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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    May 10, 1988 
 
    2:50 a.m. 
 
    Krasnoyarsk-26, USSR 
 
      
 
    The rumble of the Ural-43206 Red Army cargo truck’s diesel engine was hypnotic, low and steady, but there was little chance of any of the vehicle’s three occupants falling asleep. The mood inside the cab was tense, and the vodka-laced coffee the men had been sipping for the last two hours failed to ease their jitters. 
 
    The truck had been stolen from a bar just outside the gates of the Skrunda Radar Station in western Latvia three weeks earlier. Its driver had made an understandable—but costly—mistake: he had established a pattern of celebrating the end of his route with a few glasses of vodka. 
 
    At the same time. 
 
    In the same bar. 
 
    Every workday. 
 
    The soon-to-be court martialed army private had been so confident none of the locals would dare interfere with a Red Army vehicle he had left the key in its ignition and its doors unlocked as he drank. It wasn’t an inaccurate assumption on his part, either, but what he couldn’t have known was that the radical group Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda—Soviet Union Forever—was in desperate need of a cargo truck. 
 
    And the Ural-43206 fit the bill perfectly. 
 
    Accomplishing the theft was even easier than Navsegda team leader Nikolay Stepanov had expected. Fellow Navsegda member Rostya Terschenko entered the bar and began plying the fall guy with vodka while Nikolay simply slipped into the Ural’s cab and fired up the truck’s engine. For three hours Rostya bought the driver glass after glass, eventually slipping out the back door to a waiting car, leaving the man nearly unconscious and in danger of falling out of his chair. 
 
    That three-hour window afforded Nikolay more than sufficient time to disappear with the truck. He drove at a sensible pace, drawing no attention to the anonymous-looking army vehicle and putting enough distance between himself and Skrunda that there was virtually no chance of being apprehended by police or Red Army investigators when the drunken—and now truckless—driver finally sobered up enough to realize he’d been victimized. 
 
    The moderately drunk Rostya was a bear of a man, much larger and thus much more suited to absorbing the alcohol than the rail-thin Red Army private, but he was still in no condition to drive. That chore was handled by the third member of the Navsegda team, Ilya Kalinin. 
 
    The following day the men began the long journey to a Navsegda safe house in central Russia, taking their time, obeying all speed limits, driving carefully. Three days later they arrived and hunkered down, staying out of sight and awaiting the beginning of their real mission. 
 
    Tonight that mission had begun. 
 
    The access gates of Krasnoyarsk-26 swung into view in the distance as the big Russian-made cargo truck lumbered around a hairpin turn. Krasnoyarsk-26 was one of several closed Russian cities, meaning sensitive military work was conducted within its boundaries. The barbed-wire-topped fence gleaming dully in the truck’s headlights fully encircled the one hundred thousand person metropolitan area. 
 
    No one was permitted into or out of the city without proper authorization. 
 
    The road’s ninety-degree turn was an engineering measure designed to force drivers to slow to a crawl before approaching the security checkpoint. Its purpose was to discourage anyone foolish or crazy enough to contemplate using their vehicle to ram the gates. 
 
    Nikolay could not imagine such a measure being necessary, because manning both sides of all checkpoints were Red Army soldiers armed with Kalashnikov semi-automatic rifles slung over their shoulders. And it was common knowledge that the soldiers had standing orders to use deadly force if necessary, to ensure preservation of the city’s security. 
 
    Every access road into and out of Krasnoyarsk-26 had been designed with a similar feature. There was not one highway, not one two-lane road, not one cow path, that approached the city limits straight on, despite the fact that this portion of south-central Russia was not much more than a vast wasteland outside those imposing barbed wire fences encircling the city. 
 
    But the impressive and potentially deadly security measures were of little concern to the three Navsegda radicals. They wouldn’t be attempting to smash through an armed security checkpoint, not tonight and not ever. 
 
    They had a different plan. 
 
    They were confident but still tense as the Ural-43206 eased to a stop next to a small wooden outbuilding housing a pair of Red Army soldiers. The air brakes screeched and hissed, and then the low rumble of the idling engine was the only sound as the three Navsegda operatives waited quietly for one or both of the soldiers to exit the shack. 
 
    For a long moment nothing happened. The Soviet sentries sat unmoving on the other side of a small Plexiglas window, staring out at the truck and its occupants impassively. It was almost as though they didn’t even see the Ural-42306, which was plainly impossible. 
 
    Ilya cleared his throat nervously. Tried to speak to his partners out of the corner of his mouth. “Are you sure we drove to the correct gate? What if we—” 
 
    “Be quiet,” Nikolay interrupted, his voice barely more than a whisper. “We are at the proper entrance. I mapped our route carefully, double-and-triple-checking it before committing it to memory. I reviewed it so many times I could drive it blindfolded. This is just another security measure. Remain calm and wait.” 
 
    As Nikolay finished speaking, one of the soldiers stood and exited the shack, approaching the driver’s side window. 
 
    Nikolay rolled it down and said, “Good evening, comrade. We are here for the scheduled laboratory pickup.” 
 
    The soldier responded immediately. “It is an unusual time for a pickup.” 
 
    “Yes,” Nikolay agreed. “Who can understand the reasoning of officers?” 
 
    At that, the guard’s posture eased. He’d been plainly tense, probably even more apprehensive than the three men inside the Ural, and Nikolay watched as the concern drained from his face, at least partially, and he held out his hand. 
 
    Rostya slipped a manila envelope to Nikolay, who passed it through the open window to the soldier. 
 
    “It is all here?” the young man said. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “You will not mind if I check, then.” 
 
    “Not in the least.” It was a lie, of course, but not because the three Navsegda members had tried to short-change the guards out of their agreed-upon bribe. 
 
    Nikolay just felt far too exposed, sitting at the gates of a closed city in a stolen truck waiting for a goddamned army private to count his ill-gotten gains. Even though it was just before three a.m., who could say another vehicle would not come along and witness the unusual activity? 
 
    And if they witnessed it they would surely remember it. 
 
    The soldier opened the clasp and lifted a fistful of Russian money out of the envelope, fifty and one hundred ruble notes. He ruffled through them and then glanced inside the envelope before returning the cash inside and resealing it, apparently now satisfied he wasn’t being cheated. 
 
    “Good luck with your laboratory pickup,” the soldier said. He flashed a tight smile and then returned to the guard shack. 
 
    A moment later the gates swung open and the Ural-43206 rumbled into Krasnoyarsk-26. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The streets were mostly empty as the Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda operatives rolled through the night. Their destination, the Krasnoyarsk Mining and Chemical Combine facility, was located on the extreme southern side of the city, but since the soldiers with whom Navsegda had negotiated the bribe were assigned to a gate in the northeast corner they were forced to traverse the heart of Krasnoyarsk-26. 
 
    Past a small Red Army compound. 
 
    Past the city’s police station. 
 
    There was no reason to believe the truck would raise anyone’s suspicions, even given the time of night. The Soviet Armed Forces kept their own schedule, and Nikolay guessed this would not be the first time anyone who happened to be awake at this hour would have seen military vehicles rumbling past. 
 
    Nevertheless he felt nervous, like this whole plan might fall apart at any moment. 
 
    Keep yourself under control, he thought. This is only the beginning. 
 
    Another security guard was waiting when the Ural rolled up to a loading dock behind one of the buildings in the labyrinth of structures comprising the Krasnoyarsk Mining and Chemical Combine. Nikolay was preparing to swing the truck wide and back it up to the dock when the soldier surprised him by waving them to a stop. 
 
    “It looks like this sentry is alone, unlike back at the guard shack,” Ilya mumbled. 
 
    Nikolay nodded. “He also looks older and tougher. More experienced.” 
 
    “It makes sense,” Rostya said, “given what is manufactured and stored inside this facility.” 
 
    The soldier had a Kalashnikov slung over his right shoulder and an unhappy expression on his face as he approached the Ural’s cab. He made an impatient spinning gesture with his right hand in a fist and his pointer finger extended, and Nikolay dutifully rolled down the window. 
 
    “Let me see the money,” the soldier said, foregoing the pleasantries the kid at the northeast gate had extended. 
 
    “Friendly bastard, isn’t he,” Ilya whispered. 
 
    Nikolay wanted to turn and tell his fellow operative to shut the fuck up, but he couldn’t, not with the sentry standing just on the other side of the open window. Instead, he cringed slightly and passed another envelope full of money along to another Red Army soldier who may or may not have gotten paid this past Friday. 
 
    This man didn’t ask permission to check his envelope. He simply unclasped it and glanced inside. 
 
    Examined it for the briefest of moments. 
 
    Then he closed it and said, “Back the truck up to Bay Four. The garage door is already unlocked. Your merchandise is just inside the door, on the shipping floor. Load it into your cargo hold and then get the fuck out.” 
 
    The soldier turned and stalked away without another word. 
 
    Ilya leaned across Nikolay, clearly intending to say…something…out the still-open window to the retreating man. 
 
    Nikolay had no idea what that something might be, but he knew anything his hotheaded underling might say at this point would only cause a problem, maybe a deadly one, so he swiveled in his seat and shoved him back down. 
 
    He stuck a pointed finger into Ilya’s face and hissed, “Not now, comrade. Just keep your mouth shut and do your job.” 
 
    Ilya clamped his jaws closed and turned to look past Rostya, out the passenger side window. After a moment Nikolay returned his attention to driving, backing the cargo truck up to the warehouse as instructed. He left the engine idling as the three men piled out of the cab and climbed onto the loading dock. 
 
    The sentry stood maybe ten meters away on the long concrete platform, smoking a cigarette and watching disinterestedly. Nikolay bent and pulled on the garage door’s handle and it rolled up, exactly as they had been told it would. 
 
    Inside the door stood a wooden crate roughly the size of four military-type footlockers that had been placed side-by-side and end-to-end. The crate was lashed to a large wooden pallet and featured a sturdy-looking carrying strap on each end, along with one at the midway point on both sides. 
 
    “You think our new friend will help us move this crate if we ask him politely?” Ilya said and then sniggered. 
 
    “Be quiet and get to work,” Nikolay answered. He was annoyed and tired and still wired from the nonstop adrenaline rush he’d been experiencing ever since they pulled up to the security gate at the Krasnoyarsk-26 city limits. 
 
    He stationed himself at the end closest the truck’s cargo hold with his back to the loading dock, waiting as a once-again chastened Ilya moved to the rear carry strap and Rostya grasped the side strap closest to him. 
 
    “On three,” he mumbled, and at the prescribed count the men hefted the crate a few inches off the concrete and began muscling it across the loading dock. The cargo was bulky and heavy and the going was slow. 
 
    But they did it. They set it down at the edge of the dock, readjusted their grips, and then thirty seconds later lowered the crate into place along the front wall of the cargo hold, lined up just behind the cab. Their prize was heavy enough that nothing was going to make it slide around short of the truck being involved in an accident, but the men took the time to lash it securely, anyway. 
 
    All three of them were breathing heavily and sweating from the exertion in the cool Russian nighttime air as they stepped onto the loading dock for the final time. Nikolay slammed the truck’s rear gate closed, and as he turned to jump off the dock and make his way back to the cab, he noticed the sentry had wandered across the platform and now stood just a couple of meters away. 
 
    Next to Ilya. 
 
    And he knew things were about to go to hell. He just knew it. But there was nothing he could do. 
 
    Ilya turned and found himself nose to nose with the surly Red Army guard. He blinked in surprise and Nikolay willed him not to speak. Willed him to shut his mouth and leap off the dock and move away from the guard. 
 
    But he didn’t. Of course he didn’t. 
 
    Ilya recovered quickly from his surprise. He smirked and said, “It has been a pleasure doing business with you, dickhead.” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up,” the guard responded instantly. 
 
    “Maybe you think you can make me.” 
 
    Nikolay was hurrying back to the platform, determined to place himself between his man and the soldier, but he never made it. 
 
    The soldier reached lifted both hands to shove Ilya, but before he could, Ilya pulled his Makarov semi-auto pistol and fired point–blank into the guard’s forehead. 
 
    The gun roared and the man dropped straight down, and Rostya—who had been standing less than a meter away from Ilya—wrapped his big arms around his fellow Nasvegda member and wrestled him to the concrete. 
 
    “What the fuck is the matter with you?” Nikolay shouted in Ilya’s face. 
 
    “He had it coming,” came the mumbled reply. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” 
 
    Ilya shrugged. “What? Stealing a tactical nuclear device is okay, but silencing a witness to the theft is not?” 
 
    Nikolay shook his head angrily. “Just shut up and get on your feet. We need to get out of here, and the sooner the better, now, thanks to you.” 
 
    Rostya released his grip on Ilya and the two men clambered to their feet. Nikolay glanced at the Russian soldier and shook his head again. The man was clearly dead; he’d been shot point-blank in the brain by a 9mm handgun. 
 
    To Nikolay’s surprise, Ilya leaned over the man he’d just shot. 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Nikolay told him. “He can’t be saved, and trying to do so will only cost us valuable time.” 
 
    “Save him?” Ilya repeated scornfully. “I just shot him. Why would I want to save him?” 
 
    “Then what…” Nikolay’s words faded away as he watched his partner reach a hand deep inside the dead soldier’s trench coat. When he removed it he was clutching the ruble-stuffed envelope. 
 
    “He won’t be needing this,” Ilya said, and then stepped down from the platform. 
 
    Nikolay cursed. 
 
    Spat on the ground. 
 
    Then he said, “Get into the goddamned truck. We need to get back across the city and out the gate. Then we need to put as many kilometers between ourselves and Krasnoyarsk-26 as we can before this man is discovered.” 
 
    He looked at his watch. It was nearly three-thirty. They had at most three-and-a-half hours before workers began flocking into the facility to begin the day shift, and thanks to Ilya’s rashness and stupidity, they would now need every last second of it.
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    June 6, 1988 
 
    8:35 a.m. 
 
    McLean, Virginia 
 
      
 
    Tracie Tanner didn’t feel like sitting. She hadn’t felt like sitting in weeks. Sitting would represent the first step toward relaxing, and relaxing wasn’t something she felt she deserved. 
 
    Or was even capable of. 
 
    She had hoped that finding and ending the Soviet assassin who murdered her father last month would provide a measure of closure, or at the very least serve as the first step in the long process of somehow getting on with the rest of her life. 
 
    And maybe, given the benefit of time, she would look back and realize that was exactly what she’d done. Maybe the act of pulling the trigger on Piotr Speransky inside that lonely industrial park in Leningrad would stand as the precise moment her life began an upward trajectory. Maybe she would see that was when she began lifting herself out of the black despair in which she’d been wallowing since learning of her father’s awful fate. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    Eventually. 
 
    But it sure didn’t feel that way. 
 
    The only emotions she’d been experiencing since her return from Russia two weeks ago were an overpowering sensation of self-loathing and a simmering, unreasoning anger directed toward everyone and everything. 
 
    Killing Speransky ensured he would never murder anyone again. His execution made the world a safer place and in a small way, helped improve relations between the world’s two superpowers. Fewer dead CIA officers meant a lower likelihood of American military retaliation. 
 
    Both of those outcomes could only be considered net gains. 
 
    But taking Speransky off the board did nothing to bring Jake Tanner back. Tracie’s role model, her hero, the man after whom she’d patterned her career, her personality, her entire being was still dead. He was gone and he wasn’t coming back, and the notion of living another half-century or so—assuming she survived her work as the CIA’s most secret covert ops specialist—without the benefit of his wisdom and his stabilizing presence in her life was…almost unbearable. 
 
    Her father’s death was all she could think about the past two weeks, as she persecuted herself endlessly for her personal failings, failings that had led directly to his murder. And her funk seemed to be worsening as time dragged on. 
 
    So when she entered Aaron Stallings’ office on the second floor of his McLean home and saw the CIA director seated behind his mammoth desk, with the chair placed in front of it that always made her feel like a second-grader sent to the principal’s office, she briefly considered ignoring the damned seat entirely. Considered crossing the room and standing behind the little metal folding chair, facing Stallings of course but giving herself the opportunity to pace, to walk around the rear of the office and burn off excess energy, exactly as she’d been doing inside her tiny apartment. 
 
    Ultimately, though, her innate sense of professionalism trumped her own self-destructive tendencies. The last thing she wanted was to give the acerbic Stallings any more ammunition than was absolutely necessary when it came to criticizing her, which occurred with such metronomic regularity that it seemed almost to be his hobby. 
 
    Typically upon her arrival Stallings would play little mind-games with her, ignoring her when she entered and continuing to devote his attention to the mountain of paperwork that seemed always on the verge of overtaking his desktop. He would fuss with whatever he was doing until good and ready to stop, and only then would he acknowledge her arrival. 
 
    Not today. 
 
    Today he raised his eyes the moment she came through the door, offering a warm smile and even—am I really seeing this or did I just suffer a massive stroke and my brain is playing one last trick on me before the curtain falls?—rising from his chair. A man getting to his feet as a woman entered the room was an anachronism, a show of respect that had largely disappeared from modern society, and for a moment Tracie thought maybe she’d arrived just as he was getting up to leave. 
 
    But after standing, Stallings extended his arm like Vanna White revealing puzzle letters. He indicated the chair he’d placed in front of the desk and said, “Thank you for coming. Please, have a seat.” 
 
    It was a little disorienting and almost enough to make Tracie wish for the return of the old Stallings, but she answered his smile with one of her own—as best she could, anyway—and dropped into the chair. 
 
    “Well,” she answered, “it is literally the basis of my job description to come when you call.” 
 
    He eased back into his leather desk chair, its steel frame groaning in complaint. Aaron Stallings was a legendary figure in the world of espionage and in D.C. political circles, but he wasn’t a small man, and Tracie felt a moment of sympathy for the chair, whose structural integrity was being pushed to its limit day after day. 
 
    “So,” he said after a moment, pushing his paperwork aside and clasping his hands on his desk. 
 
    “So,” she agreed. 
 
    “How are you doing, Tanner?” 
 
    “Compared to what?” 
 
    “You know what I mean. I’m well aware how close you were to your father, how much he meant to you. And the way you lost him was…difficult.” 
 
    “The way I lost him?” Tracie felt the tide of anger rising. She knew her boss was doing his best to empathize with her situation, and thought there was a decent chance he was actually being sincere. But that unreasoning fury always seemed to be lurking close by. 
 
    She was unsurprised to discover it had returned. 
 
    She blinked hard, determined not to let Stallings see the tears forming in her eyes. “You mean the fact that I was directly responsible for his murder? The fact that he died alone and only after hours of brutal torture solely because of me? Is that ‘the way’ you mean?” 
 
    “It takes time to grieve,” he said gently. “In this case, it will likely take a lot of time. Years, not weeks or months. And even though I knew Jake only in the most superficial of ways, I feel confident in saying he wouldn’t have wanted you tormenting yourself emotionally for something you could not possibly have known was coming, and could not possibly have stopped from happening even if you had known.” 
 
    She sat quietly because she had not the slightest notion what to say. Every word Stallings had spoken was true, and Tracie was self-aware enough to have thought exactly the same thing, over and over, a thousand times over the last two weeks. Hell, a million, probably. 
 
    But knowing something in your head was an entirely separate issue from feeling it in your heart, and in her heart all she could feel were the tendrils of blame encircling it and squeezing for all they were worth. 
 
    Stallings seemed comfortable with the silence, and with the notion of allowing her to consider his words. 
 
    When she spoke, she did so quietly and without raising her eyes from the floor. “Why did you call me here today, boss?” 
 
    He answered without hesitation. “I wanted to learn whether you’re ready to go back to work.” 
 
    “Oh, hell yes,” she said instantly. “If I have to spend another day pacing inside my apartment and staring at those goddamned beige walls, I think I’ll go stark, raving mad. That’s assuming it hasn’t already happened, of course. What do you have for me?” 
 
    Stallings smiled briefly. “I didn’t ask whether you wanted to go back to work. I know what the answer would be to that question. It’s the same thing you would have said if I’d asked you the day after your return from Leningrad, isn’t it? Be honest with me.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to object, to raise her voice in indignation, to tell the director he was full of shit. But she couldn’t quite bring herself to do it. 
 
    “Probably,” she admitted sheepishly, almost but not quite matching his smile with one of her own. “But if you already know the answer, why bother asking the question?” 
 
    “It wasn’t a question, Tanner. It was a statement. I called you here because I wanted to gauge with my own eyes whether I can trust you in the field. I wanted to discern whether the sense of blame with which you’re flogging yourself is so great it might interfere with your ability to reason through complex decision-making processes you must make with split-second accuracy when you’re on an assignment.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and then continued. “I wanted to decide whether you might end up dead in some lonely Russian field because of me.” 
 
    “Well, it is coming up on summer in Russia, so the field wouldn’t be frozen. They could at least bury me.” It was meant as a joke, something to lighten the mood, but the words came out stilted and wooden, and Tracie thought they only served to emphasize Stallings’ point. He can be a self-important bastard, she thought, but he really knows his job. 
 
    He ignored her ill-chosen—and unfunny—joke and gazed at her thoughtfully. Placed an elbow on his desk and dropped his chin onto his palm. 
 
    She tried to act cool and indifferent, giving him time. But when she could stand the suspense no longer, she said, “Well? What’s your decision?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said, shaking his head. “I just don’t know.” 
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    “I’ve been doing this job a long time,” she said. “Longer than most operatives typically stay in the field. Longer than some survive. And for the majority of that time, I’ve worked alone, with little or no backup, in dangerous locations. I know my job.” 
 
    “Yes, you do,” Stallings answered. “In fact, I don’t disagree with anything you just said.” 
 
    “Then what’s the problem?” 
 
    “The problem is you’ve never tried to do that job while convinced you were responsible for your father’s murder.” 
 
    “I am responsible,” she said. She sensed this was a make-or-break moment and wanted to attack the CIA director’s line of reasoning head-on.  “And I’ll never get over that fact. The best I can hope for is eventually coming to grips with it.” 
 
    “Thank you for making my point.” 
 
    “I’m not finished yet.” 
 
    “Shocker.” 
 
    “Would you agree that over the last year-plus that we’ve been working together so closely, you’ve gotten to know me pretty well?” 
 
    Stallings leaned back in his chair and regarded her with mild curiosity. It was obvious he hadn’t quite deciphered where she was going with this argument, and that was a scenario Tracie doubted the longtime espionage pro often encountered. She considered that a win. 
 
    Maybe not enough to get her job back, but a win nonetheless. 
 
    “Yes,” he finally offered. “I’ll concede that. I believe I’ve gotten to know you pretty well.” 
 
    “And as a man who’s gotten to know me so well, what do you feel is the one thing that means more to me than anything else in the world? The one thing that gives me purpose? The one reason I believe I was put on this earth?” 
 
    He smiled. “Touché.” 
 
    “Answer the question,” she said. “Please. Humor me.” 
 
    “Okay. The answer is obvious. Your career in covert operations.” 
 
    “Yes. My career as a CIA officer. When I said the best I could hope for is learning to live with being the reason my father is dead, I was giving you honesty because I feel that’s what you deserve. But that honesty goes the other way, too. You also need to know that my job defines me, for better or for worse. And if I’m ever going to reach the kind of acceptance I need about my culpability in my father’s murder, I’m going to do it through work. Without my work I have no purpose. Without my work I have nothing. Without my work I am nothing.” 
 
    Aaron Stallings continued to eyeball her, leaning back in his chair, arms crossed over his chest. 
 
    Admitting she had nothing in her life besides her work as a covert operative was humiliating. It was something she’d never said out loud to anyone and in fact had only ever acknowledged herself in the wee hours of many sleepless nights. 
 
    But she knew deep down in her core that raw, naked honesty with the man who held her future in his hands was the only way she stood a chance at resuming her career. Certainly right now, maybe ever. If she tried to con him, whistling past the graveyard with a smile on her face and insincerity in her voice, he would see right through her. 
 
    And he would never let her back in the field. 
 
    “You understand,” he said, “my point is not that your career isn’t important to you. I’ve always known it was. It’s what makes you the case officer you are. My point is that you happen to have a career where you could be killed were you to be paralyzed by indecision at the wrong moment. Even more importantly, others could be killed. Innocents.” 
 
    “Of course I understand that. But when I’m working I’m totally focused. I block out distractions in order to get the job done. I’ve always worked that way.” 
 
    “You’ve never had to block out this kind of distraction.” 
 
    “I’m not disputing that. But I can do it. Nothing’s going to change in that regard just because I was responsible for my father’s death. Give me the chance and you’ll see. Please.” 
 
    More silence. Tracie feared the longer the silence dragged on, the less likely it was that Stallings would give her the answer she wanted. When he finally spoke, his words were not even close to anything she’d been expecting to hear. 
 
    “Your father would be very proud of you. In fact, I know without a shadow of a doubt he was very proud of you. You’re aware of that, correct?” 
 
    It took all the willpower she could muster not to shoot back, he would be proud I got him killed? But she doubted that particular response would accomplish much in the way of getting what she wanted, so she bit it back and instead said, “Thank you, sir. I hope so.” 
 
    “I know so. And yes, you can go back to work.” 
 
    “Right now?” 
 
    “Right now.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Don’t make me regret this decision.” 
 
    “I won’t, I promise.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “So what do you have for me?” 
 
    He smiled. Shook his head. Said, “You are something else, Tanner, you know that?” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment, sir.” 
 
    Without warning he switched gears, suddenly all business. “We’ve been hearing rumors over the last several months that the Soviets are making major improvements in their mobile radar systems. We believe they may be close to deploying highly efficient ground radars small and maneuverable enough to provide real value to tank operators and even individual troops on the battlefield. Have you heard anything in your travels in and out of the various Soviet states regarding this type of development?” 
 
    Tracie shook her head. “No, sir. I haven’t heard word one about that kind of equipment upgrade.” 
 
    Stallings nodded. “Perhaps it’s misinformation.” 
 
    “But you want me to see what I can find out.” 
 
    “Yes. And you’re going to do it in a very specific way.” 
 
    “I’m all ears.” 
 
    “What do you know about Ivan Gregorovich?” 
 
    Tracie raised her eyebrows. “If it’s the Ivan Gregorovich I’m thinking of, I know he’s in the very top tier of generals in the Red Army. He’s in charge of arms and hardware procurement for the entire Soviet military. Is that the guy we’re talking about?” 
 
    “The very same.” 
 
    She grinned for a half-second and said, “So you want me to beat the information out of him? Sounds fun.” 
 
    Stallings cleared his throat and grimaced. “No, Tanner. No one’s beating anyone. I had something a little more subtle in mind.” 
 
    “To each his own, I guess. You’re the boss, what do you want me to do?” 
 
    This time Stallings grinned. And it wasn’t a momentary smile, it was wide and delighted and reminded Tracie of the big, bad wolf. 
 
    “You’re going to love it,” he said. 
 
    “I suddenly doubt that.” 
 
    “Did you know General Gregorovich has a child?” 
 
    Tracie shrugged, mystified. “Well, no, but I’ll take your word for it. What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “Gregorovich’s daughter, Irina, is turning twenty-one, and this coming Saturday evening, the general is hosting a massive birthday party for his little princess.” 
 
    “Okayyyy.” She didn’t think she liked where this was going. 
 
    “As you know, Gregorovich is rumored to do much of his work from home. Which means, of course, it would stand to reason he keeps many of his records regarding procurements inside his home office. Duplicates, at least, if not the originals.” 
 
    “You want me to break in and see what I can find.” 
 
    “You’re on the right track, but not quite.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “We managed to get our hands on one of the invitations Gregorovich sent out for Irina’s birthday bash. Our forgers have produced one just for you. You will attend this little get-together, and sometime during the evening will slip out of the party and into his office. You will search for anything that might indicate whether this advanced ground radar is actually happening or not. 
 
    “In and out,” he concluded. “Nice and easy.” 
 
    Tracie sighed. “A party.” 
 
    “Sounds like an enjoyable evening, right?” 
 
    “I hate parties. I assume there will be dancing?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t be a party without dancing.” 
 
    “I hate dancing, too.” 
 
    Stallings’ smile had never left his face but now it widened even further. “Nobody ever said this job would be easy, Tanner.” 
 
    “Can’t I just go with Plan A and beat it out of Gregorovich instead?” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll have a lovely time mingling in Soviet high society.” 
 
    She shook her head and sighed again. “Is there anything else?” 
 
    “Yes. Make sure you look pretty.” 
 
    “Ugh.” 
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    Gregorovich’s home was stunning. To call it palatial, Tracie thought, would probably be doing a disservice to the word. Three-story granite construction made the place look more like a Hollywood celebrity’s digs than the living quarters of a Soviet military man, even if that man was one of the highest-ranking generals in the USSR. 
 
    The driveway was long and straight, terminating in a roundabout that allowed vehicles to drop off their passengers and continue on to the street without the necessity of backing up and then reversing course. The lengthy approach afforded Tracie an extended view of her target, and although she’d studied photographs and diagrams of the general’s home, none of the CIA’s intel had done the structure justice. 
 
    With its high, sweeping arches and airy porticoes, Gregorovich’s residence appeared strikingly out of place when contrasted with the more-traditional Russian architecture that was everywhere in Moscow. For a moment Tracie was transported back to her youth, to one of the very few vacations an American army general and high-ranking state department official had had the free time to take with their only child. 
 
    It was a trip up the east coast when she was twelve that included a stop in Newport, Rhode Island. While there, Tracie and her family had toured several of the nineteenth-century mansions constructed by wealthy American industrialists of the time. The homes were massive and gaudy, and Tracie thought that if Gregorovich’s house were to be plucked out of Moscow and dropped onto the Atlantic coast of Newport, it would look perfectly at home. 
 
    The cab ground to a halt, its brakes stuttering and squealing, the vehicle an East German Trabant of early 1960s vintage that had found its way to Russia. Its grille was partially smashed and three of the four fenders were colors other than the car’s original robin’s egg blue. Every time the driver hit the gas, an ominous knocking sound came from under the hood and the car bucked and complained before eventually picking up speed. 
 
    Tracie wasted no time paying the man and exiting the vehicle. She included a generous tip for the driver, figuring if he was still piloting a car built sometime shortly after her birth and clearly coming apart at the seams, he could probably use the money. 
 
    He grinned, showing off a mouthful of mostly missing teeth, thanked her profusely in Russian and then pulled away, a small cloud of purple-black smoke billowing from the Trabant’s tailpipe. 
 
    Now it was her turn to smile. She lingered at the walkway, trying to decide whether any of the party’s other guests would arrive in a more decrepit vehicle. 
 
    It seemed highly unlikely. 
 
    The condition of the car had given her pause when it arrived six blocks from her CIA safe house to pick her up. Her preference would have been to show up in something a little less memorable. But walking to Gregorovich’s home was out of the question; it was just too far. And stealing a car just to drive across the city seemed unwise. 
 
    Typically, the agency provided case officers using of this particular Moscow safe house with a handful of legally registered vehicles for use during their assignments. But the current stable was seriously depleted, with only one car remaining, and Tracie thought it might be a good idea to save it for later, when she might need safe, legal transportation. 
 
    For now, at least, that car would remain on the sidelines. 
 
    Her other option would have been to take the bus, but a young woman dressed in a slinky, body-hugging maroon gown riding an ancient Moscow city bus at this time of the evening would probably be more noteworthy—and thus more memorable—than the same young woman stepping out of an ancient cab. 
 
    She glanced toward the massive home and decided she’d made the right decision. Undoubtedly Red Army soldiers were on the property acting in a security capacity, but none of them were currently in sight. 
 
    In fact, nobody was currently in sight. Presumably someone was checking tickets at the door, but if so that person was standing inside the house on what was turning out to be an unseasonably cold evening. The first floor of the mansion was brightly lit, and Tracie could see people mingling through many of the windows on the west side. Clearly, that was where the party was taking place, and just as clearly none of the guests were interested in leaving the warmth of the home and partying outside. 
 
    She hurried up the walkway—its brick pavers were immaculately maintained—and opened the front door without knocking. Standing just to the right was a young kid in a Soviet Army uniform. He looked bored but at the same time uneasy. 
 
    Tracie smiled at him and eased the door closed. She fished the forged ticket out of her coat pocket and handed it to him, saying in Russian, “Good evening. It is colder out tonight than I expected,” just trying to make conversation with the kid. 
 
    He glanced perfunctorily at the forgery, focusing on it for no more than three seconds before returning it to her. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, it is,” he said. Then he stepped away from the door and put his back to the wall, dismissing her from his attention. 
 
    The source of his discomfort seemed plain to Tracie. He was an army private, maybe nineteen years old, and he’d been tasked with keeping uninvited guests out of the home of one of the highest-ranking generals in the entire Soviet Union. She guessed he was less concerned with keeping the wrong people away than with pissing off guests who weren’t interested in commingling with unimportant little soldiers like himself. 
 
    He probably assumed all it would take to face a court martial would be the wrong word to the wrong high-society Muscovite, so his version of “security” was to make sure the arriving guests were actually carrying tickets. Then he would will himself invisible, wait for them to go on their way, and hope the next person through the door didn’t bring about the end of his military career before it even really got started. 
 
    She couldn’t blame him, and guessed his instincts were probably spot-on. In any event, his hands-off approach to security worked just fine for her. 
 
    To the left of the door was an open closet approximately the size of the bedroom in her D.C. apartment. She shrugged out of her coat and hung it up, then passed the still-anxious-to-remain-invisible army private on her way to what looked like a large sitting room big enough to serve as a practice arena for the Harlem Globetrotters. 
 
    Disco/club music blasted out of speakers that were nowhere to be seen as people—mostly in their late teens or early twenties and more or less evenly split between men and women—talked in small groups, many holding glasses of champagne or vodka. Tracie had been briefed on the general’s family, of course, but a quick scan of the partygoers revealed none of them, not even the birthday girl, Irina. 
 
    Another Red Army private approached her holding a tray of champagne glasses. He offered her one and she took it with a smile, but this kid didn’t seem any more at ease than the one at the door. 
 
    He nodded uncomfortably and walked away. 
 
    I know how you feel, comrade, she thought. Tracie Tanner was nobody’s idea of a party girl, even on her own time and in her home country. She never had been, not even in high school and college when so many of her peers were experimenting with drugs and alcohol. 
 
    But the glass provided at least a small prop and a way to keep her hands occupied. She sensed some of the guests checking her out and hoped not everyone in the room knew each other. It seemed unlikely, but who the hell knew? 
 
    Her thirtieth birthday was rapidly approaching, and given the fact that nearly everyone in the room seemed to be somewhere in the neighborhood of a decade younger, she thanked her lucky stars for her genetic makeup, or whatever it was that made her look much closer to twenty than thirty. 
 
    Growing up she’d always hated appearing younger than her actual age. She recalled her sixteenth birthday, when she’d complained about still looking twelve. Her father had grinned and told her, “Just give it ten or fifteen years. You’ll love it then.” 
 
    Damned if he wasn’t right, she thought. She doubted it had occurred to him that she might use that genetic benefit to her advantage at a birthday party for a Soviet general’s daughter. But then again, she’d always felt as a child that her dad knew everything. Maybe her current situation wouldn’t have surprised him too much, after all. 
 
    Out of nowhere the memory of her father caused her to be overcome with an almost physical sense of pain and loss. She realized she’d stopped walking and was standing motionless in one corner of the big room, staring off into the distance, utterly unaware of the bustle of activity taking place around her. 
 
    She forced the thoughts of her father from her mind and instead focused on Aaron Stallings’ reluctance to allow her to return to work. 
 
    This sort of thing is exactly what he was talking about. 
 
    It was a good way to get herself caught or even killed. 
 
    She took a deep breath and resumed her slow stroll around the room. At the far end was a set of French doors that were standing open, and from this angle she could see more partygoers mingling on the other side. Maybe Irina Gregorovich—and much more importantly, her father—were somewhere in that room. 
 
    Her plan was to wait at least a couple of hours to access General Gregorovich’s study. By then, there was a much greater likelihood people would be drunk, or at least somewhat impaired, and thus presumably less likely to notice her absence. But before she could even think about accomplishing her mission, she wanted to pin down the general’s whereabouts. It certainly wouldn’t do to break into his study with him inside it. 
 
    She had taken three steps in the direction of the French doors when a hand dropped onto her shoulder from behind. 
 
    A male voice said, “Hold it right there. Don’t I know you?” 
 
    She froze. 
 
    She’d had to leave her Beretta at the safe house because there was quite simply nowhere to place a weapon that wouldn’t have been obvious under her nearly sheer dress. She had managed to strap a lock-picking kit and tiny camera high on her right inner thigh, and to sheath a combat knife onto her left, but things would get messy in a hurry if she had to pull it out here. 
 
    The Red Army soldiers roaming the house might be uncomfortable with their duty as security guards and waiters, but they were still armed. 
 
    She took a deep breath and waited to see what would happen next. 
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    Nothing happened next. 
 
    She waited for a further challenge as she slipped her champagne glass into her left hand and then eased her right hand down to mid-thigh, prepared to yank up her dress and unsheathe her knife. She wanted to avoid accessing it in the middle of this party filled with civilians if at all possible, but she would fight her way out of Gregorovich’s house if she had to, or die trying. 
 
    Her heart was pounding, adrenaline racing, but still the man who’d stopped her made no move to challenge her further. As far as she could tell, nobody besides him was paying the least bit of attention to her. 
 
    So she spun to face her assailant. 
 
    And saw not with an armed Soviet soldier but with a teenaged Russian partygoer. 
 
    The kid was perhaps twenty—maybe younger—and Tracie was immediately one hundred percent certain she’d never seen him before. Why would she have? He was obviously a Russian high school or college student, probably friends with Irina Gregorovich. 
 
    Or his father was a Soviet general. 
 
    Or his mother played bridge with Gregorovich’s wife. 
 
    Or something else just as benign. 
 
    But now that the kid had worked up the courage to stop the object of his affection in mid-stride, he had no idea what to do with her. Uncertainty flickered in his eyes when Tracie turned to face him, but he never lowered his hand, either. It just slipped from her right shoulder as she spun around and came to rest on her left. 
 
    I don’t have time for this. 
 
    She made a point of lowering her gaze to stare at his shoes, and then she raised it slowly, making it obvious she was sizing him up. The kid was at least ten years younger than Tracie, but he was a good deal taller, and she had to crane her neck to look into his face. By the time she did, she’d put cold steel into her eyes. 
 
    The kid’s own eyes widened and he took a step back. 
 
    “Excuse me?” she said in Russian, speaking slowly and enunciating her words. 
 
    “Uh, I um. I mean, I said I thought I knew you.” 
 
    “No you didn’t.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that?” He swallowed heavily. 
 
    “Oh, you said it, but you didn’t really think you knew me.” 
 
    “Um, I uh, I guess not, no. But I thought I might like to.” 
 
    She crooked her finger and the kid moved forward slightly. She motioned him further and he finally understood. 
 
    He leaned down and she spoke softly into his ear. With the music blasting and the steady buzz of a dozen high-volume conversations taking place at the same time, there was little chance of anyone else hearing her words, but she didn’t want to shout what she was about to say. 
 
    “If you ever put so much as a finger on my body again, do you know what’s going to happen to you?” 
 
    He swallowed again. Shook his head wordlessly. 
 
    “I’m going to reach between your legs and grab your balls with my fist. And when I do, I won’t stop squeezing until they splatter like grapes and you’re left singing soprano for the rest of your life. Am I making myself clear?” 
 
    He nodded enthusiastically, jaw hanging open. 
 
    “Say it,” she demanded. 
 
    “Yes. I mean, no. I mean, I won’t bother you anymore, I promise.” 
 
    “Good,” Tracie said. “Now run along and play with somebody your own age.” 
 
    The kid backed away, still nodding. He reminded Tracie of one of the bobble head animals that people used to put in the rear windows of their cars when she was a little girl. When he decided he’d put enough distance between them that it might be safe to turn his back on her, he did so and hurried away. 
 
    She glanced around the big room. A couple of people were looking her way, but no one seemed overly interested in the exchange that had just taken place. Nobody appeared alarmed. The entire interaction between the young Russian lothario and Tracie had probably taken no more than twenty seconds, although it had felt much longer to her. To anyone watching it had probably looked exactly like what it was—a boy approached a girl at the party and she shot him down. 
 
    The absurdity of the situation hit her like a freight train, and she had to work to keep from laughing out loud. Her response to being hit on by a Russian teenager had probably been a little over the top—okay, a lot over the top, she thought—but at the moment she’d turned to face what she’d interpreted as a threat she’d been seconds away from drawing her combat knife and filleting the kid. 
 
    And likely getting gunned down in the aftermath. 
 
    She had long ago learned stress could cause people to do all sorts of out-of-character things, and she supposed she could consider what she’d said to the kid to be Exhibit A of that theorem. 
 
    But the situation did complicate matters in terms of accomplishing her mission. Without knowing the kid’s identity she had no way of guessing who he might tell about the crazy chick in the slinky maroon dress and what she had said to him. 
 
    Probably he wouldn’t say a word to anyone; after all, what high school or college boy is going to advertise the fact he’s just gone down in flames with a girl? 
 
    On the other hand, a consideration of the possible worst-case scenario was enough to give Tracie pause. What if he happened to be good friends with Irina Gregorovich? Or even worse, what if he was related to the girl, say her cousin? And what if he made a beeline for Irina and told either her or her father a version of what had happened that made him look like an innocent victim? 
 
    Which he sort of was, Tracie had to admit. 
 
    In that scenario, it was possible the general himself might search out the wayward female partygoer and either confront her, which would put far too great a spotlight on her, or even worse, eject her from the party, which would obviously make completing her assignment impossible. 
 
    Was the worst-case scenario likely to occur? Probably not. There were already a lot of people at Irina Gregorovich’s party, and more continued to arrive every few minutes. The kid would probably have a hard time even finding Gregorovich, must less spilling his guts to the man. 
 
    But it was possible, and Tracie decided on the spot that she needed to adjust her timeline. She could no longer afford to wait two or three hours for people to begin getting comfortably numb before trying to access General Gregorovich’s home office. 
 
    She needed to move now. 
 
    The staircase leading to the mansion’s second floor was a wide, sweeping affair that looked like something Scarlett O’Hara might use. It was also located directly across the foyer from the front door. 
 
    Where the Soviet soldier was stationed checking invitations. 
 
    She began strolling in the direction the kid had gone after she scolded him. By now he was nowhere to be seen. She paused in front of one of the windows facing the front yard, leaning against the wall and pretending to sip champagne as she peered out into the night. 
 
    A group of three young women were moving up the walkway toward the front door, all wearing dresses that made Tracie’s look matronly. She pushed away from the window and waited for the girls to enter the home. 
 
    The front door opened and after a short delay, presumably caused by the soldier glancing at their invitations, the trio entered the sitting room and immediately signaled for champagne. The same soldier who had served Tracie hurried over to them and they emptied his tray. 
 
    He turned toward the kitchen and Tracie again checked the area in front of the house. 
 
    For the moment it was empty: no partygoers approaching, and no cars motoring up the driveway. 
 
    It was time to move. 
 
    She crossed the room, moving quickly, and in seconds had entered the foyer. The soldier glanced up at her in surprise; she was probably the first person tonight he’d seen moving away from the party rather than toward it. 
 
    He looked away disinterestedly but raised his eyebrows when it became clear she was focusing on him. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir,” she said in Russian. She did her best to make her voice soft and feminine, innocent and unthreatening. The exact opposite of how she’d approached the teen boy a couple of minutes ago. 
 
    “Yes? What is it?” 
 
    “General Gregorovich asked me to tell you he needs you in the other room immediately.” 
 
    “The general? Asked you to get me?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “What does he want? I am not supposed to leave my post.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I do not know. He just asked me to get you. It seemed urgent.” It was as far as Tracie could go. The notion that a man as powerful as General Gregorovich had requested help from a young woman inside his own home was an unlikely one; it would be completely unbelievable to think he’d shared his reasoning with her. 
 
