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 ONE 
 
    He looked at me with eyes that couldn’t remember how to care. The muzzle of the Glock 19 he was pointing at my chest didn’t waver. He was eight feet from me. He couldn’t miss, and he was too far away for me to try anything. The only way out was the door that stood half-open behind him. I waited two seconds that felt like two weeks, but he didn’t squeeze the trigger. He didn’t say anything, either. 
 
    Cool as hell, I pulled a pack of Camels from my pocket. He could have shot me—he should have—but I figured he was going to do that anyway, so I had nothing to lose. I shook a cigarette free and glanced at him as I put it in my mouth straight from the pack. I spoke around the cigarette. 
 
    “You going to do something with that Glock, or do you just like the way it makes you feel?” 
 
    I rested my ass on the edge of the desk, flipped my Zippo and leaned into the flame. I took a long drag down into my lungs and dropped the old, brass lighter into my pocket again. I was expecting the hammer blow of the slug at any second, but I’d be in hell before I let him know I gave a damn. 
 
    He watched me do all that with a lack of interest. 
 
    “I have instructions to kill you, Captain Walker.” 
 
    “So what are you waiting for?” 
 
    The muzzle of the Glock flicked down for a second to point at the beige carpet under my feet. I laughed out loud. “You don’t want to stain the carpet?” 
 
    He gave a small shrug. There was no humor in his face. “It seems absurd to you, when compared to the importance you give your own life. But your life is nothing to my employer, and getting decent carpets out here is difficult. So they asked me to avoid ruining the carpet.” 
 
    “Out here?” 
 
    “I won’t be drawn into conversation, Captain Walker.” 
 
    I frowned. “If they want me dead, why bring me all they way ‘out here’? Why didn’t she just kill me right there?” 
 
    “I don’t work for Dr. Gilbert.” 
 
    I smiled at him. So Marni wanted me here for something, and somebody else didn’t. I studied him a moment. He had the eyes of a killer. He was dangerous. 
 
    “So how are you going to get me out of here?” 
 
    “That’s not complicated. I’m going to offer you a choice. I shoot you in the stomach and then drag you out, trying to cause as little mess as possible.” He gave a small shrug with his eyebrows. “It’s inconvenient, but not the end of the world. In that scenario, Captain Walker, you die a slow and very painful death. The alternative is that you step out here into the corridor and I shoot you in the head. The floors are vinyl, so easily cleaned. I am pretty sure you’ll take that option because you’ll hope it will offer you a chance to disarm me and escape.” 
 
    “That’s some pretty cool calculating.” 
 
    He stepped back and waved the weapon toward the doorway. “Let’s go. I’ll shoot on the count of three.” 
 
    He counted one. I took a drag and pushed away from the desk, speaking as I released the smoke. “Take it easy, I’m moving. Just make it quick, will you?” 
 
    I moved toward the door and, casual as hell, I flicked the butt into his eyes. There are some things you just can’t control, and autonomic responses are among those things. However good you are, if something strikes at your eyes, you will move to stop it. And that was what the killer did. 
 
    His head weaved, fast, and his gun hand moved to block the cigarette. It was a fraction of a second, but by the time he’d recovered, I was by his side with his wrist in my right hand and my palm slamming hard into his elbow. He should have doubled over and I should have broken his arm and dislocated his shoulder. Instead of that, he used my hand as leverage. He jumped and slammed his open left hand into my face, sending me reeling back a step. 
 
    Next, he was lashing back-handed at my face, with the Glock. I managed to block it and pounded his kidneys with my left fist, but before I could follow up, he was raining blows on my head, driving me back. I knew if I backed up too far, he’d be able to take a shot. The bastard was good, and I had to stay in close and finish this thing, fast. 
 
    I crouched, covering my head with my arms. The heel of his left hand struck my nose. The pain was intense and dulled my thinking. The butt of the Glock struck my temple and I knew I was going down. That made me scared and the adrenaline made the fire in my gut explode. 
 
