into our crew—into the Voyenno-Morskoy Flot Rossiyskoy Federatsii itself—to ferret out the subversive without us knowing?”
 
   “To be fair, Dudayev is one of our own. His story checks out.” 
 
   Orlov gave an impatient wave. “Yes, yes, Chechen descent, but loyal to Russia. I heard it. The question is how does a he come to have orders without anyone, especially Subkov, being aware of it? We should have known, Valentin. We should have been told.”
 
   “He was trying to save the ship.”
 
   “Yes, attempting,” Orlov said so forcefully that spittle sprayed from his mouth. “And who did the saving? A mladshiy lyeytyenant. This physician’s assistant, Rostropovich. Tell me, how many doctors do you know that would react that quickly? That could elude our masters-at arms while in restraints?”
 
   “Perhaps he took to the training in hand-to-hand combat particularly well.”
 
   Orlov rolled his eyes. “I’m not amused, Valentin. We are hours away from meeting the Samara. We still don’t have the laser operational. And you know the consequences if we fail.”
 
   “Forgive my gallows humor, Admiral. I’m well aware that Rostropovich is not who he seems. The question is who is he and what does he want?”
 
   “I expect you to answer that question. And soon.”
 
   “Yes, Admiral. He’s being watched as we speak.”
 
   “Perhaps we should have thrown him in the brig,” Orlov muttered.
 
   “Then we may never find out what he’s up to.”
 
   Orlov rubbed his chin. “Very well. But see to it that he doesn’t end up trying to blow us all to kingdom-come, too.”
 
   “Aye, aye, sir.”
 
   Marinesko clicked his heels and bowed before backing up to the door and letting himself out. Orlov watched him go and pondered the closed door thoughtfully for several moments before pouring himself another shot of vodka. He sipped this one more slowly, letting the spirit slide over his tongue and fill his mouth before swallowing the liquid fire. Slowly, methodically, he wiped out the two glasses and put them back in the cupboard with the bottle.  
 
   Courage bolstered by the alcohol, he retrieved the satellite phone and dialed Moscow.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 52
 
    
 
   July 28—RIMPAC Exercises, North Pacific Ocean
 
   From the bridge of the USS Blue Ridge, Vice Admiral Jonathan Malloy squinted against the sun glinting off the waves, the light sparkling like diamonds on a sea of undulating blue. Half a dozen ships stretched out to the horizon ahead, a chain of floating military hardware that could decimate half a continent. Another equally powerful half-dozen trailed behind in the wake of the U.S. 7th Fleet flagship, the convoy plying the deep blue waters northwest of Hawaii. Similar flotillas sailed other quadrants around the islands as part of the month-long biannual RIMPAC exercises. 
 
   Malloy wore a small, self-satisfied smile. For more than thirty days he and his command staff had overseen the largest cooperative multinational maritime exercise in the world. In three days a closing ceremony would conclude the event, confirming once again, for Malloy at least, the vast superiority of the U.S. naval forces—his forces. To a man, every crew on every ship had been at the top of its game, and though glitches had occurred, they’d performed flawlessly. The pitfalls had been expected. After all, the exercise was designed to give participating nations the opportunity to practice maneuvers with the A-team, his team. As many years as he’d played a part, from his earlier years working his way up the ranks to command of the U.S. 7th Fleet, he couldn’t remember a better performance or smarter execution. For that he felt entitled to a teeny bit of smugness.
 
   A petty officer with the insignia of operations specialist hopped out of the chair in front of his station, turned and saluted. 
 
   “Sir, Admiral, sir!”
 
   “What is it, sailor?”
 
   “Message from the signal room, sir. Call coming in for you. I’ll patch it through now.”
 
   The petty officer turned to his electronics board, flipped some switches and handed Malloy a telephone handset.
 
   “Malloy,” he said.
 
   The voice on the other end sounded as distant as it probably was. “Admiral Malloy, this is Captain Paul Hinson. We’ve never met, but I’m—”
 
   “C.O. of naval intelligence,” Malloy cut in. “I know who you are, Captain. To what do I owe the honor?”
 
   Malloy knew Hinson by reputation. His job depended on good intelligence, and as long as Hinson had been COMONI the information and analysis that had come out of ONI HQ in Maryland had been accurate and in most cases invaluable. Malloy had been surprised by Hinson’s appointment several years back. The post usually went to no less than a rear admiral. But Hinson had proved himself a strong leader with good organizational skills.
 
   “Sir, I’ve just confirmed information that was brought to me less than thirty minutes ago. A Russian destroyer from the Northern Fleet is in the North Pacific, headed in your direction.”
 
   “I heard you say ‘Northern Fleet.’”
 
   “That’s correct, sir,” Hinson said. “Satellite imagery confirms it’s the Severomorsk.”
 
   “And it’s headed our way? Doesn’t sound like it’s transferring to Vladivostok then.”
 
   “No, sir. Looks like a latecomer to your games out there.”
 
   “Why weren’t we notified?”
 
   “This just came to my attention, Admiral. The ship’s been on NAVSOC’s radar for several days, but no one there saw any reason to mention it. They assumed it was on its way to your party. I assure you, heads will roll if I have anything to say about it.”
 
   “Who’s in command of the Severomorsk, Captain?”
 
   “Captain Valentin Marinesko.”
 
   “No communication from the ship?”
 
   “No. We have no idea what Marinesko’s intentions are. But he may not be calling the shots. Satellite photos show the ship is flying a squadron commander ensign. We believe Admiral Leonid Orlov is on board.”
 
   “I know him,” Malloy said. “He’s old school. Didn’t know he still held his commission. Figured he retired.”
 
   “If you know him, you know more than I do at this point. I’m making this my top priority, but I don’t know what I’ll find out, or how soon.” 
 
   “I appreciate the candor. Give me your gut feel, Captain.”
 
   “Based on how this information came to me, I think you better call an audible from the field, sir. I don’t think the Severomorsk is joining you for fun and games.”
 
   “An audible, eh? Best defense is a good offense. What are Orlov’s coordinates and heading?” Malloy grabbed a pencil and jotted down the numbers Hinson relayed. “Thank you, Captain. Keep me posted.”
 