    She fell silent and waited as the young soldier considered his options. Any moment now he would realize he had none. Despite what he’d been told about not leaving his post he could not afford to ignore a summons from a general in the Soviet army. 
 
    Maybe three seconds later the young man huffed and said, “Where is the general?” 
 
    “In the room behind this one.” She gestured with her champagne glass toward the sitting room. 
 
    He huffed again. 
 
    Then he walked off in that direction, moving quickly, without another word. 
 
    The second he turned the corner she was across the foyer and climbing the stairs.
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    Tracie had gained entry into Russia three days ago in her usual manner. She departed Washington National Airport in the CIA’s Gulfstream G4, landing in Helsinki, Finland after a stop for fuel in northern Italy. 
 
    Upon deplaning, she was met by a mysterious Finnish fishing boat captain who’d been contracted with the agency for years—decades, maybe—to ferry operatives into and out of northwest Russia via the Gulf of Finland. For obvious reasons, neither Tracie nor the captain knew each other’s real names, and Tracie had long thought of the man as the “Gorton’s Fisherman.” He had driven her along the rocky Finnish coast to a hideaway where he’d left his boat moored. It was in a different location every time Tracie had ever taken the trip, and the area was so remote, with so many crevasses and lonely inlets, that she knew she could make the trip another thousand times and never shove off from the same place twice. 
 
    The crossing from Finland to Russia took anywhere from ninety minutes to two-and-a-half hours, depending on weather conditions, and also whether or not the little boat was intercepted by the Soviets, who monitored the area heavily. When that happened, Tracie was forced to take refuge under a false bottom built into the deck, waiting as the Soviet patrol reviewed the Gorton’s Fisherman’s official paperwork permitting him to fish the Russian portion of the gulf. 
 
    This particular crossing had gone smoothly, although it was never a comfortable ride in the open boat. After about an hour and forty minutes, Tracie had found herself wading out of the gulf’s chilly water onto a deserted beach outside the tiny Russian town of Vistino. 
 
    From there she had hiked a little less than ten miles and picked up an agency car—an ancient but anonymous-looking Russian Lada—for the drive to Moscow and her CIA safe house. 
 
    The trip was long and tiring, but the trans-oceanic portion of it on the agency Gulfstream offered her plenty of peace and quiet, as well as several uninterrupted hours to study her intel and review her mission plan until she felt as comfortable as possible with it. 
 
    In this case, she had spent a large bulk of that study time reviewing the diagram of General Gregorovich’s home. She had committed the layout of all three floors, as well as the basement, to memory, studying it until she thought she could navigate the home in the dark if necessary. 
 
    So the minute she started up the stairs she knew exactly where she needed to go. The door providing access to Gregorovich’s home office was located roughly midway along a central second-floor hallway on the left. The doorway would be closed and it would be locked. 
 
    According to the intel it was always left closed and locked. That made sense, Tracie thought, given the sensitive nature of much of a high-ranking Soviet general’s work. 
 
    She knew something else as she hit the staircase—there was no chance the general would open his home to any number of strangers, many of them young people, and leave his office unguarded. 
 
    By the time she reached the halfway point of her climb, where the elaborate staircase began its long, sweeping turn to the left, Tracie slowed her pace and began wobbling, weaving from side to side, slopping champagne out of her glass. She kept her attention focused squarely on the second floor hallway as it came into sight, wanting to discern the location of the inevitable Red Army sentry before he spotted her. 
 
    Or at least at the same time. 
 
    She was four steps from the top when she saw him. He looked a little older than the young men who’d been put to work downstairs. He was slouched against the wall outside Gregorovich’s closed office door examining his fingernails, the very picture of a man bored to distraction. It was clear he didn’t think he’d be doing any real work tonight. 
 
    That all changed when he caught Tracie’s movement out of the corner of his eye. He straightened instantly and reached for the Makarov holstered at his hip as he turned to face her. 
 
    She grinned drunkenly and stumbled, continuing to climb the stairs. It was important to give the sentry the impression she was no threat to him, just a harmless party girl who’d had too much to drink. But it was also vitally important she get onto the solid footing of the hallway before trying to take the man down. 
 
    If she couldn’t manage that, she would find herself at a distinct disadvantage, even more so than she already was. 
 
    She wobbled and weaved as the sentry took a couple of steps in her direction. That was good. He hadn’t said anything yet and that was also good. But what was very good was that he hadn’t yet drawn his weapon. 
 
    Her deception was working. 
 
    So far. 
 
    At the top of the stairs she allowed her momentum to carry her across the hallway. She collided with the far wall and bounced off, being careful to strike it softly with the side of her upper body to avoid making any noise that could be heard on the first floor. The music was still blasting, so it seemed unlikely anyone would hear anything softer than a gunshot, but Tracie wasn’t taking any chances. 
 
    She hoped crashing into the wall accomplished two goals: emphasizing to the guard she was drunk and harmless, but more importantly giving the man time to approach to within arm’s reach. 
 
    She had to get him within arm’s reach. 
 
    He was maybe eight feet away when he finally challenged her. “What are you doing? You should not be up here.” He spoke authoritatively but also calmly and quietly, and while his hand still hovered near his weapon, the gun remained holstered and thus useless to him. 
 
    She met his eyes and widened her drunken smile. “It is too hot and too loud down there.” 
 
    “Go outside then. You cannot be up here.” 
 
    He was still hanging just out of her reach. 
 
    She dropped to one knee and mumbled, “I need the bathroom. Where is the bathroom, I think I’m going to be…” She placed her champagne glass on the floor and clapped her hands to her mouth. 
 
    Finally the sentry closed the gap between them. He placed his hand roughly on her shoulder and said, “You cannot use any bathrooms up here. You must go back downstairs.” 
 
    She moaned into her hands but didn’t answer. 
 
    “I said you must go downstairs!” He dropped into a crouch in front of her and reached both hands under her armpits as if to force her to her feet. 
 
    Only then did Tracie move. She raised her hands, palms lifted as though she were an outlaw surrendering to the police. 
 
    But she wasn’t surrendering to anyone. She shoved hard with her arms and drove forward with her legs, forcing her hands under his chin at his neck. His jaw was half open as he spoke and now it closed with an audible click. His head snapped back and he cracked his skull on the hallway floor as he sprawled full length onto his back, stunned and moaning. 
 
    Tracie scuttled forward and unsnapped the sentry’s holster, taking away his weapon and training it on him. She remained perfectly still, controlling her breathing, tamping down on the adrenaline racing through her system as she listened closely for any unusual activity on the first floor, anything that would indicate someone had heard the brief struggle. 
 
    The hallway was carpeted and she hoped the thump of the man’s skull striking the floor had been muffled by the driving bass track of the dance music playing much too loudly downstairs, but plenty of operatives had been killed thanks to faulty assumptions, and she didn’t intend to join their ranks. 
 
    So she waited, crouched a few feet from the Soviet guard, listening for any unusual activity coming from the first floor or the stairs but watching the guard closely. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    The music blared. 
 
    The buzz of conversation continued. 
 
    Still she waited. 
 
    When a good thirty seconds had elapsed and no one came rushing up the stairs, she got to work. The guard’s eyes were open but glazed and she doubted he represented much of a threat. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    But he was only dazed and it wouldn’t take him long to recover. Despite the fury with which she’d struck, he probably wouldn’t be suffering from much more than a bad headache and a very sore neck when his brain finished rebooting. 
 
    She pushed to her feet and towered over him, holding his Makarov pistol directly in front of his eyes. Then she waited, allowing his fuzzy vision to clear enough to focus on the weapon. 
 
    His expression told her quite clearly when that had happened. 
 
    Then she eased to the floor next to his head and leaned down like a lover coming in for a kiss. But unlike a lover, she slowly lowered the gun until she’d placed the barrel directly against the man’s forehead. 
 
    Then she pressed her lips to his ear. She spoke softly but enunciated clearly. “You are going to lie perfectly still until I tell you to move. Nod slowly if you understand.” 
 
    For a tense moment nothing happened. Tracie wasn’t sure whether the solider was simply trying to get his still-fuzzy brain to decipher the meaning of her words, or whether he was actually calculating the odds of success should he choose to make a move for his gun. 
 
    Then he nodded. 
 
    Slowly, exactly as instructed. 
 
    The gun barrel was still pressed to his forehead and it scraped his skin as his head moved up and down. 
 
    “Good,” she whispered. “Do not get stupid. If you get stupid, you die. Nod if you understand.” 
 
    He nodded again, this time with no hesitation. 
 
    She moved just far enough to take herself out reach should the guard suddenly get brave and stupid. Then she pulled her dress to her hips. The guard’s eyes widened comically. If the situation had been different she would have laughed out loud. 
 
    Instead she just smiled grimly and dropped to her left knee. She steadied the gun on her upraised right knee, keeping it trained center-mass on the prone soldier. 
 
    To her left thigh she had strapped her combat knife, but she ignored that. Instead she reached for her right thigh, to which she’d strapped her lock picking tools and a tiny camera. 
 
    She removed the tools and turned to the doorknob, moving quickly. Every second that passed with the guard lying unrestrained made a negative outcome that much more likely. He represented little threat to her, flat on his back and weaponless, but if he decided to attack she wasn’t sure she could disable him quietly enough a second time to avoid drawing the attention of the guard manning the door downstairs. He would almost certainly be back at his post by now. 
 
    And there was another reason for haste.  
 
    Tracie’s actions at the front door a few minutes ago had been sufficient to allow her to access the home’s second floor, but General Gregorovich’s suspicions would be raised when the sentry came to him and told him a young partygoer had passed a message that the general required his presence. 
 
    How he responded to those suspicions would be anyone’s guess. But her mission would not be completed successfully if he were to check on the security of his office and find an armed CIA officer breaking into that office. 
 
    She manipulated her tools, concentrating as much as possible on the lock. It was not easy doing so with the knowledge a Red Army soldier lay just a few feet away, a man who undoubtedly wanted nothing more than revenge for the beating he’d just taken. 
 
    But the lock wasn’t much more complex that something an average American homeowner would place on the bathroom door, and after less than a minute she smiled as it popped. It was clear Gregorovich had never seriously considered the possibility his home office might be targeted. Tracie supposed the home’s location—practically in the shadow of the Kremlin—probably had a lot to do with that bit of self-deception. 
 
    She turned the knob and pushed open the door. Then she got to her feet and waved the gun barrel between the sentry and the office, her message clear: get inside. 
 
    The man steadied himself against the hallway wall as he got to his feet. He was either still wobbly or pretending to be. Tracie backed away slightly and then fell in right on his heels, prepared in the event he got the bright idea of slamming the door and stranding her in the hallway. 
 
    The office was nothing more than a converted bedroom, and even with just the light spilling in from the hallway Tracie could see a large desk placed on the right side of the room and a bank of metal filing cabinets lining the wall to the left. 
 
    The soldier walked to the middle of the room and Tracie said, “Stop right there.” 
 
    He did so. She flipped a switch next to the door and a ceiling light flashed on. 
 
    “Get on your knees,” she said. 
 
    “Please, do not kill me.” 
 
    “I’ll kill you if you don’t get on your knees right now.” 
 
    The man sank to his knees, still facing away from Tracie. He was trying to remain calm but was breathing heavily and it was obvious he thought he was about to die. 
 
    Tracie walked up behind him and clubbed him in the back of the skull with his own Makarov. 
 
    He toppled onto his side and lay still. 
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    Tracie raced out the office door and grabbed her champagne glass off the carpet. Remarkably, she didn’t appear to have spilled a drop besides what she’d slopped intentionally on the staircase. She returned to the office, closed and locked the door, and got down to work. 
 
    Time was at a premium, and logic would suggest that any specifications regarding the portable Soviet radar system rumored to be under development would be stored somewhere inside one of the four filing cabinets lined up like silver metal soldiers to her left. 
 
    But Tracie wasn’t so sure about that. A radar system small enough and portable enough to allow grunts in the field to pin down the locations of their enemies would be revolutionary, and she thought that if such a system were real and close to being ready for deployment, it would probably take up a great deal of General Gregorovich’s time and attention. 
 
    Which meant he wouldn’t want to pull all his materials out of a filing cabinet every day. 
 
    Which meant a better place to start looking would be his desk. 
 
    She stepped over the body of the Soviet soldier. He was still unmoving, but Tracie knew it wouldn’t take his brain long to begin rebooting again, although after a second blow to the head in a matter of two or three minutes, he wouldn’t be waking up immediately. Still, she would need to keep a close eye on him. 
 
    General Gregorovich’s desk was big, although compared to the monstrosity in Aaron Stallings’ home office it was strictly minor league. She noticed one thing immediately, however. The three drawers on the left side were not fitted with locks, nor were the three on the right. The single drawer in the middle, directly above the chair well, was the only one that was lockable. 
 
    This made it the only one Tracie cared about. 
 
    She’d tossed her lock picking tools onto the carpet after breaking into the room and now she retrieved them and got to work. The lock on the drawer was only marginally more complex than the one on the doorknob, and despite the fact that picking locks had never been Tracie’s best skill, inside of a minute she’d pulled the drawer open and begun examining its contents. 
 
    A sheaf of official-looking papers sat beneath a tangle of pens and pencils. Tracie pulled the paperwork out of the drawer and laid it on the desktop. Then she began scanning everything, looking for any reference to “portable radar” or “ground troops,” or anything else that might indicate the documents were in any way related to her mission. She was so focused on searching for out those specific keywords it took maybe thirty seconds to recognize the significance of what she’d found. 
 
    When she did, she blinked hard and shook her head. 
 
    Slowed down and actually concentrated on what she was reading. 
 
    And felt a creeping sense of horror begin to overtake her. 
 
    She swallowed heavily and set the top page aside. Then she moved to the second page and began reading it over, only long enough to determine whether it was related to the subject of the first page. 
 
    It was. 
 
    She thumbed through each succeeding page, eyes wide. All the documents that had been stored in the locked drawer were in regard to the same subject. And that subject made Tracie forget all about portable ground radars. 
 
    She glanced across the room at the Red Army soldier. He still lay face down and unmoving on the floor, blood trickling onto the carpet from his second head wound. 
 
    She was reaching for her miniature camera when she heard a male voice outside the door. The voice sounded annoyed. The man cursed in Russian then said, “Aniskevich, where the hell are you?” 
 
    The question was followed by a jiggling of the doorknob, but Tracie was already moving. She vaulted the desk and landed softly on the carpet between the desk and the door. By the time she could hear the key scratching in the lock she had flipped off the light switch and was in position. 
 
    The door pushed open slowly and as it did the light from the hallway began illuminating the interior of the office, a yellow piece of pie steadily increasing in size. The new arrival had the door half open when the light fell upon Aniskevich’s body. The door stopped moving and for a moment nothing happened. 
 
    Then a large figure entered the office, moving slowly. Tracie assumed it was General Gregorovich. She had no idea whether or not he was armed, but decided there was nothing to lose by assuming he was. 
 
    She knew shooting him had to be her last option if she wanted any reasonable chance of escaping the mansion alive. But the angle was all wrong for bludgeoning him like she’d done with the Russian sentry. Aniskevich had been kneeling on the floor, but Gregorovich was standing. And he wasn’t a small man. 
 
    But it was her best shot so she took it. She gripped the gun in her right hand, shoulder height, butt protruding below the meat of her fist. The moment his left shoulder cleared the door, Tracie swung the Makarov at his head, an overhand strike that clipped the side of his skull. 
 
    He staggered right and dropped to one knee and Tracie leapt out from behind the door. Before he could react she was on him again, this time putting him down with a second blow, flush to the head. He dropped to the floor next to the sentry, who was only now beginning to moan and stir. She took a moment to frisk Gregorovich for a weapon and discovered he was unarmed. 
 
    Time was running out and she knew it. Christ, she thought. Pretty soon this office is going to be the most crowded room in the house. 
 
    She picked her way around the two bodies. There was no time to photograph the papers and she sure as hell wasn’t going to leave without taking evidence of what she’d found. She thought it might be possible to conceal three sheets of paper under her dress, so she grabbed the top three, folded them in half and then folded them again. 
 
    Then she shoved them into her bra, pausing only long enough to ensure none of the sheaves were visible over the top of her dress. 
 
    She gathered up her lock picking tools and re-strapped them to her thigh before stepping into the hallway. Hopefully both men would stay incapacitated long enough for her to make her escape, but who the hell knew at this point? 
 
    There was nowhere left in her outfit to hide the sentry’s Makarov so she ejected the magazine and tossed it to the far end of the hallway. She cleared the chambered round and threw it down the hallway as well. Then she leaned back into the office and pitched the now-empty weapon into the far corner. 
 
    She pulled the door closed and turned toward the staircase. 
 
    Tracie prepared to resume her drunk party girl routine with the sentry at the front door. It would be a hard sell since she’d fooled him into leaving his post earlier, but she was running out of options—as well as time—and had little alternative but to try. Worst-case scenario, she would stumble in his direction and hopefully distract him long enough to pull her combat knife. Then she would put him down with it and disappear out the front door. 
 
    It wasn’t the best escape plan she’d ever formulated, but this mission had gone sideways in a hurry. She was now strictly in survival mode. 
 
    She rounded the corner and began staggering/weaving like she’d done a few minutes ago, only moving considerably faster. She stopped the moment she got a good look at the front door, though. A different sentry was standing there. Apparently Gregorovich had been angry enough with the first kid for leaving his post that he’d replaced him. 
 
    The guard lifted his eyes and did a double take at the sight of a woman in a party dress descending the stairs instead of his commanding officer. 
 
    “Where is General Gregorovich?” the man said. “And who are you?” 
 
    Instantly she changed her plan. Her walk became saucy and she winked at the sentry. “The general will be down in a few minutes. He needs a little time to…recover.” 
 
    The man’s eyes widened comically. He opened his mouth to answer, but clearly had no idea what to say. Bewildered, he moved aside without further comment to allow Tracie to pass. 
 
    She stepped into the mammoth closet and grabbed her coat, shrugging it on quickly. Then she stepped to the front door, the astonished soldier still eyeing her closely. 
 
    She winked again and blew him a kiss, then exited the home and began strolling leisurely in the direction of the driveway. 
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    June 11, 1988 
 
    10:05 p.m. 
 
    Moscow, Russia, USSR 
 
      
 
    A number of guests had parked their cars along the edge of the driveway in the area beyond the roundabout, facing the street. Tracie set out in their direction, certain the guard was suspicious and watching her closely. 
 
    She hoped he would lose interest or get distracted before she arrived at the vehicles and had to pick one to pretend to get into. They were likely all locked, and she guessed the odds of being able to pull her lock picking tools out from under her dress and pick a car’s door lock in the dark while making it look like she was using a key were roughly equivalent to the odds of winning the lottery and getting struck by lightning. 
 
    On the same day. 
 
    The driveway was paved and smooth, the polar opposite of the condition of most of Moscow’s roads, and Tracie took her time approaching the parked cars. Every instinct was telling her to run, that she had just seconds left before the groggy soldier or General Gregorovich regained consciousness enough in the upstairs office to raise an alarm. 
 
    But the damned front door sentry was still watching her. She spun in a lazy circle, pretending to look at the stars and enjoy the cool but beautiful spring evening, and as she did she observed the man leaning against the side of the house, smoking a cigarette and tracking her progress. 
 
    She smiled and waved and kept walking. 
 
    She couldn’t tell whether he smiled in return or not, but she doubted it because he most definitely did not wave. 
 
    Goddammit. 
 
    By now she had nearly reached the rear bumper of the car parked nearest the house. Her plan, although calling it a “plan” represented what she felt was a gross exaggeration, was to continue walking as slowly as she could reasonably get away with, moving along the row of cars until arriving at the first one in the line. Once there she would crouch in front of the vehicle, pretending to examine a flat tire. As soon as she was out of sight of the guard she would continue as far toward the road as possible before emerging from behind the vehicles’ cover. 
 
    Then she would pull off her heels and run like hell. 
 
    Not a great escape plan. Not even a lousy escape plan, really, particularly given the distance she would have to cover just to reach the street. But it was the best she could come up with under the circumstances. 
 
    Halfway along the length of cars now. Another spin would only raise the guard’s suspicions more, so this time Tracie simply turned her head and glanced back. 
 
    He was still watching, and had even begun walking in her direction. Not a lot, he’d only gone ten or so feet into the yard, but it didn’t strike Tracie as a positive development. 
 
    She kept moving, the number of remaining cars shrinking rapidly. By the time she reached the rear bumper of the front car, a voice from in front of the house called, “Excuse me, miss, what exactly are you doing out here?” 
 
    Tracie reached down and removed her shoes, one after the other. She pretended not to hear the man and picked up her pace. 
 
    She reached the front of the lead car a second or two later. Bent down as if to examine the tire, aware the guard was still coming, ready to sprint for the street, unsure what the hell she was going to do once she got there if a Red Army soldier with a gun was hot on her heels. 
 
    From inside the house came the sound of screams and shouted cries of alarm. One of the men Tracie had cold-cocked had obviously recovered enough to stagger down to the first floor. 
 
    All hell was about to break loose. 
 
    She lifted her head just enough to see over the car. The sentry had turned his back on her and was hurrying toward the house to investigate the source of the commotion. 
 
    It was now or never. 
 
    Tracie moved to the grass and sprinted along the edge of the driveway, feeling ridiculous, heels clutched in her right hand, unable to take full running strides thanks to the restrictive length of the gown. 
 
    She lifted the dress with her left hand until its hem was above her knees. That allowed her to move a little faster. She’d been a standout athlete in high school and college and by the time she’d made it halfway to the road, knew nobody was going to catch her on foot. 
 
    But of course, once the pandemonium died down inside Gregorovich’s home—which would only take a matter of seconds—soldiers wouldn’t be coming after her on foot. They would be in vehicles, guns at the ready, in no mood to play games. 
 
    She burst through the decorative shrubbery lining the road at the front of Gregorovich’s property and turned right, slowing to a fast walk. The nearest bus stop was two blocks away and that became her goal. A young woman in a slinky dress with fiery red hair would be memorable to witnesses but there was nothing she could do about that. Speed was more important than stealth at this point, so she decided not to bother trying to stay out of sight of the street. 
 
    If she couldn’t get on a bus before Gregorovich sent troops out after her, they would take her, and once that happened she would never be heard from again. She would be far from the first CIA officer to disappear without a trace inside the Soviet Union. 
 
    A siren sounded in the distance. It was coming toward Tracie but she ignored it. Gregorovich might eventually get the police involved in the search for her, but it wouldn’t have happened this quickly, and he would want his own people to capture her anyway, if at all possible. After what she’d done to him, he would want to interrogate her himself without having to share her with another agency. 
 
    The bus stop came into view, a shabby little wood-and-Plexiglas shelter illuminated by one ancient streetlight, whose weak yellow glow did little but accentuate the surrounding darkness. Nothing had ever looked so welcoming to Tracie. 
 
    From behind her came the diesel roar of a Moscow city bus. It was moving slowly and Tracie knew if she hurried she would make it. 
 
    She hurried. 
 
    The bus arrived at the shelter the same time she did. There were no other passengers waiting to board, so she moved straight to its open door. She reached under the right side of her bra as she approached, praying her change purse hadn’t fallen out when she stuffed Gregorovich’s paperwork under the left side. 
 
    Or when she’d been clubbing two Russians with the butt of a gun. 
 
    Or when she’d been running for her life along Gregorovich’s driveway. 
 
    It hadn’t. The tiny purse was still there, money tucked safely inside. It was a testament to how badly this night had fallen apart that she was actually surprised one small portion of her plan remained intact. 
 
    She breathed a sigh of relief and handed the money to the driver, then took a seat and willed the damned bus to pull away from the curb. 
 
    After maybe thirty seconds it did. In a roar of grinding gears and an extended trail of smoke, the bus pulled into the Moscow city traffic, putting more distance between Tracie and her pursuers, who she guessed would begin hitting the streets any second now if they hadn’t already. 
 
    She had no idea where this bus was heading and didn’t really care. She would need to abandon public transportation as soon as possible, anyway, since the Soviets very soon would begin stopping and searching all the city buses. Passengers would be inconvenienced and schedules disrupted, but Gregorovich and his men wouldn’t care about any of that. Their sole focus would be on finding and capturing the woman who had broken into his office and attacked him. 
 
    The bus began slowing and easing to the side of the road. Ahead was another shelter that could have been a carbon copy of the ramshackle one at which Tracie had boarded just minutes ago. The doors opened and Tracie exited, relieved the bus had been mostly empty but well aware that at least some of the passengers would remember her distinctive flame-red hair when the authorities started asking questions. 
 
    After a moment’s hesitation she turned left, selecting that direction partly because it would take her away from Gregorovich’s home, but mostly because the city looked darker and shabbier to her left than to her right. The bus pulled away and she began walking. She passed a trash barrel and dropped her shoes inside. 
 
    Half a block later was a large municipal parking lot. It was mostly empty thanks to the time of night, but all she needed was one car and there were several in the lot. The occasional pedestrian passed by on both sides of the street, and vehicular traffic was moderate, but the lot was illuminated almost as poorly as the bus stops had been, and it was set far enough back from the road that Tracie felt relatively comfortable breaking into one of the cars. 
 
    In any case, the risk was acceptable when contrasted with the danger inherent in staying on the streets. The longer she wandered Moscow on foot, the more likely it became that she would be caught; it was just that simple. 
 
    Toward the rear of the lot sat a VAZ Zhiguli. Lime green, compact and at least fifteen years old, the Russian car was pocked with rust and dented on every side. 
 
    It was perfect. 
 
    Tracie got to work and in less than a minute had not only broken into the vehicle, but had succeeded in hot-wiring it and was driving toward the street. She’d spent enough time working in and around Moscow that while she wasn’t entirely certain of her exact location, she knew roughly the direction to drive to become certain. 
 
    Five minutes later she reached an area she was familiar with, grateful it had happened quickly because she could feel the time ticking away. She didn’t know whether Gregorovich would be organized enough to order roadblocks throughout Moscow this quickly, but she guessed he probably would. 
 
    She didn’t want to find out. 
 
    In another fifteen minutes she pulled to the side of the street and ditched the car. She was close enough to her safe house to walk, and confident enough by now that she had eluded her pursuers to approach the home in a roundabout manner. 
 
    She stepped through the door at 10:55, exhausted. 
 
    There was no time to rest, though. She needed to get in touch with Aaron Stallings, right now. 
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    June 11, 1988 
 
    11:05 p.m. 
 
    CIA Safe House 
 
    Moscow, Russia, USSR 
 
      
 
    Tracie paced the tiny kitchen of her safe house restlessly, drinking coffee and willing the clock to move faster. 
 
    It was nearly midnight in Moscow, but only late afternoon in D.C., and that was a problem. Since her handler was the CIA director himself, and nobody else inside the agency was aware of her continued employment as a covert operative, contacting Stallings during his workday at Langley was impossible. She had to wait until he’d returned home to call him, utilizing a secure connection on their encrypted satellite phones. 
 
    Typically the difficulties contacting her handler didn’t represent a major problem. Tracie was a loner, comfortable working without backup and loathe to call her boss looking for guidance every time an op took an unexpected turn. And since no one had as yet invented a reliable crystal ball, unforeseen circumstances accompanied every covert mission. It was unavoidable, as inevitable as the sun rising in the east, and almost as predictable. 
 
    But this case was different. The communiqué she had removed from General Gregorovich’s home was so explosive, even Tracie could not justify proceeding without clear instructions from Director Stallings. 
 
    She had known he wouldn’t be home yet when she walked through her door just before eleven. That would make the time a little before three p.m. in D.C., and in all the time she’d known Stallings, she could not ever recall him leaving work that early. 
 
    She’d tried calling anyway, and as expected had gotten nowhere. That was when she started a pot of coffee brewing and began pacing. She had vowed to try calling every thirty minutes until contacting her boss, a vow she’d broken precisely fifteen minutes later when she tried again. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    The time dragged, but now it had been another fifteen minutes. Time for another try. 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    She cursed under her breath and poured another cup of coffee. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was three a.m. when she finally got in touch with Stallings. That made it seven p.m. in D.C., which meant it had been roughly an average-length workday for the man in charge of the U.S. intelligence community if he was just getting home. 
 
    And it became immediately clear he was in a dour mood. “What do you want, Tanner? Excited to gossip about the party? Are we going to discuss the birthday girl’s outfit? It’s been a busy day and I’m hungry and tired. And I need a drink.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be calling if it weren’t important, sir.” 
 
    He sighed deeply. “Okay. Fine. What did you learn about the portable radar system?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Excuse me? Nothing? That’s your definition of important? Nothing? Jesus Christ, Tanner, you’re not filling me with confidence that I made the right decision in putting you back out in the field. What the hell were you doing at that party? Did you at least get a piece of birthday cake?” 
 
    “Sir, the Soviets have lost a tactical nuke.” 
 
    The receiver fell silent. Tracie waited for a response, as patient now as she had been impatient over the last four hours. 
 
    Finally Stallings spoke. “I don’t understand. Make me understand, Tanner.” 
 
    “Sir, I found an urgent communication addressed to General Gregorovich from the director of the Krasnoyarsk Mining and Chemical Combine. Are you familiar with that facility?” 
 
    “Of course. It’s the location where much of the Soviets’ plutonium is mined, and where plutonium and uranium are enriched to make both elements suitable for use in nuclear weaponry. Our strong suspicion, although we have not yet been able to verify that suspicion, is that various nuclear weapons are then manufactured on-site using the enriched elements. I can only assume from your previous statement that we may now consider that suspicion verified.” 
 
    “I think that’s a safe assumption, sir.” 
 
    “Tell me about the letter.” All trace of Stallings’ previous anger and frustration had disappeared as the CIA director became locked in to the conversation. 
 
    “It was under lock and key inside the general’s office. I removed it from Gregorovich’s home and have it in my possession. Obviously I’ll get it to you as soon as possible so our analysts can examine it top to bottom, but the major takeaway is that just over a month ago—May tenth, to be precise—a security guard was assassinated at the Krasnoryarsk plant and a uranium-enriched tactical nuclear device was stolen in a middle-of-the-night raid on the facility.” 
 
    “Navsegda,” Stallings muttered, not quite under his breath. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir?” 
 
    “It’s the name of a Russian revolutionary group. Their full name is Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda.” 
 
    “Soviet Union Forever,” Tracie translated. 
 
    “Yes. I’m sure you recall the situation last spring, when Soviet assassins attempted to prevent you from delivering the communiqué from Secretary Gorbachev to President Reagan?” 
 
    “Do I recall it? I still have nightmares about it.” She’d discovered her mentor and handler, Winston Andrews III, had been compromised by the Soviets. Eventually she’d also seen her lover, Shane Rowley, shot to death trying to protect her in a showdown with a Russian sniper on the roof of a D.C. office building. 
 
    “Well,” Stallings said, “that operation was underwritten by members of Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda, although they hadn’t adopted the name at that time.” 
 
    “So these are the guys dedicated to a return to a hardline Soviet Union. They want nothing to do with glasnost, nothing to do with a thaw in the relationship between the US and the USSR.” 
 
    “Exactly. We’ve gotten intel from multiple sources in recent months that says Navsegda is up to something big, that they’re ready to step up their game.” 
 
    “Step it up above crashing an Air Force C-130 and nearly assassinating the President of the United States?” 
 
    “That’s what we’re hearing.” 
 
    “There aren’t many scenarios that could be considered a step up from that, but detonating a nuclear device would probably fit the bill.” 
 
    “Yes it would. And given the specifics of their mission in life, it’s not hard to guess what plans they might have for a tactical nuke.” 
 
    The horror Tracie had felt upon scanning the letter inside Gregorovich’s office spiked with the realization of what Aaron Stallings was driving at. “They want to start a war.” 
 
    “What better way to eliminate the softening of Soviet positions regarding the free world than by nuking a good portion of Phoenix, or Anaheim, or D.C., or some other American city?” 
 
    “Do you really think this group could smuggle something as large as a tactical nuclear device into the United States?” 
 
    “Of course they could. All it would take would be thorough preplanning and a little luck. And I think they’ve got the preplanning part covered. After all, they were able to make off with the weapon in the first place. That couldn’t have been easy.” 
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
    “Exactly. Tell me more about the letter, Tanner.” 
 
    “There isn’t a lot to tell. The director of the Krasnoyarsk Mining and Chemical Combine is a guy named Sevastian Egorov. He notified Gregorovich in a panic the day after the nuke went missing. Said he had one dead security officer and no leads but he wanted Gregorovich to know about the theft as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “Not really. Egorov was falling all over himself to apologize, as you might imagine. He’s the head guy so he’s ultimately responsible for whatever happens at his facility. He was obviously worried he’d be on the next train to Siberia. But even then he swore to Gregorovich that every last one of his people was one hundred percent trustworthy.” 
 
    Stallings was silent for a moment as he digested Tracie’s words. Then he said, “We know that can’t be true, because that facility is located inside a closed city.” 
 
    “Krasnoyarsk-26,” Tracie said. 
 
    “Which means whoever took the nuke had to have help on the inside.” 
 
    “Or they were smuggled in like when I’ve gotten inside closed Soviet cities.” 
 
    “No, that’s not likely, logistically. Navsegda would have needed, at a minimum, a two man team to get a tactical nuke out of the facility, more likely three. And the device itself would be large enough it would have to be loaded onto the back of a cargo vehicle and trucked out. There was at least one inside man. Maybe more. There had to be.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, I need to get into that facility and figure out who the inside man was. Then I need to interrogate him and find out where the hell that nuke went.” 
 
    Another silence, longer this time. 
 
    “No,” Stallings said. 
 
    Tracie couldn’t believe it. “No? A nuke went missing a month ago and you don’t feel we need to follow up? Hell, that thing could already be inside the states even as we speak.” 
 
    “Of course we need to follow up, Tanner. I’m not an idiot. But if it occurred to us the theft had to be an inside job after ten minutes of discussion, don’t you think it would have occurred to the Soviet military? They would long since have interrogated the people at the Krasnoyarsk facility. If anyone was going to crack and give up intel it would have happened by now, and the Soviets would already have recovered their nuke.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tracie conceded. “I’ll give you that. But the fact that the letter was still on the top of Gregorovich’s to-do list tells us the bomb is still missing. What the are we going to do about that?” 
 
    Her question was followed by the longest silence yet. It stretched on and on until Tracie began to think Stallings might have suffered a heart attack and fallen to the floor behind his desk. 
 
    “Sir?” she finally said. 
 
    “Don’t interrupt me,” came the response. “I’m thinking.” 
 
    “Well, don’t take too long, you might be vaporized at any minute.” 
 
    “Very funny, Tanner.” 
 
    “I’m not kidding.” 
 
    After another silence, this one shorter than the previous, Stallings said, “I need to look something up in my files. Give me a few minutes and then I’ll get back in touch.” 
 
    With that he was gone. 
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    June 12, 1988 
 
    3:40 a.m. 
 
    CIA Safe House 
 
    Moscow, Russia, USSR 
 
      
 
    By the time Stallings got back to her, the effect of the coffee she’d had hours earlier was beginning to wear off. The adrenaline rush she’d gotten from her time inside Gregorovich’s mansion and then her subsequent flight through Moscow was long gone, and she was bone tired and craving sleep. 
 
    But he’d said to give him a few minutes, and if Tracie had learned nothing else about the CIA director, she’d learned he was a man of his word. If he’d told her he would contact her soon, he wouldn’t be happy to learn she’d dozed off in the meantime, and he wouldn’t give a damn that it was approaching four a.m. in Moscow. 
 
    So she forced herself to continue pacing, exactly as she’d done while trying to contact Stallings hours ago. And when her secure satellite phone buzzed on the tiny kitchen table inside her tiny Russian safe house, she was on it every bit as quickly as she’d been on General Gregorovich when he entered his study earlier in the evening. 
 
    “What have you got?” she said. Aaron Stallings wasn’t one to stand on pleasantries, and it wasn’t like he was calling just to chat, anyway. 
 
    “I’ve kept copious notes on our intel regarding Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda as the information has come in. Given how close the group came to assassinating the president last year, I regard them as a grave danger. I believe they’re capable of doing serious damage to the United States, and they’ve only gotten stronger and better financed since that close call.” 
 
    Tracie found herself nodding, despite being alone in her safe house. “Okay. If they managed to steal a tactical nuke right out from under the noses of their own government, it’s hard to argue that point.” 
 
    “Exactly. And the greatest difficulty any clandestine organization faces when it comes to covering its tracks is what?” 
 
    Tracie thought for a moment. Then she smiled and said, “Burying their financing.” 
 
    “That’s right. Any professional investigator will tell you the same thing. Follow the money.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Well, over the year-plus since the Navsegda organization was brought to our attention, I’ve put particular emphasis on trying to determine not just how it is structured, but how it is financed. They may be shadowy and amorphous, with a very loose command structure, but the money doesn’t lie. Money never lies.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Tracie said. “And what have you learned?” 
 
    “Numerous sources with access to Soviet hardliners have indicated the same thing, that the vast majority of Navsegda’s financing comes from one source: a Russian businessman worth several hundred million dollars. His name is Sergei Marinovich.” 
 
    Tracie frowned. “I’ve never heard of him. You would think after nearly a decade operating in and around Russia I would at least recognize the name, if he’s that influential.” 
 
    “Normally, sure, but not in this case. The man keeps as low a profile as any rich guy is capable of keeping. He isn’t exactly the type of person the Soviet leadership wants as the face of its society, not when their system of government is supposed to be based on communist/socialist principles.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Tracie said. “Why would someone worth hundreds of millions of dollars—a man who’s clearly doing pretty well the way the Soviet Union is currently structured—want to shake things up by backing a bunch of hardline cranks?” 
 
    “Because, like others of his ilk, being worth hundreds of millions isn’t good enough for Marinovich. Apparently he’s aiming for billions.” 
 
    “I’m sorry sir, but I’m still not following. How in the hell will it benefit Marinovich to nuke a U.S. city? What could he possibly gain by starting a war between the world’s two great superpowers?” 
 
    “There’s something I haven’t mentioned yet. Something about how Marinovich makes his money that might help clear up your confusion.” 
 
    Tracie swallowed heavily. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Sergei Marinovich is heavily invested not just in legitimate arms manufacturing, but also in the underground weapons trade. We believe he’s a major player in supplying arms to numerous rogue African and Middle Eastern states.” 
 
    “So if he provokes a war with the United States, he wins no matter who wins, as long as he’s positioned properly.” Acid rose in her gut and she swallowed it back. Her former mentor and handler, Winston Andrews, had laid out virtually this exact scenario more than a year earlier as an attempt to justify his treasonous activities. 
 
    She grimaced and shook her head. “So what do we do about it?” 
 
    “We need a lead on Navsegda, obviously, something that will tell us where to look for the nuke they’re going to try to smuggle into the states. I want you to pay a visit to Marinovich and find out the name of his Navsegda contact, the person he funnels his money to. We’ll follow that money trail and eventually it will lead us to the device before Navsegda has an opportunity to use it.” 
 
    “Hopefully.” 
 
    “Yes, hopefully. But, Tanner, listen to me, and listen carefully. You need to use the utmost discretion on this op. You can’t go in there like a bull in a china shop.” 
 
    “What you’re telling me is I’m not allowed to cut off his fingers one by one until he gives me a name.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Tanner, no torture, is that clear? We’re talking about perhaps the most influential non-military or political person in the entire Soviet Union. You’re going to have to be very careful how you approach this guy.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said sarcastically. “I can’t use physical persuasion, but we need this intel as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but that’s right. We need it yesterday, Navsegda’s got better than a month’s head start on us.” 
 
    “Well, at least there’s no pressure.” 
 
    Stallings chuckled drily. “You’re the one that was in such a big hurry to get back to work. Aren’t you glad you got what you wanted?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to respond, but before she could get the words out he was gone. 
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    June 12, 1988 
 
    8:55 a.m. 
 
    Sergei Marinovich’s residence 
 
    Pushkino, Russia, USSR 
 
      
 
    Tracie breathed deeply as she eased the stolen car to a stop in Sergei Marinovich’s gravel driveway. It had taken more time than she would have liked to find and acquire a vehicle that would suit her cover, but the late-model, mid-level VAZ should fit the bill. 
 
    She hoped. 
 
    The car was only a few years old, almost no rust or body damage and—miracle of miracles!—still featured its original paint job. No spots where primer had been sprayed over a replaced fender, no swapped-out parts that had been damaged in an accident. The VAZ was new enough to be believable as an official government vehicle, but not so luxurious a man like Marinovich might get suspicious that a relatively low-level KGB functionary would be driving it. 
 
    After terminating the call with Aaron Stallings and packing up her secure sat phone, Tracie had dropped into bed for a few hours of much-needed rest. She fell asleep in minutes and then rose at seven, feeling every bit as groggy as she’d expected to. She choked down a quick cup of strong Russian black tea and then showered and changed into her outfit: a grey and white button-down blouse with a conservative light-green pencil skirt over plain beige nylons. She slipped her feet into flats and pulled her lustrous red hair up into a severe bun. 
 
    Then she slipped out of the safe house to begin hunting down the day’s transportation. 
 
    A mission three years ago had required her to impersonate a female KGB analyst, and the CIA’s world-class forgery department had at that time provided her with Russian intelligence credentials so authentic looking that they were virtually identical to the real thing. Her phony KGB name was Yekaterina Dmitrieva, and given the fact a KGB pro would have a hard time discerning the forgery, Tracie felt fairly certain Marinovich would not see through her disguise. 
 
    Unless, of course, he chose to phone the KGB’s Moscow field office to verify her identity. 
 
    Despite her confidence in her disguise, Tracie still experienced the familiar flutter of nervousness as she exited the VAZ. In a way, the sensation was comforting. It reminded her of all that was at stake operating covertly thousands of miles from home and with no backup. 
 
    She welcomed the flutters. She embraced them. 
 
    Marinovich’s home was located on the outskirts of the Moscow suburb of Pushkino, roughly a thirty-minute drive from the safe house. During that time she’d felt her adrenaline begin to build, a welcome development given the fact she’d managed only three hours of sleep. 
 
    She could feel the exhaustion tugging at the edges of her consciousness and wished she were a little more alert when it came to questioning Marinovich. But with all that was at stake there was no time to waste sleeping. Plus, she wanted to speak with the Russian industrialist at his home and not at his office. This being relatively early on a Sunday morning, there was no day or time that would give her a better chance of catching him inside his residence. 
 
    She closed the car door and strutted up the brick walkway, consciously trying to project an image of confidence—bordering on arrogance—a government functionary might display in the event anyone inside the house was watching her approach. The Marinovich home was large and beautiful, particularly by Soviet standards, but it fell far short of the conspicuous consumption that had been on display last night at General Gregorovich’s Moscow mansion. 
 
    She stopped at the front door and bypassed the doorbell, choosing instead to rap loudly on the glass with her knuckles. It was important she establish immediately that she was here in an official Soviet intelligence capacity and was not someone to be trifled with. 
 
    When half a minute went by and there was no activity, she rapped again, louder and more insistently this time. Shortly afterward the door was yanked open and an annoyed-looking man glared out at her. He appeared to be in his middle fifties and Tracie felt safe in assuming this was Sergei Marinovich himself. 
 
    “What is it?” the man demanded. “Why are you disturbing me and my wife at this hour on a Sunday morning?” 
 
    Tracie held her forged KGB identification up for his inspection and waited, giving him plenty of time to absorb the details. She knew how much a visit from a representative of the CIA would unnerve someone with an axe to grind against the United States government, and assumed a KGB visit would have a similar effect on a civilian in Russia. 
 
    More so if that civilian possessed a lick of common sense. 
 
    After giving him a good twenty seconds to scrutinize the ID, Tracie flipped its leather holder closed and slipped it into an interior jacket pocket, the motion smooth and practiced. 
 