    I roared and suddenly I couldn’t feel the blows to my head and face. All I could feel was rage and madness. I drove the instep of my right foot into his balls. I clubbed his head with my right fist, closed in and smashed the heel of my left into his jaw. As he staggered back, I came in closer, dropped to the rider’s stance and powered four punches to his floating ribs, then grabbed his head and yanked it savagely down onto my rising knee. His nose and mouth exploded into blood and gore. 
 
    I should have killed him. Instead, he swayed on his feet and leveled the Glock at my face.  
 
    If I had given in to astonishment, he would have blown my head off. But I’d seen what they could do to people with Freeman’s drugs, and I was expecting this. In one fluid movement, I smashed his inside wrist with my right hand and grabbed the barrel of the pistol with my left, levering viciously inward, so the gun was pointing at his face. I pulled the trigger. A small, ugly, black-red hole appeared where his left eye should have been. An instant later, the back of his head exploded in spray. He did a little dance, like he didn’t know what to do with his legs, and dropped awkwardly to the floor. 
 
    I smiled without feeling. “You’ve still got your mind on the carpet, pal.” 
 
    I stepped out into the vinyl corridor and ran. I didn’t know where I was running. I just knew I had to move, fast. I scanned the walls and ceilings as I went, searching for cameras. I didn’t see any, but I knew that didn’t mean much.  
 
    I came to an intersection. I could turn back, I could turn left or I could turn right. There was nothing to choose. Each passage looked the same, and oddly familiar. I turned right and sprinted. At the end of the corridor, it turned right again, leading me back the way I’d come. But after fifteen feet, the passage opened up, with a bank of elevators on my right, and a flight of stairs leading down on my left.  
 
    I plunged down the stairs, taking them three at a time. I got to the bottom and found myself in a large, open plan area with maybe a dozen desks set in cubicles. Some of them were occupied, and the drones sitting at them stared at me a moment, then went on doing what they were doing. Behind me, another flight of stairs led farther down. 
 
    I swung over the banister and clattered down to the next floor. I was at the end of a long, broad corridor. To my right, a passage disappeared into darkness. Ahead of me, maybe thirty or forty yards away, the broad corridor opened into what looked like a large lobby. There, I could make out black plate glass, and beyond it the darkness of night. 
 
    I took half a second to think, but the sudden tramp of running boots echoing down the passages had me sprinting again, toward the lobby. I tried to get a fix on the direction the boots were coming from, but the acoustics were confusing, and it was impossible to pinpoint the source. 
 
    I skidded to a halt and froze. For a moment, it was like time and space had warped and I was back in the lobby of the Richard John Erickson Institute. Was I back in New York? I dismissed the thought and ran for the door. I could still hear the boots tramping, but I couldn’t see anything.  
 
    I yanked at the door. It was locked. Outside, in the diffuse light filtering through the glass, I could see sand and rocks. Arizona? New Mexico? 
 
    I searched for the locks and shot at them. The glass was bullet proof. I fired at the middle of the glass, but only managed to cause a dangerous ricochet. 
 
    On my right, there was a long desk. I vaulted over it and searched for either keys or some electronic mechanism to open the door. I found nothing.  
 
    I stood, my heart pounding, listening. The boots seemed to fade. There were a couple of shouts, then nothing. I looked around. The damn place was identical to the Richard John Erickson Institute in New York State. I had not explored the whole building, but I had gotten as far as Dr. Ogden’s suite, where he had lived on the premises, and I remembered there had been a small terrace: a terrace from which I could climb down—or fall and break my neck. 
 
    I shot out the lights, so that the place was in near absolute darkness. The cameras were probably infrared, but they might not be, and it was worth clawing back one small advantage. 
 
    With no light reflecting off the plate glass, I could now see the empty desert outside, an immense, translucent sky with trillions of shards of ice-cold light strewn across infinity. Only that invisible wall of glass stood between me and that emptiness. And freedom.  
 
    I went to the elevator and punched the call button. The doors slid open and I stepped inside. I pressed the button for the top floor, the doors closed and I began to rise. All the way up, I kept telling myself, it was over for them. So why were they toying with me? It had to be for a reason. It was too elaborate and too expensive for a game. What did they get from putting me in a rat’s maze? How did that benefit them? 
 
    The doors slid open. 
 