   “Likewise, sir.”
 
   Malloy passed the handset back to the operations specialist, and handed the slip of paper he’d just scribbled on to the navigator. 
 
   “Plot a new course, sailor,” Malloy told him. “And radio our change in plans to the convoy. Let’s give our incoming guests a real show.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 53
 
    
 
   July 28—Seattle
 
   Reyna clutched the little girl to her chest and dashed down the sidewalk away from the apartment building without looking back. Tears streamed down her face unbidden, and she cursed under her breath. She had no time for them now. She swallowed the lump in her throat and told herself to put her big girl panties back on. They were far from safe. She sprinted down the block, the girl’s slight frame barely slowing her down. Katya buried her face in the crook of Reyna’s shoulder, and clutched her tightly, thin arms wrapped around Reyna’s neck, legs around Reyna’s waist. 
 
   Dmitrov had taken her gun, but after digging through her purse, had kept nothing else. She’d grabbed the bag on their way out, so she still had the keys to the rental car. Keeping one hand under Katya’s bottom she let go with the other arm long enough to dig into the purse on the run and fish out the keys, grateful that car rental agencies these days always seemed to furnish two of the big electronic key fobs on one key ring. She held one out in front of her and just as she popped the locks she heard the muffled gunshot behind her. 
 
   For a moment, her heart stopped, as if the bullet had struck and killed her. A sob escaped her lips, but she bit back more tears before they threatened to spill over. She swiped a hand across her eyes so she could see. She couldn’t think about the scene behind her, couldn’t let her mind imagine Blake bleeding, dead on the floor, Dmitrov loose to stalk them. 
 
   Quickly, she buckled Katya into the back seat, then slid behind the wheel. The street was clear of traffic, and no one had come out of the apartment building. The only way to protect the girl now was to go to the cops. It was time to turn herself in and hope that her own people would go easy. But she hesitated, heart racing again, the single gunshot still ringing in her ears. A voice inside screamed at her to get Katya to safety, to drive as far away from that place, fast. She pulled away with a squeal of rubber and gunned the engine.
 
   Non sibi sed patriae.
 
   Leathernecks had their own motto—Semper Fi. Even ONI had one: In God we trust; all others we monitor. But the US Navy itself had only an unofficial creed that went back a couple of hundred years. Non sibi sed patriae. Not self, but country. 
 
   Damn you, Blake Sanders. If not for Blake she wouldn’t be in this mess. But she was, and the situation was far bigger than both of them. World War III, Dmitrov had said. Based on what she and Blake had uncovered so far, the idea, absurd as it appeared on the surface, was not beyond the realm of possibility. This “mess” wasn’t about her. As near as she could tell, D’Amato had stolen secrets he’d developed for the government, probably for the navy, had promised them to the Russians before having a change of heart. But a lot of people had been killed for those secrets already, and more would die if she didn’t live up to those words—non sibi sed patriae. 
 
   If not for Blake she and the girl would not be alive. 
 
   She accelerated up the street and yanked the wheel, jamming on the brakes as the wheels bumped up over the curb in front of the apartment building. She turned to look at Katya.
 
   “I have to do something, sweetie, real quick. I’ll be right back, but you have to promise to stay here. You promise?”
 
   Katya nodded somberly. “What if the bad man comes?”
 
   “He won’t,” Reyna said firmly. She realized as soon as the words left her mouth that she shouldn’t make promises she might not be able to keep. “But if he does, you jump up here in the front seat and honk the horn. You honk until he leaves or someone comes to help.”
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   Reyna tried to muster some of the little girl’s courage as she got out, locked the door and closed it tightly. She ran to the front door of the building, afraid of what she’d find. Reflection off the glass blocked her view of the foyer inside. She presented a clear target for Dmitrov if he was there. But no shots came, and she saw no movement. She stepped up to the door, pressed her forehead against the cool glass and cupped her hands around her face. Two shapes lay unmoving on the floor in the dim interior.
 
   Her fist pounded the glass, the loud thumps echoing back to her from inside. She heard a voice shouting Blake’s name as tears rolled unbidden down her cheeks again. She grabbed the handle and yanked on it, rattling the locked door in its frame, and pounded the glass some more.
 
   “Blake! Goddamn you, Blake! Get up! Don’t you dare die on me. Wake up!”
 
   She whirled around looking for something big and heavy enough to break the glass, but saw nothing close by. Vision blurred by the wetness filling her eyes, she turned back to the door and beat on it with both fists, yelling until she was hoarse. She hammered until her arms ached and she couldn’t lift them anymore. She sank to the ground and leaned against the door, sobbing. Exhaustion had finally caught up with her, and losing Blake opened the floodgates, all the emotion she’d held in check swirling through her, drowning her heart in pain and misery. 
 
   Their relationship, if she could even call it that, had been tenuous from the beginning. Bicoastal romances never worked, not unless one or both people had the means to commute to the other coast on weekends. Even an extended period apart might have been all right if they’d known they would be together eventually. But neither of them had broached the subject, explored the possibility of making it work. They’d both been so set in their ways, in their routines, that they’d accepted the status quo rather than shake up each other’s lives to be together. 
 
   But he’d said he loved her. And while she’d never been quite sure what she felt for him, she knew now with absolute certainty that she loved him, too. Whatever had begun with a mutual need and desire had turned into something more on the few occasions they’d been thrown together. Despite the continent between them. 
 
   He’d brought a lot of baggage—an ex-wife he still cared for, a dead son. She’d carried her own along, too. A refusal to let anyone too close, the result of a childhood spent moving from base to base, never trusting simple friendships, let alone a deep relationship, for fear of pulling up roots and leaving them behind. And a wariness of men in general after a lifetime of fighting her way around or through them to keep her career on track. None of that mattered now. Not when Blake lay unmoving on the other side of the door. As sobs wracked her chest, she felt only numbness and weariness spread through her body.
 
    Suddenly, the door pressed into her back. She quickly swiped her eyes and sat up. She had to move, now. With Katya in the car and bodies in the apartment building behind her this was no time to lose it. She scrambled to her feet and stepped away from the door. She squinted at the reflection on the glass, trying to make out the person on the other side. When Blake stepped outside, her knees buckled. With one step, he circled her waist with an arm and held her up. She threw her arms around his waist and buried her face in his chest. He bent and kissed the top of her head.
 