    She stared coolly up at him, holding his gaze unblinkingly. “Comrade Marinovich, my name is Yekaterina Dmitrieva,” she said. “I am here on official government business and I wonder if you could spare a few minutes of your time.” She hoped she made clear by the tone of her voice that only one response would be acceptable. 
 
    “What is this about?” Marinovich said, his glare hardening. 
 
    “I have some questions for you regarding an ongoing investigation. I do not wish to remain standing at your door in the cold, and I do not think you want me returning to Moscow and informing my superiors you were uncooperative. Do you have somewhere we could speak in private?” 
 
    “I do not appreciate the interruption. I am trying to spend a quiet Sunday with my wife,” Marinovich huffed. 
 
    “I understand. But this is a matter of grave importance and extremely time-critical. I am afraid I really must insist.” Tracie’s main concern was that Marinovich would keep her waiting outside while he phoned the KGB’s Moscow bureau for confirmation his visitor was who she said she was. 
 
    She could not allow that to happen, obviously. 
 
    He blew out an angry breath and shook his head. Then he stepped back from the doorway and indicated the interior of his home with one outstretched hand. “Fine. But make it quick.” 
 
    Tracie stepped into the foyer and said, “It will take as long as it takes, Comrade Marinovich. Where would you like to have our conversation?” 
 
    “I would not like to have our conversation at all,” he answered curtly. “But we will speak in my office. Follow me.” He stomped down a tile hallway and past the kitchen, where a woman roughly Marinovich’s age lingered at the doorway. She’d obviously been listening to their exchange, and as they passed she reached for Tracie hand and stopped her. 
 
    “Please excuse my husband’s poor manners and lack of a proper introduction,” she said. “My name is Valeria. I am Sergei’s wife.” 
 
    “It is a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Marinovich,” Tracie answered. She flashed the woman the smile she had so far avoided offering Marinovich. 
 
    The exchange was clearly getting under the Russian industrialist’s skin. He had stopped walking and waited impatiently at the foot of a staircase, glowering, arms crossed, one foot tapping impatiently on the floor. 
 
    Valeria ignored her husband and continued. “May I offer you a cup of tea, dear? I hope you do not take this the wrong way, but you look…tired.” 
 
    Tracie almost burst out laughing but tamped down on the impulse. “If I’m being honest, it was a long night last night. I would love a cup of tea, thank you.” 
 
    “I will bring it to you shortly.” Valeria released Tracie’s hand and set to work steeping more tea as Marinovich turned toward the stairs without a word and began stomping up them. 
 
    Tracie stifled another smile as she followed. This sort of exchange was exactly why she’d wanted to corner Marinovich in his home rather than at his place of business. An “important man” could push people around and intimidate his underlings at work, but at home he was just another guy who would try not to anger his wife if he knew what was good for him. 
 
    She hoped the differing dynamic would help her get the intel she needed. 
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    June 12, 1988 
 
    9:05 a.m. 
 
    Marinovich residence 
 
    Pushkino, Russia, USSR 
 
      
 
    Marinovich entered his home office and waited impatiently for Tracie to follow. He closed the door behind her and then indicated a plush chair in the corner. 
 
    “Take a seat,” he said gruffly as he settled himself behind his desk. 
 
    “I’ll stand.” 
 
    “Fine. What is this about?” 
 
    “I think you know,” Tracie said. 
 
    “Refresh my memory.” 
 
    “We know you are funneling money to a group whose goals are contrary to those of the Soviet state.” 
 
    “This again?” Marinovich said. The look on his face was that of a man who’d just bitten into rancid meat. “I answered all of your associate’s questions on that particular subject weeks ago.” 
 
    “Clearly not to the satisfaction of my superiors,” she shot back, “or I would not be standing here today.” 
 
    “I have nothing more to say to you than I said to the other KGB lackey.” 
 
    “Refresh my memory,” she said coldly, repeating the line he’d used on her. 
 
    “Tell me what you want to know and I will answer as best I can,” he countered. 
 
    “I want to know the name of your contact with the terrorist group Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda.” 
 
    “Terrorist group?” His voice was incredulous. “Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda is committed to reestablishing the Soviet Union’s standing in the world. I make no secret of my distaste for the direction Comrade Gorbachev’s rule—like that of Comrade Chernenko and Comrade Andropov before him—has taken my beloved country. The policies of glasnost and perestoika have been unmitigated disasters, and unless the USSR reverses course we are doomed.” 
 
    Tracie sat quietly, letting Marinovich vent, and then said, “So you do not deny that you have been funneling money to a clandestine organization working to undermine General Secretary Gorbachev.” 
 
    “Of course I deny it. I have differences of opinion with the appropriateness of Comrade Gorbachev’s policy choices, but as I told your associate when he came bearing unfounded accusations, I do not know what you are talking about regarding Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda.” 
 
    “I want the name of your Navsegda contact, and I want it now.” 
 
    “I do not know what you are talking about!” Marinovich shouted. His face was red, rapidly turning purple with anger. “There is no funneling of money, and there is no contact!” 
 
    A knock came at the door and then it swung open before Marinovich could answer. His wife entered, carrying an ornate serving tray upon which she’d placed a pair of teacups and a silver steeping pot. 
 
    “My goodness,” she said, setting the tray on Marinovich’s desk. “You are going to give yourself a heart attack if you do not start taking it easy, dear.” 
 
    “I would be fine,” he said, “if the KGB would stop sending flunkies to harass me with wild accusations regarding imaginary conspiracy theories.” 
 
    “I am not accusing you of anything,” Tracie said. “I merely need to know the name of your Navsegda contact and then I will be on my way.” 
 
    “And I told you I do not have the first clue what you are talking about.” He had made a conscious effort to calm himself down with his wife’s arrival, but now the volume of his voice began to rise again. 
 
    “Please, Sergei,” Valeria said. “You must try to relax.” She turned to Tracie and said, “Please finish your business with my husband as soon as you can. He does not need this aggravation at home. His life is stressful enough at work.” 
 
    “He can be rid of me in a matter of seconds,” Tracie responded, “by simply giving me the information I require.” 
 
    Valeria retreated out of the room without another word, pulling the door closed quietly behind her. 
 
    “Where were we?” Tracie said. “Oh, yes. You were stonewalling me.” 
 
    “I do not know what you are talking about.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later Tracie was forced to accept the fact that Sergei Marinovich was not about to deviate from his story that he was a man in disagreement with the direction of the Soviet leadership but not one actively working to undermine that leadership. The only way he was going to part with the name of his Navsegda contact was through the use of physical force, a tactic Aaron Stallings had expressly forbidden. 
 
    She sipped her tea—it really was good, strong and black like Russians had been drinking it for millennia—and stared at Marinovich, her expression severe. “I am sorry you continue to stonewall. I am not at liberty to divulge details, but Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda are becoming increasingly radicalized and pose a very real threat to the country you claim to love.” 
 
    He returned her gaze serenely. “Will that be all?” 
 
    “For now,” she answered. “But rest assured, this matter is not closed.” 
 
    “Please show yourself out. You have ruined my Sunday morning, so I may as well stay in my office and get some work done.” 
 
    Tracie rose and stalked across the floor. Her frustration was palpable but she had to give Marinovich credit, he was one strong-willed individual. The communist party’s stranglehold on the civilian population was so all encompassing that most citizens would crumble in the face of the kind of governmental authority the KGB represented. 
 
    Marinovich had made it clear he was not most citizens. He was not about to cooperate. 
 
    At least not voluntarily. 
 
    She pulled the office door closed—more forcefully than was strictly necessary—and moved toward the stairs. She would have to contact Stallings tonight and convince him to change his mind regarding the use of torture. Even if she were successful, though, they would fall another day behind Navsegda, and there was no telling how soon the group would manage to smuggle their tactical nuke into position inside some defenseless American city. 
 
    She was lost in her thoughts as she descended the stairs and was surprised to find Valeria Marinovich waiting for her at the front door. 
 
    “Thank you for your hospitality,” she said awkwardly. “The tea was delicious.” 
 
    When the woman answered, her voice was much louder than should have been necessary to speak to someone standing right in front of her. “Just go. I do not appreciate you antagonizing my husband.” 
 
    Tracie blinked. This attitude was nothing like what the woman had displayed to this point in Tracie’s visit. But the surprises weren’t over. As she spoke, she pressed a slip of paper into Tracie’s hand, closing Tracie’s fingers firmly over it. 
 
    She opened the front door and, still speaking loudly enough to be heard upstairs, said, “Please leave and do not return.” 
 
    Tracie walked outside and the door slammed behind her. She slid the paper into her jacket pocket and ignored it until she’d driven far enough to be fully out of sight of the Marinovich home. 
 
    Then she pulled to the side of the road and fished the paper out of her pocket. It said, “Meet me at ten a.m. tomorrow. Podsolnukh Café.” 
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    June 12, 1988 
 
    7:30 p.m. 
 
    Abandoned gasoline station 
 
    Yaroslavl, Russia, USSR 
 
      
 
    Nikolay Stepanov tried to suppress a smile as Ilya Kalinin threw his cards onto the table in disgust. Ilya had just lost another game of Durak, his seventh such loss in a row, and Nikolay could see he was getting damned tired of being victimized. The loser was considered the durak, or the fool, and he really wanted someone else to be the durak for a while. 
 
    Ilya walked away from the table and lit another Belomorkanal cigarette from the stub of his last. Then he flicked the old one to the concrete floor and ground it out with the heel of his boot. 
 
    It wasn’t just the card game that was getting to Ilya, Nikolay knew, because he had to admit he felt exactly the same. He had grown tired of everything about this mission, from hiding in this crumbling relic of a filling station, to eating cold food and sacking out on rickety cots in the station’s office, to shitting in a makeshift outhouse, to not knowing from moment to moment whether the KGB was about to storm into Yaroslavl and execute him and his fellow Navsegda operatives. 
 
    “How much longer do we have to wait before we can finish this mission?” Ilya groused. “I miss my family and if I have to look at your ugly faces too much longer I think I will have no choice but to put a bullet in my brain.” 
 
    “We all miss our families,” Nikolay said. “And I am not too excited to gaze on your face twenty-four hours a day, either.” 
 
    “Then let us finish this thing. The longer we sit around here with our thumbs up our asses, the greater the odds we will never get the chance to complete our assignment. You know damned well the KGB is scouring Russia looking for us. Not to mention that thing.” He nodded in the direction of the tactical nuke sitting in one of the repair bays of the old filling station 
 
    Nikolay worked to suppress his frustration. He had had this exact conversation, or variants of it, more times than he could count with Ilya—and occasionally even with levelheaded Rostya Terschenko—over the last thirty-three days. And it wasn’t like he necessarily disagreed with his men, either. He could feel their time running out just as much as could his Navsegda comrades. 
 
    He breathed deeply and tried to keep his tone conversational. Antagonizing Ilya would be counterproductive. When they had completed their assignment he could tell Ilya what he thought of the man’s endless whining, but not one minute before. 
 
    “We will ‘finish this thing’,” Nikolay said quietly, “the moment we have all the items necessary to send the appropriate message to the people who need to hear it. Detonating the device without setting the stage properly will accomplish nothing but making us the most hated—not to mention the most wanted—men in Russia. You know all this, Ilya. Please try to be patient.” 
 
    “I have been patient,” Ilya snapped. “I am tired of being patient. How long does it take to find the right vehicle?” 
 
    “When it is an American pickup truck with a cargo bed large enough to hold what we need it to hold, it clearly takes a month, since that is how long we have been here.” 
 
    “It has already been over a month,” Kalinin grumbled. 
 
    Nikolay smiled and considered the proper response. He needed Ilya, and part of his job as leader of this mission was to ensure his people were ready to act when the time came. 
 
    He said, “I think things would have moved much more swiftly had Vasily Labochev not been murdered in Leningrad last month. Over the course of several decades, Vasily had developed a network of contacts unmatched throughout Russia, and probably throughout the entire USSR. He could have gotten us a Ford F-150 pickup truck within a week, I am certain of it.” 
 
    Ilya lit another cigarette and repeated his previous ritual of stomping out the stub of the old one with his boot. “And you expect me to believe there is no one else in the entire Soviet empire that can steal or otherwise procure one American made truck?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Nikolay said. “I merely expect you to believe there is no one who can produce such a truck as quickly as Vasily would have.” 
 
    “Who is working on it, exactly?” 
 
    Nikolay shrugged. The hierarchy of Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda was intentionally amorphous, designed with the notion that if one member—or even one group of members—were to be apprehended, there would be very little they could tell the KGB about the rest of the organization’s makeup, regardless of how brutally they were tortured or how enthusiastically they then wished to cooperate as a result of that torture. 
 
    Nikolay realized Ilya was staring at him, awaiting a response, one that should not have been necessary. Ilya was as familiar with Navsegda’s organizational structure as was Nikolay himself. He assumed this entire conversation was Ilya’s way of busting his balls over the fact that Nikolay had been selected over himself to lead this mission. 
 
    “I do not know who is working on it, Ilya. Whoever it is, I am sure they are doing their best and will very soon be successful. I am sure Navsegda leadership will be in touch any day now about delivery of the vehicle and about putting the rest of the plan into motion.” 
 
    Ilya walked away muttering to himself. He shoved open a side door and exited the building, puffing hard on his Belomorkanal, a small cloud of cigarette smoke trailing him out the door. 
 
    Rostya Terschenko, the third member of their merry little band of Soviet hardliners, had been watching the exchange from his seat at the rickety card table the men had liberated from a city dump on the outskirts of Yaroslavl the day after their arrival. He met Nikolay’s gaze with a sardonic grin and said, “Does this mean our game of Durak is over?” 
 
    “I believe that is exactly what it means.” 
 
    “Too bad. I never tire of reminding Kalinin he is truly a durak.” 
 
    Nikolay snorted and fished his own cigarette out of a pack. He really hoped the damned American truck would arrive soon.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    13 
 
      
 
    June 13, 1988 
 
    9:55 a.m. 
 
    Across the street from Podsolnukh Café 
 
    Pushkino, Russia, USSR 
 
      
 
    Tracie lingered on the street corner, watching the Podsolnukh Café, unsure even what  she expected to see. To say she’d been surprised when Sergei Marinovich’s wife handed her a note requesting—or, more accurately, demanding—a meeting after Tracie had gotten exactly nowhere in her attempt to intimidate Marinovich into revealing the name of his Navsegda contact yesterday would be the understatement of the century. 
 
    But the note had given her at least the possibility of a Plan B at a time when her only alternative seemed to be to call Stallings and try to convince him to let her take a more aggressive stance the next time she crossed paths with Marinovich. 
 
    And there would be a next time, she’d already promised herself that. 
 
    Stallings might actually have given her the green light for torture, too, considering all that was at stake, with a nuclear device missing and a United States city soon to be at risk. 
 
    And it still may come to that. Hell, it probably would come to that. She had no idea why Valeria Marinovich wanted to meet this morning at a tiny café on the opposite side of the city from her home. The obvious conclusion to be drawn was that she had something important to tell Tracie and wanted to remain anonymous while doing so. 
 
    But the obvious conclusion was not always the accurate conclusion in the world of international espionage, and without knowing more about Sergei and Valeria Marinovich, Tracie couldn’t even begin to hazard a guess as to the woman’s possible motives. 
 
    But one thing she could do was prepare as thoroughly as possible, so that instead of walking into a potential trap blind, she would at least be walking into that trap with her eyes wide open. 
 
    To that end, she had caught up on some much-needed sleep last night and then arisen before sunrise. She showered and dressed in virtually the same outfit as yesterday, not because she felt there was anything to be gained by it, but simply because she didn’t have many clothes she felt gave off an aura that said, “KGB functionary.” 
 
    Then she’d set out for Pushkino. 
 
    She arrived at 8:30 a.m. and in the time since, had been walking the neighborhood surrounding Podsolnukh Café until she’d become somewhat familiar with the area. Then she’d surveilled the café itself from various angles and locations. After awhile she came to the conclusion the café was exactly what it appeared to be: a modest eatery in a mid-sized Russian city, which was just finishing up the breakfast rush. 
 
    If a trap had been set for her, she couldn’t imagine what it might be or who might be springing it. Customers had come and gone with regularity and none of them seemed interested in much of anything besides enjoying their black tea and biscuits and then getting on with the rest of their day. 
 
    It was always possible an angry Sergei Marinovich had called the KGB to complain about them sending a representative to his home on a Sunday morning to harass him, at which point the KGB would realize someone was going around impersonating one of their operatives. That would undoubtedly get their attention and it was entirely possible they would take action to identify and apprehend that person. 
 
    She didn’t think that particular scenario was likely, though. The entire reason Tracie had pressured Marinovich in the first place was because of the man’s virulent anti-government philosophy. He wasn’t likely to trust the KGB—or any other element of the Soviet Union’s bureaucracy—to take action to protect his welfare. He would more likely want to stay as far away from Soviet officialdom as possible. 
 
    Plus, even if he had notified the KGB, and even if they did take his complaint seriously, how would they have picked up her trail? She’d disappeared from his home before he would have had time to make a telephone call, and she was as certain as she could be that no one had followed her out of Moscow this morning. 
 
    The only logical conclusion she could reach was that Valeria Marinovich really was just a concerned wife who had some kind of information she wanted to share with Tracie. That conclusion made Tracie even more curious about this morning’s meeting than she had been when she first read the note yesterday. 
 
    She checked her watch. It was almost about ten o’clock and Marinovich’s wife had not yet arrived. Hopefully this whole exercise wasn’t just a wild goose chase designed to gain Marinovich a little time, although what that would accomplish, Tracie had no idea. He had already refused to tell her anything and couldn’t possibly suspect she was considering torture as the next option. 
 
    She glanced again at her watch. Ten o’clock exactly and still no Valeria Marinovich. Goddammit. 
 
    She had made the drive all the way from Moscow to Pushkino, so she wasn’t about to leave yet. Maybe the woman was just running late. Tracie would give her until ten-thirty and if Mrs. Marinovich still hadn’t arrived, then she would just have to get back in her car and— 
 
    There she was. 
 
    Valeria Marinovich. 
 
    She had pulled into the tiny parking lot and was crossing the pavement toward the café’s entrance. 
 
    It was time to go to work. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By the time Tracie entered the café, Valeria Marinovich had taken a seat at a small, two-person wooden table set against the rear wall. Marinovich was studying the door carefully and raised her hand to signal Tracie the moment she spotted her. 
 
    Tracie weaved her way through the dining room and acknowledged the woman with a curt nod, her lips a thin, bloodless slash as she got into character as a no-nonsense KGB operative. She sat across the table without a word. 
 
    “Thank you for meeting me,” Mrs. Marinovich said. 
 
    “Why am I here?” Tracie answered without preamble. 
 
    The woman ignored the question and instead said, “I took the liberty of ordering black tea for both of us. I hope that is satisfactory.” 
 
    “That is perfectly fine. Again, why am I here?” 
 
    Mrs. Marinovich cleared her throat. She looked from Tracie to the surface of the table before returning her gaze to Tracie’s eyes. She was clearly ill at ease; her discomfort couldn’t have been more obvious. 
 
    Tracie waited patiently, meeting the woman’s stare but remaining quiet. Silence was one of the most effective interrogation methods when used properly, and she knew Valeria Marinovich would eventually feel the need to fill that silence with…something. 
 
    The waitress brought their order on a silver serving platter that looked remarkably like the one Valeria herself had used yesterday inside her home. She set it in the middle of the table between the two women and then asked, “Will there be anything else?” 
 
    Still Tracie remained silent, forcing Valeria to answer, “We are fine for now, thank you.” 
 
    The young woman walked away and the waiting game resumed. 
 
    But only for a moment. 
 
    The two women prepared their tea, and then in a quiet voice, Valeria said, “Is my husband in trouble, Miss Dmitrieva?” 
 
    Tracie sipped her tea, letting the woman stew a moment longer. Then she said, “Why would you assume your husband might be in trouble?” 
 
    “We are not accustomed to receiving visits from the KGB.” 
 
    “But this is not the first time Sergei has talked to the KGB in the last few weeks, is it, Mrs. Marinovich?” Taking this tack was a calculated risk, because Tracie had no way of knowing how much, if anything, Marinovich had shared with his wife about previous questioning by the KGB. 
 
    But if rumors of the man’s connection to Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda had made their way to the CIA through multiple sources, then it was impossible to imagine any scenario where the KGB would not have become aware of those same rumors. And if that were the case, Tracie knew they would have acted in a highly aggressive manner toward Marinovich. 
 
    Those actions would almost certainly have included a visit to the man’s home, meaning the Russian industrialist could not have kept the questioning from his wife. 
 
    “No,” she said after a brief hesitation. “It is not. But your visit increased my concern for my husband’s welfare immensely.” 
 
    “And why is that, Mrs. Marinovich?” 
 
    “Because after the last visit, Sergei got the distinct impression we would not be hearing from you people again.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Tracie said. 
 
    “Da, it is so.” 
 
    She took another sip of her tea. Getting Marinovich’s wife to begin speaking was a step in the right direction, but Tracie was no closer yet to learning why she’d traveled thirty-five miles out of Moscow for a clandestine meeting with a Russian housewife. It was time to start focusing the conversation. 
 
    “Do you know why the KGB is so interested in your husband, Mrs. Marinovich?” 
 
    “Sergei has long been critical of the decline in quality of the Soviet Union’s leadership over the twenty-plus years. That sort of criticism is certain to draw negative attention when it comes from an average citizen. It is certain to draw much greater attention when it comes from a man as accomplished as Sergei.” 
 
    Tracie nodded slowly. “But criticism of the Soviet government does not typically earn one the kind of up-close and personal attention Sergei has received recently. Do you know specifically why he has drawn so much attention over the last several weeks?” 
 
    The woman fidgeted some more. She sipped her tea, scuffed the floor with one of her shoes. Sighed deeply. 
 
    Then she said, “I told you already. Sergei has been sharply critical of the direction of the Soviet government.” 
 
    “But that is not all, is it, Valeria?” Tracie tried to speak softly and keep her voice unthreatening. 
 
    Tears began to fill the woman’s eyes and she quickly raised her teacup to her mouth to hide the fact that her lower lip had begun quivering. 
 
    “How much of my conversation with Sergei did you overhear yesterday?” Tracie said. 
 
    No answer, but the woman’s distress became more obvious. 
 
    “You were listening at the door for most of the time I was speaking to him, weren’t you?” 
 
    Valeria froze, her teacup pressed to her lips. She sat for a moment and then lowered the cup to the table and said, “How…how did you know?” 
 
    “It is the only thing that makes sense. You knew the KGB had spoken to your husband before yesterday, and you have long known he is vocally opposed to the current Soviet government’s policies. Yet yesterday’s visit got you so upset you slipped me a note instructing you to meet me several kilometers away from your home at a time on a Monday morning when you knew Sergei would be at work.” 
 
    “I am terrified for him,” she said. “That is why I listened at his office door, and that is why I wanted to speak with you today. I do not want to go behind Sergei’s back, but at the same time I do not want to see him disappear. I cannot lose him.” 
 
    “Why do you feel you might lose him?” 
 
    “I know how the KGB operates,” she said bitterly. “I lost family members decades ago under Stalin’s rule and I do not wish to lose my husband the same way. He would be furious if he knew I was meeting you here, but I do not care. I know you are closing in on him and I will not allow him to be taken away if there is something I can do to stop it.” 
 
     “You have the information I am looking for, don’t you?” Tracie said. “You know the name of the Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda contact to whom your husband has been funneling money.” 
 
    “If I give you this information I need to know Sergei will not be harassed anymore. I need to know he will be left alone.” 
 
    Tracie’s heart broke for the woman, but nothing had changed. There was still a missing Russian nuke that was potentially threatening the United States, and if taking advantage of this poor woman’s concern for her husband’s welfare was what it was going to take to get a line on the location of that nuke, that is exactly what she would do. 
 
    “I am not in a position to make such a guarantee,” she said, knowing that to say anything else would only raise Valeria’s suspicions. The woman had lost relatives to the KGB, so she knew exactly how they operated. She knew they would never give her the peace of mind she craved. 
 
    “However,” Tracie continued, “I can promise you this: if you provide me with the name of your husband’s Navsegda contact, and the information turns out to be legitimate, I will make the strongest possible recommendation to my superiors that Sergei be left alone. You have my word. That is best offer I can give you.” 
 
    “I understand,” Valeria said. “And I appreciate your honesty.” 
 
    Mrs. Marinovich breathed deeply, the sound of her sigh nervous and unsure. Then she seemed to steel herself as she came to a decision. 
 
    She reached into her purse and withdrew a slip of paper that had been folded in half. 
 
    Passed it across the table to Tracie. 
 
    Said, “This is the name of the person to whom Sergei has contributed more of our money than I care to think about. The name will ‘turn out to be legitimate,’ as you put it. Please, please do your best to leave Sergei out of whatever happens from this point on.” 
 
    Tracie unfolded the paper and read the name. There was a street address accompanying it. “Dimitri Kozlov of Moscow,” she read. She spoke softly, mostly for Valeria’s benefit. The woman’s nervousness was readily apparent, but to Tracie it was clear nobody in the busy café was paying the slightest attention to the two of them. 
 
    “Da,” the woman said. “If there is nothing else, I will be on my way.” She pushed to her feet and was about to turn toward the door when Tracie spoke. 
 
    “Not just yet,” she said. “I want to know everything you can tell me about this Dimitri Kozlov.” 
 
    Valeria sighed deeply and took her seat, her reluctance obvious. “I know Sergei served in the Soviet Army many years ago with Kozlov. I know both Kozlov and my husband retired from military service at approximately the same time. For a very long time afterward they went without speaking, as far as I am aware.” 
 
    “But that changed within the last few years,” Tracie prompted after a short silence. 
 
    “That is correct. As leaders of the Supreme Soviet began changing facets of our society that have served the Russian people well for decades, my husband began to become more and more frustrated. He felt these changes were not for the better, and was not shy about voicing that opinion.” 
 
    “And when he began voicing that opinion, Dimitri Kozlov reappeared in his life.” 
 
    “That is also correct, at least as far as I am aware.” The woman was being careful to qualify her statements, but Tracie felt certain the information was valid. She doubted yesterday was the first time Valeria Marinovich had stood outside the closed door of her husband’s office, listening to one of his conversations. 
 
    “And when Sergei contributes money to Navsegda, how—” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Valeria interrupted. “Just to be clear, Sergei has never contributed money to any group with subversive intentions. He is a loyal and patriotic Russian who would never work to undermine his government, a government he knows has nothing but the best of intentions for its citizens. When he gives money to Kozlov, it is either a personal loan to a friend or to complete a purchase of some sort.” 
 
    Tracie pursed her lips together, working hard to suppress the smile that was trying to appear. She wanted to ask what kind of purchase a rich Russian businessman might make from a radical Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda member, but knew that would accomplish nothing. The woman was just trying her best to protect her husband from someone she saw as a representative of the Soviet government. 
 
    “My mistake,” Tracie said. “I apologize. When Sergei loans Comrade Kozlov money or makes a purchase, how does he do so? Through the mail? Bank transfer?” 
 
    Valeria shook her head. “Neither. They meet in person. Usually Sergei goes by car and brings cash. They never meet at Sergei’s place of business, and they certainly never meet at our home.” 
 
    “You don’t know specifically where Sergei meets Comrade Kozlov?” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    “How long is Sergei gone when he meets with Kozlov?” 
 
    Valeria looked down at the table, her forehead creased. “I would say he is not typically away for longer than an hour during these meetings.” 
 
    “Does Sergei have any meetings with Comrade Kozlov upcoming?” 
 
    “I do not know for sure. Not that I am aware of.” 
 
    “Have you ever met Kozlov?” 
 
    “Of course not. Sergei never involves me in his business dealings, and he would certainly never involve me with a man like Dimitri Kozlov.” 
 
    Tracie glanced at the slip of paper and then met Valeria’s gaze. “If you do not know where Sergei meets Kozlov and have never seen the man, how do you know his address?” 
 
    Valeria fidgeted uncomfortably. She sipped her tea and sighed. Fidgeted some more. 
 
    Then she said, “I told you earlier I will do whatever I must to protect my husband. If that includes picking through his desk when he is not at home, or listening in on his private conversations, so be it. I will not apologize for trying to keep Sergei safe.” 
 
    The answer touched Tracie. She thought about her father’s death, and while the situation with Jake Tanner’s murder was not even remotely similar to the Marinovich situation, still she wished she had been able to do more to protect him. 
 
    As Valeria Marinovich was doing to protect her husband. 
 
    “I understand,” Tracie said quietly. “Probably better than you realize.” 
 
    “May I leave now?” Valeria said. 
 
    Tracie nodded. 
 
    As soon as she did, Valeria was up and out of her seat. She was halfway to the door when Tracie called, “Mrs. Marinovich.” 
 
    The woman turned reluctantly. 
 
    “Take care of yourself,” Tracie said. 
 
    She turned without answering and walked quickly out of the café. 
 
    And Tracie was alone. 
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    12:35 p.m. 
 
    Moscow, Russia, USSR 
 
      
 
    Tracie returned to her safe house before heading to the Moscow address Valeria Marinovich had given her for Dimitri Kozlov. She packed some things she thought she might need into a canvas bag, which she then placed in the back seat of her stolen VAZ. 
 
    She was in Moscow less than two hours after her meeting with Valeria Marinovich. 
 
    Not knowing what Kozlov looked like could represent a major stumbling block, so she wanted to waste no time beginning her hunt for the Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda member. If he lived in a high rise apartment, as did so many Muscovites, knowing his approximate age—he was a military contemporary of Sergei Marinovich, so he would have to be in his mid fifties or older—would narrow the possibilities, but maybe only from one of hundreds of men down to one of dozens. 
 
    And with a nuclear device possibly already on its way to the United States—or, God forbid, even already in place—Tracie felt an urgency for action above and beyond even what her missions typically entailed. And that was saying something. 
 
    As she approached the address, her heart sank. She’d been hoping against hope—and against the odds—that Dimitri Kozlov lived in a single-family home, as did General Gregorovich and Sergei Marinovich. Such an occurrence would make her job much easier. But this part of Moscow was densely packed with high-rise apartments, and she knew before even coming within a half-mile of the address written on the slip of paper that she wasn’t going to be so fortunate. 
 
    She gave a resigned shrug and continued past Kozlov’s building. It was a bland concrete-block high-rise typical of modern Soviet architecture, at least fourteen stories high and probably more. She didn’t have to slow down to get a good look, because the traffic was already moving at a crawl. It was brutal, tiny Soviet econobox cars belching blue smoke and creeping forward at barely a walking pace amid honking horns and frustrated drivers shouting obscenities and making rude gestures toward each other. 
 
    Feels like driving in the Bronx, Tracie thought with a smile. 
 
    She circled the block and approached again, this time crossing the flow of slow-moving traffic and pulling to a stop in the parking lot at the base of the structure. It was much smaller than the lot would be for an American apartment building of equivalent size. Most Russians either couldn’t afford cars or—if they lived in the city like Kozlov—didn’t bother with them. 
 
    She bumped across the rutted, pothole-strewn pavement and pulled to a stop in an empty space. Sat for a few minutes, thinking. 
 
    Then she pushed her car door open and approached the building. 
 
    A glass double door opened into a small foyer, with a second set of doors standing maybe ten feet beyond the first. Tracie stepped into the foyer, not bothering to check whether the second set of doors might be unlocked. Her goal wasn’t to access the building. 
 
    A series of small, tarnished metal mailboxes were set into the wall to the right of the entrance, with a buzzer corresponding to each apartment beneath its box. Names scrawled in ink on small slips of paper set behind tiny glass rectangles on the front of each box indicated who lived in each apartment. 
 
    Tracie scanned the mailboxes until finding the one she was looking for. Kozlov was not an uncommon Russian surname, and Tracie hoped she wouldn’t encounter more than one mailbox with that name. 
 
    She didn’t. According to the mailbox, Dimitri Kozlov lived in Apartment 1204. Tracie had no way of knowing whether the man lived alone, or even if he was home at this time on a Monday afternoon. 
 
    But there was nothing to lose by trying, so she reached out and pressed the button beneath the mailbox for Apartment 1204. It had originally been white plastic, but with the passage of time had turned a dirty gray. 
 
    She released the button and waited. Maybe ten seconds later a gruff voice blared through a tinny speaker built into the wall next to the mailboxes. The voice was staticky and hard to understand, but clearly male. 
 
    “What is it?” the voice said. 
 
    “Is this Dimitri Kozlov?” 
 
    “Who wants to know?” 
 
    “Package delivery.” 
 
    “I didn’t order any packages.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re Dimitri Kozlov, somebody sent you one.” 
 
    After a short pause, the staticky voice said, “All right, bring it up.” That was followed by a harsh buzz as Kozlov unlocked the second set of doors. 
 
    Tracie waited for the buzzer to stop and said into the speaker, “I don’t deliver inside apartment buildings. You’ll have to come down and pick it up.” 
 
    Now the voice was annoyed in addition to staticky. “I am not even expecting a package. I do not wish to go all the way down to the front door.” 
 
    “No problem,” she said, keeping her tone uninterested. “I will just bring it back to the office and return it to sender.” Her goal was to get eyes on Kozlov without being seen herself, so entering the building and going upstairs to his apartment would be a last resort. She would do it if she had to, though. 
 
    It would all depend on what he said next, if anything. 
 
    “Fine,” he said after another short pause. “I will be right down.” 
 
    Tracie turned and exited the apartment building. She couldn’t return to her car to observe the foyer because of the parking lot’s location, so she walked straight toward the street, crossing a small courtyard filled with dying brown grass and weeds. 
 
    She reached the sidewalk and leaned against an ancient cast-iron lamppost. 
 
    Reached into her pocket and pulled out a pack of Russian Belomorkanal cigarettes. 
 
    Removed one of the cigs from the pack and lit it, lifting it to her face every few seconds, pretending to smoke as she observed the apartment’s entryway. She was far enough from the building that Kozlov would likely not take any particular notice of her, but close enough to ensure she got a good look at the man. 
 
    Hopefully. 
 
    The interior apartment doors opened almost immediately after she reached the lamppost and a single figure entered the foyer from within the building. Tracie focused intently but then turned away as a heavy-set middle-aged woman lumbered through the second set of doors and out of the building. The woman turned to Tracie’s right, moved to the sidewalk and then marched away. 
 
    About a minute later the doors swung open again and a tall, silver-haired man with a bushy mustache and Karl Marx beard entered the lobby. His age looked appropriate to be Kozlov, and his actions confirmed his identity to Tracie’s satisfaction. A puzzled look crossed his face, morphing into anger as he glanced right and left reflexively, even though the foyer was so small it would be impossible to miss a delivery person standing there. 
 
    Then he shoved open the exterior doors and stomped out of the building. He looked in all directions, including directly at Tracie, as he searched for his nonexistent package. He walked along the front of the building until reaching the parking lot and then peered into it, shaking his head and gesturing angrily despite being alone. 
 
    Then he moved back to the apartment, entered the building and disappeared. 
 
    Tracie dropped her cigarette to the crumbling sidewalk and ground it out. Then she returned to her car, moved it as close to the building’s entrance as possible, and settled in for what could be a long surveillance. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kozlov would have to exit his apartment eventually, but there was no telling how long it would take for him to do so, and Tracie felt strongly that time was of the essence. There was literally a ticking time bomb waiting to go off—somewhere—and the notion of sitting passively inside her Russian car and waiting for something to happen was anathema to her. 
 
    She felt confident Kozlov was a high-ranking member of Navsegda, maybe the head man. The group wouldn’t leave it to a flunky to meet with a rich, influential guy like Sergei Marinovich and do the money exchanges; there were too many ways an arrangement like that could go wrong. Not the least of which being the flunky might decide to take the money and disappear. 
 
    No, Dimitri Kozlov was a worthy target for her surveillance. What she had to decide was whether she wanted to sit here twiddling her thumbs outside Kozlov’s home with the minutes and hours ticking by, or whether she should abduct him the next time he walked through those apartment doors, bring him to the safe house and torture him until he gave up the location of the nuclear device. 
 
    The second option was sorely tempting. 
 
    But something didn’t feel right about their whole operation. She’d felt a nagging concern for a while now, like she was missing something. 
 
    Was Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda really big enough and influential enough to pull off something as brazen as flying a nuclear bomb from Russia to the United States, secreting that bomb somewhere in or near a large city, and then detonating it? 
 
    Such a mission would be a tall order for the KGB itself to pull off, although Tracie had no doubt they could if they set their minds to it. But for a small-to-middling paramilitary organization like Navsegda to do so just struck her as perhaps a bridge too far. 
 
    So she decided to wait. 
 
    For now. 
 
    Given the enormity of what Navsegda was trying to accomplish, and her sense that Kozlov was a major player in the organization, she felt it was only a matter of time—and probably not too much of it—before the man would head off to a meeting or a briefing with other high-ranking members. With any luck she could follow him and get some sense of their command structure, something solid she could bring to Aaron Stallings, something more than she could get out of a torture session with Kozlov. 
 
    If it seemed that too much time was passing and no Navsegda meeting appeared imminent, she would move to Option Two: take the man and force him to talk. 
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    “I have good news,” Nikolay said to Ilya and Rostya. He had gone into town to speak with his Navsegda contact via pay telephone, leaving the other two men to argue over the decline in the fortunes of the Red Army hockey team. Ilya felt that decline mirrored perfectly the decline in the Soviet Union’s standing in the eyes of the world, while Rostya was certain the team would rebound at any moment and regain its rightful place at the top of the international hockey world. 
 
    The argument had continued raging in Nikolay’s absence, and he rolled his eyes as his Navsegda comrades ignored his words as if he hadn’t even spoken, while continuing to press their respective points. 
 
    “Gentlemen!” he said sharply, raising his voice and banging his fist on the rickety card table separating Ilya and Rostya. The table jumped and most of the playing cards tumbled to the stained concrete floor, but both men shut their mouths—finally—and looked at Nikolay with expressions of surprise on their faces. 
 
    “After listening to you complain non-stop about wanting this assignment over,” Nikolay said, holding Ilya’s gaze, “I would think you might show a little more interest in what our handler had to report during our telephone call.” 
 
    “Of course I am interested,” Ilya answered. “But I can only put up with Rostya’s stupidity for so long before it becomes unbearable.” 
 
    Rostya sat back in his chair, arms crossed over his chest, a self-satisfied grin on his face. It was obvious to Nikolay that he had been baiting the short-tempered Ilya just to pass the time, but that realization seemed to have bypassed Ilya himself. 
 
    “In any event,” Nikolay continued, “as I tried to explain while the two of you were busy arguing over trivialities, I have good news. We can soon escape this shithole and begin working toward the conclusion of our mission.” 
 
    Both men’s faces brightened considerably. Ilya said, “So our contact finally got us the vehicle we need?” 
 
    “That is correct. The exchange will take place soon.” 
 
    “That is outstanding news,” Ilya said. For once Rostya and Ilya seemed to be on the same page, both men smiling and nodding. 
 
    “While we wait,” Nikolay said, “it is important we discuss specifics regarding mission completion.” 
 
    “We have gone over all of this a thousand times,” Ilya said, exasperated. His jubilant mood seemed to have vanished after just a few seconds. 
 
    “Yes, we have,” Nikolay answered. “But I have yet to receive concurrence from you as far as the division of labor is concerned, so it seems we must have the discussion again.” 
 
    “I do not concur,” Ilya said, “because it is not fair that you will receive all of the glory when this assignment is over.” His lower jaw thrust forward as it always did when he was being stubborn. 
 
    Nikolay did his best to remain patient. “We are all equally critical to the successful completion of the mission, thus we will all receive equal credit.” 
 
    “But Rostya and I must do the shit job.” 
 
    “There is no shit job,” Nikolay said, exasperated. “Every facet of it is important.” 
 
    “If there is no shit job, then let us swap responsibilities. Allow me to drive the American truck and have the task of seeing this assignment through to the end.” 
 
    “No,” Nikolay said simply. “That is my responsibility and will remain so.” Rostya was sitting silently, his head swiveling between the other two men. He looked like someone watching a particularly spirited ping pong match. 
 
    “Because you are in charge,” Ilya said contemptuously. 
 
    “That is exactly right.” 
 
    Ilya spat on the floor. “That is what I think of you being in charge. Just because your name was drawn out of a hat, you think you have the right to tell us what to do, and to determine how every portion of the assignment will proceed?” 
 
    “I do not care what you think of the current chain of command,” Nikolay said softly. “And I do not care what you think of me. But that chain of command was established during the planning phase of this mission, and if you had a problem with it you should have spoken up then. It is far too late to contemplate changing the command structure now.” 
 
    Ilya glowered at him but said nothing. 
 
    “We are going to do things my way. When the mission is over, you will have the opportunity to voice your displeasure to Navsegda leadership if you wish. In the meantime, you will do what I tell you, when I tell you to do it. Is that clear?” 
 
    Ilya spat on the floor again and walked away. 
 
    Rostya’s arms were still crossed and he continued to lean back in his chair. His grin widened as he winked at Nikolay. 
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    Tracie had tried to position herself so she could observe as much of the front of Dimitri Kozlov’s apartment building as possible. Without knowing whether the Navsegda operative owned a car or not, there was no way to tell whether she would be following him by bus, on foot or by car if and when he decided to leave his home. 
 
    So she tried to select surveillance locations that would permit her to do any of the three when the time came. 
 
    She had utilized her initial site in the front corner of the building’s parking lot for close to ninety minutes, observing the main entrance intently as a more or less steady stream of Muscovites entered and exited the high-rise, none of them Kozlov. 
 
    No one seemed to pay her any attention, but after almost an hour-and-a-half, she began to feel exposed. How long would it be reasonable for one young woman to sit alone inside a parked car without meeting anyone or moving? 
 
    A little after two o’clock, she started the VAZ and pulled away from the apartment complex. The vehicular traffic had thinned considerably, so it took just a few minutes to circle the block and pull into an on-street parking space located diagonally across from Kozlov’s building. From there she could observe the entrance and remain virtually unseen unless he was in the habit of scanning the neighborhood with binoculars before leaving his apartment. 
 
    The risk inherent in changing locations and being forced to circle the block was obvious: in the few minutes she lost eyes on the building, Kozlov could have strolled out the front door and vanished, and Tracie would have no way of knowing. 
 
    It was one of several major drawbacks to conducting surveillance alone, and something over which she had no control. In most cases, that slim possibility wouldn’t particularly bother Tracie. If she lost Kozlov today, she would wait until he returned home and then try again the next time he went out. 
 
    Given the time constraints of the current situation, though, that scenario would be unacceptable, and Tracie found herself gnawing on the inside of her lower lip incessantly. It was a reaction to extreme stress she’d had since she was a little girl, and one she had been unable to completely eradicate even after becoming aware of it. 
 
    She concentrated on relaxing and only succeeded in becoming tenser as she considered her odds of success in this assignment. They weren’t good. Following Kozlov was a long shot, since while she felt confident he would lead her to other Navsegda members—eventually—there was no way of knowing how long that would take. And even if it happened soon, those members may or may not have any connection to the missing Soviet nuke. 
 
    But a long shot was the only shot she had right now. And there was reason for optimism. Pulling off the theft of a nuclear device and then transporting it to the states for detonation was not a project that could be undertaken on a shoestring budget. Now that Tracie had identified the group’s main source of funding, it only stood to reason that their financier’s contact would be closely connected to the project. 
 
    And that contact was Kozlov. 
 
    The relevant question, though, was tantalizingly simple and impossible to answer: was she too late? 
 
    She was mulling over that question like a bulldog worrying a steak bone, attacking it from as many different angles as she could, when the glass double-doors across the street flew open and the man with the Karl Marx beard exited. Unlike a few hours ago, when he seemed confused and angry while searching for the nonexistent delivery person, now he was moving with a purpose. 
 