    The landing was carpeted in beige, the walls and ceiling were cream and there were occasional steel-framed seats upholstered in blue. The layout was similar to the lower floors, except that, just as at the institute, the corridor ahead of me was shorter, and ended in a door. That door, in theory, should lead to the director’s suite of rooms. The rest of it, as I recalled, had been for the scientists and students.  
 
    I stood for a moment, listening. There was absolute silence.  
 
    I took out all the lights, then approached the door and thought about the best way to breach it. I ran my hands over it. It felt like wood. I pulled the Glock from my waistband and blew out the lock. I stepped through and pushed the door to behind me.  
 
    I was in a broad corridor. It was dark, but ahead, I could see a faint filtering of starlight. As my eyes adjusted, I began to make out details. 
 
    It was more a passage than a corridor, broad and tiled in marble. It ran from left to right, and ahead of me was a third section that formed an inverted ‘T’. In the angles of the ‘T’ I could now make out open patios with elaborate granite balustrades. The sound of lapping water made me peer over and I saw that I was on a second floor. Above me was the night sky, and below me were enclosed gardens with fountains, flower beds, palms and potted plants. I heard my own voice as a ghostly whisper. 
 
    “Where the hell am I?” 
 
    It looked like Mexico, Spain or Morocco, but something told me it wasn’t. I followed the passage across the patios to a large, marble landing. In the filtered moonlight, I saw a vast, white marble staircase that curled down into a cavernous, shadowy hall. There, another fountain played among images of curly-headed titans and dolphins that shone with an eerie light in the darkness.  
 
    I moved down and around the fountain, and under the stairs I had just descended. I saw double doors, open onto a long dining room. The ceilings must have been twenty feet high, supported by carved wooden rafters. The far wall was open arches that showed a landscape of moonlit, rolling hills touched by the turquoise light of a full moon. 
 
    I crossed the dining room and passed through more tall, walnut doors into a small drawing room decorated in what looked like genuine rococo. It too was empty and dark. I climbed a further, smaller flight of marble steps, wondering where I was going and what I would find. They stopped at a small, polished granite landing where there was an arched, oak door. I pushed it open.  
 
    There was moonlight. First a dark antechamber, with a wicker table and several chairs with colored cushions. Then three arabesque arches separated the antechamber from a large, walled patio garden that was bathed in the wan light of the moon. Another fountain at the center of the patio played loud, wet music. It was shaped like a collection of sea shells, with the water, peppered with reflected gold, spilling from the center, where they met. At the corners of the patio, tall palms towered high, like black stencils against the night. There was an abundance of flowers, bushes and ferns, and the air was rich with orange blossom and jasmine. 
 
    I slipped the Glock into my belt behind my back and crossed the antechamber. Beside the fountain, there was a wrought iron table laid with a white, linen cloth. On it, there was a candelabra with seven candles burning. By their light, I could see a large glass jug of what looked like sangria, and a silver tray of glasses. A small group of people sat around the table, watching me, with the candlelight playing on their faces. 
 
    They were all there, every one of them, holding their blood-red glasses with small bits of fruit in them. Only one of them held no glass, and she had no expression on her face at all. The others all sipped from their glasses and smiled or smirked. At the center, presiding, he was there: the grand old man, the great master, the lord of all he surveyed.  
 
    He smiled at me, but it wasn’t a real, warm smile. His voice was loud and startling when he spoke. 
 
    “Time to die, Lacklan. Time to die like a hero.” 
 
   


 
  

 Two 
 
      
 
    Eleven days earlier 
 
    The fireplace was the size of a small room, and the logs that were burning in it were like small trees. The huge room where the fireplace was located was still and silent, apart from the occasional firecracker snap and shower of sparks that leapt from the burning logs onto the hearth. 
 
    The hearth was a slab of gray stone, and the floor around it was not so much wood as timber. By that, I mean that a wooden floor might be shiny parquet or highly polished inlay. But this floor was not that. Each plank of red cedar had been polished by time, not hand. They were smooth and shiny, but they were also notched, scarred and gouged by the passage of the years. They were strewn with rugs that Jim Redbeard had either bought or looted in his travels around the world. Though in front of the fire, there was a vast, black bearskin, and according to Jim, he had killed it with an arrow from a one hundred and fifty pound yew longbow. There were other bearskins around the house, grizzly and black bear strewn on the floors, polar on the beds.  
 