   “We have to go, Reyna,” he rasped, his voice hoarse. “Cops will be here any second.”
 
   She tipped her head back and looked up at his face. “Don’t you ever scare me like that again. You hear me?”
 
   He gave her a wan grin. “Loud and clear, ma’am. Now, let’s go.”
 
   Her eyebrows rose. “The thumb drive?”
 
   He held up the doll. “Got your gun, too. Can we go now?”
 
   They raced to the car, and Reyna motioned to Katya to unlock the doors. The girl scrambled over the seat into the front and popped the locks with a smile. 
 
   “I knew you’d come back,” she said as Blake and Reyna climbed in either side.
 
   “Hop back and buckle up,” Reyna told her.
 
   The girl wriggled into her seat and buckled her seat belt, then squealed in delight when Blake handed her the doll.
 
   Reyna drove out of the neighborhood as quickly as she could without attracting attention, anxiously checking the mirrors. When she was reasonably certain they didn’t have a tail, she fished her phone out of her purse and called Janet.
 
   “It’s Reyna,” she said when Tolliver answered. “Anything?” 
 
   “I’ll call you back in five minutes,” Janet said tersely.
 
   Reyna disconnected, set the phone in the cup holder and fretted. Maybe Janet had decided not to help. Maybe NCIS had gotten to her, too. Blake put his hand on top of hers, his fingers tracing hers, calming her instantly. 
 
   “It’s okay,” he murmured. “We’re okay.”
 
   She swallowed and nodded once. 
 
   In two minutes, her phone rang. She put it on speakerphone. 
 
   Tolliver’s voice filled the car’s interior “Sorry, I had to make sure I was clear.”
 
   “What have you got?” Reyna said.
 
   “I followed the money.” Tolliver’s voice brimmed with excitement. “They funneled funds from the original research program at Lodestar to a ‘special project.’ I tracked payments made for materiel, requisition of a plane out of Andrews, and—get this—a charitable donation to a marine mammal rescue program.”
 
   Reyna glanced at Blake and saw his frown. “Couldn’t be. Janet, can you get the flight plan?”
 
   “Way ahead of you. I’ve been on this for a while now. The plane, a C130J, flew to Greenland and back.”
 
   “That’s it? No payload? Just there and back?”
 
   “Payload, apparently, was a person. The plane had one less crewmember when it returned to Andrews, but no one got off in Thule.”
 
   “What’s in Greenland?”
 
   “A Russian mining operation,” Tolliver said, even more excited now. “The plane flew within ten miles of the mining camp before heading for Thule and refueling. A few days after the flight, a Russian research ship showed up at the mining camp for less than a day. Guess where it went?”
 
   “Janet, we don’t have time. We’re on the run here.”
 
   “Spoilsport. All right, it sailed to Kotelny Island, the air base the Russians rebuilt there. A few hours after it anchored, a Russian destroyer left, sailed east to the Bering Strait, and is now headed for Hawaii.”
 
   “Holy shit! You’ve been busy, girl,” Reyna said with admiration. “Look, we just learned from a Russian crime boss that someone in the Russian military might want to start a war. We’re thinking maybe RIMPAC.”
 
   “That would be my guess.”
 
   “Did you take this to Hinson? He should know.”
 
   “Yeah, I did.”
 
   Reyna heard the defeat in her voice. “And?”
 
   “He threatened me with a court martial. He’s none too happy with you, either.”
 
   “Damn. Okay, Janet, keep your head down. I’ll take it from here. I really appreciate all you’ve done, but I can’t ask you to risk your career, too.”
 
   “My choice, Commander.”
 
   “Thanks. That means a lot. Let me think this through, and I’ll get back to you with anything else we need.”
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   “Not sure yet. Hopefully, stop a war before it starts.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 54
 
    
 
   July 28—Seattle
 
   Reyna put her hand on mine this time, her touch warm and feather-light.
 
   “Are you okay?” Worry lines creased her forehead.
 
   “Just another day at the office.” Speaking felt like gargling with glass shards.
 
   She didn’t buy my attempt at a smile. Neither did I. The image of Dmitrov’s face popped into my head, the evil emanating from his eyes, his pores, so palpable I nearly choked on it. I touched my throat, nearly able to feel the imprint of Dmitrov’s fingers, and thought of the barely containable rage that had pushed aside all doubt and hesitation. I wondered if, going forward, the only way to hold the PTSD symptoms at bay was to stay pissed off at the world, angry enough to kill. I pressed my hands on top of my thighs to stop the trembling. Four days with almost no sleep and several attempts on my life had frayed my nerves to thin strands that barely held me together. Reyna’s small hand barely covering half of my big one made me feel safer than I had in months, pushing the irrational fears out of my periphery. The rational ones stayed with me. I rubbed my bruised jaw. 
 
   “Will the bad man follow us?” a small voice said behind me.
 
   I craned my neck to see the little girl in the back seat. She didn’t look frightened. She simply wanted to know, to evaluate her future prospects.
 
   “No, Katya,” I said gently. “He’s never going to bother any of us again.”
 
   For a moment her face scrunched up as if she wanted to ask something else, but she came to some sort of decision, face smoothing into untroubled innocence, and looked out the window. 
 
   “I thought you were dead,” Reyna said softly. 
 
   “Just resting my eyes,” I croaked. 
 
   “Damn it, Blake, it’s not funny!”
 
   I turned my hand over and laced my fingers in hers. “I thought I was dead, too. If I don’t laugh at it, I’ll start thinking about how close Dmitrov came to killing me, and I might just lose it on you.”
 
   She considered it. 
 
   My thoughts had already jumped elsewhere. “Do you think it’s remotely possible that Trip Macready is involved in this somehow?”
 
   She considered that, too. “He doesn’t have the only dolphin-rescue program going, but I think if the right person asked him nicely, for the right reasons… Yeah, he could be the Greenland passenger. So, given his skill set, someone wanted a closer look at the Russian mining camp than what satellite imagery could provide.”
 