    Tracie sat up straight in her seat and tracked him as he crossed left to right toward the parking lot. If she’d been forced to lay a bet, she would have said he owned a car, or at least had access to one. It was hard to imagine the main source of a revolutionary group’s financing collecting large amounts of cash via bus. 
 
    When Kozlov unlocked a small Lada—a car that looked virtually identical to millions of other small Ladas in use all across Russia—and then slipped behind the wheel, she started the engine in her own car, letting it idle while she waited to see what would happen next. 
 
    Kozlov sat unmoving for a moment as he glanced absently back toward his apartment building. He looked like a man reviewing a mental checklist. Tracie took that as a positive sign and she began to get the butterflies in her stomach that told her something significant was happening. 
 
    After apparently deciding he hadn’t forgotten anything, Kozlov backed out of his parking space and chugged toward the street. He waited for an opening in traffic and then turned left, moving in the direction Tracie had driven thirty minutes earlier when she circled the block. She waited impatiently, allowing four cars to fill in the space behind Kozlov, then she pulled away from the curb and settled in behind him. 
 
    Tailing a subject wasn’t something she considered herself particularly adept at, and as Kozlov drove northwestbound, leaving Moscow and its suburbs behind and moving into more sparsely populated territory, she concentrated hard on maintaining sufficient spacing. Fall too far behind and she could lose him when he finally decided to turn. Close the gap too much and he would eventually become aware that the car behind him had been there far too long to be explained by coincidence. 
 
    By the time she’d been on the road an hour, Tracie began to question the wisdom of tailing Kozlov as opposed to kidnapping and torturing him. He was still moving northwest, more or less following the Volga River along the Leningradskoye toll highway, showing no signs of stopping, turning or even slowing. 
 
    Once again she was becoming painfully aware of the passage of precious time. If she’d made the wrong decision in following along behind him as opposed to taking more direct action, she might well be condemning thousands of Americans to a horrible death. The thought of a nuke detonating outside Phoenix, say, while she drove along a Russian highway behind a man doing nothing more sinister than going to visit friends, was more than she could bear. 
 
    But she’d committed to the current course of action and would give it time to play out, one way or the other. At least on the toll highway, with its limited number of exits, losing Kozlov would be nearly impossible, even while leaving plenty of space between the two vehicles. 
 
    He passed exit after exit, showing no sign of leaving the highway, and she began to suspect Kozlov was making a beeline for Leningrad, which was nearly an eight-hour drive from Moscow. If that were the case she was going to have to revisit her plan and maybe at some point force him off the road and take him. She didn’t think she could afford to dedicate that much time to Kozlov without gaining any actionable intelligence. 
 
    He continued to drive, steady as a metronome, and she decided she would stick with the current plan only until he passed through Tver, a city of nearly half a million residents on the banks of the Volga and Tvertsa Rivers. If he left Tver in his rear view mirror she would gradually close the distance between them with the intention of waiting for an opportunity to force his car off the road. 
 
    But it never came to that. Almost before she realized she was creeping up on him, Kozlov slowed and exited the highway maybe twenty minutes outside Tver. Instantly alert, Tracie adjusted her speed and tried to time her approach so she would hit the off-ramp just as her target was reaching the end of it. 
 
    The fact that she’d never taken this exit off the Leningradskoye made it a dicey proposition. 
 
    She was a little late exiting the highway, but was still able to observe Kozlov turning left and accelerating westbound at the end of the off-ramp. Tracie hit the gas and sped down the ramp much faster than she would have liked, not wanting to risk a police stop but knowing she could not afford to lose the Russian now, not after spending the better part of an afternoon cooling her heels waiting for him to do something interesting. 
 
    A line of eastbound traffic stretched at least eight cars deep, preventing Tracie from making an immediate left turn at the end of the ramp and she cursed, once again gnawing on her lower lip. Halfway through the line of vehicles was an eighteen-wheeler not quite able to keep up with the car in front of it. Saying a quick prayer that her stolen VAZ’s engine didn’t pick this moment to give up the ghost, she eased into the road and then punched the gas just as the car in front of the eighteen-wheeler passed her grille. 
 
    The VAZ hesitated and then shot into the tiny gap. The truck driver leaned on his air horn at the same time he hit his brakes, the sound of the horn and the screech of the brakes combining for a loud and intimidating close call. 
 
    And then she was through. She yanked the wheel and eased off the gas and the car slid into the turn, rubber squealing on pavement until the VAZ scattered gravel and sand at the edge of the road, finally allowing Tracie to regain control. 
 
    Kozlov was still visible in the distance. 
 
    Tracie breathed deeply. She straightened the wheel and eased down on the gas and followed Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda’s money man. 
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    Dimitri Kozlov was tired and stressed. This damned assignment was getting to him. Even though he was only the financial go-between, receiving cash from Navsegda’s wealthy Russian financier and funneling it to the men tasked with achieving tangible mission results, he knew enough about the current operation to know he should be worried. 
 
    A live nuclear device was involved. 
 
    In keeping with Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda’s core principle of only giving members enough information to complete their designated portion of an assignment, his knowledge of mission specifics was necessarily limited. 
 
    But he still knew enough to cause insomnia and nightmares. He craved a return to the powerful Soviet governing philosophy he recalled from his youth, knew in his heart his association with Navsegda was right and just, but still…it was difficult to get past the knowledge that the men he was associated with would soon take the lives of thousands of innocent people and destroy millions, maybe even billions, of rubles worth of property. 
 
    Dimitri didn’t know how the other Navsegda members felt, but his knowledge of the coming cataclysm was wreaking havoc with his own life and his own health. In addition to not sleeping, he’d been having trouble eating, concentrating and completing simple tasks. He was willing to risk imprisonment for the ideals Navsegda espoused, but the notion of so many people dying, even if it resulted in a return to the Soviet Union’s former glory, well, that was hard to swallow. 
 
    Dimitri was glad his involvement in the operation would end after tonight. The blood of innocents would still be on his hands, but at least the sick feeling in the pit of his stomach might start to fade over time. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    Dimitri left the highway and drove toward the designated rendezvous point, a circular turnaround at the end of a long, winding, little-used road in the rural village of Novenkoye. He had completed exchanges in this location in the past and it always caused him unease, even when the exchange took place in the daytime as this one would. Although the turnaround was no more than a couple kilometers away from a small cluster of homes, it had been hacked out of a thick Russian forest and felt as isolated as anywhere Dimitri had ever been. 
 
    It was perfectly suited to illicit meetings. 
 
    After a short distance he turned south and began motoring along a relatively busy road running between the Leningradskoye Highway and the Volga River. The turnoff he needed to make was coming up on the right and would eventually take him over the highway he’d just exited. 
 
    And it was hard to find; he’d missed it more than once and had no desire to do so again. 
 
    He almost did so again. 
 
    At the last second he spotted the turn and hit the brakes hard. The car didn’t exactly screech to a halt, but it slowed quickly, causing the motorist behind him to offer a middle-finger critique of Dimitri’s driving skills as he swerved around Dimitri. 
 
    Dimitri barely took note of the angry man. His heart was pounding, adrenaline coursing through his system as it always did when he was about to make an exchange. This was when his work for Navsegda became real, when the risks he was taking in pursuit of a new Russian Revolution were impossible to ignore or diminish. 
 
    He passed over the Leningradskoye and continued through a neighborhood consisting of industrial-type warehouses sharing space with small homes. At the end of the road he turned right, passed an even smaller neighborhood and then eased left, leaving the few ramshackle houses behind as the road transitioned from pavement to hard-packed dirt. 
 
    It had been days since the last rain, and dust quickly covered his car, rising in a small cloud behind him and rendering his mirrors virtually useless. The entire Red Army could be back there and he would never know. 
 
    A little less than two kilometers later he pulled to the side of the turnaround and eased to a stop. Just ahead, a red American-made pickup truck sat with its engine idling. A pair of Navsegda operatives sat on its open tailgate, smoking cigarettes and chatting as they watched Dimitri approach. 
 
    Dimitri had never seen either man before. 
 
    He left his engine running, as the other men had done, and stepped out of the car. Walked around the front of the Lada and stopped next to the truck, waiting for the men to acknowledge his presence, feeling foolish when they didn’t. 
 
    “Excuse me, comrades,” he said. 
 
    Finally the men turned to face him. They still didn’t answer. 
 
    “I would like to wrap this up if you don’t mind,” he continued. “I still have a lot of driving to do and I would like to finish before it gets too late.” 
 
    One of the men rolled his eyes and Dimitri felt a rush of anger. He knew many of Navsegda’s operational personnel felt a certain amount of resentment against someone like Dimitri, who got involved only superficially in the actual nuts-and-bolts of the new revolution. 
 
    It was unfair. Dimitri had done military service in defense of his country and completed that service with honor. Was it his fault he was older now and less able to perform strenuous physical tasks? Was it his fault he’d made a strong connection with a man like Sergei Marinovich and had been able to parlay that connection into an amount of funding previously unthinkable by those fomenting the new people’s revolution? 
 
    The answer to those questions, he knew was nyet. Neither of those things was his fault, and he was contributing to Navsegda’s mission in at least as significant a way as these two young men, neither of whom looked trustworthy enough, in Dimitri’s opinion, to carry out even the most basic of Navsegda assignments. 
 
    The anger and resentment bubbled up again, stronger this time, and Dimitri said, “I do not know what your problem is, but I suggest you get your asses off my truck right this minute and let me get on with this mission.” 
 
    He knew it was foolish to provoke them when there were two of them and only one of him, and they were probably armed while he was not. He knew if they took offense to his words and were men of a violent bent, they could easily kill him and bury his body somewhere inside this thick, primeval forest and he would never be found. 
 
    But Dimitri was exhausted and stressed and worried, and the tense little ball in the pit of his stomach was pulsing and squirming and making him feel like he might vomit at any moment, and he’d had enough. 
 
    The men didn’t kill him and bury his body in the primeval forest. Dimitri didn’t know for sure they were armed, but if they were they left their weapons hidden. They simply climbed down off the bed of the truck as instructed. 
 
    “Good day, comrades,” he said, watching as both men flicked their cigarettes onto the hard packed dirt and slouched off toward the Lada. The man who’d been sitting closest to Dimitri got behind the wheel, while the other man moved to the passenger side and sat. Then the driver spun the wheel and hit the gas and the car chugged away, lost in an instantly rising cloud as dust covered Dimitri. 
 
    It occurred to him that neither man had spoken during the entire encounter. It was strange and just one more thing that served to make him uneasy. 
 
    He decided being out in this vast emptiness was combining with his discomfort regarding Navsegda’s methods to make him jumpy and paranoid. He needed to get out of here and back to the civilization of Moscow. 
 
    Dimitri lifted the truck’s tailgate and slammed it closed. Then he moved to the cab and slid behind the wheel. He’d never driven an American vehicle before, and knew it would take a lot longer than the two-and-a-half hour drive he was facing to get comfortable with the fact that the steering wheel and pedals were located on the wrong side of the truck. 
 
    But that was okay. He couldn’t imagine a single plausible scenario where he would ever drive an American car or truck again, so all he had to do was not kill himself and deliver the pickup truck to his Navsegda contacts in one piece. Then he would be finished with the stress of revolution for a while. 
 
    Seeing the men smoking had awakened an almost irresistible urge for a cigarette, so Dimitri pulled the pack out of his shirt pocket and smacked the top of the pack against his palm until he had exposed one of the Belomorkanals enough to pull it out. Then he lit the cigarette and brought it to his lips, breathing in the flavor and savoring it for several seconds before exhaling. 
 
    He should already be moving; every second he wasted smoking a damned cigarette was one second longer it would take before the job was finished and he could relax. But the bite of the Belomorkanal was providing much-needed stress relief, and Dimitri decided five extra minutes in the middle of the job wasn’t such a steep price to pay for a short break from the tension. 
 
    All too soon the cigarette had burned down to a nub. Dimitri grimaced, wanting to light another but knowing to do so would constitute more than a “short break.” 
 
    He tossed the butt out the window and put the truck in gear. 
 
    The dust had mostly settled in the turnaround when Dimitri stirred it up again. He reversed the route he had taken on his way here and was back on the Leningradskoye in minutes. 
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    It wasn’t difficult for Tracie to follow Kozlov once he passed the tiny cluster of houses—shacks, really—huddled together to the right of the narrow road. There was only one way for the man to go, and he seemed to be in a big hurry to get there. 
 
    What was difficult was tailing him without making it obvious she was doing so. With the possible exception of lock-picking, tailing a subject solo without being spotted was probably the thing Tracie Tanner felt the least comfortable doing. She’d hated it when learning the basics almost ten years ago at The Farm, she’d hated doing it in the field ever since, and she was completely unsurprised to discover she still hated it now. 
 
    But she learned to improvise, to avail herself of any possible advantage, no matter how small or unexpected. In this case, that unexpected advantage was the condition of the road. 
 
    After crossing over the Leninskoye, the pavement became less and less well maintained, until now the road consisted entirely of packed dirt. Dust was billowing up behind Kozlov’s vehicle and then hanging in the air, meaning Tracie was able to back off to the point it became unnecessary even to keep eyes on the target at all. 
 
    And the road’s deteriorating condition told her something else as well: wherever he was going, Dimitri Kozlov had almost arrived at his destination. To travel much farther would require a four-wheel-drive vehicle, something the Navsegda man did not have. 
 
    By the time she made the left turn after passing the little cluster of houses set back in the woods to the right, Tracie was moving slowly. She eased around the turn and jerked to a stop at the sight of Kozlov’s taillights flashing and the man pulling to the side of the road behind what looked like a red Ford F-150 pickup. The sight of an American truck here, in the heart of Communist Russia, was so unexpected she just sat for a second, staring. 
 
    But only for a second. 
 
    She threw the VAZ into reverse and backed around the corner until out of sight of the Russian car and the American truck sitting in a turnaround a couple hundred yards away. Then she turned the wheel and continued backing along the narrow access road toward the houses far off in the distance. 
 
    When she’d gone a sufficient distance there seemed to be little risk of the car being seen, she parked it as far off the road as she could, screened by the heavy forest overgrowth. Then she stepped out. She double-timed along the verge until reaching the corner, and then dropped into a crouch and observed the rendezvous in the distance. 
 
    Two men had apparently driven the F-150 to this clandestine meeting. They were younger than Kozlov, and were smoking cigarettes while sitting on the truck’s open tailgate. They appeared to be trying to ignore him as the older man lectured them, punctuating some point he was making by gesturing firmly in their direction with his pointer finger. 
 
    After a moment both men slid off the tailgate and tossed their cigarettes to the ground. If they said anything to Kozlov, Tracie couldn’t tell. They sauntered to Kozlov’s Lada and climbed inside, then spun the car away from the F-150 and accelerated toward Tracie. 
 
    She slipped deeper into the underbrush and waited for them to pass, then broke cover and sprinted for her own car. The purpose of this out-of-the-way meeting was obviously the vehicle swap, and it seemed unlikely Kozlov would sit very long by himself in the middle of nowhere before driving away in the truck. 
 
    And Tracie was determined to follow him when he did. 
 
    Things had just gotten a lot more interesting. 
 
    There didn’t seem to be any obvious connection between the acquisition by Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda of an American–made pickup truck and the potential detonation of a thermonuclear device somewhere in the United States. But there was another possibility, one in which the acquisition of the truck would make perfect sense. 
 
    And that possibility was terrifying. 
 
    Tracie arrived at her car at a dead run and leapt into the front seat. Then she hit the gas too hard and her drive wheels spun in the loose dirt. She eased off the accelerator and then the tires made purchase and she moved toward the intersection, forcing herself to drive slowly, even as her every instinct was telling her to jam the pedal to the floor. Even if Kozlov had driven away just as Tracie turned toward her car, it had taken her less than a minute to get moving and there was only one way he could have gone. 
 
    For now. 
 
    She assumed he would head back to the Leninskoye Highway, retracing his arrival route. Her plan was to reacquire a visual on him before he could make it to the highway and disappear. 
 
    She crept to the intersection and blinked in surprise. Kozlov must have spent a couple of minutes by himself inside the F-150’s cab while it sat in the lonely clearing, because he was only now turning off Tracie’s left and moving through the small neighborhood toward the highway. 
 
    Take a breath. Slow down. You’ve got this. 
 
    Tracie waited until the red truck disappeared from view before pulling into the intersection and following. As she made the left turn to pass through the small neighborhood that was roughly fifty percent houses and fifty percent industrial buildings, she could see the truck in the distance ahead, moving steadily toward the highway. 
 
    As expected, Kozlov retraced his route to the Leninskoye, entering the southbound lanes and setting off toward Moscow. Tracie felt the tension begin to ease as she fell in behind him, allowing several cars to fill in the gap and screen her from view. 
 
    The tension returned less than thirty minutes later, however, when Kozlov surprised her by flicking on his turn signal and exiting the highway. Despite the better part of a decade working in and around the Soviet Union, Tracie had only traveled the highway connecting Moscow with Leningrad a handful of times and she had only the vaguest notion of her current location. 
 
    She blew out a breath and followed. At the bottom of the off-ramp, after passing through the tollbooths, Kozlov pulled into a small travel plaza consisting of a gas station and a restaurant that looked like the Russian version of a southwestern American diner. He parked the truck and climbed out of the cab and then disappeared into the eatery. 
 
    Tracie gnawed at the inside of her lower lip as she eased slowly forward. She was hungry but too keyed up to eat. Besides, without anything concrete to gain by it, there was no real reason to risk being seen by the Navsegda member now when it might become necessary to interact with him later. She would only have one chance to approach him as a stranger. 
 
    There was, however, a reason to risk approaching the truck while Kozlov was inside the restaurant, and Tracie thought this might represent her best chance to do so. Maybe her only chance. 
 
    She rolled across the lot and looked for a parking spot that would make her as inconspicuous as possible when her target left the restaurant. Selecting an empty space near the rear of the lot that gave her a clear view of the building’s entrance, she backed between two larger cars. Both were empty. She considered killing the VAZ’s engine but was worried she might not be able to restart it quickly via hotwire when she needed to. 
 
    So she again left it idling and leaned forward in her seat, eyes fixed on the restaurant’s entrance. It was always possible Kozlov had stopped only to pee and would return immediately, so she waited three minutes. When he didn’t show, she counted one more for good measure and then decided he must have sat down to eat. 
 
    She reached into the back seat and unzipped her canvas equipment bag. Rummaged around in it for a moment before finding the item she wanted. Then she pulled out a small electronic device roughly the size of a baseball that had been sliced in half. A stubby metal antenna protruded from the apex of the device, and a series of small magnets were affixed to the base. 
 
    Tracie re-zipped the bag and then pushed open the car door, stepping into the early evening sunshine. Sunset this time of year didn’t occur until well after nine p.m., but already shadows had begun creeping across the lot from the mammoth trees ringing the travel plaza as the sun began its slide toward the horizon. 
 
    The parking lot was no more than half filled with vehicles, but Tracie took a circuitous route as she made her way toward Kozlov’s truck. She wanted to remain screened as much as possible by cars in the event the Navsegda member had chosen a table near a window and was watching the lot as he ate. 
 
    When she reached the row of vehicles parked directly behind the Ford, Tracie angled right until out of sight of the entrance and all the dining room’s windows. No one was walking in the lot, and out by the road no cars were turning into the plaza, but either of those situations could change at any moment, so she wasted no time approaching the truck, crouching low to remain hidden from view of those inside the restaurant. 
 
    When she reached the tailgate she flipped a small switch located on the bottom of the transmitter and then crouched next to the right rear tire. She placed the device as high up inside the wheel well as she could, feeling around until she thought she’d made solid contact between the magnets and the sheet metal. The antenna protruded straight down, short enough that it would remain out of sight unless the tire needed to be changed, long enough to provide what Tracie thought would be a decent transmitting range. 
 
    Just as she was finishing, a young couple exited the restaurant and strolled to the car parked next to the F-150. Tracie stayed on her knees and pretended to check the tire, running her hand along its rubber treads. 
 
    The young man watched her for a moment and then said, “Is everything all right? Do you need help?” 
 
    Tracie smiled up at him. “Thank you, everything is fine. I thought I might have picked up a nail, but the tire pressure seems to be normal.” 
 
    The man returned her smile and then nodded at the Ford. “That is quite a beautiful vehicle. We do not see many American cars around here.” 
 
    This is taking too long, Tracie thought. Kozlov could come out at any moment. “It is my baby,” she said with a smile. “Thank you for your kind words.” 
 
    The man finally turned away and opened his car door, an occurrence for which Tracie couldn’t have been more grateful. In addition to her concern about Kozlov returning, she couldn’t continue crouching at the rear tire much longer without it becoming clear she didn’t want to stand. 
 
    She pushed to her feet and began moving along the side of the truck, still in a half-crouch, as the couple backed out of the parking space next to her. Then she dropped and examined the right front tire until the car had reached the road and accelerated away. 
 
    Only then did she rise and retrace her steps to the VAZ. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    19 
 
      
 
    June 13, 1988 
 
    6:25 p.m. 
 
    Somewhere northwest of Moscow, Russia, USSR 
 
      
 
    Kozlov returned to the F-150 no more than two minutes after Tracie finished placing the tracking device on his truck. The short amount of time he’d spent inside the restaurant didn’t particularly surprise her; she’d thought all along he would do nothing more than cram down a quick meal and get right back on the road. 
 
    But the timing was a little unsettling. She didn’t think he’d taken note of her back at his apartment building when she’d tricked him into stepping outside, so the worst-case scenario of him seeing her at the travel plaza was that she would lose the possibility of approaching him anonymously later, should she need or want to do so. 
 
    But if he’d walked outside while she was engaged in illicit activity involving his truck, that could have caused real problems. 
 
    Across the parking lot, Kozlov started his engine and began moving toward the exit. Having successfully placed the tracker, Tracie no longer had to be concerned with keeping the vehicle in sight at all times. The transmitter was powerful for its size, and its battery should last plenty long enough for her to determine whether her concerns about Navsegda’s acquisition of an American vehicle were justified or not. 
 
    Kozlov reached the road and surprised Tracie again. She expected him to take a left and return to the highway, but instead, he crossed her up and turned right. Then he drove off, moving away from the Leninskoye and deeper into the heavily forested Russian wilderness. The road looked roughly equivalent to a remote county two-lane in the states. 
 
    She had briefly considered waiting for a better opportunity to place the tracking device on the F-150—the close call of a couple minutes ago was exactly why—but was now glad she’d taken the risk when she did. Following Kozlov visually on what appeared to be a lightly traveled road would have been stressful and difficult, particularly since it looked like the road snaked into an area that was even more remote. 
 
    Tracie once again unzipped the canvas bag. She lifted out a hand-held radio receiver tuned to the frequency of the transmitter she’d placed under Kozlov’s truck. On the front of the receiver was a two-inch by two-inch screen featuring a single blinking red dot. 
 
    The tracker was about as simple a device as anything in the CIA’s arsenal. The blinking red dot represented, obviously, the transmitter sending a signal out from the underside of the F-150. The location of the dot on the screen showed only the position of the transmitter in relation to the receiver, not distances or road maps or anything else. 
 
    The dot was currently pegged at the top of the screen, meaning the truck was somewhere more or less directly in front of Tracie’s car. If Kozlov were to come to an intersection and turn, say, right, Tracie’s only way of knowing would be to note the position of the dot moving to the right side of the screen as she approached the intersection. 
 
    She put the car in gear and moved toward the exit. It had been about two minutes since Kozlov disappeared into the forested hills, and while she was certain the receiver would read the transmitter over a much greater distance than he could already have traveled, there was no reason to put that certainty to the test. 
 
    Tracie was tired and hungry and stressed, but none of that mattered. 
 
    She would follow Kozlov until he got wherever he was going, and would determine her next course of action then. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A couple of times over the next two hours, Tracie rode the VAZ hard, driving faster than necessary—and probably faster than was wise—for the purpose of closing the gap on Kozlov and making visual contact. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust the CIA’s technology, not exactly. She simply preferred to verify with her own eyes the information the radio receiver was giving her as she drove. Once she acquired the red truck visually in the distance, she would then ease off her speed again, letting Kozlov disappear from sight on the winding rural road. 
 
    And it was very rural. Tracie knew her quarry was headed more or less in an easterly direction, which would mean Moscow somewhere to the south, far off her right side. But given the lack of cars on the road and the fact that villages and towns were few and far between, if she hadn’t already known they were within thirty or so miles of Russia’s most populous city she would never have guessed it. 
 
    By eight-thirty, the VAZ was getting low on fuel and Tracie was again thankful she’d managed to tag the F-150 with a tracking device. She could stop whenever she wanted, fill the tank and get back on the road and not worry about losing Kozlov. 
 
    She’d just begun looking for an open gasoline station, cruising into the little town of Yaroslavl, when she glanced down at the tiny screen on her radio receiver and blinked in surprise. 
 
    Kozlov had turned. He was no longer ahead of Tracie on the two-lane on which she’d been following him since he left the travel plaza. According to the blinking red dot, he’d turned left onto a crossroad, presumably at the intersection she was now approaching. 
 
    Tracie forgot all about getting gas and eased to a halt at a rusted, dented stop sign that looked as though it had been installed at the intersection somewhere around the time of the Russian Revolution. The roads were completely deserted, but still she flipped on her blinker before making the left turn. 
 
    She accelerated down the narrow road but kept her speed in check. Her instincts were screaming at her that Kozlov was no longer moving, that this tiny village in the middle of the Russian forest had been his destination ever since making the vehicle exchange. 
 
    In less than half a mile she spotted the truck. It was angled nose-in to a parking spot behind a service station that clearly had not been in use in at least twenty years. Kozlov had attempted to park out of sight, but a foot or so of the red cargo bed remained visible to anyone approaching from the south. 
 
    If that person was paying attention. 
 
    Tracie was paying attention. 
 
    Two gas pumps stood crookedly on a crumbling concrete base—one of the pumps missing a nozzle—directly in front of what at one time had been the station’s office. A chain with a rusty padlock had been wound around the handles of the station’s double entry doors, a waste of time and effort since the large window next to the doors had been smashed out. There was no sign of broken glass on the pavement below, so Tracie assumed the damage had been done years ago. 
 
    The time was now just before nine p.m. Official sunset would be in about fifteen minutes, but thanks to the shadows cast by the trees lining the road, the darkness had deepened to the point where it was impossible for Tracie to make out any more than the most basic details as she drove past. 
 
    Kozlov himself was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    She continued beyond the station, thankful for the remoteness of its location. There wasn’t a single home or any other building in sight, and it had been close to fifteen minutes since Tracie had passed another car. Obviously, Navsegda had chosen this location for its isolation, but that isolation benefitted Tracie as well: the lack of activity should make it relatively easy to get a closer look at the truck and the station. 
 
    And whatever might be inside. 
 
    Once the old service station had disappeared from sight in her rear view mirror, she pulled to the side of the road and stopped the car. This time she shut down the engine. She didn’t bother trying to hide the vehicle. Anyone passing by—including Kozlov or any other Navsegda operative—would assume the VAZ had broken down. 
 
    She did, however, lift her equipment bag from the back seat and trudge into the woods, stepping over downed branches and pushing through screens of undergrowth until she’d put twenty feet of forest between herself and the car. Then she dropped the bag in a shallow dip between two large evergreens. Leaving the car in plain sight was one thing; leaving the bag, with all her tools and CIA gear inside the unoccupied vehicle, was another issue entirely. 
 
    Satisfied she’d secured the bag sufficiently for the short time she expected to be gone, Tracie returned to the road and began hurrying toward the service station. She kept her head on a swivel, alert for oncoming cars in both directions, but paying particular attention to any traffic approaching from her twelve o’clock. She had no idea how long Kozlov’s business in Yaroslavl was going to take, but was determined not to miss him if he’d changed vehicles again and drove past her moving north. 
 
    He didn’t drive past her. 
 
    Nobody drove past her. 
 
    The area felt abandoned, like some dystopian landscape in a Hollywood disaster movie. 
 
    When the old gas station came into view again in the distance, Tracie melted into the woods and continued hiking in its direction, albeit at a much slower pace. She hated to waste the time it took to struggle through the woods but didn’t want to be seen walking toward a Navsegda hideout in the event anyone was paying attention. It seemed unlikely the radical group would have posted sentries—Tracie doubted they had the manpower for that—but she’d encountered stranger things in her career and was determined not to take any chances. 
 
    She swung a wide arc, keeping the building in sight off her right side through the screen of underbrush. When she’d reached a point where she could see the entire rear of the station, she began angling toward it slowly. 
 
    The first thing she noticed was a second vehicle. This one was a beat-up Czechoslovakian Škoda parked flush against the building’s rear wall. It was much smaller than the F-150 and thus invisible to anyone passing the station on the road out front. 
 
    Tracie had assumed Kozlov would not be alone inside the station, and the presence of the car seemed to support that assumption. 
 
    A pair of rollup garage bay doors, both closed, their wood warped and waterlogged, indicated that at one time the station had featured two service bays. The only other break in the straight line of concrete blocks forming the rear of the building was an entry door offering secondary access to the office. If that door had been chained shut like the one at the front of the station, Navsegda had cut through and disposed of the chains. The door currently stood propped open. 
 
    Tracie eased forward slowly, alert for people but so far seeing none. Something odd caught her attention as she examined the building. All the windows in both of the ancient garage bay doors had been smashed out, exactly as had the windows in front. The damage had probably occurred years ago, if not decades. 
 
    But plywood had been nailed over every one of these windows. 
 
    And the plywood was new. It had clearly been purchased or scavenged recently and was a much more recent addition to the building than anything else she’d seen in her surveillance. 
 
    Well, that’s interesting. It was obvious Kozlov and/or his buddies inside didn’t want any nosy observers peering into the service bays. This immediately made them the focus of her attention. 
 
    She backtracked into the woods a dozen or so feet and then moved to the side of the building, where the forest overgrowth reached almost all the way to the cinderblocks. Then she unsnapped her shoulder rig and lifted out her Beretta, holding it in two hands, aimed—for now—at the ground. 
 
    She broke cover, moving to the side of the building and flattening herself against it before creeping to the rear corner. She eased her head around it and saw no more activity than she’d observed before, so she took a deep breath and moved quickly, arriving at the rear door in seconds. 
 
    Inside she could hear voices. They were discussing money in Russian, one man asking someone, or a group of people, whether they needed any more of it to purchase supplies. Presumably it was Kozlov doing the asking. 
 
    “We can always use more cash, eh?” one man answered before laughing gruffly. 
 
    That man was immediately cut off by another male voice, his tone one of annoyance. 
 
    “No,” the second man said. “We have plenty of money. And now, with the truck, we have everything we need to make a clear and unmistakable statement to the current Soviet leadership regarding the unfortunate direction they have taken our beloved homeland.” 
 
    Tracie risked a glimpse into the office, exposing her head just enough to peer around the door opening with one eye. 
 
    She saw nobody. The voices were echoing through the service station’s mostly empty interior. Wherever the conversation was tasking place, it was out of sight of the rear access door. 
 
    That was good, because what Tracie really wanted was a look inside those service bays with the broken windows that had been sealed shut with plywood. She thought she knew how she was going to get that look, too, and she wasn’t interested in taking the time to work her way through the woods over to that side of the building. 
 
    She crossed in front of the open door, edging sideways, her gun aimed inside as she moved, ready to blast away at anyone who challenged her. 
 
    No one did. Seconds later she arrived at the pair of closed garage bay doors. 
 
    She was completely exposed. 
 
    If anyone walked out the open rear office door they would spot her instantly. 
 
    She didn’t care. She needed to see inside those service bays. 
 
    When she’d examined the garage doors from a distance, it had appeared that whoever nailed the plywood over the window closest the east side of the building had been in a hurry and done a slipshod job, leaving a sliver of maybe half an inch uncovered. 
 
    Now that she was up close, she could see that her assessment was spot on, and she pressed her face against the spongy wood of the big door, peering inside. 
 
    Her breath caught in her throat. 
 
    Four men were clustered in a tight circle inside one of the service bays. One of them was Kozlov. The others Tracie did not recognize. 
 
    But that wasn’t what caught her attention and caused her nearly to gasp out loud. 
 
    Next to the men, fastened to a series of wooden pallets, was the missing thermonuclear device. 
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    The bomb wasn’t on its way to the United States at all. Instead it was sitting here in an ancient gas station somewhere north of Moscow. 
 
    It was always possible, of course, that Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda still intended to fly the device to the U.S. or ship it by boat, where they would detonate it with the purpose of starting a war and providing their Soviet hardliners with an excuse to seize power and plunge the USSR into the darkness of the Stalin years. 
 
    But the fact that Navsegda had made an American truck a part of their plan seemed to indicate something else to Tracie. She didn’t doubt the group’s goal was to spark a war between the world’s two great superpowers, but it was beginning to look as though they had something else in mind, something that would allow them to avoid the risks inherent in shipping a nuclear device halfway around the world and then attempting to smuggle it into the U.S. 
 
    Maybe they could accomplish everything they wanted without ever leaving Russia. 
 
    It wouldn’t be that difficult, Tracie thought, particularly given the fact that the riskiest part of such an operation was already behind them—stealing the bomb in the first place. 
 
    She ran through it in her mind. The radicals steal or purchase an American truck with a bed large enough to carry the tactical nuke. 
 
    They load the device onto the back of the truck and then take plenty of photos, being sure to include the “Ford” and/or “F-150” nameplates prominently in every picture. 
 
    Then they build a cover to place over the bomb, shielding it from view of police, military and civilians. 
 
    After that, they simply drive the truck to the location of their choosing, probably a medium-sized Russian city far enough from Moscow to avoid devastating their capital city, but close enough to terrify everyone in the Soviet Union. 
 
    Then they take some more photographs of the truck parked in front of, say a piece of Russian architecture, or a city administrative building, or some other readily identifiable location that would provide maximum bang for their buck, literally. 
 
    Then they detonate the device, potentially killing tens of thousands in the initial blast, followed by tens of thousands more in the ensuing weeks and months thanks to radiation poisoning. 
 
    After that, they distribute their photographs of the bomb sitting in the cargo bed of an American pickup truck, and the Soviet leadership has no choice but to respond in kind against the American aggressors, if only to satisfy the panicked, angry Russian citizenry. 
 
    Then the Navsegda hardliners make their move within the Soviet hierarchy. 
 
    Such a plan would be devastatingly effective, using simple human psychology to create a wave of support for war and for Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda. The radical group would insist on all-new Communist leadership, claiming Gorbachev and his policies of openness and conciliation in dealing with the United States had created a climate where the Americans had felt emboldened enough to attack Russia just outside its own capital city. 
 
    Could such a plan really work? 
 
    Tracie didn’t know, but with the acquisition of the tactical nuclear device and the American-made truck, they were frighteningly close to finding out. 
 
    She might have just days to stop an action that could trigger a third world war. 
 
    She might have just hours. 
 
    And she was utterly alone. 
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    The discussion inside the abandoned service station was still ongoing between the four Navsegda members when Tracie retraced her steps and moved out of sight along the side of the building. Traffic had been light along this road since Tracie had originally driven past the station while tracking Kozlov, so she decided to risk jogging back to her car along the verge. 
 
    If her interpretation of what she’d just seen was accurate, time was at a premium, and wasting ten to fifteen minutes sneaking through the forest suddenly seemed like a very bad idea. She needed to get back to her safe house absolutely as quickly as possible. 
 
    Once there she would notify Aaron Stallings via secure satellite phone of what she’d discovered. America’s intelligence presence inside Russia and its satellite states had taken a serious hit with multiple assassinations last year of CIA covert personnel, but Tracie was certainly not the only operative still active inside the USSR. It was imperative she brief Stallings and convince him to commit as many American assets as possible to helping her. 
 
    She didn’t think it would take much convincing on her part, but even if he agreed with her assessment and dispatched personnel immediately, it would take time to get them into position thanks to the sheer vastness of the Soviet Union. 
 
    And until help arrived, Tracie would be working alone on a mission that was suddenly far too big—and far too important—to be left in the hands of any one operative. 
 
    She made good time trotting along the empty road and within minutes had arrived back at her stolen car. Tracie bypassed the vehicle and plunged headlong into the woods. The darkness was nearly complete, and she was becoming more than a little concerned it would take too much time to find the equipment bag she’d secreted. She’d made sure to pack a flashlight in the bag, but it hadn’t occurred to her to take it with her on her reconnaissance mission, and now she cursed her lack of foresight. 
 
    She worked her way back to the spot in which she’d dumped the bag, breathing a sigh of relief when she located it after a brief search. She moved as quickly as possible, picking it up and throwing the strap over her left shoulder. Then she reversed course out of the woods. She tossed the bag into the back seat of the VAZ and slid behind the wheel. 
 
    Hotwiring the car took only a moment and the engine sputtered to life. Tracie rummaged through her equipment bag until finding her map book. It contained page after page of road maps, detailing the area in and around Moscow. She was continually in the process of updating the book, replacing as many of the maps as she could at least once a year. 
 
    After a short search she found a map containing the village of Yaroslavl, and in another minute or two had plotted out the fastest route to her safe house. Then she tossed the map onto the passenger seat, spun the wheel and hit the gas. 
 
    Seconds later she was passing the service station. There was no activity that she could see, nor did there appear to be any lighting coming from inside, but the F-150 was still parked nose-in to the rear of the building. 
 
    She breathed a sigh of relief at the sight of the truck, knowing it was silly to think Navsegda could have loaded a nuclear device the size of the one she’d just seen onto the back of a pickup truck and driven off with it in the time it had taken her to run back to her car, but doing so anyway. She just couldn’t seem to get the thought of the F-150 being incinerated by a nuclear blast out of her head. 
 
    Tracie took a deep breath and eased the accelerator a little closer to the floor. She wasn’t anxious to get stopped by a Russian cop for speeding, but given the remoteness of the area and the minimal traffic activity, felt it was a risk worth taking. 
 
    Traffic would pick up as she got closer to Moscow, obviously, but even when that happened, Tracie didn’t think it would be a major problem. It was after sunset on a weeknight, and city traffic should be relatively light. She had committed the route to memory back in Yaroslavl and was more or less driving on autopilot, so she began planning out exactly how she would approach Stallings. 
 
    If she recognized the danger lurking inside that tiny abandoned service station, she had little doubt he would as well. But still, bitter experience had taught Tracie that dealing with the mercurial CIA director was always a challenge, and if she went into the conversation with a concrete plan of attack, she would be much more likely to come out of it with the result she wanted. 
 
    The roads were winding and narrow, forcing her to maintain a speed lower than she would have preferred. But when an unexpected straightaway appeared, Tracie gunned the engine. She would haul ass for the next half-mile or so before once again slowing at what appeared to be almost a ninety degree hairpin turn far off in the distance. 
 
    A crossroad loomed a hundred feet ahead, but Tracie had seen virtually no traffic during this entire drive, and she felt certain this intersection would be no different. She was almost on top of it when a set of headlights flared off her right, traveling at a speed roughly equivalent to her own. 
 
    It was some kind of cargo delivery truck. 
 
    And it wasn’t slowing. Clearly its driver had had the same thought as Tracie about the roads being deserted. 
 
    She slammed her foot down on the brake and wrestled the wheel, willing the VAZ not to shoot off into a tree while watching the lights of the other vehicle and desperately calculating the odds of avoiding a collision. 
 
    At the same time, the truck driver caught sight of her and hit his brakes, and the big rig yawed precariously to the right before crashing onto its side and sliding straight into the intersection. 
 
    And Tracie’s car. 
 
    The headlights grew in size and brightness, becoming impossibly large, and for one desperate moment Tracie thought the VAZ would screech to a stop short of the intersection. 
 
    It didn’t happen. 
 
    The truck slammed into the car to the sound of shattering glass and crumpling sheet metal. Tracie was thrown to the right and jerked almost immediately back to the left. Her head struck the side window as a searing flame of pain fired through her neck. 
 
    Her last thought before losing consciousness was, So this is what it’s like to die. 
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    Nikolay Stepanov handed Kozlov the keys to the Škoda parked behind the abandoned gasoline station. 
 
    “Thank you for your outstanding work,” he said, “and for procuring the funds necessary to allow us to successfully complete this mission. I think I can speak for everyone in Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda when I say we owe much to your efforts.” 
 
    “I believe in what you are doing every bit as much as you do,” Dimitri Kozlov said. “And we all have our roles to play. For me, it is mostly acting as financial middleman.” 
 
    “It is a critically important role,” Nikolay stressed. 
 
    “But I must say,” Dimitri continued, “it was very gratifying—if perhaps also a bit nerve-wracking—to be permitted the opportunity to deliver this beautiful American-made truck to you.” 
 
    Nikolay smiled. “Another critical component of making this a successful mission.” 
 
    “Even if it did take much longer than it should have,” Ilya Kalinin groused. 
 
    Rostya Terschenko chuckled. “My God, Ilya,” he said. “You would find something to complain about if a stranger handed you a million rubles with no questions asked.” 
 
    Ilya spat on the floor. “Do not play innocent,” he said. “Do you really expect me to believe you weren’t going out of your mind with boredom sitting around this decrepit building playing Durak while we waited for Comrade Kozlov to get off his ass and bring us the vehicle we needed?” 
 
    “I could not deliver the truck until it was available,” Dimitri said mildly. 
 
    “Ilya, that is enough,” Nikolay said sharply. “Comrade Kozlov could not conjure the truck out of thin air, nor could anyone else at Navsegda. I do not doubt he got it to us absolutely as quickly as possible.” 
 
    Rostya looked at Ilya and laughed again. “See? Thank you for making my point about the million rubles.” 
 
    Nikolay held one hand up to stop Rostya’s needling. The man loved pushing Ilya’s buttons, and normally it was amusing but at the moment he just wanted it to stop. 
 
    He turned to Dimitri. “As I was saying, thank you for your excellent work, Comrade Kozlov. Remember to abandon the stolen car at least two to three kilometers from your residence once you are back in Moscow. Walking the rest of the way home will not be enjoyable but you do not want to lead the authorities straight to your door.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Good. And obviously, once this mission is finished, we will not speak for a very long time, six months at the absolute minimum. Maybe one year. Maybe longer.” 
 
    “I understand that also,” Dimitri said. 
 
    “Then take care, my friend.” Nikolay wrapped the older man in a bear hug and then watched as Kozlov turned away and walked out of the service station without speaking further to Ilya or Rostya. 
 
    He waited until he heard Kozlov start the car and drive away before continuing the conversation with his fellow Navsegda operatives. “It is too late to leave tonight, so we will plan on making the drive tomorrow.” 
 
    “Of course,” Ilya said sarcastically. “More waiting.” 
 
    “Do you not understand simple mathematics?” Rostya said to Ilya, shaking his head as if Ilya were a child. Nikolay’s first instinct was to shut Rostya down, but he knew where the other man was going with this, so he decided not to interfere. Maybe it would make more of an impact on the inveterate complainer coming from Rostya than from himself. 
 
    “It is more than a twelve-hour drive from here to Kirov,” Rostya continued. “Twelve hours from now would be what time, Ilya?” 
 
    “You have made your point,” Ilya snapped. 
 
    “Twelve hours from now would be what time?” Rostya repeated firmly. “You were the one complaining about the delay. Answer the question.” 
 
    “Fine,” Ilya said, fuming. “Twelve hours from now would be mid-morning.” 
 
    “Exactly. And do you think it would be a good idea to park a truck carrying a nuclear bomb in the middle of downtown Kirov in the middle of the morning?” 
 
    “I said you have made your point.” 
 
    “Answer the question,” Rostya said again, steel in his voice. He was a large bear of a man, slow to anger and normally good-natured. But Nikolay thought Ilya’s sourness had finally pushed him to his limit. “You have been nothing but difficult for almost the entire time we have been stuck here, and I have had enough of it. Do not make me force the answer out of you. You will require medical attention if it comes to that.” 
 