   “What’s in Greenland that’s so important to D’Amato’s Lodestar project?”
 
   Wheels turned behind that pretty face of hers. “It’s no secret that DARPA and the navy have been trying to crack the challenges of blue-green lasers for years.”
 
   “What do you mean? We’ve got Blu-Ray. And those green lasers that kids keep using to blind airline pilots.”
 
   She shook her head. “I’m talking about a laser that can penetrate seawater and used to communicate with submarines.”
 
   “Okay, back to the question. What’s in Greenland?”
 
   “There’s a place not far from our air base in Thule called Savissivik,” she said slowly. “In the local language it means ‘place of iron knives’ because of all the meteorite fragments there. I’m thinking out loud here, but what if the Russians discovered another meteor impact site, one that contained the rare elements needed to produce a particular kind of laser.”
 
   “You’ve lost me, professor.”
 
    “High school physics. Laser is an acronym, remember? Light is amplified by exciting the photons. There are a bunch of ways to do that—gas discharge, solid state, diode pumped, fiber…” Her voice trailed off, a light bulb appearing over her head, glowing brighter with each passing second.
 
   “I’ve seen summaries of some of the research projects,” she said. “ONR, for example—Office of Naval Research—a few years ago gave a guy at Boston University a big grant to research fiber lasers. He found a way of modulating the optics in the fiber—”
 
   A glance showed her the confused look on my face.
 
   “Okay, look, the problem with underwater lasers is they have to be powerful enough to penetrate to depths where subs operate, and they have to be able to change colors, or modulate, in the blue-green range to account for the color range from deep to shallow water. Lasers using fiber optics offer the greatest potential for power in a small enough package, and they can be modulated. From what I’ve read, one way is by doping the fibers with rare earths.”
 
   “Wait. Doesn’t most of that come from China?" 
 
   “China is the biggest source.” Her voice grew more excited. “But that’s the point. What if the Russians found a new source in Greenland? If D’Amato figured out how to treat the fiber so the laser could produce a full range of blue-green light, he’d have a way to communicate with subs hundreds of meters beneath the surface. Now, they have to surface to use radio.”
 
   “He did,” Katya piped up.
 
   Reyna glanced in the mirror. “Who did what, sweetie?”
 
   “My daddy said he made the laser work.” 
 
   I turned to look at Katya. “He told you that?”
 
   Her head bobbed up and down. 
 
   Feeling a sudden case of nerves, I stared over her head out the back window for a minute, checking the traffic. An SPD cruiser a couple of cars behind us didn’t ease my mind, but it didn’t give us lights or siren.
 
   “You think he got the stuff he needed from the Russians?” 
 
   “Maybe,” Reyna said. “He was selling them information. Until he had a change of heart. No reason they couldn’t have been supplying him with materials he needed in exchange.”
 
   “So, what? Macready, or whoever, drops in to see what the Russians are doing. Then what?”
 
   She was silent for a moment. “Putting myself in Macready’s shoes? He’s a patriot, an ex-SEAL. Heck, he’s not even getting paid. He’s doing this for a donation to his rescue facility. Guys like that operate differently, think differently from the rest of us. I guess if he had a chance to find out where the mined elements were going he’d tag along, see where they led.”
 
   I tried to follow that logic down the path Tolliver had traced on a world map. “You really think he got on the research ship, hitched a ride to a Russian air base, jumped ship and then set sail on a Russian destroyer for the Pacific Ocean?”
 
   She grinned. “Sounds a little crazy when you put it like that. But, yeah, I think if anybody could do it, Macready could.” 
 
   She had a point. After what he’d done to save Molly from terrorists a few months before—Seattle, too, for that matter, from a dirty bomb the terrorists planned to set off atop the Space Needle—I admired and respected the man. I also felt pangs of jealousy that he had eyes for my ex, and I had no say in the matter.
 
   “I’m hungry,” Katya said.
 
   I looked at Reyna. “Me, too. What say we get some pancakes while we’re figuring out our next move?”
 
   Reyna sucked the corner of her lower lip between her teeth and checked the rearview mirror. I turned to follow her gaze. The cop was still there.
 
   “He’s been back there a while now,” she said, a note of concern in her voice. Putting a smile on her face cheer and lightness in her tone, she said, “Sure. Why not? Pancakes it is.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   I shepherded them to a booth at my favorite all-night diner on the south side of Capitol Hill. The breakfast shift had wound down, and lunch hadn’t yet started, so we had the place mostly to ourselves. The cop had turned into the parking lot, but hadn’t gotten out of his car. He wasn’t there for coffee. Reyna was already on her phone as I slid in next to Katya and opened a menu for her. Phone held to her ear, Reyna glanced nervously toward the door over the back of the booth.
 
   “What’s going on?” I murmured.
 
   “I’m guessing they were monitoring Janet’s phone, and got a lock on this cell number when I called her.” 
 
   She put up a finger and spoke into the phone. “I don’t care what Captain Hinson’s doing. He damn well better talk to me. Tell him it’s Chase.”
 
   She tapped the table impatiently with a fingernail. “Sir, since you’ve obviously sicced the dogs on me I have maybe two minutes, so listen up… No, you listen. The asset you sent to Greenland will be compromised if he hasn’t been already… I think that’s bullshit, sir, but if you don’t know you better find out, and damn quick. The Russians have most of the components for a blue-green laser capable of communicating with submarines at depth. That could change the balance of power… No, sir, we both know that’s not science fiction. If it is then why is a Russian destroyer commanded by Admiral Leonid Orlov headed for RIMPAC as we speak?”
 
   She craned her neck toward the door. In quick succession, three SPD cruisers and two black, unmarked government sedans pulled into the lot and spread out, grills diving for the pavement as they screeched to a halt.
 