    Ilya spat again on the floor. He crossed his arms and stared down Rostya, who seemed somehow to have become even more imposing than usual, like a cat fluffing out its fur when threatened. 
 
    They held each other’s gaze for a moment before Ilya thought better of challenging his comrade. He said, “No, obviously I do not think it would be a good idea to park a truck with the bomb strapped on the back of it in the middle of Kirov in midmorning.” 
 
    “Good boy,” Rostya answered. “Now, please allow Comrade Stepanov to finish speaking.” 
 
    Ilya fidgeted and fumed and spat again. Rostya winked at Nikolay as Ilya looked down at the floor, and Nikolay almost could not suppress his smile. 
 
    “Anyway, as I was saying,” Nikolay continued, “with Comrade Kozlov using our stolen vehicle to get home, we must secure more transportation before we leave for Kirov tomorrow.” 
 
    “I am sure when you say ‘we,’” Ilya began. “You do not mean…” His voice trailed away as Rostya loomed over him, cracking his knuckles. 
 
    “No,” Nikolay said. “To answer your question, Ilya, I am not asking you to go out and steal a vehicle tonight. I was merely trying to communicate our plan of attack. You may get some rest. Rostya will drive me into town to find a car to steal. Once we bring that car here, we will go back out and get another.” 
 
    Rostya squinted in confusion. “Two stolen cars? Why do we need to pick up a second car?” 
 
    “Because,” Nikolay said. “Once we get the American truck into position we must split up. You and Ilya will depart in one car. I will depart in the second, a short time later.” 
 
    “I do not understand. Why split up? Why do we not all leave Kirov together in one car?” 
 
    “Because it will take me a little time to arm the detonator once the truck is in position. I do not want all of us clustered around the bomb in the middle of the night. If anything would draw the attention of the local militsiya it would be that.” 
 
    “Obviously we do not want to draw the attention of the police. But I think—” 
 
    “And besides,” Nikolay interrupted. “Once the mission has been completed, there will be a manhunt throughout Russia for whoever set off the nuclear device. We will have to separate as soon as possible, anyway, so there is no reason for the two of you to wait for me at the detonation site.” 
 
    “Manhunt? But the whole point of this entire mission is to frame the United States for the explosion and to spark a war!” 
 
    “Yes it is,” Nikolay agreed. “And this nuclear blast will do exactly that. But even while blaming the United States for the blast, even while retaliating against our enemies, Soviet leadership will realize the bomb was detonated from within. They will search exhaustively for us, even while fighting a war against the United States.” 
 
    Nikolay looked up at Rostya’s expressive face. It seemed to be paler than usual, as if the big man had never truly considered the consequences of this mission. 
 
    But Nikolay had. It was all he’d been thinking about for months, and he thought he had a pretty good idea how the aftermath of the explosion would go. 
 
    “But…” Rostya’s voice trailed off. It was clear he wanted to disagree with Nikolay’s analysis but did not know how to do so. 
 
    “We will be fine, Rostya,” Nikolay said, speaking in a calm voice. “Eventually, when the coming war is over and the regime change is complete, we will be hailed as heroes. But in the immediate aftermath of the explosion, before events play out as they must, we will be hunted. We must split up and have no contact, exactly as I explained to Comrade Kozlov.” 
 
    Rostya stood, lips pursed, as he considered Nikolay’s words. 
 
    Nikolay continued, speaking gently. “Fanning out and scattering across the country will make us harder to find. And if one of us is tracked down,” he added, “it will be impossible to point the KGB in the direction of the others, regardless of torture, because their location will be unknown.” 
 
    “Of course,” Rostya said, nodding. “I understand.” 
 
    Then the big man said, “You still should not be the one to go into town and steal two cars tonight. Of the three of us, you need to be the most rested tomorrow. I will walk into town by myself and find a car to steal. Then I will do it again. I will be honored to contribute to our mission in this way.” 
 
    “No, my friend,” Nikolay said while noting Ilya’s continued refusal to volunteer. “The process will go much more quickly if we do it together. All three of us will have plenty of time to rest when this mission is complete. And we are on the final lap of the race. It will not be long now.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Rostya said. 
 
    “Let us get started,” Nikolay answered. “The sooner we do, the sooner we can return and get some sleep.” 
 
    Ilya began walking toward the service station’s office and his rickety cot before Nikolay had finished speaking. 
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    Date unknown 
 
    Time unknown 
 
    Location unknown 
 
      
 
    The sunlight was blinding. Tracie had never been one to spend a lot of time catching rays on the beach, and this relentless glare was one reason why. 
 
    And her head felt like someone was hitting it with a sledgehammer. Once, years ago during her freshman year at Brown University, she had gone out bar-hopping with some of her new friends shortly after moving into her dorm, drinking far too much and getting as sick as she could ever recall. 
 
    The headache portion of her hangover the next day had felt exactly like this. 
 
    The problem was she couldn’t remember taking a trip to the beach, and she sure as hell couldn’t remember drinking heavily. Or drinking at all, for that matter. 
 
    But the evidence of her debauchery was impossible to ignore. Her temples throbbed, sending lightning bolts of pain reverberating around the inside of her skull like pinballs in an arcade machine. The throbbing in her head caused her stomach to pitch and roll sickeningly. 
 
    She thought if she could get the hell off this beach, away from the damned sunshine, her system might start to calm down, but there was another problem: she didn’t think she could move. Her right ankle was killing her and pretty much all of her joints hurt damned near as much as her head. It was as though a nuclear bomb had gone off inside her body, and— 
 
    Wait a minute. 
 
    That one thought jump-started her brain and the memories came rushing back in an instant: 
 
    Dimitri Kozlov and Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda. 
 
    The stolen tactical nuke sitting on pallets inside the abandoned service station in Yaroslavl. 
 
    Her mad dash to get back to the CIA safe house and contact Aaron Stallings. 
 
    And the impossibly large headlights on the Russian truck as it slid straight at her stolen VAZ. 
 
    She didn’t know where she was or how long she’d been here, but one thing she did know was that she was most certainly not lying on some beach, hung over from too much partying. 
 
    Another thing she knew was that she had to get out of here, regardless of where “here” was. Her mission hadn’t changed because of any car wreck, assuming of course she hadn’t been lying comatose for a week or more and the nuke had already been detonated, and World War Three had already begun. 
 
    That thought sent a ripple of dread fluttering through her belly and suddenly she felt sick for an entirely different reason. 
 
    She forced her eyes open and immediately the lightning bolts bouncing around inside her skull ratcheted up in intensity. The pinballs became bowling balls. The nausea increased and she swallowed heavily, focusing hard on keeping the contents of her stomach where it belonged. 
 
    What she’d thought was the sun’s glare was actually the harsh radiance of high-wattage fluorescent lighting, a triple strip of which was located in the ceiling directly above her bed. Her eyes wanted to close, to tamp down on the relentless pounding in her skull and yawing of her stomach, but she fought against the urge. Instead she looked around and tried concentrating on her surroundings. 
 
    She was in a hospital. A Russian hospital, from the looks of things, which would make sense given what she could remember. Her bed looked as though it had been lifted straight out of a 1950s American hospital, complete with wafer-thin mattress and headboard made of metal bars painted a dingy white. 
 
    She’d been placed inside a room with green concrete-block walls and gray linoleum flooring. There were three other beds in the room, all empty. The metal hallway door had been left open, and from a distance Tracie could hear the unmistakable sounds of hospitals everywhere: muted medical gibberish being broadcast on an intercom, nurses walking past in squeaky rubber-soled shoes, and the constant low buzz of humming machinery and beeping monitors. 
 
    A plastic cup filled with water and a straw sat on a small table next to her bed, and the sight of it made her realize just how thirsty she was. Her lips were parched and her throat scratchy, and despite the fact her nausea hadn’t lessened, suddenly all she could think about was how good that cool liquid would feel rolling down her throat. 
 
    She reached down to the mattress to push herself upright and winced as pain flared in her wrist and a loud clank caused the lightning bolts in her skull to flash. Tracie knew what she was going to see, but forced herself to look to the right anyway, where her wrist dangled inches above the mattress, held in place by one-half of a set of handcuffs. 
 
    The other half had been fastened to the metal bed rail. 
 
    She grimaced, partly from pain and partly from frustration. Time was ticking. Time she didn’t have. 
 
    She couldn’t find any call button. No way to get the attention of a nurse or a doctor. Or anyone. Hell, Tracie would be just fine with a janitor. 
 
    She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, steeling herself for the agony she knew she would experience when she started screaming for assistance. Then she opened her eyes and was surprised to see a young woman in a nurse’s uniform rounding the corner from the hallway and entering the room. 
 
    “Oh, good,” Tracie said in Russian. “I need to get out of here immediately. Where are my clo—” She stopped speaking abruptly as the nurse spun on her heel and marched back out the door without a word, and without acknowledging Tracie in any way. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    She was pondering the significance of this strange development—it didn’t seem like it could possibly represent good news—when a second person entered. It was a man. The man wasn’t a doctor or a nurse, or even a janitor for that matter. He wore the uniform of a senior sergeant in the Militsiya, the Russia’s national police force. 
 
    Tracie’s adrenaline spiked, causing her head to explode in pain once more. There was no scenario in which this could be considered a positive development. It was better than a KGB agent entering the room, but only marginally so. If a Soviet cop had been cooling his heels in the hospital, waiting for her to wake up, clearly the authorities knew something was not right with her situation. 
 
    And that didn’t bode well for her. 
 
    She forced back her rising panic and tried to arrange a look of nonchalance on her face. She questioned how successful she’d been but decided it didn’t much matter. She had a feeling things were about to get dicey either way. 
 
    Sitting back and playing defense had never been her style, and she wasn’t about to get passive now. So as the cop approached her bed she met his eyes with a steady gaze and said, “Where is the doctor? I want to see my doctor right now.” 
 
    A trace of a smile flitted across the man’s face and vanished. He was probably mid-fifties, around the age her father had been when he died, and under certain circumstances Tracie might have found him handsome. This was not one of those circumstances. 
 
    He broke her gaze and made a point of nodding at her right wrist, still suspended above the bed in the silver bracelet. “You see those handcuffs?” he said. 
 
    “Of course I see them,” Tracie snapped. “I want my doctor to come in here right now and remove them.” 
 
    “Those handcuffs,” he replied, completely unperturbed, “mean I get to make demands and ask questions, while you do not. 
 
    “In fact,” he continued as Tracie opened her mouth to speak, “the only things you may do are answer my questions and do as you are told. Are we on the same page?” 
 
    She glared at him without speaking and he raised his eyebrows mildly. “Nothing to say, all of a sudden?” 
 
    She chuckled bitterly and shook her head. “So you’re not going to explain why a car accident victim lies cuffed to her hospital bed?” 
 
    “If you will allow me to ask my questions, I believe my reasoning will become clear quite quickly.” 
 
    “Could you at least tell me where I am? I don’t have the first clue what city I’m in, much less what hospital. I lost consciousness as a truck was attempting to flatten my car, and me along with it. When I woke up I was here.” 
 
    The cop hesitated for a moment. Tracie could see him trying to determine whether offering a bit of innocuous information might help open up a channel of communication. Then he made his decision. “You are inside Semashko City Hospital in Rostov. It was the closest hospital equipped to treat an unconscious automobile accident victim.” 
 
    “And the date and time?” 
 
    “It is a little after one-thirty on the morning of June fourteenth.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Tracie said. “Now, what do you want to know?” 
 
    “My name is Detective Sergeant Sasha Kuznetsov,” he said. “Let us start with the most obvious question. Why were you traveling without any form of identification anywhere on your body or in your vehicle?” 
 
    A feeling of impending doom began blossoming inside her skull, competing with the pain from the lightning bolts for space and attention. She did her best to maintain a non-committal expression and said, “Are you serious? That’s the cause of all this? I forget my identification so you handcuff me to a bed? A little extreme, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I am completely serious. And no, forgetting your identification is not the reason you are restrained. You are chained to your hospital bed because when you were provided medical attention at the accident scene, the emergency personnel found a 9mm semi-automatic pistol holstered under your left arm and a military-grade combat knife strapped to your right leg.” 
 
    Tracie started to speak and but clamped her mouth shut as Kuznetsov raised his right pointer finger. 
 
    “I am not finished yet,” he said. “In a holster strapped to your left ankle, the medics found a second 9mm weapon, and inside the wreckage of your vehicle, my officers discovered a canvas equipment bag containing numerous items of a…questionable nature.” 
 
    Tracie was finding it harder and harder to keep the look of studied boredom on her face. After a moment’s hesitation she said, “It’s a dangerous world out there, particularly for a young woman traveling alone at night.” 
 
    “It seems to me,” Kuznetsov countered, “the world has become a little less dangerous with you chained to this bed, wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    Tracie swallowed heavily and sighed. She hoped things weren’t going to go downhill from here, but doubted very much that would be the case. 
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    “Now that we understand each other a little better,” Kuznetsov said, “Let us get down to the nuts and bolts of my visit. What is your name?” 
 
    Tracie gnawed on her lip and looked away, staring over the Russian police detective’s shoulder at nothing in particular. Damn, her head hurt. Everything hurt, but her head the most. 
 
    “Your name,” Kuznetsov repeated, more firmly this time. “I am doing you a favor by starting off with something easy. Your situation will become much more unpleasant if you will not even tell me your name.” 
 
    “I suffered a blow to the head,” Tracie ventured. “I do not remember my name.” 
 
    “Dur’ nesusvetnaya,” Kuznetsov spat. “Bullshit. I do not believe you. Now tell me your name, young lady, or I guarantee you will regret not doing so.” 
 
    “Fine. My name is Anna Karenina,” Tracie said, meeting the detective’s gaze unflinchingly. 
 
    The detective pursed his lips in anger. He began pacing back and forth at the foot of Tracie’s bed, his face reddening. Its steady progression toward the purple of a recent bruise reminded her a little of Aaron Stallings’ face during some of their more intense conversations. 
 
    After a moment he spoke. “Do you think being injured will help you? Do you believe that your admittance to Semashko Hospital will prevent me from doing my job? Because if that is the case, you are very much mistaken. This is your last chance. I suggest you make the most of it. Tell me your name.” 
 
    Tracie sighed deeply. “I understand. You win. I’ll give you my real name.” 
 
    “Good. You are making the right decision. Go ahead.” Kuznetsov had produced a pen from his breast pocket at the beginning of the interview, and it hung over an open page in a small notebook as he waited for Tracie to speak. 
 
    “Anastasia Romanov.” 
 
    His face reddened further but he otherwise showed no reaction. He sucked in a deep breath and then blew it out slowly. Clicked his pen closed and slipped it back into his pocket. Cleared his throat. 
 
    Then he walked briskly to the doorway and stepped into the corridor. Tracie lost sight of him but there was no mistaking his voice as he screamed down the corridor. “I need the nurse’s supervisor in Room 712 immediately!” 
 
    He returned to the foot of Tracie’s bed. A rickety wooden chair had been placed in the middle of the room, and Kuznetsov spun it around and settled into it, completely ignoring Tracie. He was lighting a cigarette as a middle-aged woman in a nurse’s uniform stalked into the room, murder in her eyes. 
 
    She marched up to Kuznetsov and stuck a finger in his face. “I do not appreciate you raising your voice in my ward and disturbing every patient on this floor.” 
 
    “I do not care,” the cop replied. 
 
    “And put that cigarette out,” she continued, her voice shaking with anger. “You are in a hospital.” 
 
    “Still do not care.” 
 
    “You listen to me,” the nurse’s supervisor said. “Here is what I do not care about. I do not care if you are with the militsiya, you cannot just come waltzing into this hospital and—” 
 
    “I can and I will,” Kuznetsov said, cutting her off, as imperturbable as ever. 
 
    “You should know I will be filing a complaint with your supervisor first thing in the morning, officer.” 
 
    “I am not an officer,” he replied. “My rank is detective sergeant. And please do file a complaint. My name is Kuznetsov. Would you like me to spell that for you?” 
 
    “That will not be necessary,” she answered, her voice frosty. “Now what is so important you had to disturb my patients in the middle of the night by screaming for me at the top of your lungs?” 
 
    “I need you to do a couple of things for me.” 
 
    “Is that so? And what ‘things’ might those be?” She emphasized “things” by making air quotes with her fingers. Cold tendrils of fear were coating Tracie’s insides, but she admired the anonymous nurse for standing up to Kuznetsov. 
 
    Not that she thought it would make a damned bit of difference. 
 
    “First, you will get this woman her clothing.” The cop nodded in Tracie’s direction, still not looking directly at her. “Then you will discharge her into my care.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You heard me.” 
 
    “I will do no such thing. This young woman was brought here unconscious, after suffering head trauma from a major automobile accident. We had to shave the right side of her head and it took over twenty sutures to close a gash above her ear. At the very least she has suffered a serious concussion. We have not even finished fully assessing her other injuries. Moving her is out of the question.” 
 
    “And yet it is what I am going to do.” Kuznetsov rose to his feet. He was a tall man and the nurse was short, and he towered over her. 
 
    To her credit, the nurse refused to back down. “I do not know who you think you are,” she said angrily. “But you can just turn around and walk out that door, and do not even think about—” 
 
    “That is enough!” Kuznetsov barked, startling the woman and causing her to snap her jaws closed with a click that was audible even to Tracie, at least eight feet away. 
 
    Kuznetsov bent at the waist and made a show of examining the supervisor’s nametag, which was pinned to her blouse. “Now, Nurse Goncharov, you will do exactly as I say, and in the next five minutes. If you do not, I promise you I will dig into your history, and I will continue digging until I find something serious with which to charge you. If I do not find anything on you, I will look into your husband and then your children. You will release this young woman into my custody or I will make it my mission in life to destroy you and your family. Do you understand, or must I repeat myself?” 
 
    Tracie had known from the beginning how this confrontation was going to end. She’d spent the better part of the last decade working in and around the Soviet Union and she knew full well how life worked in an authoritarian state like Russia. If Kuznetsov wanted to remove Tracie from the hospital—and he quite clearly did—he would damned well remove her, with or without Nurse Goncharov’s approval. The same thing went for any doctor and any hospital administrator who might attempt to intervene. 
 
    Goncharov backed away from the detective. It was obvious she knew this battle was over, but losing it didn’t seem to have lessened her hostility toward Kuznetsov. 
 
    “All right,” she said, her voice soft but furious. “You win. But I was not kidding about speaking to your supervisor. You have not heard the last of this, I assure you.” 
 
    “Consider me assured,” Kuznetsov said, waving the nurse away with one hand. “I expect you back here in five minutes with this woman’s clothing and discharge papers. If you do not return, or return without either of those items, we will leave anyway.” 
 
    “Her clothing,” Goncharov said, “is soaked in blood from the accident. You cannot expect her to—” 
 
    “I do not care about that. Her comfort is of no interest to me. Produce the clothing. Now.” 
 
    The nurse made a point of turning to Tracie and mouthing, “I am so sorry.” Then she stood on her tiptoes and thrust her finger into Kuznetsov’s face. The move caught him by surprise and he blinked and took half a step back. It was the first time he’d lost even a little of his composure and Tracie cheered the woman’s courage, even in the midst of her own mounting fear and worry. 
 
    “This is not over,” the nurse insisted. “You have not heard the last of me.” 
 
    By now Kuznetsov had recovered from his momentary surprise, and he glared back at Goncharov, his mouth twisted into a scowl. He refused to respond and after another long moment, the nurse stomped out of the room and down the hallway. 
 
    Kuznetsov sank back into his chair, still ignoring Tracie. 
 
    She did her best to appear unconcerned. It wasn’t easy. 
 
    Exactly five minutes later, Goncharov returned. She tossed Tracie’s clothing onto the foot of her bed and then moved to Tracie’s side, unhooking monitors and removing an IV that had been dripping a clear liquid into Tracie’s arm. 
 
    When she’d removed the medical equipment she bent and whispered into Tracie’s ear, “Good luck, dear.” Then she strode out of the room and disappeared. 
 
    Kuznestov stood one more time. He moved next to Tracie and unlocked the handcuff that had been secured to the bed rail. He said, “Once I step out of this room, you have exactly three minutes to get dressed. After those three minutes I will return, so do not delay unless you want me to see you naked. Upon my return we will be taking a little ride.” 
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    A wave of nausea washed over Tracie as she slipped out of her hospital bed. Her head pounded and her stomach rolled, and for a moment she thought passing out and crumpling to the floor was a real possibility. 
 
    She dropped into a crouch and placed her head between her knees, breathing deeply, willing herself to stay conscious. The linoleum floor was cool on her bare feet and she thought that little chill might be the only thing preventing the darkness from overtaking her. 
 
    Time was ticking, and if Kuznetsov had been telling the truth about barging back into the room after three minutes, his return would take place soon. But Tracie wasn’t about to let that fact hurry her along. Remaining awake and alert was much higher on her list of priorities than worrying about some arrogant Russian cop seeing her in her underwear. 
 
    A dozen or so deep breaths and the curtain of blackness began to recede. The buzzing in her ears faded and the nausea dialed itself back to something manageable, more or less. Tracie took one last cleansing breath and then used the bed’s cardboard-thin mattress to push herself to her feet. 
 
    She reached behind her back and untied the hospital gown, first at the waist and then at the neck, shrugging out of it and letting it drop to the floor. 
 
    The door opened and even though Tracie’s back was turned she knew it was Kuznetsov. 
 
    The cop said, “It is time to go, let us…” His voice trailed away as he caught sight of her and then he said, “Lisus Khristos, you are not even dressed yet? What is the holdup?” 
 
    Tracie ignored him. Her panties had survived the auto accident unscathed, so the nurse who’d undressed her while unconscious had left them on. She slipped on her bra—a few splotches of blood, mostly on the right side, where her head had apparently bled significantly—but nothing too serious, and then turned toward the door to see Detective Kuznetsov with his back turned, stepping into the hallway. 
 
    At least he’s not a total monster, Tracie thought. Then she decided to withhold judgment on that opinion until learning what the hell he had in store for her after removing her from the hospital. 
 
    Just before the door snicked shut, he called through it, “You have two more minutes, and then we are leaving whether you have finished dressing or not.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and stepped into her jeans. They’d been bloodied, like her bra, but were in better condition than she would have expected. Her blouse, though, was a different story. The right side looked as though it had been dipped in a barrel of blood and then tossed onto a dirt pile. She grimaced and gamely pulled it on over her head, doing her best to avoid dragging it over her fresh stitches. 
 
    Then she slipped on her socks and shoes and eased onto the side of the bed to await Kuznetsov’s return. He was undoubtedly just standing in the hallway on the other side of the door, but Tracie couldn’t think of a single thing to be gained by speeding up the process of being escorted into the pitch-dark Russian night by a cop who may or may not be dirty, and then taken to an unknown location for questionable purposes. 
 
    Plus, she was exhausted. The process of getting dressed had taken maybe ninety seconds, tops, but she felt like she’d just stayed up for seventy-two hours straight and, oh by the way, forgotten to eat during those three days. 
 
    She knew it would be the shortest of breaks anyway, because by this time Kuznetsov had proven himself punctual, if nothing else. And right on cue, the door pushed open. 
 
    Despite the circumstance, Tracie couldn’t help but smile as the detective announced, “I am coming in,” before doing so. He’d obviously been uncomfortable seeing her nearly naked on his last trip inside the room and was tying to avoid a repeat of that awkward scenario. 
 
    “I would say welcome back,” Tracie remarked as he stepped into the room and stood just inside the door, “but I can’t manage it. I would much rather be asleep in this bed than preparing to go somewhere with you. Which reminds me, where are we going again?” 
 
    Kuznetsov ignored her question and said, “You could still avoid all of this by simply answering my questions.” 
 
    “I’ve answered everything you asked me.” 
 
    “Yes, well, when I say ‘answering my questions,’ I mean answering them truthfully.” 
 
    “What? You don’t believe my name is Anna Karenina?” 
 
    He tried to suppress a smile and mostly succeeded. Then he said, “I do not. Nor do I believe it is Anastasia Romanov.” 
 
    “In that case, I guess it’s time to go.” 
 
    Kuznetsov pulled the door open fully and gestured toward the hallway like some awkward Halloween date who had decided for some unfathomable reason to dress up as a Russian cop. 
 
    Tracie swallowed heavily and trudged into the hallway. The lights had been dimmed in deference to the late hour, or maybe they were always kept low. 
 
    The detective said, “Straight past the nurse’s station is the elevator. That is where we are going.” 
 
    “Planning to apologize to the nurse supervisor on our way out the door?” 
 
    Kuznetsov snorted and said nothing. No one said a word as they passed the nurse’s station, but Tracie could feel the angry glares directed at the cop. If he felt them as well it didn’t seem to affect him. 
 
    He pressed the down button at the elevator, and a minute or so later they shared a quiet ride to the ground floor and then walked to the hospital exit. The night was cool and moist, and Tracie guessed it would be raining soon. 
 
    Kuznetsov guided her to an unmarked Russian car and unlocked the passenger door. Then he pulled it open and gestured her inside. “Do not do anything stupid,” he said. 
 
    Now it was Tracie turn to snort softly. “You’re the one with the badge and the gun. All I have is two-dozen stitches in my skull and a bloody shirt. What the hell am I going to do to you?” 
 
    It was a legitimate question, and one almost anybody in her situation would probably ask. But in Tracie’s case it was mostly for show. Already she was watching and listening, soaking up her surroundings, taking everything in, doing a risk/reward assessment to determine whether now was the right time to make a move on him. 
 
    It only took a second to decide in the negative. Even though she was under tremendous time pressure, she was injured and unarmed. She was unfamiliar with the area and at a distinct disadvantage against a cop whose guard was up. 
 
    No, she would wait. 
 
    For now. 
 
    She slid into the passenger seat, curious to see what would happen next. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A trip to the Rostov jail happened next. 
 
    Rostov was not a particularly large city, and the ride from hospital to jail took less than fifteen minutes. Traffic was virtually nonexistent and Kuznetsov seemed unencumbered by speed limits as he drove with one hand on the wheel, barely tapping the brake at intersections and blowing through traffic lights with abandon. 
 
    Tracie was grateful for the lack of traffic. She had no desire to be involved in a second car wreck in less than five hours. 
 
    The combination police station/jail was a hulking structure that looked ancient while lacking any semblance of the magnificent architectural flourishes typical of buildings constructed in Russia prior to the “people’s revolution.” A single street lamp struggled to hold back the encroaching darkness, and from outside, the station appeared mostly empty. 
 
    Tracie glanced across the seat at the cop, eyebrows raised. “This is where you work? When was the last time anybody did any maintenance on this place?” 
 
    “Probably before you were born.” 
 
    “It looks nasty.” 
 
    “I am sorry it is not up to your royal standards, Princess Anastasia. But do not forget it is your own fault you have been brought here.” 
 
    “Believe me,” Tracie said, “I won’t forget. I’ll be having nightmares about this evening for a long time.” 
 
    Kuznetsov turned in his seat and smiled. In the murky light his face looked harsh, evil even. 
 
    “Oh yes you will,” he said. 
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    The building had appeared mostly empty from the outside, Tracie decided, because it was mostly empty on the inside. The law enforcement presence in Rostov was apparently minimal during the overnight hours, at least in the middle of the week. Office doors were closed and Tracie could see just a single dispatch officer seated behind a large desk at the front of the dimly lit bullpen as Kuznetsov led her down a long, dark hallway. 
 
    At the end of the hallway he paused, picking through a set of keys before selecting one and using it to unlock a metal door, which he then shoved open with his shoulder. On the other side was a pair of cells separated by a central corridor. Both were empty. Tracie guessed these were holding cells, where the police could toss drunks while they sobered up, and hookers and vagrants while they awaited processing. 
 
    And young women with no identification who’d gotten into car accidents and refused to cooperate with the investigating officer. 
 
    “Take your pick,” Kuznetsov said, indicating the two choices with open hands. 
 
    “Wow, how do I choose?” Tracie said snidely. “They’re both so appealing.” 
 
    The cells were ancient and looked as though they hadn’t been upgraded—or even cared for in any significant way—since the day the facility opened its doors sometime in the 1800s. Rusty paint hung flaking off the heavy iron bars, and inside each cell sat a single rickety cot that made Semashko City Hospital’s beds look like something out of a five-star hotel. The concrete floor inside both cells featured a series of brownish stains that to Tracie looked suspiciously like dried blood, and a single bare bulb hung from each ceiling by its frayed wiring. 
 
    “Again,” Kuznestov said, “you could avoid this choice by an—” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” Tracie interrupted. “All I have to do is answer your questions. But I have a question for you. Why is the victim of an automobile accident being treated like a criminal, simply because I forgot my identification tonight? The driver of the truck that hit me was at fault. I was minding my own business, driving home.” 
 
    “No one is accusing you of anything or treating you like a criminal. But when you refuse to answer even the most basic of questions, after an arsenal of weapons suitable for defending a small country against armed invasion was taken off your body, I begin to suspect you are hiding something. As a law enforcement professional I want to know what that something might be.” 
 
    “So I’m not being treated like a criminal, and yet I’m being herded into a jail cell in the middle of the night. And this makes sense in your world?” 
 
    “Make up your mind about your living arrangements, or I will choose for you.” 
 
    “By all means, please do,” Tracie said, her voice dripping with venom. 
 
    The detective turned and pulled open the cell door on his right. “Welcome home,” he said simply. 
 
    Tracie entered the jail cell, her head held high despite the pain ripping through it. She knew the door would slam shut behind her with a loud clang, and when it did she mostly avoided flinching. 
 
    Mostly. 
 
    “Enjoy your evening, Anastasia,” Kuznetsov said mockingly. “We will talk more in the morning. I am guessing by then you will be anxious to tell me anything I want to know, if only to avoid spending a second night inside these luxury accommodations.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, Columbo,” Tracie muttered to herself. She wandered over to the cot and sat gingerly, not entirely convinced it wouldn’t just fold up on itself and deposit her onto the floor. It held her weight, though, and Tracie glared defiantly at Kuznetsov’s back as he departed, just in case he decided to turn around. 
 
    He didn’t. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In spite of all she’d been through tonight and how poorly she was feeling, it took Tracie awhile to become drowsy enough to sleep. Kuznetsov’s parting comment was bothering her, because this jail cell didn’t exactly qualify as spirit-shattering torture. 
 
    By telling her that in the morning she would be “anxious” to answer all his questions, Kuznetsov was implying she was going to suffer tonight. And while these quarters definitely qualified as unpleasant, they certainly wouldn’t be enough to convince her to start spilling her guts. She didn’t think the cell would be enough, in and of itself, to crack anybody but the weakest-minded of individuals. 
 
    She occupied herself by looking for the closed-circuit video camera or cameras that she knew must be present in the tiny cellblock. The cops would want to keep an eye on their drunks/hookers/vagrants to ensure they didn’t kill each other on a busy night. But if the cameras were there, they were well hidden. 
 
    Eventually her eyes began to droop. She pulled the blanket off the bed and shook it out, searching for dirt or lice or bedbugs or anything else she wouldn’t want crawling over her while she was asleep. She didn’t find any but wasn’t entirely convinced they weren’t still there. 
 
    Then she lay down on the bed fully dressed and draped the blanket over her body. The blood had mostly dried on her clothing and it was sticky and stiff, and Tracie had to admit this was one of the more uncomfortable evenings she’d spent recently. 
 
    On the other hand, over the course of her career she’d had plenty of worse nights. She’d overnighted in the freezing cold of a Russian snowstorm and in the heat and insect-filled humidity of the Florida Everglades. She’d been shot and stabbed, beaten and poisoned. She’d long ago lost track of all the bones she’d broken. 
 
    She could survive a few hours in a Soviet jail. And if Detective Sergeant Kuznetsov thought a night in this cell was going to change a damned thing, well, that was his problem. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tracie was jerked awake by the discordant clang of the jail cell door being slammed shut. She’d always been a light sleeper, but training and years of experience had taught her to doze, if not quite with one eye open, as close to that as reasonably possible. 
 
    So it took less than a second to transition from a light slumber to full wakefulness. She almost didn’t even bother opening her eyes at the noise, since it seemed obvious the crimestoppers in the Rostov branch of the Russian Militsiya were just bringing in another poor schmuck, probably for not having an ID in his possession while getting run over by an eighteen-wheeler, and were depositing said poor schmuck into the cell across the corridor. 
 
    But just to be sure, she lifted her head, noted that her brief nap had done nothing to lessen the pain shooting through her skull and the soreness in her various bumps and bruises, and glanced in the direction of the second holding cell. 
 
    It was empty. 
 
    Instead of using the other cell, the Rostov cop had elected to place the new prisoner in Tracie’s. 
 
    And it was a man. 
 
    And he was large and dirty, and the body odor that wafted around him was nearly visible. 
 
    A cop was standing by the entry door, watching. Presumably it was the officer who’d just brought in the new recruit. It wasn’t Kuznetsov and it wasn’t the guy Tracie had seen behind the dispatch desk when she’d been brought in. 
 
    The cop saw Tracie look up at him and he smirked. Then he winked. Only after that did he exit the cellblock and slam the metal door closed behind him. 
 
    Tracie pushed herself to a sitting position. She wondered what time it was but could only make the most approximate of guesses, because her watch had disappeared somewhere between the accident scene and Semashko City Hospital. There was no clock in the cellblock. 
 
    Their cell contained only one bed, and Tracie wasn’t about to try to sleep anymore tonight. Not with the new arrival’s eyes crawling over her like a starving man sizing up the steak on his plate. 
 
    She was about to get up and offer the man the bed when he grunted, “What happened to you?” 
 
    Tracie raised her eyebrows, uncertain what he was referring to. 
 
    He pointed at the side of his head and said, “Your hair. Half of it is missing.” 
 
    “Car accident,” she said. She didn’t bother elaborating, assuming the sutures stitched into the side of her skull told the rest of the story clearly enough. 
 
    The man shrugged, apparently satisfied. He turned away and walked to the corner of the cell where a stainless steel toilet sat bolted to the wall and the floor. He unzipped his fly and began pissing into the bowl, unconcerned that he was sharing quarters with a woman. 
 
    Tracie looked away. She was no prude but she was exhausted and in pain and worried about a tactical nuclear device and had no desire to watch what looked like a middle-aged panhandler take a leak. 
 
    The man finished and zipped up and Tracie thought, Thank God for small favors. 
 
    Then he meandered across the cell and plopped himself down on the cot next to her. The stench was overwhelming. 
 
    She fought the urge to grimace as much as she fought the urge to get up and move to the other side of the cell. Something told her it would be a bad idea to show weakness to a guy who looked like he would be more than happy to take advantage of the helpless. 
 
    “Is this your way of saying you want the bed?” she said after a moment of silence. 
 
    He grinned. Some of his teeth were missing and the ones that were left were rotting stumps sticking crookedly out of his gums. 
 
    “Da, I want the bed,” he said. “But I want to share it with you.” 
 
    “I don’t think so, you’re—” 
 
    Tracie started pushing herself to her feet, but before she could rise fully the man wrapped one big arm around her waist and pulled her against his body in a tight embrace. 
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    “You have two seconds to let me go,” Tracie said. Her face was crushed against the big man’s armpit, and the words came out muffled but mostly understandable. The stitches in her head were on fire from being pressed against his filthy wool shirt. 
 
    “Let you go,” the man said. “Why would I let you go? We are just getting to know each other. We both have to spend the night here, so we might as well enjoy our time together.” 
 
    Tracie’s right arm was pinned between the vagrant’s left arm and his rib cage and it took her a moment to shake it free, as the man continued squeezing relentlessly. She felt him kissing the left side of her head as he spoke, her hair preventing his lips from touching skin. Thank God. 
 
    Finally she yanked her arm clear and shoved it upward, hand open, palm upraised, exactly as she had done to the guard at General Gregorovich’s mansion two nights ago. She struck just under his jaw, snapping his mouth closed and cutting off his words mid-syllable. 
 
    Their close proximity prevented her from generating enough torque to do any real damage, but her goal was simply to stun him and get him to release his grip. 
 
    It worked. 
 
    His barrel arm loosened around her waist slightly, just enough to allow her to wrench herself free. 
 
    Then her training took over. She dropped into a fighter’s stance as the man blinked in confusion. He was apparently unused to victimizing women who knew how to fight back. He reached out to pull her once again into his embrace, and when he did, she throat-punched him, her right hand snaking out in a whippet-quick shot to his Adam’s apple. 
 
    He toppled backward, rolling off the cot to the floor. Strangled moans were coming out of him as his hands wrapped themselves around his throat in an effort to cradle his injury. 
 
    Tracie dropped onto him, straddling him and lifting his shaggy head in her hands. She realized only now she was grunting, “Keep your hands to yourself, predator.” 
 
    She smashed his head against the concrete-block wall once, punctuating the action with the words, “This is for your other victims.” Then she did it again for good measure, repeating her statement in case he was having trouble concentrating. 
 
    She leapt to her feet and viciously kicked him in the ribs, aware in the back of her mind that this whirlwind of violence was an overreaction to a threat that no longer existed and had been nothing more than minor at best. But she didn’t care. Her fears about the nuke and her frustrations about losing valuable time to Kuznetsov—and maybe even sorrow and guilt about her dad; those feelings were never far from her consciousness—were coming out all at once. 
 
    The man moaned and tried to roll away but there was nowhere to go. His prone body impacted the wall and by the time his torso rebounded off the concrete, Tracie had struck again, another kick to his ribs eliciting another moan. Blood stained the lower part of the wall and dripped to the floor, adding more discoloration to the concrete. 
 
    She backed away until reaching the iron bars. She was spent, breathing heavily, her attention fully on the vagrant lying on the floor. She’d been trained to assess for threats and that’s what she would do, even though she knew this man was no longer a threat to anybody and wouldn’t be for a long time. 
 
    That was when the metal cell block door burst open and the same cop who’d brought the vagrant into Tracie’s cell a few minutes ago came rushing in. 
 
    Tracie moved laterally, putting as much distance as she could between herself and this new threat while still remaining out of the reach of Loverboy on the floor, just in case he managed a second wind. 
 
    The cop was angry, repeating, “What have you done? Look what you did to him!” as he frantically searched through his keys to unlock Tracie’s cell door. The cop’s hands were shaking visibly and the ring of keys jangled. Finally he located the proper key and swung open the cell door. 
 
    “He got what he deserved,” Tracie said, “and it’s your fault for putting him in here. You understand that? This is your fault.” 
 
    She took one step in his direction and stopped in her tracks as he lifted his gun from its holster and leveled it at her. The barrel jittered and danced with the cop’s shaking hands and Tracie guessed this was one of his first nights on a job for which he seemed woefully underprepared. 
 
    She eased back against the wall and raised her hands. “I’m not going to hurt anybody,” she said softly. “I’m not a threat.” 
 
    “Tell that to him,” the young cop said, nodding at the man still moaning on the floor. 
 
    “You can put your gun away,” Tracie said. “Or at least point it toward the floor. You’ll have plenty of time to lift it and shoot if I come toward you.” 
 
    He blinked and looked at his gun in surprise, as if it were some kind of alien protrusion growing from the end of his arm. Then he slowly lowered it as she’d suggested. 
 
    “I need to get him help,” the cop said. 
 
    “Knock yourself out.” 
 
    “What? I do not understand.” 
 
    “I said that’s a very good idea. You go call for an ambulance. I promise I won’t hurt him anymore, as long as he doesn’t come at me again.” 
 
    “I don’t think he could even if he wanted to,” the cop said, his tone one of wonder. 
 
    “Then there’s nothing to worry about, is there?” 
 
    The cop shook his head. Now that he was up close, Tracie could see how young he looked. She doubted he was any older than twenty-two, maybe not even that. His hands were still shaking. 
 
    He took one sideways step toward the open cell door and then stopped. Said, “All that damage you did, it took only a matter of seconds. I have never seen anything like that before.” 
 
    Tracie shrugged. The pain in the side of her skull had abated—or at least she’d forgotten about it—while fighting off the attempted rape, but now it was back, seemingly intent on reminding her it meant business. 
 
    “He’s actually lucky,” she said. 
 
    “Lucky? He doesn’t look lucky to me.” 
 
    “Oh, he is. If he’d caught me in a foul mood, you would be calling the coroner right now, not an ambulance.” 
 
    The cop’s eyes widened and he backed through the cell door. He slammed it closed and began hurrying out of the cellblock. 
 
    Before he could close the metal door, Tracie called out, “Oh, by the way, officer?” 
 
    He stuck his head back through the door. “Yes? What is it?” 
 
    “Do me a favor and give Kuznetsov a call. Tell him his plan to shake me up and get me to spill my guts to him backfired. I think he’ll want to know.” 
 
    “I do not understand.” 
 
    “Sure you do. You don’t have to play stupid. I know Kuznetsov told you, or one of your cop buddies, to go roust this guy and dump him in the cell with me. This is a small town, and there’s no way this guy was unknown to law enforcement. Kuznetsov knew he was a sexual predator and wanted to use him to break through my defenses.” 
 
    The cop shuffled uneasily, looking down at the floor before raising his eyes to meet Tracie’s. “I do not want to wake Detective Kuznetsov in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “Trust me,” Tracie said. “He’ll want to know what happened.” 
 
    The kid’s lips were pursed as he considered her words and then he nodded subtly. “I suppose he will,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. 
 
    He turned to go and then he stopped again. Looked at Tracie quizzically. 
 
    “What is it?” she said. 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “How did I know what?” 
 
    “About Sergeant Kuznetsov. How did you know he had us round up Comrade Chernov and place him in the cell with you?” 
 
    She chuckled bitterly. “Two reasons. First, Kuznetsov struck me as a nasty little weasel from the second I met him. Second, he as much as admitted he had something unpleasant waiting for me after he dumped me in this dungeon. I just didn’t know what it was going to be. 
 
    “But this,” she shook her head and nodded in the vagrant’s direction, “this was despicable, and I intend to tell him that the next time we chat.” 
 
    The cop nodded. He was still standing in the open doorway, not making any move to leave. Tracie wondered if it was because he thought the same thing about Kuznetsov and was letting it sink in that someone had had the nerve to say it out loud. 
 
    The man on the floor—the young cop had called him Chernov—moaned and rolled partway onto his back. Tracie glanced down at him and then across the room to the cop. “Go call for medical help.” 
 
    At that, the kid pulled the door closed and disappeared. 
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    Maybe fifteen minutes after the young cop exited the cellblock, the dented metal door swung open again with a creak. A different cop stepped through with a pair of emergency medical technicians right behind him. 
 
    The cop drew his gun and held it in his right hand, pointed more or less in Tracie’s direction, as he unlocked the cell door with his left. He pulled it open and then used the gun barrel to gesture from Tracie to the far corner of the cell. 
 
    “Move into the corner and stand facing the wall,” the cop instructed. “These men are going to remove your victim for medical treatment and if you so much as move one millimeter while they are doing so, I will put you down like the animal you are.” 
 
    Tracie lifted her eyebrows. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 
 
    “I am totally serious. Do it now.” 
 
    She couldn’t help but grin. Her head was pounding and blood trickled sluggishly from under her stitches. She’d scraped her knuckles raw banging Chernov’s head against the cement, and her right ankle throbbed with every beat of her heart. Every joint in her body felt as though she’d just completed a marathon. 
 
    And this idiot was worried about her attacking the EMTs? 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said. “I won’t hurt you, I promise.” 
 
    “Do as I say!” he barked. “I will not tell you again.” 
 
    She shook her head and sighed, and then shuffled across the cell, stepping over Chernov’s body, crinkling her nose against the foul smell surrounding him. How long has it been since this guy showered? 
 
    When she reached the designated corner, the cop said, “Now raise your hands and place them on top of your head, fingers interlocked.” 
 
    Tracie spun around, exasperated. “Come on,” she said. “Don’t you think you’re being a little overdramatic?” 
 
    The cop raised his weapon slightly and fired, and the slug struck the wall less than a foot above her head. Tracie ducked instinctively as small chunks of concrete sprayed the cell and dust wafted around her in a mini-snowstorm. 
 
    “Jesus Christ!” she shouted. “You’re all insane in this town, every last one of you!” She spun back toward the wall, raising her hands as instructed, but as she did so she caught a glimpse of the two-man ambulance crew, still standing outside the cell waiting to do their jobs. Their faces were chalk-white and both men looked as though they would happily trade places with anyone else in the world at this moment. 
 
    Tracie knew how they felt. 
 
    Behind her, the cop muttered something to the EMTs, and a moment later she could hear the sound of the men entering the cell and assessing Chernov’s injuries. It was a rapid process, as they clearly wanted nothing more than to roll their patient onto a stretcher and get the hell out of the Rostov City Jail. 
 
    Inside of ninety seconds they had done just that. Tracie breathed deeply, relishing the now-slightly less pungent musty air of the cellblock. 
 
    The cop stepped out of the cell and clanged the door closed. Then he departed without another word. 
 
    Tracie lowered her arms and turned away from the wall. Adrenaline was pounding through her system. Along with the pain from her car-wreck injuries, her stomach was still rolling and pitching. She guessed it was from whatever meds she’d been given at the hospital interacting with the shock of nearly being shot in the head. 
 
    The last thing she felt she could possibly manage was getting a little sleep, but she was determined to try. If the first cop she’d spoken to, the one who’d come in after her confrontation with Chernov, had done as she asked and called Detective Kuznetsov, Tracie felt certain she would be getting a visit from him very soon. 
 
    And she was exhausted. The accident and the near-rape had taken just about every last reserve of energy she possessed, and if she was going to spar again with Kuznetsov, the rejuvenation that would come with even a short nap was critical. 
 
    She dropped onto the dirty cot and lay on her left side. She typically slept on her right side but that wouldn’t be happening for awhile, not with a couple dozen stitches sewn into that side of her shaved skull. It was just one more reason why she assumed she wouldn’t be able to manage a wink of sleep. 
 
    Within five minutes she’d dropped off. 
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    “Get your ass up, right now.” Kuznetsov was growling at her before the metal cellblock door had even finished swinging open. 
 
    Tracie opened her eyes, again immediately aware of her surroundings and situation despite this time having been deeply asleep. She shoved herself into a sitting position and swung her feet to the floor, doing her best to ignore the shooting pain in her head and her ankle, determined not to let her Russian law enforcement nemesis know how badly she was suffering. 
 
    Kuznetsov stomped to her cell and Tracie said, “If this is what you look like before you’ve had your first cup of coffee, I suggest you start getting up a little earlier to make time for it. You’re looking a little raggedy, and I’m the one who got run over by a truck last night.” 
 
    “Shut up,” he said. He stood outside the cell glowering at her as he picked through the keys on the big metal ring, angry and frustrated that he couldn’t find the proper one. 
 
    Good, Tracie thought. If I’ve managed to get under your skin, maybe I’ll have the upper hand with what’s coming. God knows I need something on my side. 
 
    She watched in amusement as he fumbled, trying one key that didn’t work before trying another, still with no success. 
 
    Finally she said, “You really should learn to ask for help when you need it. The key you want is the fourth from the end.” 
 
    “I know what key it is,” he snapped. 
 
    “Sure you do,” she said. “That’s why I’m sitting here slowly growing old while you continue to embarrass yourself.” 
 
    He picked through the ring, selecting the key Tracie had suggested and unlocking the ancient cell door. 
 
    “See what we can accomplish when we work together?” she said. 
 
    “You talk too much,” Kuznetsov said. “Has anybody ever told you that?” 
 
    “Once or twice,” Tracie answered. “But you need to make up your mind. A few hours ago you were mad at me because I wasn’t saying enough, now you’re telling me I talk too much. Which is it?” 
 
    “Shut up and come with me.” 
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    Given the age and general state of disrepair of the holding cell in which Tracie had spent the night, she expected the rest of the Rostov police complex to be in equally poor condition. She was surprised to see that was not the case. 
 
    The administrative portion of the building was just as old as the detention wing, but it appeared to have been reasonably well maintained, particularly by Soviet standards. Kuznetsov led her by the elbow along the same hallway through which he’d brought her in the middle of the night, but when they’d gotten roughly halfway between the cellblock and the front entrance, he pushed through a door on the right and led her up a set of stairs. 
 
    The stairs opened onto a second-floor hallway filled with offices, interrogation rooms and conference rooms, and it was into one of the latter he brought her. He shoved her inside, stepped in behind her and closed the door. Loudly. 
 
    A clock hung on the wall, the first Tracie had seen since being escorted into the Rostov jail. At least she could orient herself slightly by time now. It was almost quarter to seven in the morning. 
 
    Kuznetsov nodded toward an uncomfortable-looking wooden chair that had been placed behind a small table. “Take a seat,” he said. 
 
    Tracie sat as instructed and said, “This is all very cozy. I’d love a cup of coffee, thanks for asking.” 
 
    “Cooperate with me,” Kuznetsov answered, “and I will consider getting you that coffee. But you have to earn it first.” 
 
    “Cooperate and earn it how? By putting out like your buddy Chernov tried to get me to do?” 
 
    “Comrade Chernov is not my ‘buddy,’ as you call it. He was picked up last night for vagrancy and had to be detained, just like you.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Tracie said. “You knew exactly what you were doing putting that pervert in the cell with me, and you knew exactly what would happen after you did. You just didn’t expect me to defend myself.” 
 
    “Is that what you call putting a man in the hospital with a serious concussion and a gash on his head that required dozens of sutures to close? Defending yourself?” 
 
    “It is when that man tries to rape me. And I’ll tell you something else: he might be in the hospital, but he’s lucky to still be breathing. I could have ended him, and I’m almost sorry I didn’t. Now some other poor woman down the line is at risk, because you know as well as I do that guys like him never change.” 
 
    Kuznetsov ignored her comment. He sat heavily in the chair across the table from Tracie. He leaned back and crossed his arms and stared at her. 
 
    “What?” she said. “Do I have spinach in my teeth again?” 
 
    “Who are you?” he finally said. “And I don’t mean ‘what is your name?’ We are past all that. I mean, who the hell are you? Besides the guns and the knife the medical personnel took off you last night, we found materials suitable for espionage inside the canvas bag we retrieved from the wreckage of your vehicle.” 
 
    “I don’t have the slightest idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Including,” Kuznetsov continued as if she hadn’t even spoken, “an electronic tracking device. A device which is not available to ordinary civilians anywhere in Russia. Anywhere in the Soviet Union, for that matter.” 
 
    “Still don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m just a simple Russian girl who was trying to get home last night when a truck ran me over. Maybe you should be spending your time grilling that guy, because judging from the way he was driving I would almost guarantee he had enough vodka in his system to euthanize a horse.” 
 
    “We are, in fact, investigating the circumstances of the accident. But only one of you had weapons strapped to their body, and it wasn’t the truck driver.” 
 
    She shrugged. “You’re talking nonsense. You really should get that cup of coffee.” 
 
    “Who were you tracking last night, Anastasia Romanov, or Anna Karenina, or whatever your real name is?” 
 
    Tracie spread her hands and shrugged. “You have quite the active imagination, detective.” 
 
    They stared at each other for a long moment, Tracie holding his gaze despite the pounding in her head that made her want to close her eyes and ease her head onto a soft pillow. 
 
    “I assume you examined the ‘tracking device,’ as you called it,” Tracie said. “What happened when you did?” 
 
    “Of course we examined it,” Kuznetsov scoffed. “But it was damaged beyond repair in the accident. It is useless.” 
 
    Tracie kept her face noncommittal but breathed an inner sigh of relief. One small blessing in a night that had turned disastrous. 
 
    “I suppose it really doesn’t matter who or what you were tracking, anyway,” Kuznestov finally ventured. “As I said, we found more than sufficient evidence in your car to conclude you are involved in some kind of anti-Soviet espionage operation. And as far as what you did to Comrade Chernov, ‘simple Russian girls,’ as you called yourself, do not possess that kind of fighting ability.” 
 
    He offered her his best flat cop stare. Tracie returned it without comment. 
 
    “We are having this conversation right now,” he continued, “only to satisfy my own curiosity. But when I leave this room, would you like to know what I will be doing?” 
 
    “Finally getting me that coffee you promised?” 
 
    “You are too flippant by half. Do you not realize how much trouble you are in?” His expression remained neutral but his face began to redden, exactly as it had last night. 
 
    Tracie remained silent and he said, “No, when I leave this room it will not be to get you coffee. I will march straight to my office where I will then phone Lubyanka. I will fill the KGB in on what has transpired last night and this morning, and I am sure they will be interested enough to send a representative here to Rostov. Then that representative will take you away and you will become their problem.” 
 
    They continued to stare each other down, neither blinking, and a fraught silence filled the room. 
 
    “And when that happens,” he said, “I truly feel sorry for you, Anastasia Romanov.” 
 
    It was obvious to Tracie he felt confident his KGB threat would fill her with terror. It would cause her to open up to him and begin spilling her guts, hoping for mercy, or at least for a better outcome dealing with officials in Rostov than she would ever get being questioned by the KGB. 
 
    It was a smart play on his part, and an accurate assessment, as far as it went. The thought of being carted off to Lubyanka and deposited in some wretched cell in the building’s basement that would probably make the Rostov Police’s holding area look like the Four Seasons in DC, where she would be tortured endlessly and never taste freedom again, actually did cause a spike of terror unlike anything she’d ever experienced. 
 
    Still, she worked to avoid showing a reaction. 
 
    He raised his eyebrows in mild surprise. “Nothing to say? No wise remarks?” 
 
    “Fine. I do have something to say.” 
 
    “I thought you might. Now we are getting somewhere.” He reached into his breast pocket and removed a small cassette recorder. He placed it in the middle of the table and pressed the power button and then hit “record.” He didn’t bother asking her permission. 
 
    “You may begin,” he said. 
 
    “I just wanted to say don’t feel sorry for me. I don’t need or want your pity.” 
 
    Kuznetsov slammed a fist on the table, making the recorder jump into the air and then skitter a couple of inches along its surface. He cursed and then turned off the machine, punching at the power button with a stubby finger, missing with his first try and then connecting with his second. 
 
    “Wow,” Tracie said. “I do feel better. I’m glad I was able to get all that off my chest. Thank you, detective.” 
 
    “We are finished here.” Kuznetsov stuffed the recorder into his pocket and stood, shoving the chair back with his calves and glowering at her. 
 
    He stalked to the door, opened it and turned to face her. “You are a damned fool. I gave you every opportunity to explain your actions, but you steadfastly refuse to do yourself any favors. The next time you see me it will be in the company of someone you very much do not want to meet.” 
 
    “I haven’t been particularly excited about seeing anyone in Rostov so far,” Tracie shot back. “From what I’ve seen, Comrade Chernov might be the most upstanding man in town. He should consider running for mayor.” 
 
    “Still with the flippant comments,” Kuznetsov said. “I would say ‘good luck,’ but it seems to me you very richly deserve the fate you are soon to suffer.” 
 
    At that he turned and walked through the door, and began pulling it closed behind him. 
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    “Wait!” Tracie said loudly just before the door slammed shut. She hoped she hadn’t waited too long to stop Kuznetsov but felt certain the man’s intense curiosity about her would override his anger at her refusal to be cowed by him. 
 
    She was right. 
 
    After a moment the door swung back open and a furious Detective Kuznetsov stuck his head into the room. “I am tired of you wasting my time,” he said. “I am tired, period. Thanks to you I got very little sleep last night.” 
 
    “I could say the same. Plus I fended off an assault. So if we’re having a dick-measuring contest, I win.” 
 
    “We are done talking. I am going to make that telephone call.” 
 
    “Does the name Ivan Gregorovich mean anything to you?” 
 
    He blinked. 
 
    Stepped back into the room. 
 
    Closed the door. 
 
    Rubbed the side of his face. Said, “General Ivan Gregorovich?” 
 
    “That would be the one. Obviously you’ve heard of him.” 
 
    “Of course I have heard of him,” Kuznetsov said. “He is one of the highest-ranking members in the entire command structure of the Soviet Armed Forces.” 
 
    “That’s right. If you’re so determined to make a phone call, make it to him.” 
 
    “You want me to call General Gregorovich.” 
 
    “You heard me.” 
 
    “For you.” 
 
    “That’s what I said.” 
 
    “And why on earth would I do that?” 
 
    “Because I need to talk to him. Try to keep up, detective, it’s not that complicated.” 
 
    His face had finally gotten back to a normal shade, but now it flushed crimson again. “You have a lot of nerve. You expect me to believe one of the half-dozen or so most respected generals in the Soviet Army would want to speak to…you?” 
 
    He gestured toward her with contempt, and Tracie couldn’t really blame him. She was filthy, her clothing crusted with what seemed like a gallon of dried blood. Half her lustrous, flame-red hair had been shaved off and replaced with a jagged row of sutures that meandered across her skull from just above her ear to almost the top of her head, sutures that were even now continuing to ooze blood. 
 
    “He will when he finds out what I have to say.” 
 
    Kuznetsov sat. “And what would that be?” 
 
    “I can’t share that with you. Let’s just say he lost something very dangerous and I can help him get it back. But this is an extremely time-critical situation, and every minute I waste chatting with you, as much as I’ve grown to cherish our time together, is a minute less likely he is to ever get that item back. And if he doesn’t get it back, a lot of people could die. A lot of people WILL die.” 
 
    Kuznetsov’s eyes had narrowed as she spoke, and he sat regarding her shrewdly. As much as Tracie detested the man, he seemed relatively sharp for a small-town Russian cop. Maybe he would take what she was saying seriously. 
 
    On the other hand, he would look extremely foolish if he did as Tracie requested and convinced the general to talk to her, only to find out she was nothing more than a delusional crackpot. It was entirely possible—maybe even probable—an error in judgment of that magnitude would end his career. 
 
    She would find out in a moment. Undoubtedly he was weighing her words in the context of what his officers had found inside her car last night at the accident scene, trying to determine her veracity. As disastrous as it could have been for her gear to end up in the Soviets’ hands, it might turn out to be the one development that would force him to take her seriously. 
 
    A telephone hung on the wall next to the door, and Tracie pointed toward it.  
 
    “Make the call from here,” she said, “instead of from your office. I know you won’t allow me to speak with the general, so if you do it from inside this room I can tell you how to convince him what I say is true.” 
 
    “No,” Kuznetsov said. “You will tell me what to say now and I will speak to the general in my office.” 
 
    “No deal,” Tracie said. “Do it from here or forget it.” 
 
    “You do not get to make demands!” Kuznetsov thundered. “I will not be manipulated by the likes of you.” 
 
    “Have it your way,” Tracie said. “But when the KGB tortures me, I promise you I can hold out longer than you think I’ll be able to. Eventually they will break me and extract the information I have, but by then it will be much too late and many thousands of people will have died. And when that happens I will be sure to let them know all the deaths could have been avoided if Detective Sergeant Kuznetsov of the Rostov Militsiya had only done as I asked.” 
 
    He cursed. Slammed the table again with his fist. “Chertova suka,” he mumbled. 
 
    “I’ve been called worse,” Tracie said genially. “Probably within the last twenty-four hours. Hell, probably by you.” 
 
    Kuznetsov sighed heavily and stood, the second time in the last few minutes he’d pushed his chair across the dirty floor with his calves. 
 
    “I will play your little game,” he said. “I have the contact information for General Gregorovich in my office. It should only take a moment and then I will be back.” 
 
    “Do I have time to run out for a cup of coffee? I can be back inside of five minutes.” 
 
    “Very funny,” Kuznetsov said. “This door will be locked from the outside while I am gone, so you will not be going anywhere. But let me just warn you of something, young lady. If you—” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Tracie said. “Were you saying something? I stopped paying attention after you said no coffee.” 
 
    “Joke all you want now. But if you make me regret calling General Gregorovich, the KGB will be the least of your worries. I will make you suffer in ways you cannot imagine.” 
 
    “You might be surprised,” Tracie shot back. 
 
    “You do not want to find out.” 
 
    Once again, Kuznetsov stalked to the door. This time Tracie kept silent as it closed behind him and the lock snicked shut. 
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    Detective Kuznetsov’s mood didn’t seem to have improved in the few minutes he’d been gone. He unlocked the door and shoved it open, stepping through it and then slamming it closed again behind him. He walked to the telephone hanging on the wall without so much as a glance in Tracie’s direction, picked up the receiver and began dialing a number after peering at a small slip of paper he was holding in his hand. 
 
    When he finished dialing, he shoved the paper forcefully into his pants pocket. He moved to the table and produced his portable tape recorder one more time. He set it down with a bang and turned it on while holding the telephone handset against his ear with his shoulder. 
 
    Then he looked at Tracie and said, “I want to have a record of everything you say here this morning.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” Tracie said. “That’s an excellent bit of detective work right there. No wonder you’re so successful at apprehending and detaining accident victims.” 
 
    “Shut up,” he answered, before straightening quickly and turning away from her. “No, ma’am,” he said into the phone. “I am sorry, ma’am, I was not talking to you, I was speaking to an unwanted guest.” 
 
    He paused a moment, the person on the other end of the line clearly doing the talking, and then he said, “No, ma’am, please do not hang up. Give me a moment to explain. My name is Detective Sergeant Sasha Kuznetsov of the Rostov Militsiya. I am calling with a matter of grave importance for General Gregorovich.” 
 
    He looked over at Tracie, his eyes hooded and angry. Tracie winked. 
 
    Then he continued. “May I speak with the general, please?” 
 
    He waited again for the person on the other end of the line and then said, “Da, I understand you must screen the general’s calls, but as I said, this is of grave importance. Please, if I may have just ninety seconds of the general’s time, I know he will want to take this call.” 
 
    Another silence, this one shorter than the first two. “Yes, ma’am, I will wait. Thank you, ma’am.” 
 
    He shook his head and gazed darkly at Tracie. “I am warning you, if this is some kind of game, I will—” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” Tracie said. “You will make me regret ever driving through Rostov. Believe me, I already do.” 
 
    Kuznetsov’s attention went back to the phone and he straightened, his posture almost that of a soldier standing at attention. Tracie doubted he even knew he was doing it, but it was obvious to her that Gregorovich had just picked up the line. 
 
    “General Gregorovich,” he said. “Thank you for your time, sir. I am calling because I picked up a young woman last night following an automobile accident. This woman was in possession of some very suspicious materials. 
 
    “Suspicious,” he continued after a short pause, “in the sense that much of the items were suitable only for the purposes of espionage. They have no other use. None of the items were things an ordinary Russian citizen should be able to procure, and the woman was carrying no identification whatsoever. During questioning, she refused to cooperate and, in fact, would not even provide us with her name.” 
 
    This time the silence stretched out, as Gregorovich seemed to be taking his time responding. 
 
    Finally Kuznetsov said, “Yes, sir, I understand this is a matter for the KGB. But the young woman was quite insistent on speaking with you. She claims to be in possession of an item you lost, an item that could cause many thousands of deaths, something that—” 
 
    “I’m not in possession of the item,” Tracie called loudly as she rose from behind the table. “I said I could help the general get it back.” 
 
    “I am sorry, general,” Kuznetsov said, gesturing angrily at Tracie to sit back down. “I could not hear you because the young woman was shouting in my ear. Would you mind repeating what you just said?” 
 
    Tracie remained standing. She said, still speaking loudly enough that she hoped her words would carry through to the other end of the landline, “Ask the general how Private Aniskevich’s head wound is healing, and please pass along my apologies for hitting the general so hard when he surprised me inside his office.” 
 
    Kuznetsov stared at Tracie, disbelief in his eyes. Whether it was from what she’d said or the fact she was yelling into the telephone from across the conference room she wasn’t sure, but this was her one—and likely only—chance to try to shake loose from Kuznetsov and, by extension, the KGB, and she was determined to make the most of it. 
 
    The detective’s jaw slowly dropped as he listened to the other end of the conversation. It would have been amusing to watch if there weren’t so much at stake. 
 
    After a moment, Kuznetsov held out the handset. “The general would like to speak with you,” he said quietly. 
 
    “I told you,” Tracie said as she passed him and took the phone out of his hands. “I wouldn’t steer you wrong.” 
 
    Kuznetsov didn’t answer. All the fight seemed to have gone out of him. He wandered across the small room and leaned against the far wall with his hands in his pockets, watching Tracie and shaking his head. Then, without warning, he pushed away from the wall and hurried out of the interrogation room. The lock snicked shut once again. 
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    Sasha Kuznetsov pulled the conference room door closed. He was in such a hurry he almost forgot to lock it, and in fact took at least a half-dozen hurried steps before it occurred to him he was leaving his prisoner unguarded. 
 
    After rectifying his mistake, he turned and trotted along the hallway until reaching the stairs. Then he climbed to the third floor and sprinted to his office. 
 
    He had known something was off about the young woman with the shaved head and the bloodstained clothes since before even walking into her hospital room. Everyday Russian women, even those of a criminal bent, did not possess electronic tracking gear like what his men had found inside the wreckage of her vehicle. 
 
    And the weaponry the medics had removed from her body was above and beyond what he would expect to find on a run-of-the-mill criminal as well. Sasha had been a law enforcement professional for more than twenty-five years, he had arrested women for murder, arson, assault and other violent crimes, and never once had he encountered one as armed to the hilt as this petite redhead had been. 
 
    His first thought upon reviewing the guns and the knife and the contents of the canvas bag was, I’ve stumbled onto an American or British spy. He had tried to ignore that thought because it was patently absurd. Rostov was within thirty minutes drive of Moscow, and it was impossible to believe the Americans or the British could be so bold as to insert a tiny young woman alone into western Russia, asking her to operate practically within shouting distance of the Kremlin. 
 
    But after seeing how she’d handled herself against the predator he instructed his officers to place inside her cell last night, and now hearing her half of the conversation with one of the highest-ranking men in the Soviet Army—her discussion of what was clearly a bomb, and also of attacking General Gregorovich after infiltrating his home—Sasha simply could not ignore his instincts any longer. 
 
    She was a spy, representing either America’s CIA or Great Britain’s MI6. There was no other logical possibility, and Sasha had carved out a highly successful career in law enforcement by following his instincts. 
 
    And if she was a spy, there was something he needed to do right now. 
 
    He hurried across his office and dropped into his worn desk chair. Thumbed through the list of contacts he kept in a ringed binder, the very same list he’d consulted just a few minutes ago to find Gregorovich’s telephone number. 
 
    It took only a moment to find the information he was looking for, and when he did he dialed the telephone without hesitation. He had no idea how long General Gregorovich would stay on the line with the redheaded spy down on the second floor, and the general would expect Sasha to be there when he had finished speaking. 
 
    But his current task was of the utmost importance. 
 
    Because Lubyanka would want to know about a spy being held in the Rostov Jail, and would likely reward the man who brought that spy to their attention quite handsomely. 
 
    The handset buzzed in Sasha’s ear as the phone rang. It was answered on the third buzz. Over the years Sasha had had occasion to call this number several times, and he’d noticed it was always picked up on the third ring. 
 
    “Hello?” The voice was female and sounded bored. Another thing Sasha had noticed was that the calls to Lubyanka were never answered with any identifying information. If you dialed KGB Headquarters in error, you would never be aware of that fact. 
 
    Sasha had not called in error. 
 
    He said, “Hello, my name is Sasha Kuznetsov, and I am a detective sergeant with the Rostov Militsiya.” 
 
    “How may I help you, detective?” 
 
    “I would like to speak with the officer of the day, please.” 
 
    “May I ask why you are calling?” 
 
    “I have detained a young woman here in Rostov that I am certain is an American spy.” He didn’t bother adding the part about her possibly being British because as much as the KGB disliked Great Britain, they hated the United States, and the whole point of his call was to get the folks in Moscow to take him seriously. 
 
    It worked. The voice no longer sounded bored. “Did you say an American spy?” 
 
    “That is exactly what I said.” 
 
    “Hold, please, while I transfer your call.” The woman didn’t ask for proof, didn’t question Sasha in any further fashion. That was not her job. Her job was to screen calls, and she had decided this one was worth passing along. 
 
    This time the line was picked up on the first ring. The voice was clipped and officious, all business. “Captain Medvedev.” 
 
    Sasha went though his introductory song and dance again, mentally cursing the time that was being wasted. But it was unavoidable, so he hurried through it and then passed along his suspicions, indeed his certainty, about the young woman who’d been involved in a serious automobile accident last night. 
 
    Medvedev listened without interruption and then said, “What makes you think this woman is a CIA officer and not just a common criminal, detective?” 
 
    Sasha outlined the equipment that had been found in her canvas bag, as well as the weapons that had been taken off her and the fact she’d been found with no identification, and then he outlined her complete lack of cooperation with the police. 
 
    A short silence followed. Sasha guessed this was not a call they received every day, even at Lubyanka. 
 
    After a moment the man said, “Where is this woman now?” 
 
    “Here at the Rostov Administration Complex. She is currently in an interrogation room.” Technically he’d taken her to a conference room, not an interrogation room, but there was no need for the KGB to know that. He also kept to himself the information that she was speaking with General Gregorovich. It was always a good idea to hold something of value in reserve, even when speaking with government or military officials. Especially when speaking with government or military officials. 
 
    “You did the right thing by calling,” Medvedev said. 
 
    “Thank you, captain.” 
 
    “I think you already know this, in fact I think it is the reason you notified us, but we would very much like to speak with this young woman. As a matter of fact, based on what you have told me, it would be best if we took possession of her here at Lubyanka, rather than interrogating her in Rostov. Would you be agreeable to that, detective?” 
 
    Sasha clamped his jaws tightly closed to avoid laughing over the telephone line. To be a law enforcement official, or any government official, in Soviet Russia was to be entrusted with enormous influence over citizens’ everyday lives. But any power Sasha wielded was miniscule in comparison with that of the KGB. If Lubyanka wanted the redheaded spy, Lubyanka was taking the redheaded spy, and Medvedev’s asking for his concurrence was nothing more than a professional courtesy. Both men knew as much, and for some reason—perhaps lack of sleep—Sasha found that fact inordinately funny. 
 
    Inappropriately funny, as well, because it would not be wise to allow Captain Medvedev to suspect a lowly cop was laughing at him. 
 
    It only took a second to get himself under control, and then Sasha allowed that, yes, he would be quite agreeable to the KGB taking possession of someone who was likely working against the interests of the Soviet state. 
 
    “That is exactly why I called you, as you said,” he added. 
 
    “Good,” Medvedev answered. “And would you be willing to drive your prisoner to Lubyanka, so we can avoid wasting half a day’s productivity by one of our men in transporting her?” 
 
    “Of course,” Sasha answered without hesitation. It annoyed him a bit that this KGB officer was implying his men’s time was more valuable than Sasha’s. Hell, he was more than implying it, he was stating it straight out. On the other hand, it was turning into a beautiful morning, weather-wise, and taking some time to drive to Moscow didn’t sound so bad, particularly when he could drop the woman off and then stop for lunch at a much nicer restaurant than anything available locally. 
 
    “Thank you, detective. I will expect you later this morning. Please ask for me personally when you bring your prisoner to the front lobby.” 
 
    “Will do,” Sasha said. 
 
    “And detective?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Excellent work.” 
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    Tracie became instantly suspicious when Kuznetsov scurried out of the interview room like a man on a mission after she took the phone to talk to Gregorovich. But she pushed it from her mind for the time being and said, “Good morning, General. Again, please accept my apologies for hitti—” 
 
    “Never mind that,” Gregorovich said, his voice crisp and agitated. “What is this business you were telling Detective Kuznetsov about being in possession of something I lost? Tell me more about what that item might be, and if you are playing games you will be very, very sorry.” 
 
    “I assure you I am not playing games, General. In fact it is just the opposite. I need to be released from custody in Rostov immediately, before the item of which we speak goes boom and kills thousands of Russians, if not tens of thousands.” 
 
    “Are you trying to threaten me?” 
 
    “It is not a threat, it is a statement of fact. I cannot threaten you with the item because I do not have it in my possession. What I do have is an approximate location where it might be. Or at least I had an approximate location last night, before getting run over by an eighteen-wheel truck.” 
 
    “Where is it?” General Gregorovich said firmly. “Or to be more precise, where was it last night? Tell me right now, and you might have a chance to win your freedom. Or at least to survive beyond the next few days.” 
 
    “Well, the tenor of this conversation changed in a hurry, didn’t it?” Tracie said. “You don’t want me threatening you but you have no problem doing exactly the same thing to me.” 
 
    “That is called a power disparity,” Gregorovich said angrily. “I have the power and you do not. And besides, I do not care what you think. You came into my home, disrupted my daughter’s party and attacked me and one of my men, injuring us both. To make matters much worse, you stole classified documents right out of my locked desk. Yes I am threatening you. Of course I am threatening you. I am surprised you would expect anything else.” 
 
    Tracie let him rant and then answered calmly. “Well, see, here’s the thing,” she said. “I didn’t expect anything else, but you should be thanking me, not threatening me. My reason for being in your office had nothing to do with the item you so carelessly lost, but in the three days since, I managed to do something neither you nor, apparently, anyone else in the Soviet armed forces and intelligence services has been able to do. And that is locate it.” 
 
    “You are going to tell me everything you know about that missing ‘item,’ as you are calling it. Every last thing. And you are going to do so right now.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. If I do that I lose all value to you. Twenty minutes after I lose all value to you I’ll find myself chained up in a cell inside Lubyanka or worse, face down in the dirt with two Makarov slugs buried in the back of my skull.” 
 
    “If you are not going to give me the information I require, then what was the point in calling and disrupting my day?” 
 
    “The point is I need your help. Pay attention, General, I don’t have time to explain everything twice.” 
 
    Tracie assumed he was paying attention because he sputtered incoherently on the other end of the line. 
 
    She continued. “Here is what’s going to happen. You will instruct Detective Kuznetsov to release me immediately. And in return I will complete the mission I was so close to completing last night, which is to find that tactical nuke and save innocent civilians from being vaporized. Everybody wins.” 
 
    “You expect me to just let you go? After what you just said to me?” 
 
    “That is exactly what I expect,” Tracie said. “And the sooner the better. The clock is ticking, General, and when the timer gets to zero, well, I wouldn’t want to be the man in charge of weapons acquisition who lost the nuclear bomb that wiped out an entire Russian city.” 
 
    Kuznetsov had just returned to the interrogation room, and at the words, “nuclear bomb,” his jaw dropped and he stared at her, his eyes wide. 
 
    She ignored him, focusing her attention on Gregorovich. He represented her only hope of getting out of here, and given all that Kuznetsov had heard it was a virtual certainty he would call the KGB if Gregorovich didn’t order her release. 
 
    “I did not lose any nuclear bombs,” Gregorovich said angrily. “I am in charge of acquisitions, the device’s disappearance has nothing to do with me.” 
 
    “You want to stake your career on that, General? If that thing explodes, everyone who had anything to do with it is going down, and you know it. Even the Soviet Union won’t be able to cover up an entire city being wiped out, and party leadership will be looking for scapegoats if only to save their own asses.” 
 
    Gregorovich was silent for a moment. Presumably he was digesting Tracie’s words. Everything she’d said would have been true in a democracy; it was especially true in the Soviet Union. 
 
    The general sighed softly. “Even if I accept your analysis, you are but one person. I can mobilize thousands with a single telephone call to search for the device and then disarm it once it has been located. If you give me all the information you have, there will be a much greater chance of stopping this madness before the device is detonated.” 
 
    “Maybe so,” Tracie said. “But saving all those civilian lives is just one of my goals, remember? I like the smell of fresh air.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I prefer not to spend the rest of my life inside an eight-by-eight meter cell. And at this point, the only way I can be reasonably certain of maintaining my freedom and enjoying that fresh air is by keeping the bomb’s location to myself for now. So that’s what I’m going to do.” 
 
    Gregorovich sighed again, the sound this time an explosion of anger and frustration. 
 
    Tracie waited, doing her best to control her nerves. There was nothing else to say to the general. He would either acquiesce to her demands or he would not. 
 
    At this point, she wasn’t wild about her chances. 
 
    The delay stretched on but eventually Gregorovich spoke. “You are an American CIA officer, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Why would you think that?” 
 
    “Your Russian is outstanding, but your diction is not quite right. Most people would not notice, but I have spent much of my career working among Russian-speaking Americans thanks to diplomacy I have conducted as part of my position in the Soviet Armed Forces.” 
 
    “Well, right now, General, I am just a person. And that person is doing her best to save a lot of Russian lives. But I need your help if I’m going to make that happen.” 
 
    Another silence, this one even longer than the last. Tracie still couldn’t guess what the outcome of this call was going to be, and it was clearly almost over. 
 
    “Fine,” Gregorovich said. “I will instruct Detective Kuznetsov to release you immediately. I will order him to provide you with a vehicle, and not to have you followed when you leave the jail. Will that suit your purposes?” 
 
    “It will suit them just fine.” 
 
    “Good. But you had better justify my leap of faith, and you had better disappear once you have done so. Because if our paths ever cross again, you will be very sorry.” 
 
    “General, you would be surprised how often I hear that.” 
 
    Gregorovich ignored her and said, “Put Detective Kuznetsov back on the line.” 
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    Tracie handed the phone back to Kuznetsov and returned to her chair at the small conference table. General Gregorovich had told her exactly what he was going to say to the detective, but still she watched and listened closely. 
 
    Time seemed to be moving much too quickly. She’d lost almost twelve hours to the damned car accident, and she could almost taste how badly she wanted to get the hell out of Rostov and back on the trail of the three Navsegda members and the tactical nuke. She’d been so close last night as she watched the men in their meeting with Dimitri Kozlov. 
 
    Now she’d fallen behind again, but by how much? If Navsegda was transporting the bomb across Russia they could be five hundred or more miles away by now. She fidgeted in her seat, tapping her foot impatiently on the floor and tracing indentations on the scarred wooden tabletop with her index finger. 
 
    At last Kuznetsov hung up the phone and turned to face her. “Well, I must give you credit,” he said grudgingly. “I did not think it could be done, but you have managed to arrange your release from my custody.” 
 
    She shrugged, feigning indifference. “I told you.” 
 
    “Yes, you did,” he agreed. “General Gregorovich has instructed me to drive you to Moscow and release you upon our arrival in the city. I am sure you will not object to leaving immediately.” 
 
    Tracie forced herself not to react outwardly to Kuznetsov’s words, but she knew something was wrong. That was most certainly not what Gregorovich had told Tracie was going to happen. 
 
    Someone was double-crossing her. Whether it was the general or Kuznetsov, she had no way of knowing for sure, but her money was on the big cop standing in front of her, suddenly speaking in an almost friendly tone of voice. He’d already detained her without charges and then sent a sexual predator into her cell to soften up her resistance by raping her. 
 
    She didn’t trust him as far as she could throw him. And he was a large man. 
 
    “What is the matter?” Kuznetsov prompted. “Did you suddenly decide our hospitality here in Rostov is not quite as bad as you indicated earlier? Or perhaps you would like a little time to pack up all your things before we leave.” 
 
    “No,” Tracie said, standing up from the table. “You are absolutely right, I don’t object to leaving immediately. The sooner you drop me off in Moscow, the sooner I can get back to work.” 
 
    Kuznetsov pulled the door open and gestured for Tracie to exit the interview room. As she passed him, she said, “It’s very generous of General Gregorovich to ask you to transport me. That will save me quite a bit of time.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kuznetsov agreed. “Generous.” He closed the door and said, “Please follow me. My car is parked behind the complex.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tracie thought Kuznetsov would cuff her wrists behind her back for the drive, but he surprised her by not restraining her in any way. He surprised her again by allowing her to sit up front in the passenger seat. He was acting as though they were suddenly colleagues or even friends. 
 
    Or maybe he felt invulnerable, confident in the fact that he was armed and she was not. 
 
    Or maybe he was just a damned fool. 
 
    He started the car and drove around the building. Accelerated along the access road and then turned south toward Moscow. In a matter of a minute or two they had left the jail/administrative building behind and were alone on a narrow country road, the same road Tracie had traveled in the opposite direction last night. 
 
    She began to suspect she knew what was happening. Kuznetsov had as much as told her he believed she was conducting espionage. And if he were convinced she was a spy, he would have a hard time swallowing Gregorovich’s order to release her, despite the fact that order was coming from a high-ranking military officer. 
 
    This wasn’t the United States, where a military official had no authority over a civilian law enforcement officer. In the Soviet Union, if an army general instructed a lowly police officer—even if that officer was a detective—to release a suspect, that suspect would be released. 
 
    Or else. 
 
    But Tracie thought Kuznetsov might feel comfortable ignoring the general’s instructions if he had received conflicting orders from another entity, an entity that he could reasonably consider as having at least as much authority as General Gregorovich. 
 
    An entity like the KGB. 
 
    She thought back to Kuznetsov’s beeline out of the interview room shortly after she’d begun speaking with General Gregorovich, and then his return a few minutes later. 
 
    Then she thought back to Gregorovich’s capitulation to her demand for release, reviewing it step by step in her mind and coming to the conclusion the general was not being deceitful when he told her what his instructions to Kuznetsov were going to be. 
 
    And she knew what she had to do. 
 
    She would have to act fast, because before long they would begin approaching Moscow. When that happened, roads would widen and become filled with traffic. More vehicles meant more witnesses, and more witnesses meant more difficulty escaping, particularly since half her head was shaved and her clothes were drenched in dried blood. At the moment she was as memorable as a mass murderer. 
 
    “Is there anywhere in particular you were instructed to drop me off in Moscow?” Tracie said amiably, as if she didn’t have a care in the world. As if she were just making conversation. 
 
    “Downtown,” the cop said. “Near the Kremlin.” He cast a sideways glance at her. “Unless that is a problem.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Not at all. Why would that location be a problem?” 
 
    “Because,” he said, “we both know you are not what you say you are. You are about as far removed from an ordinary Russian woman as it is possible to get. You are CIA.” 
 
    Tracie snorted. “You’re still on that CIA thing? Your brains are so scrambled it’s as if you suffered the head wound last night, not me.” 
 
    “Say whatever you wish. And I will give you credit for fooling General Gregorovich. That could not have been easy to do. But you have not fooled me.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Yes, that is so. And even if that story you spun to him about a missing nuclear weapon is true, I know that if I release you there is no way you are going to find the bomb and stop the detonation, as you told Gregorovich. Why would an American spy do something like that? The truth is,” he said, answering his own question, “you would not.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’ve got it all figured out, don’t you?” 
 
    “Maybe not all,” Kuznetsov said. “But enough.” 
 
    The road was narrow and winding, passing through a lightly traveled, heavily forested area. But soon they would reach the on-ramp for the Leninskoye Highway and everything would change. 
 
    Tracie said, “You’re not bringing me to Moscow to release me, are you?” 
 
    Kuznetsov didn’t answer. Tracie noticed his right hand snaking stealthily toward his suit jacket, where his weapon was housed in a shoulder rig. Apparently they were no longer friends or colleagues. 
 
    I wonder if he’s regretting not cuffing me now? she thought. 
 
    Then she acted. 
 
    She sprang at Kuznetsov, reaching up with both hands and shoving his head hard against the driver’s side window, in much the same manner as she’d done last night with the attempted rapist. His skull clunked dully and the car swerved left and then back to the right, hard. He swore once and grunted as Tracie smashed his head against the window a second time. 
 
    He’d managed to draw his weapon in spite of the whirlwind attack and now he pulled it clear of his suit jacket. But he was left handed, meaning the gun had been holstered against his right ribs and he would have to swing it all the way left to get a shot off. 
 
    Tracie punched his arm, following it up with a punch that caught him flush in the face, but Kuznetsov was nothing if not tough, and he continued to bring the weapon around despite the beating he was taking. In half a second he would have a point-blank shot into Tracie’s head or upper body. 
 
    So she kicked out with her foot, scrabbling for the accelerator. She found it and stomped it to the floor and the car shot forward, engine screaming. 
 
    Tracie realized she was screaming, too. 
 
    So was Kuznetsov. 
 
    The car flew off the side of the road and down a small embankment, kicking up dirt and clumps of sod and jarring the gun out of the cop’s hand. It flew into the air and bounced off Tracie’s head before tumbling into the back seat. 
 
    An instant later the car reached the bottom of the embankment, decelerating violently in the brush, throwing Tracie back-first against the dashboard. The sutured side of her head struck the steering wheel and a bright-white lightning bolt of pain flashed through her skull, dark clouds appearing at the edges of her vision, creeping forward, threatening to steal away her consciousness. 
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    She had to stay awake. 
 
    If she passed out it was over. She would wake up in Lubyanka and never taste freedom again. 
 
    She breathed in deeply and blew out a breath but the darkness kept coming. 
 
    Kuznetsov was moaning softly in the driver’s seat and she knew he could come to his senses at any moment. She had to act now to escape, but still the darkness continued to advance. It was like a curtain being lowered slowly over her vision. If the curtain dropped all the way she would be finished. 
 
    So she reached up and held her hand over the stitches in her shaved skull. She would slap them, one sharp swat. The resulting flash of agony would either focus her or cause her to pass out, but she had to try something to stop that damned curtain. 
 
    Her vision was wavering when she acted. The sound of the slap was loud in the silence of the car and instantly the lightning bolt flashed again inside her head. She screamed and cursed—in English, not in Russian—and after a moment the black curtain began pulling away from her vision. 
 
    Her head was pounding, the intensity as great as anything she could remember experiencing since the last time she was shot. But she could feel the darkness receding, consciousness rushing in to take its place. Her desperate strategy was working. 
 
    Kuznetsov moaned again and twitched, his arms and legs quivering as his brain rebooted itself. He would be awake soon and angry. 
 
    Tracie dived into the back of the car, cushioning her fall with her arms as she searched for Kuznetsov’s gun. It had come to rest under the driver’s seat. 
 
    She snaked a hand under the seat and retrieved the weapon—a Makarov, how predictable—and then pushed open the rear door and stumbled out of the car into an area of heavy undergrowth. The massive trees of the forest were still a good six feet from the car’s grille, the snarl of brambles and bushes so heavy it had halted the car’s forward motion all on its own. 
 
    Tracie yanked open the driver’s side door, bruises already forming on her arms, every muscle in her body screaming in complaint. Kuznetsov’s still-unconscious body began sliding out the open door and then stopped, his shoulder wedged against the doorframe as his head lolled to the right. His eyes were blinking rapidly and his moans were turning to grunts of pain. A thin stream of blood flowed down his left cheek from somewhere under his hairline. 
 
    His eyes fluttered open, at first unfocused and staring. 
 
    Tracie waited. Time was of the essence but she wasn’t in such a hurry that she couldn’t wait thirty seconds for him to come to his senses enough to recognize her. 
 
    It didn’t even take that long. After maybe ten seconds of trying to focus, his gaze fell upon Tracie standing next to the car. That seemed to kick-start his senses and he drew in a sharp gasp, reaching for his gun in the empty shoulder holster. 
 
    “Looking for this?” she said, raising the Makarov from behind her thigh. 
 
    He cursed and swung his legs out the door as if to stand. 
 
    Tracie lifted the gun and placed it against his forehead. Said, “You’ve been a very bad boy, disobeying General Gregorovich. When he finds out, he is not going to be pleased with you.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” he spat. 
 
    “No, thanks. I’d rather stick needles in my eyes.” 
 
    “Give me my gun back right now, or you’re going to be—” 
 
    “Sorry?” Tracie interrupted. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “You are not going to shoot me, so let us not continue playing this game.” 
 
    “Oh, I would if I had to,” Tracie said. “Don’t fool yourself otherwise. But I don’t have to. Because deep down, you know I’ll do it.” 
 