   Reyna focused on voice on the phone again. “I—we—have something the Russians need to make the laser operational, the last piece that D’Amato took from Lodestar… I know a lot about it, sir, because I’m good at what I do. That’s what you pay me for. I had a little extra incentive this time since no one at ONI, including you, sir, was willing to back me up, even after two commendations and a goddamn medal… Hell, yes, I’m angry. I don’t have time for this, sir. Your storm troopers are about to descend on us. I’ll give up what we have on two conditions. One, you confront Orlov immediately and get him to stand down before he does whatever he’s got planned. Two, you call off the dogs and give us immunity… Yes, damn it, both of us! … I don’t care if he’s a civilian, you wouldn’t have any of this without him, or me… You better hurry…”
 
   I glanced toward the door. At the same moment, an endless stream of uniformed men with guns drawn burst in the front door and the door leading from the kitchen, all shouting at us to put our hands on our heads and heads on the table. Katya clapped her hands over her ears and screamed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 55
 
    
 
   July 28—North Pacific Ocean
 
   Macready had run out of time. They’d come for him and he’d gotten lucky. If Umarov hadn’t tipped his hand, he might be in the brig, or they all might be dead. He and Dudayev had suspected each other, overlooking the corpsman. But Macready didn’t think Captain Marinesko and Admiral Orlov would overlook him. His behavior since he’d come aboard had been too out of the ordinary for them not to suspect him of something. Macready had a feeling that even if Rostropovich’s body hadn’t been found yet, at this point either man would likely call Moscow to verify Macready’s—or Rostropovich’s—identity. And that would be the end of it. He had no choice now. If he couldn’t discover and report the Russians’ plans, he’d have to fuck up their high-tech gear somehow.
 
   He left the mess as soon as the MAs cut him loose, and made his way aft. He had no time to retrieve the weapons he’d hidden when he’d boarded, no time to collect the satellite phone and report in. Maybe later, if he lived, he’d be able to let those who sent him know what he’d done. 
 
   The sun shone brightly in a clear sky so blue it hurt to look at it. Gentle swells stretched out as far as the eye could see on an ocean that reflected the atmosphere above, only several shades darker. The naval jack fluttered and snapped in light winds of ten to fifteen knots on the bow mast, as did the white and blue naval ensign, the flag of the fleet commander and the masthead pennant from the rigging atop the radio antennae. Dozens of men lounged on the waist deck, lying on towels or sitting in camp chairs, soaking up the sunlight. The temperature stood only in the mid-50s, but after weeks of arctic cold, the day felt balmy. Every sailor on a naval ship worked long and hard, and treasured a little R&R between watches whenever possible. Macready took it all in on his way to the flight deck.
 
   White foam curled away from the bow as it cleaved the water, the spray sparkling in the sun and forming rainbows over the waves. Pacific white-sided dolphins ride the bow wave and cavort alongside the ship. Fun-loving, social creatures, they traveled in large groups, identifying one another with their unique whistles. They cared for each other, forming close-knit groups within their large communities. Sometimes Macready thought they were far more well-adjusted socially than humans. He suddenly realized how much he missed Alison and the rest of his crew in San Diego.
 
   He shifted his focus to the task at hand. He climbed the companionway to the flight deck and strode across the deck toward the tied-down chopper. From the corner of his eye, Macready saw the FDO standing by the hangar doors, surrounded by his colorful flight crew—mechanics in green, a flight director in yellow like the FDO, and a couple of “grapes,” their purple jerseys marking them as fuel handlers. Their laughter carried on the breeze. Macready didn’t look, zeroing in on the helicopter, noting the co-pilot in the cockpit conducting instrument checks. No helmet, so the chopper had no immediate flight plans. Macready circled the chopper to the co-pilot’s side, reached up and pounded on the canopy. The co-pilot glanced down, puzzled.
 
   Off to Macready’s right, a voice shouted, “Prekrashchat'! Stop what you’re doing!”
 
   Macready ignored it and kept his expression calm. He motioned to the co-pilot to open the canopy. Curious now, the co-pilot complied, popping the canopy open several inches. From the corner of his eye, Macready saw the yellow jersey of the FDO crossing the deck. If the co-pilot looked out the windscreen, he’d see the FDO and wonder.
 
   Macready quickly cupped his hands around his mouth and said, “I need to speak with you. One minute. Please come down.”
 
   The co-pilot pushed the canopy all the way up and stood to swing a leg over the side and step on the rung on the side of the chopper. As he shifted his weight onto the outside leg, Macready reached up, grabbed his belt and pulled him down. The man flailed as he fell, grasping at Macready’s uniform. Macready shrugged him off, and as the co-pilot hit the deck, Macready dropped to one knee on his chest, driving the air from his lungs, and followed with a vicious jab to the bridge of the man’s nose, slamming his head against the steel deck. Macready quickly spun around to face the FDO, running now, and pulled the co-pilot’s pistol from his holster. 
 
   The FDO pulled up short when he saw the gun in Macready’s hand and shouted. “What the hell are you doing?”
 
   “No closer,” Macready called. “I will use it.”
 
   No sooner were the words out of his mouth than the FDO took a halting step toward him. Macready fired a warning shot, the bullet spanging off the deck near the FDO’s feet. At that, the FDO whirled and shouted instructions at the flight crew. They scattered in all directions. Macready didn’t bother to watch them go, instead ducking under the stubby wing of the chopper to inspect the laser mounted on one of the hardpoints usually reserved for a missile. His fingers felt along the seams until they found a space where his fingers could get a grip on a metal lip. He pulled hard, and a plate popped loose, exposing wiring and control circuitry. 
 
   With a quick glance toward the hangar to make sure no one was advancing on him, he hitched himself closer and peered into the small space, trying to decipher the laser’s inner workings in the dim light. He was no engineer, and he didn’t have time to figure out how the damn thing worked. Sweat breaking out on his face, he reached into the space, grasped a circuit board and yanked it out. He slipped the board into his pocket and slammed the metal plate back into place. 
 
   Macready scrambled up the side of the chopper and tumbled into the cockpit. Sliding into the co-pilot seat, he scanned the instrument panel. The laser controls would be an add-on, something out of place in the already crowded space. The mechanics hadn’t had time to install anything as sophisticated as the gyro-stabilized, gimbal-mounted video cameras that news helicopters carried. The pilot would have to aim it manually, which meant some tricky maneuvers. But the damn thing had to have at least an on-off switch. There! Macready spotted a small box mounted on the bottom edge of the instrument panel. 
 