    He cursed again and then said, “So what happens now?” 
 
    She said, “I could have been long gone already, but I wanted to pass along a message.” 
 
    “A message? What message?” 
 
    “That you’re a scumbag for sticking a monster like Chernov in the cell with me last night. That was over the line, no matter what you think of me.” 
 
    “I did what I thought I had to do,” Kuznetsov snapped. 
 
    “Yeah? Me too.” Tracie reached out with both hands and slammed the cop’s skull against the doorframe. His eyes rolled back into his head and he dropped out of the car, landing face down on the forest floor with a soft thump. 
 
    “This is no more than you deserve,” Tracie said softly. “You’re lucky you’re still alive.” 
 
    She reached into Kuznetsov’s car and yanked the hand mic out of his police radio. She tossed it as far as she could into the trees and then climbed the embankment, slipping Kuznetsov’s gun into the waistband of her jeans at the small of her back. 
 
    When she reached the road, she considered her next move. Ideally, she should begin walking toward Moscow, putting distance between herself and Kuznetsov—who would not stay unconscious forever—while she could, and figuring out transportation later. 
 
    But her appearance seriously complicated matters. Between her shaved, sutured head and the blood covering her clothing, she was going to draw far too much attention walking along the side of the road. If a police cruiser happened to pass by, she would end up right back where she started, and that would be disastrous. 
 
    She elected to stay where she was, at least for the moment. They weren’t so far from Moscow that the road would stay deserted for long, and Kuznetsov’s damaged vehicle was clearly visible to any motorists approaching from either direction. 
 
    Tracie thought she could work with that and was willing to risk staying put to try. The blood-soaked clothing that would be a liability were she to start hiking should actually work in her favor as long as she remained in plain view of Kuznetsov’s wrecked car. 
 
    She paced back and forth along the sandy verge, splitting her attention between the narrow roadway, peering both ways for oncoming vehicles—of which there had so far been none—and glancing down the embankment toward the car wreck in the event Kuznetsov regained consciousness and was foolish enough to try coming after her. 
 
    She ran a finger lightly along the side of her head, wincing as she made contact with the raised sutures. The blood had stopped leaking out between them by the time she’d left the Rostov Jail, but after slapping herself to avoid losing consciousness it had begun again. It was sluggish and thick, and Tracie guessed it probably completed the picture of her as an unfortunate accident victim as tendrils of it ran down the side of her face. 
 
    She sighed, impatient and frustrated. She’d been standing at the side of the road for probably close to ten minutes now and there hadn’t been a hint of traffic yet. Maybe she’d made the wrong decision by waiting. Maybe it was time to begin hiking south and hope to— 
 
    There! In the distance a car was approaching from the direction of Rostov. Tracie sprang into action, transforming herself from anxious operative into injured, terrified car accident victim. She leaned forward, hands on her knees, and then looked up at the oncoming car, gritting her teeth against pain in what was only partially an act. 
 
    Raising her hand in a feeble wave, Tracie stumbled/limped into the middle of the road and then dropped to one knee, continuing to wave in a plea for the driver to stop. 
 
    Despite the narrowness of the road, there was still enough room for the car to pass her on either side, but she knew that would not happen. Any driver would have to be a heartless monster to motor right past a suffering car accident victim, covered in blood and clearly injured. 
 
    And she was right. The car eased to a stop in front of her. The driver’s door opened and an older woman stepped out. She was heavyset, with silver hair and an open, friendly face. She reminded Tracie of her maternal grandmother, and that resemblance made what Tracie was about to do all the more difficult. 
 
    She would do it anyway. 
 
    The woman rushed around her car and as she was approaching said, “Oh my goodness, that wreck looks awful. How badly are you hurt, dear?” 
 
    Tracie waited for the woman to reach and then stood. “I’ve had worse,” she said conversationally. 
 
    The woman backed up a couple of steps, confused. 
 
    “I don’t mean to frighten you,” Tracie said, “but I’m going to need to borrow your car.” 
 
    “Borrow…I am sorry but I do not understand. If you are injured I will be happy to drive you to the hospital.” 
 
    “You’re very sweet but the hospital is not what I need right now. I promise I will not damage your car, and when I’ve finished with it I will leave it where the police will find it. You’ll have it back within a day or two.” 
 
    The woman continued backpedaling, Tracie following, matching her step for step. The woman’s expression had cycled from concern through confusion before settling on fear, and Tracie realized no amount of explaining would change that now. 
 
    She reached out and took the woman gently by the shoulder. “Just move to the side of the road,” she said softly. “I’m not going to hurt you, but I really do need your car.” 
 
    Tracie had just begun steering her toward the verge when Kuznetsov appeared, stumbling past the wreckage of his car and beginning the climb the embankment toward the road. 
 
    “Goddammit,” Tracie mumbled in Russian. Could this get any worse? 
 
    “Stop right there!” Kuznetsov called. He had both hands pressed to the side of his head, the side Tracie had smashed twice against the driver’s side window and once against the metal doorframe of his car. He had to be in a significant amount of pain, and despite herself Tracie felt a grudging admiration for the man who was rapidly becoming a major thorn in her side. 
 
    The woman stopped moving. She dug her heels in and simply refused to walk any further. “What the hell is going on here?” she said. 
 
    Tracie decided enough was enough. She hadn’t wanted to frighten the woman any more than was absolutely necessary, so she’d tried to do this without showing a weapon. But things were spiraling out of control—again—and every minute she stayed here trying to corral an old lady and an injured cop was one more minute another car could come along and make things exponentially worse. 
 
    So she reached behind her back and drew Kuznetsov’s Makarov. She knew just the sight of it would be enough to cow the old woman, so she ignored the lady and trained the gun on the cop. 
 
    “No,” she said. “You stop right there.” 
 
    The cop kept coming. 
 
    Tracie shook her head, exasperated. She fired over the top of Kuznetsov, and finally the cop stopped. He dived to the ground as the old woman screamed, and Tracie sprinted for the car, limping badly on her injured ankle. 
 
    The motorist had left the car idling, so all Tracie needed to do was shift into gear and hit the gas, and in seconds she’d left the accident scene behind. 
 
    She knew she needed to drive as fast as possible without drawing unnecessary attention to herself. There was no telling how long it would take for another car to come along, and when that happened Kuznetsov would definitely flag it down and either commandeer the vehicle and come after her, or find the nearest phone and put out the Soviet equivalent of an all-points bulletin. And once that happened, every cop—and probably all military personnel as well—would be on the lookout for her. 
 
    The old lady’s car would become as radioactive as the nuke she was tracking. 
 
    It was imperative Tracie get somewhere she could acquire another car as soon as possible. 
 
    She reached the Leninskoye Highway within minutes and relaxed slightly. Traffic was moderate, which meant she would stand out a little less once Kuznetsov was able to raise the alarm. Still, it was an uncomfortable feeling, because she doubted there would be many other young women in the Moscow area with half a head of flame-red hair, covered in blood and driving a stolen car. 
 
    And carrying a gun she’d taken off a cop after assaulting him. 
 
    She inhaled deeply and blew out a nervous breath. 
 
    Nibbled on her lower lip as she drove. 
 
    At least she was finally moving forward again. 
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    Tracie wasted no time acquiring another vehicle. 
 
    The moment she hit the outskirts of Moscow she ditched the old woman’s Trabant in the parking lot of a manufacturing complex and began looking for a replacement. In less than fifteen minutes she had liberated a Lada whose owner was so certain no one would steal a ten-year-old piece of shit right out of his place of employment that he’d been thoughtful enough to leave it unlocked, with the keys in the ignition. 
 
    Not that it would have mattered. Breaking in and hot-wiring the Lada would have added, at most, three minutes to the process. But every minute saved was a blessing, given Tracie had no idea how long the Navsegda operatives would wait before detonating their prize. Undoubtedly they were well aware the heat was on them, so she didn’t think they’d want to sit on it for any longer than necessary. 
 
    She took the time to swap license plates between the old woman’s Trabant and another vehicle in the lot, and between her new ride and a fourth car. The process was complicated by the fact she’d left all her tools in the canvas bag that was currently sitting on a shelf somewhere in the Rostov Police evidence storage locker. 
 
    But she made do, using a coin she found in the parking lot as a makeshift screwdriver to loosen the license plate screws, which were moderately rusted on three of the four cars. The only exception was the old lady’s Trabant, and Tracie silently offered thanks to the woman for taking such good care of her vehicle. 
 
    She worked as quickly as she could, and not just because of the tactical nuke. If anyone saw her covered in blood and acting suspiciously in the parking lot, it wouldn’t be long before the police were called, and once that happened she knew Detective Kuznetsov would be hot on their heels. As far as she could tell, though, the lot remained free of people the entire time she worked.  
 
    After completing the automotive housekeeping, she fired up the Lada and hit the street. A lot had gone wrong over the last twelve hours or so, but she was grateful she’d escaped Detective Kuznetsov during business hours on a Tuesday morning, when there would be plenty of cars from which to choose. 
 
    Thirty minutes later she ditched the Lada three blocks from her safe house and walked the rest of the way. Typically she liked to park farther away than that when dumping a stolen vehicle, but typically she wasn’t covered in blood and suffering from an obvious head injury. 
 
    She decided in this case the shorter walk was worth the potential risk. She would move the car later, after she’d cleaned up. Right now it was imperative she talk to Aaron Stallings and fill him in on what she’d learned. 
 
    What had started out as a precarious situation was teetering on becoming a desperate one, if it hadn’t already. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    June 14, 1988 
 
    10:25 a.m. 
 
    CIA safe house 
 
    Moscow, Russia, USSR 
 
      
 
    “Goddammit, Tanner, this has to stop!” 
 
    Tracie had known Stallings would not be happy to hear from her. He never seemed overly enthusiastic about the prospect, but given the time difference between Moscow and Washington, she knew this call in particular would wind him up. She smiled and waited for him to finish his rant. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what time it is here, for chrissakes? How am I supposed to function if I have to get up in the middle of the night to babysit you?” 
 
    “Let me take those questions one at a time,” she said calmly. “Yes, I know what time it is where you are. It’s three twenty-five in the morning. And I’m sure you have a busy schedule tomorrow, which is why I wouldn’t have interrupted your beauty sleep if it weren’t critically important.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Stallings grumbled. “Hold on a second while I move to my office.” 
 
    Tracie waited as the CIA director presumably slipped out of bed and padded down his second-floor hallway, entered his home office and closed the door. The secure satellite connection wasn’t clear enough to hear any of it in real-time, but she pictured it in her mind, and just as she envisioned him sitting down at his desk, he transmitted again. “Okay. What’s so important it couldn’t wait three hours?” 
 
    “First of all,” she said, “thank you for sleeping with the sat phone next to your bed. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to get you.” 
 
    “Our little chats mean just that much to me,” Stallings said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. 
 
    The comment caught Tracie off guard and she laughed. “Please pass along my apologies to your wife for waking her.” 
 
    “You didn’t. She learned to sleep through my commotion at least thirty years ago, but I appreciate the thought. Now, can we please get down to business so I might be able to catch a few more winks before I have to get up and face the sharks that are the D.C. politicians today?” 
 
    “Sure,” Tracie said. “I’ll get right to the point. I found the nuke.” 
 
    “I assume you mean you got a line on its location inside the states or on its way over here.” 
 
    “No sir, that’s not what I mean.” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    “It’s still in Russia. It never left the country. I saw it with my own eyes yesterday inside an abandoned gas station not thirty miles north of Moscow.” 
 
    Tracie paused and gave Stallings a moment to absorb what she’d just said. She waited for the barrage of questions she assumed would follow. 
 
    But there was no barrage. He digested the information and then slowly said, “Of course.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Of course it’s still in Russia. Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda can accomplish their goals just as easily by detonating the device inside their own country as outside it. And exploding it inside Russia saves them the risk and expense of trying to ship it undetected to the states.” 
 
    “That was exactly my line of thinking,” Tracie said, marveling at her boss’s powers of perception regarding foreign intelligence matters. She had given him completely unexpected intel, and in less than a minute—after being awakened from a deep sleep in the middle of the night—he’d deciphered its implications. 
 
    Aaron Stallings was by far the most difficult man she’d ever worked with; no one else was even close. But his suitability for his job was undeniable. It went a long way toward explaining the fact that he had held his position at the CIA for decades, through Republican and Democrat administrations alike. 
 
    That and the fact he probably had dirt hidden away on every person of prominence to come through D.C. in the last forty years. 
 
    “You said the device is hidden inside an abandoned gas station, correct?” 
 
    “It was as of yesterday,” Tracie answered. “But I had a little car accident trying to get back here and I lost half a day. I can’t say for sure whether it’s still there now or not.” 
 
    “A car accident?” Stallings said. 
 
    “Yes. It drew the attention of a particularly nosy Russian cop. But that doesn’t matter right now, aside from the time it cost me. He’s no longer an issue.” 
 
    “You killed a Russian cop?” 
 
    Tracie grinned. “No, sir, he alive. I imagine he has a massive headache right now, but he’s very much alive.” 
 
    Stallings grunted and then fell silent again. Tracie could almost hear the gears turning inside his head. 
 
    After a moment he said, “Was the nuke loaded onto a vehicle when you saw it?” 
 
    “No,” Tracie said. “But it probably is by now. I found the bomb by following the truck I believe Navsegda is going to use to transport it to their selected detonation site.” 
 
    “It’s an American-made truck, isn’t it?” 
 
    She blinked in surprise. “Yes, it’s a Ford pickup. How the hell did you know that?” 
 
    “It makes perfect sense,” Stallings said. “It explains why Navsegda has been holding onto the device instead of using it right away. I assumed they were busy trying to smuggle it into the United States, but that wasn’t it at all. They were simply waiting to acquire an American vehicle. 
 
    “And they needed an American truck,” he continued slowly, reasoning through it as he spoke, “because it is critical for their purposes that they manage to blame the United States for the explosion and the deaths of so many Russian citizens.” 
 
    A shorter silence followed and then he said, “They’re going to take plenty of photographs of the bomb sitting in the back of the Ford truck, undoubtedly with a prominent, very recognizable building in the background. There will be nothing left of the truck after the detonation, obviously, so they’ll need a visual reference to stoke panic among the citizenry if they’re going to have any chance of accomplishing their goal of regime change.” 
 
    “That was my feeling, too,” Tracie said. “But there’s something that doesn’t add up.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “How could anyone believe the United States bombed a Russian city if the only evidence is a photo of the device sitting in the back of an American-made truck? If the U.S. was going to blast a Russian city with a tactical nuke, the last thing they would do is advertise that fact by sticking it in the back of a truck that’s so hard to come by in this part of the world it took Navsegda the better part of a month to do it.” 
 
    “You’re looking at it too rationally.” 
 
    “Excuse me? I don’t follow.” 
 
    “Think about it,” Stallings said patiently. “A mid-sized Russian city—or worse, a large Russian city—gets victimized by a nuclear blast, say in the range of five to six megatons, which is the most bang you can reasonably expect to get out of a device that can fit in the back of a pickup truck.” 
 
    “That’s plenty big,” Tracie said. 
 
    “Plenty big for what Navsegda wants. The device goes off and now the population is spooked, panicked, they don’t understand what’s happening. They’re not even going to consider the possibility that Russians might have killed all those people and put many thousands more in danger from radiation poisoning.” 
 
    “They’re going to want to blame their most hated enemies,” Tracie said, finally following Stallings’ line of reasoning. 
 
    “Even more than wanting to believe it,” Stallings said, “they’re not going to be able to consider any other possibility. It will be their first instinct. All Navsegda will need is for one or more of their photos to end up on the front page of Pravda—and you can bet they’ve developed the contacts to ensure that happens—and inside of a day, two things will happen. What do you suppose those two things are?” 
 
    “Popular support will crystallize behind a retaliatory strike against the United States,” Tracie said. 
 
    “Exactly. That’s the first. Tell me the second.” 
 
    Tracie answered almost instantly. “The fury of the citizenry will be directed straight at the people they believe allowed the attack by their hated enemy to occur: Gorbachev and his minions.” 
 
    “You got it. Over time, of course, if cooler heads were allowed to prevail, it would become obvious to everyone the United States hadn’t nuked a Russian city. But retaliation would occur within days, perhaps hours, well before anyone listened to any of those cooler heads. 
 
    “As I said, it makes perfect sense,” Stallings continued, “and I’m kicking myself that I didn’t consider that possibility sooner.” 
 
    “Sir, you couldn’t be expected to—” 
 
    “Of course I could be,” he interrupted. “That is exactly the point of my job. But none of that matters now. You need to get eyes on that nuke again, and as quickly as possible. I’ll notify the president immediately, and he can initiate contact with General Secretary Gorbachev regarding the situation. Then I’ll rally the troops, get our other assets in the area headed toward you, so you’re not dealing with this situation all by yourself.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. But obviously backup won’t get there overnight. Our presence in country has taken a devastating hit in the past year with the assassinations of so many of our people, so there will be a paper-thin margin for error. It’s not like we’ll be able to overwhelm Navsegda with numbers.” 
 
    “I know. I’ll get to work tracking down the nuke right away, and once I find it again I’ll notify you of its location. The I’ll keep it under surveillance until more of our people make it to the area.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything else, because she knew they were both thinking the same thing anyway: what if Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda decided to detonate their nuke before the cavalry had time to arrive? 
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    Moscow, Russia, USSR 
 
      
 
    Tracie craved sleep. 
 
    Her eyes were heavy and stinging, her limbs wooden, her legs felt like she was walking in quicksand as she limped about the safe house. And there were a million uncertainties about her current situation but of one thing she had no doubt: she would not get that sleep. 
 
    Not yet, anyway, and maybe not for a while. 
 
    Replacing her weapons would be no problem. Hidden behind a removable wall in the bedroom of the safe house was a cache of American as well as Russian-manufactured rifles, pistols, combat knives and other espionage necessities, including a replacement tracker receiver she would use to relocate the F-150 carrying the tactical nuke. 
 
    Hopefully. 
 
    Her concern, and it was a legitimate one, was that the tiny transmitter she’d secured to the undercarriage of the Ford truck was battery-powered. As such, its viability was limited by the batteries’ lifespan. Typically that lifespan was no more than twenty-four to thirty-six hours. 
 
    Sometimes it was less. 
 
    Sometimes it was a lot less. 
 
    It was imperative that she resupply herself and get to work locating the truck absolutely as soon as possible, but even given the time crunch, she knew she had to care for her head wound. Sleep she could do without, but she couldn’t afford to allow the gash in her skull to become infected. 
 
    If it hadn’t already. 
 
    She padded into the bathroom and undressed, pulling her blouse over her head as carefully as she could but still wincing in pain as the blood-caked cotton grazed the sutures. In the mirror she examined the handiwork of the anonymous emergency room doctor inside Semashko City Hospital who’d stitched her up while she was still unconscious. She didn’t think the jagged roadmap of sutures would win her many beauty pageants, but it looked as though the doctor had done a reasonably competent job. 
 
    She ran warm, soapy water over a washcloth and dabbed it against her injury. The pain radiated outward in all directions each time she did touched it. She worked slowly, patiently, loosening the dried blood by degrees until all that remained was skin and sutures. 
 
    It looked ugly. Red and raw, a serrated line meandering up the side of her head. Eventually her hair would grow back, covering the scar and rendering it invisible, but for now Tracie thought she looked like the Bride of Frankenstein’s ugly sister. 
 
    Once satisfied she’d removed all the crusted blood she stepped into the shower. Scrubbed herself top to bottom, spending even more time cleaning her injury despite the pain. When she’d finished she started over and moved bottom to top. She worked as quickly as possible while still being thorough. She doubted she’d ever appreciated a shower more. 
 
    Then she dried off and dressed, marveling at just how rejuvenating it felt to be clean. She still didn’t quite feel human, given the lack of sleep and the pain thudding through her head and her ankle, but better. Much better. 
 
    She shook some ibuprofen into her hand and downed it with water, then removed the false wall in the bedroom closet that opened into the CIA’s mini-armory. Her shoulder holster was long gone, so she would be forced to do without until she could get stateside. There were a couple stored in among the weapons, but both were too big for someone her size. 
 
    She replaced her Berettas; one into her waistband at the small of her back and a second into an ankle holster she found that she was able to make fit, more or less. Same with a combat knife for her other ankle. 
 
    Kuznetsov’s Makarov she tossed into a plastic bin after ejecting the magazine and clearing the chamber. 
 
    Once resupplied, Tracie felt whole again for the first time since waking up in the hospital in Rostov. She dug around the equipment until locating the spare tracker receiver and batteries. Then she backed out of the mini-armory, replaced the false wall and moved into the kitchen. 
 
    She installed the batteries in the receiver and powered it up, realizing she was holding her breath but unable to stop herself from doing so. If the transmitter on the F-150 had already died, she would be back to square one. Her only option in that case would be to drive to Dimitri Kozlov’s Moscow apartment building, kidnap him and then torture him until he gave up the location of the nuke. 
 
    Assuming he even knew where it was, which was unlikely. 
 
    And even if he did know, the process would take time she did not have. 
 
    After a moment the tracker receiver finished booting up and its tiny screen sprang to life. The red dot began blinking and Tracie blew out a relieved breath. She could still track down the nuke as long as the batteries in the transmitter didn’t die in the time it took to catch up with Navsegda. 
 
    Tracie made a sandwich and wolfed it down, barely paying attention to what was in it. She washed the food down with water and then wandered into the bedroom, slipping into a hooded sweatshirt featuring the logo of the Moscow Aviation Institute. The sweatshirt was dark-colored, which should help camouflage her at night, but more importantly its hood would serve to cover most of her shaved head and her injury. 
 
    Then she checked herself out in the mirror. 
 
    Grimaced. 
 
    She looked like a twelve-year-old waif who’d gotten lost on her way home from school and then mugged, but it was the best she could do without wasting a lot of precious time. 
 
    In the living room closet was a hook on which the agency kept keys to their legally registered cars. Typically, anywhere from three to five keys were hanging on the hook, each tagged with a description of the car it belonged to, as well as the vehicle’s current location in Moscow. 
 
    The safe house was down to one. 
 
    Tracie grabbed it and stuffed it into her jeans. She would worry about informing Stallings the house needed to be restocked later, assuming she didn’t die in a nuclear blast in the meantime. 
 
    She placed her tracker receiver in a shoulder bag along with a few other tools she thought she might need. 
 
    Then she tossed in a few candy bars and water bottles. 
 
    Then she walked out of the safe house and hiked to her car. 
 
    She was on the road before noon. 
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    The problem with the tracker Tracie had placed on the F-150 was that it was extremely rudimentary. Its range was extraordinary for such a small device, but the fact of the matter was that if Navsegda had moved the truck more than twenty or, at most, twenty-five miles from where it had been parked last night, the tracking signal would in all probability have been lost. 
 
    Meaning, of course, the nuke would have been lost. 
 
    And Tracie would have no idea where to begin looking for it. 
 
    But she’d been pleased—and a little surprised—to discover upon powering up the replacement tracker that she was still receiving a signal. 
 
    It was not immediately clear whether or not the truck was on the move. The blinking red dot was still pointing her in the direction of the abandoned service station where she’d seen it parked last night, but if that were the case, the little receiver was performing even better than advertised because the distance between Tracie’s safe house and the abandoned service station had to be close to thirty-five miles. 
 
    In any event, she needed to hurry, to close the distance between herself and the F-150 before the terrorists decided to move the bomb. If they left the service station and drove northeast faster than Tracie was driving, there was every possibility they would move the tracker antenna out of range of the receiver. 
 
    How far in front of her the bomb was she had no way of knowing, because the receiver provided no specificity in terms of distance between it and the transmitter. The truck might be five hundred feet away from her or it might be twenty miles, there was no way to know. 
 
    Additionally, navigational guidance was not a part of the equation. The only information Tracie had to go on was the direction of the transmitter from the receiver. If the blinking red dot was located in the upper right corner of the receiver’s screen, as was the case currently, the only thing Tracie knew for certain was that the F-150 was northeast of her present location. 
 
    She had never thought Navsegda would detonate the nuke in or around Moscow, and now she was certain of it. For all of the group’s single-minded dedication to their mission of Soviet regime change, they were still born-and-bred Russian citizens. Tracie couldn’t imagine any scenario where they would want to kill the numbers of Russians that detonating the nuke inside Moscow’s city limits would entail, since the population of Moscow alone was nearly nine million. Adding in the surrounding suburbs, Tracie guessed, would probably make that number rise to fourteen million or more. 
 
    She was certain the radicals would want to make their point by targeting a more remote city. The damage in terms of lives lost would still be unthinkable, but Tracie had dealt with the mindset of radicals many times, and she thought she had a good handle on their thought processes. If her assumptions were correct, she would need to travel via highway in order to cover ground as quickly as possible. 
 
    Within fifteen minutes she had accessed the M8, the major southwest/northeast artery into and out of Moscow. It was most closely aligned with the direction of the blinking red dot on her screen, so it was the route she took. 
 
    The M8 took her directly toward Yaroslavl, and she thought for a while she was going to end up exactly where she’d been not twenty-four hours ago, although via a different route. But that made no sense; why would the terrorists just leave the device inside the abandoned service station? What would be the point? The area was too remote to make the kind of statement they would want by detonating it where it was, and there could be nothing to gain by waiting and allowing the KGB or Soviet military to catch up to them. 
 
    She was pondering that question while driving much too fast on the M8 when the dot began drifting more to the northeast on the screen. 
 
    That was when it all became clear. They had waited until now to depart the service station because they wanted to arrive inside their destination city at a certain prescribed time. Most likely that time would be in the middle of the night, providing them the cover of darkness. 
 
    She exited the M8 at the next available off-ramp, moving more to the east, changing highways again a little later, always seeking to center that tiny blinking red dot. 
 
    Eventually she found herself on the A113. The landscape outside and between Russian cities was typically rural, heavily forested and remote, particularly north and east of Moscow. This case was no different. 
 
    Tracie found herself yawning, fighting exhaustion but determined to keep moving and close the distance between herself and the nuclear device being hauled somewhere on the back of an F-150 pickup. Her dilemma was obvious: she couldn’t continue without sleep indefinitely, but she had no way of knowing whether the pickup was stationary and had arrived at its final destination or whether it was still moving. And if it was still moving when she stopped to nap, she risked losing the signal. 
 
    At dinnertime Tracie took ten minutes at a travel plaza to refill her fuel tank and grab food and coffee, and then she was back on the road. It had taken her a fair amount of time working inside western Russia to get used to their late sunsets this time of year—it would be almost nine-thirty before full dark tonight—but she appreciated driving in the sunlight for as long as possible. 
 
    Continuing after sunset was going to be interesting, given the fact she’d only slept for maybe three of the last forty or so hours. She’d stayed awake longer on missions, though, and she guessed this would not be the last time she fought the physiological imperative to sleep. 
 
    She merged back onto the A113 and continued moving northeast. 
 
    The red dot continued to blink in the upper right portion of the screen. 
 
    Tracie sipped her coffee and tried to avoid dwelling on her exhaustion.
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    Kirov, Russia, USSR 
 
      
 
    The three-vehicle caravan eased to a stop against the curb at the preselected location. 
 
    Rostya led the way, as he had the entire trip, in his stolen Lada. Nikolay rolled up behind him in the red American-made truck with the bomb in the cargo bed, and Ilya brought up the rear in his East German Trabant. 
 
    The three vehicles maintained a tight formation, slowing and then stopping in unison. All three sets of headlights were extinguished immediately, and then the men sat quietly. There was no sign of a police presence, but in the event they were challenged by a Kirov police officer, the plan was to explain that they were construction workers transporting a testing device to a site in Kirov and had stopped to share a vodka toast in celebration of a job nearly complete. 
 
    They would then move on to a secondary location to launch the attack. Under no circumstances were they to risk raising the suspicions of the police. 
 
    But as they sat, three men alone inside three vehicles lined up in a nearly perfect row, it became clear they had nothing to worry about. There was not the slightest sign of law enforcement activity. 
 
    Rostya exited his car first. He climbed out the driver’s side door, and as Nikolay watched the big man stretch his back and then rise to his full height, he winced inwardly. The drive must have been extremely uncomfortable for Rostya, stuffed into the tiny Lada with his knees nearly flush against his chest. 
 
    But Nikolay knew Rostya would voice no complaints. He was the anti-Ilya, who, Nikolay knew, would have unleashed a nearly nonstop litany of grievances during the drive had he not been alone inside his car. 
 
    Maybe he’d done so anyway. 
 
    Rostya flashed Nikolay a grin before crossing the empty street and plodding up a small embankment on the far side. He walked almost all the way to an unidentified building before turning to face the F-150. In his hand he held a camera. 
 
    He looked through the viewfinder and then walked slowly forward, ten meters or so, and then stopped again. He fiddled with the camera’s settings and then flashed Nikolay a thumb-up, indicating he was ready. 
 
    At that, Nikolay leapt out of the truck and climbed into the cargo bed. He raised the tarp on the side of the bomb facing Rostya and then crouched behind the nuclear device until completely concealed from Rostya’s camera by its bulk. 
 
    Then Rostya began snapping photographs, one after the other, flash after flash coming from across the street as Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda compiled the visual evidence required to ensure that the Russian public’s outrage following detonation was focused in the appropriate direction. 
 
    The United States. 
 
    After maybe two-dozen photos Rostya began ambling back toward the truck as Nikolay stood and lowered the tarp into place. Nikolay then climbed into the pickup’s cab and retook his place behind the wheel. Then he began rolling down the driver’s side window. 
 
    Rostya arrived at the truck, standing in the street while Nikolay finished opening the window. One thing they could all agree on, even Ilya, was the absurd design of the American vehicle, which featured the steering wheel on the left side of the cab. Fucking Americans could not even design a vehicle properly. 
 
    Nikolay said, “You looked a bit uncomfortable climbing out of your car, my friend. Did you have to fold your body in half to drive that thing?” 
 
    Rostya laughed, the sound booming in the stillness of the sleeping city. “Any discomfort will be temporary. And the results will be well worth the pain, I assure you.” 
 
    Nikolay glanced into the rear view mirror and saw Ilya sitting alone and unmoving in the darkness. He said, “It appears Comrade Kalinin will not be joining us in a goodbye toast.” 
 
    “That is just as well,” Rostya said. “We do not have time to stand around Kirov listening to him piss and moan. Besides, I will have to hear it all during the long ride back to Moscow. He will be lucky if I don’t kill him and dump his body on the side of the road at some point along the way.” 
 
    Nikolay chuckled. He thought Rostya was making a joke but wasn’t one hundred percent certain. 
 
    He reached under the driver’s seat and pulled out a bottle. Unscrewed the cap. Held the vodka up and said, “To revolution.” Then he took a long swig and savored the fiery liquid rolling down his throat. 
 
    He handed the bottle to Rostya, who said, “Da, to revolution.” 
 
    Nikolay had taken a big sip, but Rostya’s gulp put his to shame. The big man swallowed at least three times before coming up for air. Then he stood with his eyes closed, enjoying the burn, before reaching to hand the bottle back to Nikolay. 
 
    “No,” Nikolay said. “Keep it. Toast our success with Ilya later, before you split up.” 
 
    Rostya glanced back at the Trabant, with Ilya Kalinin still sitting resolutely alone. He rolled his eyes and said, “That man has done nothing these past five weeks to make me want to toast his health.” 
 
    “Do it for me, then,” Nikolay said. “Ilya might be difficult, but—” 
 
    “Might be?” Rostya interrupted. “That is the most unintentionally humorous thing you have ever said.” 
 
    “Okay, I will give you that one. Ilya is most definitely an unpleasant human being. But he is risking every bit as much as we are in this mission to get our beloved Soviet Union back. Not this newer, wishy-washy version, but the strong, proud Union of Soviet Socialist Republics we remember from decades ago. He is as committed to this course of action as we are, and thus he deserves to be toasted, regardless of his disagreeable personality.” 
 
    Rostya stared at Nikolay for a long moment, an unreadable expression on his face. Nikolay felt as though the bear of a man might be trying to read his thoughts. 
 
    He hoped not. 
 
    At last the big man withdrew the bottle and held it down by his side. “I will do it,” he said. “For you.” 
 
    “Thank you. And now, you should be going. I need to get to work and finish arming the device.” 
 
    Rostya nodded. He took two steps in the direction of the Trabant and then turned back toward Nikolay. “We will see each other again.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Rostya.” 
 
    Nikolay watched as his friend hesitated, almost as if he wanted to say something else. Then he turned toward the car with Ilya sitting behind the wheel. He plodded to the passenger side, opened the door and then dropped into the seat. 
 
    At that, Ilya started the engine and flicked on the headlights. He pulled away from the curb and drove off toward the highway. 
 
    And Nikolay was alone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    40 
 
      
 
      
 
    June 15, 1988 
 
    1:05 a.m. 
 
    Kirov, Russia, USSR 
 
      
 
    Tracie stopped once for more gas and coffee around seven-thirty, and by midnight found herself approaching the city of Kirov, preparing to exit the highway as her fuel tank was again getting low. 
 
    She had suspected for the last couple of hours that her journey may come to an end in Kirov. Navsegda might not choose to use Moscow to make their point, but they would want to decimate a large enough city to get their government’s—and the world’s—attention. Kirov would fit the bill perfectly, with a population of nearly half a million citizens and no real suburban sprawl to speak of outside the city limits, located as it was near the foothills of the Ural Mountains. 
 
    Additionally, the terrorists had been moving steadily northeast, and beyond Kirov in that direction was a vast swath of emptiness for hundreds, or perhaps as many as a thousand, kilometers. 
 
    The city lights were visible on the horizon for close to thirty minutes as Tracie approached. Against the inky black background of the largely unpopulated terrain, Kirov glowed like an alien spaceship hovering in the distance. For fifteen minutes or more the city seemed not to come any closer, but then there it was, the first outposts of civilization dotting the landscape here and there before the urban sprawl of a mid-sized Russian city came into view. 
 
    Instead of exiting at the first sign of a service station, Tracie continued on the A113. Her plan was to leave the highway and circle back for fuel once she’d put the entirety of Kirov in her rear view mirror, because her immediate goal was to determine whether her theory about Kirov being the target of the nuclear strike was accurate. 
 
    The fastest way to make that determination would be to continue straight ahead at highway speed. If the F-150 with the transmitter attached to its underside were located somewhere in the city, the blinking red dot would swing suddenly from the upper portion of the screen to the lower. 
 
    And that was exactly what happened. 
 
    Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda had arrived in their target city. 
 
    Tracie felt the first rush of adrenaline pound through her, but she still needed gas, so her first order of business was to find a service station open at this time of night. It wasn’t easy, but she cruised the surface streets adjacent to the A113 until finding one. Five minutes later she was back in the car, rubbing her eyes and yawning. 
 
    Despite her exhaustion, her nerves were thrumming, her entire body on edge. Now that she had closed the gap once more on the nuclear device, she was suffering from the semi-irrational fear that something would prevent her from completing her mission, exactly as had happened a little more than twenty-four hours ago: she would be involved in another car accident, or her engine would sputter and die, or—the most likely and thus most frightening possibility—the batteries in the transmitter attached to the truck would finally give out and she would lose the trail despite being inside the same city as the bomb. 
 
    After leaving the service station, Tracie began prowling the city streets, making left and right turns that to an onlooker would appear random but were done with the goal of keeping the blinking red light pegged as closely to the top center of the receiver screen as possible. 
 
    With a population of nearly five hundred thousand, Kirov was plenty large, but the vast majority of those half-million residents were fast asleep, and city streets were mostly deserted. Shops and other businesses were shuttered, windows in the ubiquitous Russian concrete-block high-rise apartment buildings mostly dark. 
 
    Tracie drove slowly, trying to do a two-person job all by herself inside a city with which she was totally unfamiliar. Ideally when using the tracker, one operative would concentrate solely on driving while a second operative in the passenger seat focused his or her attention on the receiver, calling out turns as necessary. 
 
    Obviously, Tracie didn’t have that luxury. She was holding the tracker in her left hand, and steering and shifting with her right, her eyes darting from the road to the screen, road to the screen. She could feel them burning, itching from exhaustion. 
 
    Still, she was making progress. 
 
    Fifteen minutes after filling her gas tank, Tracie spotted the F-150 as her vehicle crawled through Kirov. The truck’s fire-engine-red paint job and distinctly American look made it impossible to miss. It was parked on the side of the road against a curb, a massive Russian church looming in the background. The church appeared well maintained, and its exterior was brightly illuminated, in stark comparison to the dim lighting typically provided for pedestrians and drivers. 
 
    The Soviet Union had banned organized religion decades earlier, but Russian citizens prior to the Marxist revolution had been deeply religious. Most still were. All across Russia were churches of various vintages that had been lovingly constructed, buildings that featured magnificent architecture, with high, sweeping arches and the huge onion domes that made them so distinctly Russian. They had been repurposed or now stood empty and unused, testaments to a state that refused to compete with religion for the hearts of its citizens. 
 
    Tracie thought back to her conversation with Aaron Stallings and his insistence that Navsegda would build support for war with the United States by photographing the nuclear device on the back of the American-made truck while parked in front of a landmark that was easily-recognizable to most Russians. 
 
    She was no more familiar with this church specifically than she was with the city of Kirov as a whole, but was certain it would qualify as such a landmark. And with the high-intensity lighting in the background, the church would show up in photographs taken in the middle of the night every bit as well as if they’d been taken at noontime. 
 
    She wanted a closer look at the truck so she motored past, moving as slowly as she thought reasonable while still not drawing the attention of any Navsegda operatives who might be in or around the vehicle. 
 
    As she drew closer she could see what she assumed must be the device in the cargo bed. The terrorists had constructed a wooden frame around the bomb, and secured to the frame were heavy black tarps that served to screen the actual device from prying eyes. 
 
    Undoubtedly one Navsegda member had waited until no witnesses were present and then lifted the tarp out of the way while a second operative had snapped photos of the bomb. As he did so, he would have been careful to prominently feature the Ford logo and also the church looming in the background. Then the men had lowered the tarp back into place. 
 
    She cruised past, glancing right to see if the truck’s cab was occupied. 
 
    It was. She couldn’t tell whether anyone was sitting in the passenger seat, but there was definitely one man behind the wheel, sitting quietly and smoking a cigarette. 
 
    Tracie tried to determine whether the presence of someone in the cab was a good or bad sign and decided to take it as a good one. Presumably the Navsegda operatives in charge of detonating the device would want to survive the explosion and the attendant plume of radiation that would spread across the city in whatever direction the wind was blowing. If one of their men was inside the cab, she should have at least a little time yet. 
 
    A car was parked at the curb directly in front of the truck. It appeared empty. Tracie guessed this car would provide the transportation for the man she had just seen to escape the area before detonation. 
 
    She continued down the otherwise deserted street until the F-150 disappeared from view in the rear view mirror. The moment it did, Tracie pulled to the side of the road and stopped. She needed to think. 
 
    The plan was to notify Stallings of the bomb’s location the moment she found it in order to allow other American operatives to make their way to her. Trying to take down a terrorist organization intent on detonating a nuclear device alone and without backup seemed foolhardy at best and suicidal at worst. 
 
    But Tracie had felt all along there was a good chance that plan would not come together and now it seemed obvious that was the case. It would likely take days for other CIA assets to get to Kirov, given the fact their numbers were seriously depleted at the moment and the operatives were scattered across the huge expanse of the Soviet Union. 
 
    And it seemed clear there was no way Navsegda would wait days to put their plan in motion. Now that they had positioned the truck, they would probably not wait more than a few hours, just enough time for their people to clear the area. If the vehicle were still sitting in front of the church at sunrise, when the people of Kirov started waking and the city began grinding to life, police would almost certainly take notice and the bomb would be discovered. 
 
    Tracie realized time was no longer running out. 
 
    It was about to expire. 
 
    For just a moment she considered finding the Kirov police station and notifying them of the danger to their city and instructing them to alert General Gregorovich. 
 
    But as quickly as she began weighing the option she discarded it. The police would never take her seriously. They would assume she was a raving lunatic and would take her into custody. And even if they did send a unit to investigate the claim made by the crazed young woman with the head injury, the minute the Navsegda operatives saw the police coming they would either detonate the device or precipitate an armed standoff. 
 
    Either option would make the situation immeasurably worse. 
 
    Tracie cursed under her breath. One of the items she had brought from the safe house in her resupplied equipment bag was her secure satellite phone, and now she unzipped the bag and lifted it out. 
 
    She unfolded the antenna and extended it, then fingered the power button and sat holding the blocky device as she gazed out the window at the sleeping city. 
 
    Was there even any point in calling the CIA director? Would it amount to anything more than a waste of valuable time? She had already decided she was going to have to act alone, and if she were successful she could brief Stallings in full following mission completion. 
 
    If she were unsuccessful, any call prior to taking action would be pointless. Stallings would know exactly what had happened, anyway, once he got news of a nuclear blast leveling a Russian city. 
 
    And that would probably come at roughly the same time as the declaration of war from Moscow. 
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    Tracie jammed the sat phone back into her bag and zipped it closed. Then she tossed the bag into the back seat. She’d never shut down her engine, so she checked for traffic she knew would be nonexistent—it was—and then she pulled away from the curb. 
 
    Three right turns put her to the rear of the truck once again, on a side street running along the eastern edge of the church property. She eased slowly up the street as far as she dared, stopping the car on the side of the road while it remained screened from view of the F-150’s driver by the enormous church building. 
 
    She checked her weapons for no reason other than habit. She’d checked and double-checked the magazines in both guns before leaving her safe house and knew without a shadow of a doubt they were fully loaded and ready for use, but a career’s worth of training and a caution born of the knowledge she was truly alone in the middle of the Soviet Union would not permit her to leave the car without doing so. 
 
    Then she chambered a round in her primary weapon. 
 
    She swung open the car door and stepped outside into a cool late-spring Russian night. Her Beretta she held down at her side, shielded from view of anyone in front of her by her right thigh. 
 
    She’d been the recipient of extensive training, both early in her career before being permitted to operate in the field and on a recurring basis in the years since, probably the best and most wide-ranging espionage instruction in the world. But at no time during any of that training had she been tutored on disarming a live, armed nuclear weapon. It was considered inconceivable that a lone operative would ever have occasion to do so. 
 
    Tracie would have to do so. 
 
    Given her lack of specific knowledge regarding the device’s triggering mechanism, Tracie knew she had just one option: take the Navsegda operative by surprise and force him to disarm the bomb himself. 
 
    The plan was straightforward and simple. 
 
    And terrifying. 
 
    She walked toward the main street, keeping the church building between herself and the truck for as long as she could. Eventually it would become impossible and she would be forced to approach the F-150 more or less in full view, but the longer she could delay the inevitable, the better it would be for her. 
 
    Her clothing was dark: black jeans, black hooded Moscow Aviation Institute sweatshirt, dark socks and shoes. She had considered smearing greasepaint on her face to neutralize some of the effect of her fair skin, but decided to forego doing so. Darkening her face would provide marginally more cover at night, but it would also serve to let any Navsegda operatives know she was coming for them if she were spotted before making it to the truck. 
 
    At least without the greasepaint they would have to consider the possibility she was just a young woman walking the street, maybe a hooker or a homeless person. 
 
    Tracie eased her head around the side of the church building and peered toward the sidewalk. The Ford was still parked where she’d seen it on her drive-by. From this angle she could not tell whether its occupant remained seated behind the wheel but she guessed that was the case, as the car sitting directly in front of the F-150 had not been moved. 
 
    She took a deep breath and broke cover, moving straight to the sidewalk and then turning toward the truck. She moved at a rapid pace but with a pronounced limp—her ankle was still killing her; sitting inside a car for the last eight hours or so had not done her injuries any favors—and she guessed her limping gait would make her appear less threatening to the driver in the event he glanced into the rear view mirror and saw her approaching. 
 