   Shouting brought his head up. Through the windscreen he saw half a dozen MAs armed with carbines spreading across the deck and moving toward the chopper, followed by excited flight crewmembers waving their arms at each other. Macready pulled the pistol from his waistband, held it by the barrel and hammered the box with the butt until the smashed faceplate fell off. 
 
   “Hands up!” an MA shouted. “Get out of the helicopter! Now!”
 
   A glance showed Macready the six guns pointed at him, barrels glinting in the bright sun. Leaning forward to hide his movements, he pulled the circuit board from his pocket and quickly looked it over. On one edge, two round, glassy indentations caught his eye. Peering closer, he thought they looked like contact lenses with circuits printed on them.
 
   “Come out now!” the MA shouted. “This is your last warning! If you do not come out immediately, we will shoot!”
 
   Carefully, Macready pried one of the round circuits loose, then the other and stuck them under his tongue. He put the circuit board in his shirt pocket. 
 
   With a sharp crack, the open canopy over his head splintered, the gunshot ringing in his ears at almost the same instant. Macready quickly pushed his hands skyward as far as they would go and slowly stood up. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 56
 
    
 
   July 28—North Pacific Ocean
 
   Orlov paced the bridge, hands clasped behind his back, his scowl withering anyone who dared look at him directly. Marinesko slumped in the captain’s chair, running his fingers through his hair. 
 
   He heaved a loud sigh as Orlov passed by. “I failed you, Leonid. I’m sorry, old friend.”
 
   Orlov swatted the air impatiently. “He saved us all, and now he has condemned us all. I don’t blame you, Valentin. We should have put him in leg irons while we had the chance, but we were both moved to leniency after what he did. I should have known better. He’s obviously not what he seems.”
 
   Marinesko sighed again. “I knew it from the moment I laid eyes on him. He’s had special training. The question is, by whom?”
 
   The bridge door opened. Two MAs stepped inside, stiffened and saluted, followed by two more holding the chained Rostropovich between them. They stopped just in front of the other two and snapped a salute as well. Orlov stepped toe-to-toe with Rostropovich and eyed him silently for a moment. Rostropovich didn’t flinch. 
 
   “Tell me, mladshiy lyeytyenant, if that’s what you are, why I shouldn’t have one of these guards take you out on a bridge wing, put a bullet in your brain and toss you overboard?”
 
   “You probably should,” Rostropovich replied calmly.
 
   “You killed Rostropovich back at Temp Airfield. Yes, the body was discovered. You took his place in order to learn our mission here and sabotage it. That still leaves the question of who you are. FSB? GRU? Did Sergun send you? Or Vova himself?”
 
   Surprise flickered in Rostropovich’s eyes, but he recovered quickly, and Orlov wondered if he’d been entirely off base. 
 
   An operations specialist manning the communications station swiveled in his chair and waved for attention. “Sir, comm has a call for you.”
 
   “Not now, starshina,” Orlov snapped. “We’re a little busy here.”
 
   The petty officer swallowed hard but stood his ground. “It was preceded by an incoming telecommunications message marked ‘Immediate,’ sir.”
 
    The only message precedence level higher was Z, or “Flash,” which indicated initial enemy contact. Orlov swore under his breath and stepped over to the comm station. The specialist handed him a phone receiver.
 
   “Da?”
 
   “Admiral Orlov,” a cheerful voice said. “Admiral Jonathan Malloy, US Navy, here.”
 
   Startled, Orlov managed to maintain his composure, and replied in English. “What can I do for the United States Navy?”
 
   “Admiral, as commander of the US Pacific Fleet I called to personally welcome you to RIMPAC. It’s a real pleasure to have someone of your stature and reputation join us for these little exercises.”
 
   Orlov couldn’t believe his ears. The Americans knew he was here, but this admiral, if Orlov read him correctly, was giving him a chance to save face. 
 
   “Thank you, Admiral Malloy. You’re too kind to an old sailor who’s past his prime.”
 
   “Not at all, sir. You’ve missed most of the fun, but I’m sure there’s a lot we can learn from each other in the few days we have left before closing ceremonies.”
 
   Orlov’s scowl vanished. Not only was Malloy giving him a chance to save face, but he might even have an opportunity to turn this fiasco of a mission into a positive PR move. If so, Putin might not ever discover the real reason he and Marinesko were there. He might enjoy a quiet retirement after all and not the firing squad.
 
   “I would like that very much, Admiral Malloy. If I might inquire, what’s your position?”
 
   “We’re on a direct heading to intercept you, just a few hours from now. I can’t tell you how much I look forward to meeting you.”
 
   “Likewise, I’m sure,” Orlov murmured. 
 
   “Good. Then it’s a date. I’ll send a launch as soon as we rendezvous and we can celebrate with some twenty-year-old bourbon I’ve been saving for a special occasion.”
 
   “Until then, Admiral.”
 
   “Oh, there’s just one other thing,” Malloy said quickly. “I believe you have a guest on board. Is that right?”
 
   Orlov turned and stared at the prisoner, light suddenly dawning in his brain. “Yes, we do. In fact, he’s here on the bridge. Would you like to speak with him?”
 
   “If you don’t mind.”
 
   Orlov held the handset out. “It seems this call is for you.”
 
   Again, surprise flashed across Rostropovich’s face and he shuffled across the deck in the chains. Since he couldn’t raise his hands, Orlov held the phone to the man’s ear as he leaned in.
 
   “Yes?” Rostropovich spoke in perfect, unaccented English. “Yes, sir… Thank you, sir… I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it… I’ll see you then, sir.”
 
   Rostropovich straightened and looked Orlov in the eye. “He wants to talk to you again, sir.”
 
   Orlov turned away, putting the phone to his own ear. “Yes, Admiral?”
 
   “One more favor, sir. I know you’re probably giving your guest rock star treatment there. But if you don’t mind, bring him along when I send the launch for you. He’s probably overstayed his welcome.” 
 
   “As you wish.” Orlov placed the handset in its cradle and turned to Rostropovich. In a low voice, he said in English, “It seems I am in check. I concede this game to you. You agree?”
 
   Rostropovich nodded. “Since this round is over, seems only fair to introduce myself. Tryphon Macready, USN retired.”
 