    Hopefully. 
 
    She would find out soon enough. 
 
    In less than ninety seconds Tracie had arrived in position, directly behind the truck’s right taillights. She moved along the side of the cargo bed, the nuclear device looming over her, its black tarp’s heavy plastic crinkling in the light breeze. In a perfect world she would simply open the passenger door, leveling her gun at the occupant and taking him by surprise. 
 
    But this was no perfect world, and if the driver had locked his doors—which presumably he had done—he would have time to draw his weapon were she to attempt to open the door and fail. 
 
    Assuming of course he had not already drawn his gun at her approach and was even now waiting to fire point-blank into her face. 
 
    So she moved to Plan B. She stopped just behind the front passenger side door, lifted her fist to shoulder height and then swung her arm down and to the left, smashing it into the window. She’d left the gun butt protruding below the meat of her fist and put everything she had behind the blow, because breaking a car or truck’s window was no easy task. 
 
    The gun struck the glass and the window spiderwebbed and sagged inward but did not break. Automotive glass was engineered to avoid shattering in the event of an accident, but still the pain exploded in Tracie’s hand and she could feel the warm wetness of blood begin to flow. 
 
    She had known the injury was coming and gripped the gun tightly to avoid losing it, either from the force of its impact against the window or from the hot blood as it slicked her hand, and now she lifted it again and struck the window a second time as quickly as she could manage, and this time it fell into the cab, dropping onto the passenger seat in one piece, more or less. 
 
    Tracie raised her weapon immediately and brought it to bear against the driver. 
 
    She’d managed to take him by surprise and he was only now reaching for the gun he’d placed on the bench seat next to him. 
 
    “Don’t do it,” she said firmly in Russian. 
 
    His hand hovered over the weapon as he calculated the odds of survival should he ignore her words. After a moment he came to the only conclusion available and he cursed softly and withdrew his arm. 
 
    “Good decision,” she said, “but don’t blow it now. Keep your hands where I can see them. I want you to raise them both and place them on the upper half of the steering wheel.” 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” he said. “If you mean to rob me, you should know I have almost no money.” 
 
    “Put your hands on the wheel, right now,” she repeated, “or die. The choice is yours and it’s the only thing you should be worried about at the moment.” 
 
    He began lifting his arms, moving slowly, clearly thinking hard and looking for any opportunity to turn the tables on his attacker. In his left hand he held what looked like a small radio transmitter with an antenna protruding from the top. On the front of the device was a digital screen with a timer that featured flashing numbers, and beneath the screen were four dials. Beneath the dials was a single toggle switch. 
 
    The man kept the device in his possession as he followed Tracie’s instructions, holding it tightly against the steering wheel while wrapping his fingers around it. Tracie had a sick suspicion she knew what it was, but pushed that concern to the back of her mind for now. She had to get this situation stabilized before worrying about any nuclear detonator. 
 
    Once he’d placed both hands on the wheel as instructed, Tracie said, “Now I’m going to unlock this door and open it. If I see so much as one of your fingers twitch, your brains are going to end up splattered all over this truck. Do you understand?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “Do you understand?” 
 
    Still no response, but the man glared at her and then inclined his head in the slightest of nods, like he couldn’t bear to acquiesce but he didn’t want to die just yet, either. 
 
    Tracie reached through the window, careful to avoid snagging her arm on any of the glass shards that were left sticking out of the frame like tiny mountaintops. She flipped the lock and pulled the door open. 
 
    Then she said, “So far, so good. Now I’m going to clear off some of this broken glass so we can sit and have a conversation. Doesn’t that sound nice?” 
 
    He mumbled something she could not make out, but she didn’t think he agreed with her definition of the word “nice.” 
 
    Just to be sure, she reiterated the consequences of any action he might take that she interpreted as threatening. Then she bent at the knees, keeping her weapon trained on the Navsegda operative with her right hand while using her sweatshirt-clad left arm to sweep safety glass off the seat and into the foot well. 
 
    Then she slipped into the F-150 and pulled the door closed. A brief shower of glass fragments accompanied the action. She ignored them. 
 
    Instead she kept her attention focused on the radical. She reached out and plucked the man’s gun from between them, then dropped her hand between her knees and slipped the gun under her seat, shoving it back as far as she could. That should serve to keep him from accessing it, and was much less dangerous than tossing a loaded weapon onto the sidewalk or into the grass where it could be picked up by a passerby. 
 
    The man cleared his throat and said, “I did as you asked. Now, tell me what you want.” 
 
    “I think you know why I’m here,” Tracie said. 
 
    “I am certain I do not.” 
 
    “Let’s not insult each other’s intelligence,” she said. “I know you have a nuclear device in the bed of this truck, and I think you know I am here to prevent you from detonating it.” 
 
    “If you know as much as you claim to know, then surely you realize you have no say in the matter.” 
 
    “I don’t know how you came to that conclusion. You may have noticed I have the gun and you do not.” 
 
    The man shrugged. “A gun is irrelevant at this point. We are both going to die regardless of what happens with any gun.” 
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    “Is that so?” Tracie said, trying to camouflage the spike of terror she felt as the man spoke. 
 
    “It is so.” 
 
    “And why is that?” Tracie asked. She said it more to keep the man talking than for any other reason, because she thought she already knew the answer to the question. She’d been squinting across the front seat at the transmitter in the Navsegda operative’s left hand, concentrating on the digital screen with the glowing green numbers on it. 
 
    Numbers that appeared to be counting down toward zero. 
 
    As she watched, the numbers went from 00:28:29 to 00:28:28 to 00:28:27, the digits on the right side of the screen clicking through once per second. 
 
    She swallowed heavily. 
 
    Nodded at the device. 
 
    Said, “That’s the detonator, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You already know it is. Why bother asking?” 
 
    “So we have twenty-eight minutes to live.” 
 
    The man glanced at the screen and said, “Less than that now.” 
 
    “You’re going to disarm that detonator. You’re going to do it right now.” 
 
    The operative ignored her words and said,  “Who are you?” 
 
    “You’re not in any position to be asking questions.” 
 
    “I disagree,” he said. “As I already explained, your weapon is useless to you.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, why did you follow my instructions when I told you to place your hands on the steering wheel?” 
 
    A tight-lipped smile crossed his face and then disappeared. “When someone threatens you with a gun, it is an instinctive reaction to do whatever possible to avoid instant death. I do not wish to be shot, but I have already accepted that I will die in,” he glanced at the transmitter once again, “a little less than twenty-seven minutes. If not sooner.” 
 
    “So you’re telling me your merry band of mass murderers drew straws to see who was going to sit in the cab of a pickup truck and watch your detonator count down to zero?” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “I don’t say so. It’s obvious to me the car parked right in front of us is there for your use, and it’s equally obvious that device you’re holding onto so tightly is remotely operable. You were supposed to deliver the truck to this location and then drive away, detonating the device once you had put a safe distance between yourself and the bomb. The timer is a failsafe, so the device would detonate anyway should something happen to you.” 
 
    Another brief smile told Tracie she was right. 
 
    “So why,” she continued, “are you sitting here instead, watching the numbers click down to zero, waiting to be vaporized?” 
 
    “You are not Russian, are you?” 
 
    “What difference does that make? I’m here to stop you from killing thousands of your fellow citizens, that’s all you need to know.” 
 
    “But that is my point,” he said, “and the answer to your question about why I am sitting here instead of escaping and saving my life.” 
 
    She shook her head, mystified. “Explain it to me like I’m stupid.” 
 
    “I believe in my cause. I am committed to my cause. I am certain that my actions tonight will result in a stronger Soviet Union and better lives in the long run for its many citizens.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “But that conviction does not change the fact that by detonating this device I will be ending the lives of hundreds of my fellow countrymen.” 
 
    “Thousands,” Tracie corrected. Mixed in with her incipient panic and terror was a rapidly building fury.  “And not just a few thousand, many thousands once the radiation poisoning has run through all your innocent victims over the next several months and years. Probably hundreds of thousands. If you’re unburdening yourself, at least be honest about it.” 
 
    Tracie had spent her entire career working to bring about the destruction of the Soviet Union, convinced its collectivist system of government was not just wrong but evil, denying its citizens basic individual freedoms in the mistaken notion that doing so would result in a better life for all. But not once in her nearly ten years of covert operations had she ever considered the citizens of the Soviet Union to be inherently evil, or even inherently wrong. They were human beings, every bit as entitled to life and liberty as was she herself, and the thought that so many were about to be slaughtered by a group of political fanatics was infuriating in the extreme. 
 
    The Navsegda operative nodded soberly. “Of course. I stand corrected. Many thousands of lives will be lost. And that only amplifies my point. I believe what I am doing is necessary for my country to prosper, but I cannot live with the knowledge that so many died at my hands.” 
 
    “But you could disarm the device if you chose to, couldn’t you?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “I would need only flip the switch on my detonator from the up position to the down position.” 
 
    “Then do it.” Tracie had lowered her gun slightly as the man spoke, but now she raised it and placed the barrel flush against the side of his skull. “Do it right now.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I cannot. I will not. I am committed to this course of action.” 
 
    “Then I’ll do it. I can flip a switch just as well as you can.” 
 
    For the third time the operative smiled. This one was just as brief and just as wistful as the first two had been. “I am sure you can,” he said. “But if you do, the device will detonate immediately, killing everyone,” he looked at the countdown clock, “twenty-two minutes before they would otherwise have to die.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? You just said flipping the switch would disarm the bomb.” 
 
    “And that is true,” he answered, “as far as it goes.” 
 
    “But there’s more that must be done to complete the disarming procedure.” 
 
    “Da. If you do not enter the proper sequence of numbers via the four dials located above the switch on the transmitter, the device will detonate when the switch is flipped. And only I know that sequence.” 
 
    “Then you will enter the numerical sequence first. Once you have done so, you will flip the switch. Or you will die.” 
 
    “We are talking in circles. I have already accepted that I am going to die. And now so are you. Have you not been paying attention?” 
 
    “Enter the goddamned code into the goddamned transmitter.” 
 
    “I will not.” 
 
    “Oh, yes you will. Or I am going to shoot you in the kneecap. If you still do not do as I ask, I will shoot your other kneecap. And then I will start on your feet. And then your arms. I will keep shooting you in various body parts until you come around to my way of thinking.” 
 
    “Do not fool yourself,” the operative said. “I served in KGB covert operations for many years and am intimately familiar with pain. I have been tortured on more than one occasion.” 
 
    “Then you know everyone can be broken.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I know that very well. But I also know I can hold out against any amount of pain for more than,” another glance at the digital display, “nineteen minutes and a few dozen seconds.” 
 
    Tracie tried to swallow and felt nothing but a dry click in her throat. She realized the man was probably telling the truth about resisting torture, for the simple reason she knew she could do the same if she were sufficiently motivated. And this fanatic struck her as more than sufficiently motivated. 
 
    He turned and looked her straight in the eye. 
 
    “There is no way around it,” he said calmly, one more smile sliding onto his face. “We are both going to die.” 
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    “You first,” Tracie said, and squeezed the trigger. 
 
    Her Beretta roared and fire licked out the barrel as blood, tissue and bits of bone fragment rained down on the interior of the truck. The terrorist’s head snapped back and then slumped almost gently against the driver’s side window, a corona of blood outlining it, appearing as black as coal in the darkness. 
 
    Her hands were shaking and she was breathing heavily, and she was sickened by what she’d done but knew in her heart it was the right move. This Navsegda operative was committed to dying for his beliefs, a commitment that was demonstrated by his presence not eight feet away from a bomb that would vaporize him a millisecond after it detonated. 
 
    Once Tracie realized there was no action she could take that would force him to give up the code and shut down the bomb, it became clear what she needed to do. Debating him any longer would be pointless. In fact it would be worse than pointless, eating up valuable time she needed to use to her advantage if she were to have any chance of figuring a way out of this mess. 
 
    Was there a way? 
 
    She realized she was clutching her gun so tightly the blood had begun flowing heavily out of the lacerations on her hand. It had slowed to a painful ooze shortly after smashing the window but was now cascading down her wrist and onto her forearm, waves of warm liquid that made her gun slick and hard to hold. 
 
    Not that it mattered now. It wasn’t like this Navsegda fanatic was going to spring back to life and attack her with half his head a misshapen, cratered mess. 
 
    She dropped the gun into her lap and wiped her hands on her pant legs, succeeding only in smearing the blood everywhere. She closed her eyes and took several deep breaths, knowing if she were to stand any chance of surviving—and of saving thousands of lives in the process—she had to get her shattered nerves under control. 
 
    This area of Kirov had remained silent and dark during the entire time she’d been sitting inside the F-150. No pedestrians, no vehicles motoring past, no police patrols. Its utter stillness was probably one reason Navsegda had chosen this area as their attack point. 
 
    But she knew the lack of activity would not last forever, and even in the two a.m. darkness, any passerby who spared so much as a glance in the truck’s direction would see the blood splattered all over its interior and immediately call police. 
 
    And that would seal the city’s doom, because police would surround Tracie and force her out of the truck at gunpoint and begin the process of arresting her for the murder of her traveling companion, and at some point while all of that was going on, the nuke would detonate and they would all cease to exist. 
 
    Tracie Tanner had seen and done far too much, including in the last few minutes, to have much of a belief in a higher power. But now she muttered a prayer, not really knowing what to say, deciding on, “God, if you’re up there, please help me. I don’t know what to do, and if you have an ounce of fairness in you, surely you recognize it’s not right for so many innocent people to die because of my failings.” 
 
    She was out of the truck and into the cargo bed before she’d finished her makeshift prayer, or plea, or whatever the hell it was. Examining the tarp covering the device was complicated by the fact that the moon was new and the skies were virtually overcast, ensuring a blackness that was exactly the opposite of what she needed. 
 
    On the bright side, if the situation could be said to have a bright side, was that with the exception of the fraction of a second when fire licked from her weapon as she was executing the Navsegda operative—and she’d squeezed her eyes closed for that fraction of a second—she’d been sitting in the inky blackness for plenty long enough for her vision to have adjusted. 
 
    She dropped to her knees and saw that the terrorists had anchored the tarp by securing it along its bottom edges to a series of two-by-fours. This allowed them to expose the device for their photographs by lifting the tarp. Once they’d taken their pictures they simply lowered it again, the weight of the lumber preventing the heavy plastic from being blown upward by the breeze and revealing the bomb to any prying eyes. 
 
    She gripped the tarp by the two-by-fours and lifted it, folding it back and setting it on the top of the device. Then she did the same thing along the other three sides, until it was exposed all the way around inside its wooden frame. The bomb was large, wedged inside the F-150’s cargo bed by only the slimmest of margins, its edges flush against the truck’s wheel wells. 
 
    This made for a tight squeeze as Tracie examined the nuke, but afforded her an up-close-and-very-personal view of the inanimate object that would soon—very soon—bring to an end her own life and the lives of so many more. It was constructed in a tubular steel shape that had the look of a large canister, smooth on all sides except the portion closest the truck’s cab, where what appeared to be a metal box had been welded to the main body of the tube. An antenna sprouted from the box. 
 
    Tracie had had precious little training on nuclear devices, particularly small, tactical nukes like this one. But from what she’d learned, she thought she knew more or less what she would see if she could look inside the protective metal surface covering the bomb’s innards. 
 
    There might be degrees of variations, but small tactical nukes typically consisted of a tube filled with two uranium rods. When rammed together, the uranium would react and cause the explosion. There would be a firing unit to ram the rods together, a device that was wired to the antenna to receive the electrical signal from the transmitter currently clutched in the hands of the dead terrorist inside the cab of the F-150. 
 
    It was a relatively simple setup, considering the amount of damage the blast could cause. Tracie guessed the initial explosion would have a yield of anywhere from three to possibly as much as seven or eight kilotons. 
 
    The destruction caused by the explosion would be dramatic, vaporizing the truck—and Tracie along with it—and leveling everything within a certain defined radius, the size of which would of course depend upon the bomb’s yield. But the destruction would be extreme and devastating. 
 
    Even worse, if less immediate, would be the pain and suffering caused by the radiation plume. Following detonation, it would drift along with the breeze, enveloping the city and causing illness and death over the next few months and years along its track for miles before eventually dispersing into the atmosphere. 
 
    The number of innocent people to die over time would be staggering. 
 
    This was the sum total of her knowledge regarding the device she was examining. 
 
    In the dark. 
 
    With no backup. 
 
    And a head injury, and a hand bleeding heavily all over the cargo bed. 
 
    Even if she could access the bomb’s innards, Tracie knew her lack of expertise in its operation would doom her efforts at disarming it. And accessing it would require a torch to cut through the metal, a tool she didn’t have and one whose use might well detonate the damned thing even if she did. 
 
    She cursed in English. 
 
    Then again in Russian for good measure. 
 
    Pushed herself to her feet and quickly lowered the tarp into place on all sides, recognizing the pointlessness of her actions but taking them anyway. Maybe somewhere in the back of her desperate mind she thought using the tarp as a curtain might somehow limit the damage the blast would cause. 
 
    It was a ridiculous notion and she shook her head at her foolishness. 
 
    She vaulted over the closed tailgate and hurried back to the cab, sliding into the passenger seat amid the broken glass and the blood and pulverized brain tissue. She pulled the door closed and turned to face the corpse of the Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda operatoive, her hands shaking every bit as badly as they’d been doing in the immediate aftermath of the man’s execution. 
 
    Even as she’d hurried out of the cab to examine the bomb in the back, she thought she’d known it would come to this. Valuable minutes had ticked away as she checked out a bomb she should have known all along she could not disarm. 
 
    Now push was coming to shove. 
 
    And time was almost up. 
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    Even in death, the Navsegda operative continued to clutch the remote detonator, as if making one final demonstration of his commitment to his cause. It lay in his lap, covered in blood, his fingers curled around its handle. 
 
    Tracie yanked it from his grasp, unable to read the numerals as they counted down to her death because the screen was covered in the corpse’s blood. She wiped the majority of it away with the meat of her left hand and then used the hem of her hooded sweatshirt to clear the rest so she could see how much time she had. 
 
    A little over two minutes. 
 
    Two minutes to decipher the code a homicidal Russian maniac would have chosen to program into a device with which he would slaughter thousands in a misguided attempt to change the course of his country’s—and by extension, the world’s—history. 
 
    It was a fool’s errand. 
 
    A literal impossibility. 
 
    She’d been a Linguistics major in college, but had always been fascinated by mathematics and statistics and had taken several courses on those subjects during her four years at Brown University. Even now, well over a decade after graduation, she clearly recalled studying the subject of random numerals and their possible combinations. 
 
    With four dials on the detonator, each having ten numerals—zero through nine—Tracie knew exactly how many possible combinations there were. 
 
    Ten thousand. 
 
    Theoretically, it could take her up to ten thousand tries before settling on the correct combination of numbers that would disarm the nuke. 
 
    But of course the situation was more dire even than that. Before she killed him, the Navsegda operative had told her that should she make even one incorrect attempt, the bomb would detonate the moment she flipped the switch. 
 
    This meant that even if she had the time to spin the dials ten thousand times—which, of course, she didn’t—it wouldn’t matter unless she guessed the correct combination on her very first try. 
 
    Impossible. 
 
    She stared at the screen, the digital display almost mesmerizing as it changed its shape every second. 
 
    Less than two minutes to go. 
 
    A flash of inspiration caused a spike in her adrenaline level, hard to believe because it was already sky-high. The operative had never expected to be intercepted before completing his mission, so maybe he’d left the dials set on the required code as a fail-safe in the event he changed his mind at the last second about blowing himself up. 
 
    She blew out a breath and squinted in the darkness, trying to read the numbers etched into the four plastic dials. 
 
    All zeroes. 
 
    Could that be the code? 
 
    It was always possible, of course. There was a one in ten-thousand chance that all Tracie needed to do was flip the switch to the down position and the nuke would become nothing more than a big, bulky paperweight in the back of the truck. 
 
    But how likely was it that Navsegda would have chosen four zeroes as the failsafe? 
 
    Not likely at all, Tracie decided. A much more likely possibility was that the terrorist had been so committed to his course of action he’d zeroed out all four dials because he’d known he would never use a failsafe. 
 
    Less than a minute-and-a-half left. 
 
    Tracie resigned herself to dying. She stared at her hands, shocked to see they were no longer shaking after being almost uncontrollable over the last few minutes. Her mind was clear and her thoughts calm. 
 
    She supposed she’d always known it would end like this. Maybe not being vaporized in the blast from a tactical nuclear device—who could have seen that one coming?—but to the extent she ever visualized the end of her life, it seemed fitting that her death would come on a covert mission in a foreign country, doing the only job she’d ever known or wanted. 
 
    The only job she’d ever loved. 
 
    Her thoughts wandered to her father as she gazed at the numbers still ticking down on the blood-covered radio transmitter that was about to end her life. Tracie was an only child, close to both of her parents and she loved her mother dearly, but she’d always been a daddy’s girl. 
 
    Some of her earliest memories were of following her father around the house, pretending to do whatever he was doing. It didn’t have to be anything important. If he sat on the couch reading the newspaper, she would crawl up next to him with a piece of scrap paper and pretend to read it, too, long before she even had a clue what it meant to read. 
 
    She had idolized him, taken his values as her own at a time in her life when her contemporaries were rebelling against their parents’ views. She’d never considered dong the same. Why would she, when honor and commitment and service to one’s country seemed so obviously the proper things to value? 
 
    For ten years Tracie Tanner had lived those values, even as they caused her physical pain and mental anguish. She suffered dozens of injuries, some severe. 
 
    She suffered agonizing mental torment at things she had done, nightmares over lives she had ended and people she’d tortured. 
 
    She lost Shane Rowley, the only man she’d ever allowed herself to love in a romantic way. 
 
    And then she lost her father, the only man she’d ever idolized. 
 
    In a strange way the end of her life—now little more than one minute away—would come as a relief. She couldn’t claim to know what would follow. In all probability it would just be…nothing. 
 
    But just maybe there was something after this life. Maybe whatever came next would include a reunion with Shane and with her father. Maybe whatever came next would quell the constant sensation she’d learned to live with, a sensation that screamed inside her head that she wasn’t doing enough, that she wasn’t good enough, that she couldn’t possibly live up to the example of her dad, especially now that he’d died because of her. 
 
    But she knew he died proud of her, knew with all her heart that he would never have blamed her for the way his life ended, even if Piotr Speransky had made him aware before killing him that she was the cause of his suffering and pain and death. 
 
    And that was something Speransky would certainly have done. 
 
    But it wouldn’t have mattered, not to Jake Tanner. Because he knew Tracie had lived her life as he had lived his: in defense of freedom, in tireless pursuit of a world absent the menace the Soviet Union had become in the seven-plus decades since the Russian Revolution. 
 
    Even in the last few years, with perestroika and the gradual loosening of the Soviet government’s grip on the lives of its citizens, the communist way of life had loomed over not just the United States but the rest of the world as the greatest threat to freedom and individual liberty ever conceived, with the death toll directly attributable to communism standing in the millions. 
 
    So many people lost to a supposedly utopian system of government, all stemming from one “People’s Revolution” more than seventy years ago. 
 
    So many dead. 
 
    Such a brutal, repressive regime, particularly in decades past. 
 
    And just like that, Tracie knew the code. 
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    Or maybe it wasn’t accurate to say she knew the code. It would be impossible to say for sure whether she’d sussed it out without dialing the numbers and then flipping the switch. 
 
    And if she’d guessed wrong she would never know, because she would be vaporized instantly. 
 
    But the closer the numerals came to reaching 00:00:00, the less she had to lose. By now there was almost nothing to lose, because she gazed at the screen and saw her life had ticked down to its final twenty seconds. If she did nothing, she would be dead in less than half a minute. 
 
    So she had to do something. She had to go down fighting. 
 
    She couldn’t imagine why her hands hadn’t resumed shaking, but they were still rock-steady, as was her mind—clear and sharp, a miracle in itself, given the almost inconceivable stress she was working under and how little sleep she’d gotten over the last two days. 
 
    Maybe the prospect of imminent death had clarified things to a degree not otherwise possible, focusing her on the next eighteen seconds like she’d never focused on anything before and would never be able to manage again. But she calmly twisted the four dials, one after the other, not concerned in the least about finishing before the electronic signal was transmitted to the nuke in the back of the pickup. 
 
    Eighteen seconds might as well have been a lifetime. 
 
    Four dials took no more than five seconds to turn in total, entering the code she was becoming more and more convinced was correct. 
 
    To Tracie’s way of thinking it almost couldn’t be anything else. 
 
    1 – 9 – 1 – 7. 
 
    1917. 
 
    The year of the “People’s Revolution” that deposed the Tsar and resulted in what eventually became the Soviet government, the most hardline version of which Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda had been committed to re-establishing. 
 
    The only reasonable alternative to Navsegda using the four digits Tracie had settled on was if they had simply chosen four random numbers. But doing so wouldn’t make sense, because in the event something went wrong and the Navsegda operative was forced to enter the code at the last moment, he would be under the most extreme pressure, likely to forget the random code, even after committing it to memory in the days and weeks leading up to tonight. 
 
    No, they would have selected a code that had a special meaning for all of their members. 
 
    They would have selected 1 – 9 – 1 – 7. 
 
    Tracie finished spinning the last dial, double-checking her work, conscious of time ticking away but aware that this moment, more than any other in her life, required precision. Working too quickly and locking in an incorrect digit would be as bad as not doing anything at all. 
 
    It would be worse. 
 
    She glanced at the countdown screen. 
 
    Eight seconds left. 
 
    Glanced back at the four dials. 
 
    All were in order. 
 
    Five seconds left. 
 
    She breathed deeply, a tickle of nervousness running through her but nothing as extreme as what she thought she probably should be feeling. 
 
    She held her breath, reached for the toggle switch with her still-heavily-bleeding right hand, and closed her eyes. 
 
    She was confident she would survive beyond the next three seconds but ready for the end should she be wrong. 
 
    Then she flipped the switch. 
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    Nothing happened. 
 
    It was the best possible result. 
 
    Instantly, a sense of exhaustion unlike anything she’d ever experienced washed over her. Tracie thought it entirely possible that at this moment she was more fatigued than she’d ever been. She’d been operating on adrenaline for most of the past two days, and there was a limit to how far adrenaline could take a body. 
 
    She thought she’d just reached that limit. 
 
    And now, with the realization she had somehow—against all odds—prevented the nuclear blast that would have leveled most of a mid-sized Russian city and in all probability signaled the beginning of World War III, she felt not the elation she’d expected to feel. 
 
    Not even relief. 
 
    Just an overriding, bone-deep exhaustion. 
 
    But there was no time to rest, not yet and maybe not for a while. She was still an American covert operative sitting inside an American-made truck with the corpse of a Russian citizen slumped in the seat next to her. And a live nuclear bomb in the cargo bed. Sure, she had prevented detonation, but the device still had the two uranium rods buried inside its steel shell, which meant it remained capable of inflicting death, illness and destruction on thousands of innocents. 
 
    She reached under the seat and fished around for the gun she’d taken off the Navsegda operative. Leaving it where any passerby could find it would be a bad call on her part. After a moment she found it and lifted it out from under the seat. In her left hand she balanced both the gun and the nuke’s remote detonator. 
 
    Then she opened the passenger side door with her right hand, suddenly and acutely aware of the pain knifing through it from the many cuts and abrasions she’d suffered smashing the Ford’s window. The sting was white-hot and intense, firing through her hand, new waves of blood pulsing out with every beat of her heart. Her brain had managed to block out the extreme discomfort while she dealt with the higher priority of a live nuke, but now it seemed to have decided to make up for lost time. 
 
    Tracie ignored the insistent throbbing as best she could and slid across the bench seat. She plucked the F-150’s key out of the ignition, then reached up and grasped the dead man by his shoulders and pulled him toward her, shifting back toward the passenger door as she did so, lying his body across the seat. There was nothing she could do about the blood splattered all over the interior of the cab, but she could at least ensure the corpse would not be visible to anyone without walking straight up to the truck and peering inside. 
 
    That distasteful chore complete, Tracie slipped out her door and slammed it closed. Locking the truck would be pointless with a smashed out window. She turned and stumbled ahead to the car meant for use by the Navsegda operative to escape the bomb blast, yanking open the door and dropping heavily behind the wheel. Then she leaned into the passenger seat and placed the remote detonator and the operative’s weapon carefully onto the floor. She tossed the truck’s key onto the floor as well. 
 
    She pushed herself upright and checked the ignition, certain she would either have to waste valuable time hotwiring the car or waste even more valuable time going back to the F-150 and rifling through a dead man’s pockets. 
 
    But for what felt like the first time in years, something actually went her way. The key was buried in the ignition, just waiting to be turned. 
 
    Tracie fired up the engine, thankful for her good fortune and for the fact that Navsegda had chosen a relatively new and fairly reliable vehicle in which their man had been supposed to escape. She hit the headlights and pulled away from the curb, cradling her injured right hand as much as possible in her dirty sweatshirt, dripping blood all over the shifter every time she had to change gears. 
 
    She’d no sooner begun accelerating away from the scene than a police cruiser eased to a stop at the cross street ahead. Tracie’s pulse spiked, pain flashing once again in her hand. She willed the patrol car to turn right, away from the Ford with the blood-splattered cab and the cadaver lying prone in the front seat, but her streak of good fortune ended at one as the cop pulled through the intersection and turned left, motoring toward Tracie and the F-150. 
 
    Keeping her eyes straight ahead, she picked up speed, staying below the posted limit but wanting to put every foot possible between herself and the truck before the cop reached it. The cruiser passed Tracie and continued moving slowly toward the F-150, and then its brake lights flashed as she watched in the rear view mirror. 
 
    The cop was clearly slowing in order to scope out the truck. 
 
    He would have to be either blind or mind-numbingly stupid to miss the devastation inside the cab, even on an inky-black night like this. Tracie knew exactly what was going to happen and was unsurprised to see the cruiser swing wide and then approach the F-150 from behind, its hazard lights blinking on as it stopped on the street next to the truck. 
 
    Goddammit. 
 
    Tracie maintained her speed and turned at the first intersection, the street the cop had just exited. She did it not because she needed to make the turn but because the sooner she put the big church building between herself and the cop, the sooner she could jam the accelerator to the floor without drawing attention to herself. 
 
    She didn’t know whether the cop had seen her pull away from the curb in front of the F-150 but guessed he had. If so, he would sprint to his cruiser and come after her the moment he checked on the truck driver’s welfare and discovered him dead, with a significant portion of his head blown off. 
 
    A moment later the cruiser’s flashing lights disappeared behind the church and Tracie hit the gas, forsaking caution for speed. Then she heard the wail of a siren start up and knew the chase was on. 
 
    This was the last thing she needed. The nuke would remain a threat until the Red Army had recovered it, and now she was being forced to play hide-and-seek with another Russian cop. She’d been operating in and around Soviet states for nearly ten years and until yesterday had never had a single run-in with the Russian Militsiya. 
 
    Now she was working on her second in twenty-four hours. 
 
    She slowed slightly and turned left at the next intersection, taking the corner as fast as she dared, praying to get out of sight before the cruiser turned the corner behind her. 
 
    And she almost made it. 
 
    But not quite. 
 
    She had to assume the cop had seen her taillights make the turn, so she jammed the accelerator to the floor again, coaxing every last bit of horsepower out of the overtaxed vehicle, knowing the current course of action was unsustainable. The cruiser’s engine was undoubtedly larger than hers, and the cop would have intimate knowledge of the Kirov area, whereas she did not. 
 
    The fact of the matter was that she was lost, operating on instinct and desperation. 
 
    If she didn’t do something to flip the odds in her favor the cop would run her down, and sooner rather than later. 
 
    This area formed the outskirts of Kirov, meaning the buildings were less densely packed together than they would be closer to the center of town, and cross streets were spread relatively far apart. It was precisely the opposite of what Tracie needed. 
 
    But she was rocketing toward downtown and she hoped things would change soon, the area becoming more densely populated and giving her a greater number of city streets on which to lose the pursuing cop. 
 
    The other issue she had to take into consideration was that the officer would have called for backup the moment he spotted the dead man inside the pickup truck. A law enforcement noose would soon begin to tighten around Tracie. It was probably already beginning to close, even though it was at the moment still invisible. 
 
    Things had better change in a hurry, or I’m screwed. 
 
    The cop began closing the gap as Tracie raced along the straightaway, but finally she reached another cross street and yanked the wheel left, easing off the gas at the last moment and barely tapping the brakes, allowing the car’s momentum to take it through a wide turn as she cut the corner and prayed she wouldn’t smash head-on into an oncoming vehicle. 
 
    The tires screeched, the sound long and low and somehow desolate in the quiet of the deserted city. She mashed the accelerator to the floor again as the car completed the turn, its rear end fishtailing for a long second and then gaining purchase on the pavement. 
 
    Another right, followed by an almost immediate left and a right, and Tracie had finally put enough of the cityscape between herself and her pursuer to consider her next steps. 
 
    She killed her headlights and continued through the streets of Kirov in the dark, driving much too fast, running nearly blind thanks to the lack of streetlights. If a pedestrian were to step in front of her she would have no chance of avoiding a deadly collision. She raced on anyway. 
 
    When she’d made three straight turns without seeing the cruiser’s hazard lights in her rear view, she began to ease off the gas, gradually slowing to a saner speed. 
 
    Two more turns without pursuit and she flicked her headlights back on. 
 
    The sound of more wailing sirens began to fill the air, or maybe Tracie was only now hearing them because the immediate danger from the first cop had passed. One cruiser was coming from behind her, one from somewhere off her left, another from the right rear. 
 
    It occurred to Tracie that any chance she had of completing her escape was probably due to the time of night and the fact the city would be operating a skeleton crew of law enforcement at two a.m. on a weeknight. Had more officers been on duty she would probably already be in handcuffs or locked in a life-and-death standoff with police. 
 
    But she wasn’t out of Kirov yet, meaning she wasn’t out of danger yet. She continued to drive, completely lost, knowing eventually she would find the A113 highway that would take her back toward Moscow. The problem was, even though she’d lost the police pursuit for now, she was at risk of being apprehended at any moment if the cop had gotten a good look at her vehicle’s tags. 
 
    She needed to change cars. 
 
    And she needed to find a telephone booth. 
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    High-rise Soviet apartment buildings had been Tracie’s go-to choice for years when she needed to acquire a vehicle in a hurry, and tonight was no exception. Her current location was still inside a heavily populated portion of the city, and she took advantage of that by turning into the first apartment parking lot she could find. 
 
    This would give her the opportunity to change cars, but also provided the advantage of getting her off the streets for a few minutes while the Kirov Militsiya combed the area for the person who’d murdered the man in the bright red pickup truck. 
 
    Her right hand continued to bleed, and her clothing was covered not just with her own blood but with the Navsegda operative’s as well. So no matter what car she was driving, if she were to be stopped she would probably have to disable or even kill multiple cops to complete her escape, and that was something she wanted to avoid at all costs. 
 
    There was no point worrying about that possibility now, though. All she could do was take things one step at a time. She nosed her current vehicle into a parking space as close to the rear of the lot as possible, and then stepped out, locking the doors and pocketing the key. Eventually the car would be found and Tracie could think of no good reason to make the job of the police any easier than necessary by leaving the doors unlocked and the key in the ignition. 
 
    Within minutes she had selected a new vehicle, as ubiquitous and anonymous a Lada as she could find without wasting too much time. It was compact and gray, several years old but not suffering from too much damage or body rot. 
 
    Tracie broke in and reached under the dash, pulling the ignition and battery wires out of the wiring harness with her bleeding hand and hot-wiring the engine in seconds. Then she climbed out of the driver’s seat and left the car idling. One of her hard and fast rules was to always switch license plates after stealing a vehicle. This made it much easier to escape detection by police. But tonight time was of the essence, with the city of Kirov crawling with cops on the lookout for her, and virtually no automobile traffic on the roads with which to camouflage herself. 
 
    Time was her enemy, and even the few short minutes it would take to swap plates seemed like too big a risk. The Lada’s owner was likely fast asleep somewhere in the apartment building next to her, and would not report his or her car stolen until morning. 
 
    By then Tracie should be long gone. 
 
    She decided she would use the car just long enough to escape Kirov and hit the highway, and then she would take the next exit and swap vehicles again, protecting herself properly for the long drive back to Moscow and the CIA safe house by swapping plates at that time. 
 
    But before she could even try to complete her escape, there was one more thing she needed to do. It would take valuable time but it was critical, more important even than escaping the city undetected. 
 
    It had to be done immediately. 
 
    Tracie sprinted to the street, peering in both directions, cursing when she didn’t see what she needed. Telephone booths in the United States were easy to find, particularly in cities the size of Kirov, but that wasn’t always the case in Russia. 
 
    She turned left, choosing that direction at random, and began trotting along the sidewalk. Two blocks later she found what she was looking for and stepped up to the telephone. She fished around in her pocket and withdrew the change she needed to make a call, and the slip of paper she’d taken off Detective Kuznetsov. Both items were bloody and Tracie felt a moment of panic, fearing the blood had soaked the paper enough to obscure the writing on it. 
 
    She brought it to her face and breathed a sigh of relief. Kuznetsov’s handwritten telephone number was still legible. She dropped her rubles into the coin slot and dialed the phone and then waited impatiently while it began to ring. The sirens had faded into the distance for now, but Tracie felt exposed and vulnerable standing on a street corner in the middle of the night in blood-soaked clothing and with a hand dripping her own blood steadily onto the sidewalk. 
 
    The tone continued to buzz in her ear. Tracie began to fear the telephone wasn’t located anywhere near General Gregorovich’s bed and her call would go unanswered until morning. She could not afford to stand out here for anything close to that length of time. If she tried, she would definitely end up in police custody. 
 
    She was preparing to give up and try calling Gregorovich again at the next exit along the highway when the buzzing stopped as the line was answered. 
 
    A groggy-sounding voice said, “Hello?” in Russian. 
 
    “General Gregorovich?” Tracie said. 
 
    “Da. Who is this?” 
 
    “It’s the person who’s going to save your career.” 
 
    Immediately the sleepiness left Gregorovich’s voice. “Have you located it?” 
 
    “It’s in Kirov,” Tracie said simply. “And no,” she added, anticipating his next question. “Navsegda did not have time to detonate it.” 
 
    “Impossible,” he said. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I do not believe you were able to locate the device while operating alone and with no assistance, when my men have not managed so much as a single lead on its whereabouts.” 
 
    “I couldn’t care less what you believe, General. However, I suggest you send a team to Kirov immediately. But before you do that, you should talk to the Kirov Militsiya and tell them to cordon off the area around the red American pickup truck with the dead body inside. They’ll know which truck you’re talking about, trust me.” 
 
    “You were somehow involved in the theft of this device, weren’t you? That is the only possible way you could have located it so quickly.” 
 
    Tracie laughed. “General, I don’t expect you to throw me a parade. Honestly, I don’t even expect a morsel of gratitude. But it would be nice if you at least avoided baseless accusations. Once you identify the bomb’s dead triggerman, it should be pretty easy to identify and then round up the rest of Sovetskiy Soyuz Navsegda, at least the members who worked on this particular project. When you’ve done that, you’ll know I had nothing to do with this plot, other than saving thousands of your own citizens’ lives.” 
 
    Stony silence greeted her words. Gregorovich knew—or at least strongly suspected, as had Detective Kuznetsov—that she was working inside Russia as a CIA covert operative. It would go against everything a high-ranking Red Army officer believed to admit such a heinous conspiracy as the one Navsegda had come so close to executing had been perpetrated by Soviet citizens unhappy with their own government. 
 
    She thought about dropping the name of the man bankrolling Navsegda’s operation, and then decided against it. Why bother? As she’d said, someone would talk once the KGB started “questioning” Navsegda members. 
 
    Besides, it wasn’t her job to help the Soviets round up dissidents. If Dimitri Kozlov hadn’t been working toward a more retro, hardline Soviet Union, it might have been worth viewing him as a potential asset and trying to turn him. Either way, though, at this point there was almost no chance Kozlov would spend more than the next few days outside a prison cell. 
 
    Again, not her problem. 
 
    “Anyway,” Tracie continued, “it’s been a pleasure doing business with you.” 
 
    “You should not be so flippant, young lady.” 
 
    “Really? And why is that?” 
 
    “Because this is not the last time you and I will chat. We will meet again, somewhere down the line. And when we do, if you are working toward the downfall of the Soviet Union, as I know is the case, your actions over the last few days will not prevent you from suffering mightily at my hands.” 
 
    “General,” she said. “Are you sweet-talking me? Asking me on a date? Because I happen to know you’re a married man. You invited me into your home, remember?” 
 
    “I did no such—” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right. My invitation to your daughter’s party got lost in the mail. Anyway, I was there and I had a lovely chat with your wife—” that part was a lie, but Gregorovich would have no way of knowing—“so I know you’re married. And I make it a rule not to date married men, no matter how interested they seem to be in me.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you think you are playing at,” he thundered, his anger obvious. 
 
    “Besides,” Tracie continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “Even if you were single, you would at least have to take me to dinner if you were interested in any kinky stuff.” 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “Is that it? You’re asking me to dinner? Where will we be going? It will have to be someplace where the people don’t know you’re married, you naughty boy.” 
 
    Gregorovich cursed. He began threatening her, calling her names, telling her what he would do to her once she was apprehended. 
 
    She let him rant, enjoying the moment, wanting to stay on the line and antagonize him further. But the Kirov Militsiya were still combing the city for the assailant who’d executed the man inside the Ford F-150, and the longer she stood here, the less likely her escape became. 
 
    And she’d accomplished what she needed to do: advising Gregorovich where to find the nuclear bomb. 
 
    She hung up on the general in mid-threat and began sprinting back toward the apartment building where she’d left her escape vehicle idling. Hopefully it was still there. 
 
    Leaving a tactical nuke unsecured in the middle of a city of half a million people was not ideal, but there was nothing she could do to secure it beyond the steps she’d just taken. And besides, undoubtedly the Kirov Police had cordoned off the vehicle to begin their murder investigation. 
 
    It should be safe until the Red Army came and trundled it off to one of their military bases. 
 
    What would happen to it after that, Tracie had no idea. That sort of thing was above her pay grade. Hopefully it would gather dust and, over time, eventually be disarmed and destroyed. 
 
    Somehow, Tracie doubted that would happen, but it was a nice thought. 
 
    She was back at the apartment building moments later. The car was sitting where she left it, and she leapt in and hit the street, determined to waste no more time. 
 
    There was no sign of the police. 
 
    It only took a few minutes to locate and access the highway south toward Moscow. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, she had acquired a new vehicle and done so properly, taking the time to swap out license plates with another car. 
 
    Her head was pounding and she wondered whether the pain was being caused by her injury or lack of sleep. 
 
    Probably both, she thought. 
 
    It didn’t really matter, in any event. In twelve hours, give or take, she would be back at her safe house, where she would debrief Aaron Stallings, and then clean and disinfect the gash on her scalp. 
 
    And the ones on her hand. 
 
    And examine her injured ankle. 
 
    And her assorted other bumps and bruises. 
 
    Then she would fall into bed and sleep for the next forty hours or so. She craved sleep so badly she could almost taste it. 
 
    Upon waking, she would pace the little safe house impatiently, drinking coffee and trying to avoid the ghosts of her past, and especially the spirit of her father, as she awaited her next assignment. 
 
    Hopefully it wouldn’t be long in coming, because already she was dreading the alone time. 
 
    Her work was the only thing that kept her sane. 
 
    She pondered the implications of that fact as she drove, wondering what it said about her, not liking the conclusions she reached. 
 
    Eventually she flicked on the car radio. Some kind of Russian folk music was playing, a tune she didn’t recognize but one that sounded strangely disjointed and unmusical. 
 
    She didn’t care. 
 
    She listened anyway. 
 
    It was better than silence. 
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