   Orlov raised an eyebrow. “Retired? At such a young age, Mr. Macready?”
 
   “Call me Trip.” The man grinned at him. “I run a marine mammal rescue program in California.”
 
   “When you’re not infiltrating Russian naval vessels?”
 
   Orlov didn’t wait for an answer, turning to Marinesko instead. “Valentin, a word, please. In my quarters. Guards, bring the prisoner. We have things to discuss. And take those chains off him.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 57
 
    
 
   July 28—Seattle
 
   By the time NCIS won the pissing match over jurisdiction and transported the three of us over to Kitsap County, noon had come and gone. They didn’t put out a lunch spread for us, or even offer to get a candy bar or granola bar from the vending machine. Instead, they put Reyna and me in separate interview rooms and put Katya in the care of a young, female agent. Since Katya had been cheated out of pancakes I hoped that the special agent had the sense to take her into Silverdale or a mess hall on base and feed her something more substantial than a junk food from a machine.
 
   Luck of the draw in my case, the short straw went to Meade, the senior field agent who had grilled me the first time. It saved me the trouble of having to repeat a lot of stuff, but after coming clean about my involvement in dumping D’Amato’s body after he flat-lined in my car I had to work to regain his trust. I reminded him that I never actually lied to him during our first conversation. I just hadn’t told him everything. Over the course of the next six hours, I relived the previous three days at least a dozen times over. Some portions of them more than that as he looked for inconsistencies. He caught me in a few because I was so fucking tired that I had trouble keeping events straight in my own mind.
 
   I should have asked for an attorney and just kept my mouth shut. Should have asked them to bring me my meds before I said another word. Had it been SPD doing the questioning I might have. But I didn’t think I’d done anything wrong. I had Reyna on my side, and I wanted to be done with the whole thing even if it meant being thrown in a brig for a lifetime or two. I had a feeling SPD was represented there anyway behind the video monitors in another room watching my performance. Maybe it was the way Meade paused occasionally before restating a question in a different way. Or how he sometimes pressed his hand to his ear and gave a barely perceptible nod a moment later. I sensed he was playing to an audience. And I would have bet that SPD and any other law enforcement agency with skin in the game wanted a front-row seat to our interrogations, not simply transcripts.
 
   Meade finally gave me a break, calling in a junior special agent to chaperone me to the men’s room and watch me take a piss. Meade handed me a water bottle when I was escorted back in, and excused himself. Suddenly, the only sound was the soft, hypnotic pirr from the air vent in the ceiling. I rested my head on my arms, imagining my own bed. But the combination of adrenaline and caffeine in my system refused to let sleep anywhere close. My eyes closed of their own accord, and though I tried to fill my head with thoughts of what for me was a normal life only days before, nightmarish images of the swath of death and destruction in my wake wouldn’t let go.
 
   Meade was gone a long time. When I heard the door open and lifted my head, I was surprised to see Reyna stepping inside. She slid into a chair next to me.
 
   “Hey,” she said softly. “How you holding up?”
 
   I took a deep breath, but couldn’t get any words out. I nodded instead.
 
   “I know just what you mean,” she said. “I feel pretty fried myself. But I’ve got some good news. They’re cutting you loose.”
 
   I wet my lips and swallowed hard. “You’re kidding.”
 
   “The small-caliber bullets that killed Special Agent O’Brien and D’Amato were distinctive. SPD matched them to Grigori’s gun, an FN Herstal Five-Seven. He should have used a throwaway. NCIS is no longer interested in you, and SPD says the rest looks like self-defense.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   She shook her head. “I have to stick around a while. Brass is flying in from D.C.”
 
   “Are you in trouble?”
 
   “I don’t know. I disobeyed orders, interfered with an official investigation… Yeah, I guess I’m in trouble. But thanks to you, we prevented a major advance in underwater communications technology from falling into the wrong hands. And we defused a potentially dangerous international incident in the Pacific.” She told me what little she’d been able to find out about the Russian destroyer’s mission.
 
   “Macready?”
 
   She nodded. “Pretty much how I figured it. Somehow he managed to infiltrate the crew on board the destroyer. Commander of the Seventh Fleet intervened just as he was being detained. Can’t wait to hear his story.”
 
   “What do you think they’ll do to you?”
 
   She stared at the table for a moment. “I honestly don’t know. Either give me another medal or drum me out of the service.”
 
   “They wouldn’t do that. You’re too good, too valuable.”
 
   She shrugged.
 
   “I’m sorry about all this,” I said. “I mean I’m glad you came, and I sure as hell needed your help. I’d pretty much run out of rope when I called you. I don’t know what I would have done.”
 
   “You did okay, civvy. You hung in there just fine.” 
 
   We fell into an embarrassed silence, both of us too exhausted and emotionally raw to bridge the gulf between us.
 
   “So what happens now?” I said finally.
 
   “Go home, Blake. Get some sleep.”
 
   Disappointment sank to the pit of my stomach like a bag of lead shot. I didn’t have the energy or courage to tell her what I really wanted to know.
 
   “Where’s Katya?”
 
   “In a conference room reading a book. Just back from a tour of the base. They’re waiting on Child Protective Services to send someone out and get her settled with a foster family.”
 
   I jerked upright “No! Absolutely not.”
 
   “What do you mean? She has to go somewhere.”
 
   I stood and walked to the other side of the table, trying to find the right words. “I made a promise, Reyna. I promised a dying man I’d take care of that little girl. I’m not letting the system swallow her up after what’s happened to her. She lost both her parents and a surrogate granny in less than a week. If CPS takes her, she’s lost.”
 
   “What are you going to do with her, Blake? How are you going to take care of her?”
 
   “I’ll make it work. Peter and Chance can help babysit when I’m at work. I’m home most of the day, so I can be with her, take her to school, all that stuff.”
 
   “Don’t do this, Blake. You made a promise under duress. D’Amato held you at gunpoint. You don’t know what you’re getting into.”
 
   “What the hell does that mean? I had a son. I know how to be a parent.”
 
   She rubbed the fingertips of one hand. “I… That wasn’t what I meant. She’s not Cole. Like you said, she’s a little girl who just lost everything. She’s going to need help, Blake.”
 
   I put my palms on the table and leaned over. She sat back in surprise.
 
   “Who better than someone who knows what it’s like,” I said through gritted teeth. “She is not going into the system.”
 
   She stared at me with wide eyes. “You’re serious. You really want to take this on, commit the next ten, twelve years of your life to raising a child.”
 
   “For her sake, yes, I’m willing to do whatever it takes.”
 
   “What about us, Blake? Where does that leave us?”
 
   “You didn’t seem very concerned when I asked that question two minutes ago.”
 
   “You… I… What question?”
 
   “I said, ‘What happens now?’”
 
   “I didn’t think you meant… Oh, hell, never mind. You want this so badly, we might as well see if CPS will even listen to the idea.”
 
   “I think she needs me a hell of a lot more than you do right now.”
 
   Her eyes filled with tears as soon as the barb found its mark, and I instantly regretted letting them it out of my mouth.
 
   “Not fair,” she whispered. “How do you know what I need?”
 
   “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.” My face burned. “Tell you what, let’s put it to Katya and let her decide what she wants to do.” 
 
   “She’s a child! She can’t make decisions like this.”
 
   “She ought to have some say in what happens to her.”
 
   She swiped at her eyes with the back of her hand. “I have to go. They want me back in the other interview room.”
 
   “Aw, don’t be mad. You, of all people, should know about honoring your word.”
 
   “You don’t even see it, do you? It’s the PTSD. It’s survivor’s guilt. You lost a son, Blake. And now you think this little girl will take his place?” 
 
   The notion blindsided me and clamped a gag over my mouth.
 
   She rose and mumbled as she headed for the door. “You do what you have to.”
 
   I freed my tongue. “Wait. When will I see you?”
 
   She paused with her hand on the door. “I don’t know, Blake. I’m not sure of anything.”
 
   And then she was gone. 
 
   I wandered out a minute later and found Katya in a conference room down the hall.  She offered a shy smile when she saw me. I returned it and gave a nod to the special agent in the corner reading a magazine. Katya had spread a book on the table in front of her. The doll that had caused so much trouble sat in her lap. 
 
   “Is it okay if I sit down?” I said.
 
   She shrugged and bobbed her head. I pulled out a chair across the table and eased into it.
 
   “What’s her name?”
 
   Katya glanced down. “That’s Isabelle.”
 
   From my pocket I took the now-worn photo D’Amato had given me and placed it on the table in front of her.
 
   “Katya, my name is Blake, and I’d like to tell you a story, if that’s all right.”
 
   Tipping her head to one side, she scrutinized my face and slowly closed her book.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 58
 
    
 
   August 20—Seattle
 
   Shrill, high voices squealed with glee, the clamor amplified in the cavernous space of a former warehouse. Converted into a tennis center, this area of the building looked as if it had been zapped with a shrink ray, reducing the courts, racquets and most of the players to a size halfway between Lilliputian and Munchkin. The only thing that hadn’t shrunk were the balls being batted about with wild abandon. Actually larger than life and constructed of foam, the red and yellow orbs had no effect when an errant shot beaned someone accidentally other than to cause major cases of giggles. Giants walked among the little people, calling out instructions and encouragement, herding strays back where they belonged and making sure they used the equipment they wielded for its intended purpose and not to wage war.
 
   Katya was nearly lost among a group of kids her own age on one of the eight courts abuzz with activity. The group shifted so quickly as the coach ran the kids through drills that resembled games more than practice that Katya was hard to track. I watched from the sidelines along with several other parents. When I did catch glimpses of her, ponytail flying behind her, excited smile spreading on her face, she looked as happy as I’d seen her. Not only did she seem to be having fun, but she appeared to have a real aptitude for tennis. 
 
   Marceil Whitney walked back to the courts from the reception area and spoke to one of the young women working with the kids. They nodded at one another and the coach turned back to the kids. Marceil spotted me and joined me.
 
   “Which one is she again?” she said, gaze roving over the clutter of kids. 
 
   I pointed. “Over there. Blue top, pink shorts.”
 
   Marceil watched for a moment. “She’s good. She’s never played before?”
 
   “She says she hasn’t.”
 
   “Looks like she’s taking to it just fine. Keep bringing her and we’ll turn her into a tennis player before you know it. And she’ll have fun. That’s the important thing.”
 
   I glanced over her shoulder. Brian had been standing fifty feet away watching Katya interact with the other kids, but now he slowly sauntered in our direction still keeping his eye on her.
 
   “So, what do you think?” I said when he joined us.
 
   “She looks like she’s having a ball,” he said. “But that’s the point.”
 
   I flushed. “You know what I mean.” 
 
   “How do you think she’s doing?”
 
   “Amazingly well, considering what she’s been through. But she wakes in the middle of the night from nightmares. And she seems sad so much of the time.”
 
   “I’d expect that since she just lost her mother. She doesn’t have anyone else, right?”
 
   “The State Department is looking into her mother’s background, trying to find out if there are relatives—grandparents, maybe—in Russia who might want to make contact. CPS seems content to leave her where she is for the moment. At least until we find out if she has family.” 
 
   “That’s good,” he said.
 
   “In the meantime,” Marceil interjected, “she has you.”
 
   I shifted my weight. “Yes, she does. I’m just not sure I’m doing her any good right now.”
 
   Brian’s gaze swung toward Katya’s group. “Looks like you’re having a positive influence.” He faced me. “What do you want me to say, Blake? It’s hard to judge based on a few minutes of watching her. I’d have to talk to her.”
 
   I sighed. “That’s what I thought.”
 
   “I’ll be in my office in the morning. Call me and we can schedule an appointment.”
 
   “Thanks, Brian. I’ll do that.” 
 
   I watched the little girl who was quickly stealing my heart. I’d made a promise to a dying man. Reyna was right, it probably didn’t really count. But I’d already vowed to myself that no matter what happened, I would always be a part of Katya’s life. She had given me yet another reason to be grateful for every breath. My world had fallen apart not long before, and I was just beginning to see the new one that was being revealed. 
 
   “You know what?” I murmured to the Whitneys. “I think I’ll make an appointment for myself while I’m at it.”
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