    The room I was in was two stories high. The walls were paneled in yellow cedar and rose to a ceiling of bare, A-frame beams thirty feet above my head. Three of the walls were lined with books to a height of three or four feet, interspersed with a huge antique dresser, a long sideboard and an oaken chest. All of them looked like genuine medieval antiques from northern Europe. A wooden staircase climbed fifteen feet of the fourth wall to a galleried landing. 
 
    I sat in a huge, overstuffed leather armchair, sipped a large, Waterford tumbler of ten year old Bushmills, and gazed by turns at the dancing flames and the desolate Alaskan landscape outside the tall, arched windows. 
 
    There were three of them, like the invisible ghosts of Shakespeare’s weird sisters, or the Norn that Jim was always talking about: what he called the Wyrd Sisters, Urd, Skuld and Verdandi—Fate, Being and Need. I stood and walked to the nearest of the tall, narrow windows. Dull, yellow-green grass fell away to the west where, three miles distant, you could just make out the glint and shimmer of the Bering Strait. 
 
    The tread of boots on wooden stairs made me turn. Jim was descending from the upper floor. He glanced at me like I was something he wasn’t really sure about.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought about it.” 
 
    He grunted and smiled as he reached the last step. “Don’t then. Hungry?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Njal’s in the dining hall. I want to go over all the details one last time before you sail.” 
 
    I drained my glass and set it down on the windowsill. Jim was waiting by the door, watching me. I said: “How are they?” 
 
    “Stable.” 
 
    “Any sign…?” 
 
    “Why don’t you go and see? It might help her, to hear your voice.”  
 
    I couldn’t answer. I looked at the flames in the fire. Fate, Being and Need. For a moment I wondered if that was the sum total of human life: being, needing, and driven toward an inevitable fate. Jim’s voice made me look. 
 
    “Njal has been talking to Grace.[1]” He smiled. “He is convinced that she is his destiny.” 
 
    I gave a small snort that might have been humor. “His Urd? Maybe that’s what he needs to believe.” 
 
    Jim shrugged, then laughed out loud. “It is what it is. Come on, rise out of the gloom, Lacklan.”  
 
    He held out an arm to me and I crossed the room. As I approached, he slapped me gently on the shoulder and pulled open the door. 
 
    “The monk warns us, ‘Do not be flippant. Meditate and pray, for tomorrow you might be dead.’ The warrior tells us, ‘Sing, feast, drink and be merry, for tomorrow you might be dead!’” 
 
    “You have a philosophical quip for every situation?” I asked him as I stepped through into a broad hallway. Like the living room—what Jim called the Great Hall—it was strewn with bear skins and also had a fire burning. He followed me and chuckled a little complacently. 
 
    “Hey! I am obscenely rich, free and happy. I am also at peace with myself. Whatever I am doing seems to be working, right? Can you say the same?” He gave me a smile that advised me not to cross swords with him, stepped ahead and opened the dining room door. Njal was standing, warming his ass in front of another vast fire and jerked his head at me in greeting as I walked in. 
 
    The room was smaller than the Great Hall, but in a very similar style. The ceiling was high, supported by bare rafters, the walls were paneled in red cedar, and large windows looked out over rolling hills of yellow-green grass and, in the distance, dense forests.  
 
    A heavy wooden table ran down the center of the room. There were a couple of bottles of wine on it and a large earthenware dish containing several legs of roast lamb. There were other dishes too, of roast potatoes and roast vegetables. Three places were set, with Jim at the head, Njal on his right and me opposite Njal, on Jim’s left. He sat and started pouring wine. We sat, too. A door opened in the far wall and three young women came in. They looked Inuit, or American Indian, with jet-black hair, high cheekbones and dark eyes. One carried a basket of hot bread, another a bowl of fruit and the third carried a large dish of dates, dried figs, nuts and a big wheel of cheese. They deposited the dishes on the table, smiled gracefully at us and left. Jim did not acknowledge them. When they had gone, he turned to Njal. 
 
    “How is Grace?” 
 
    Njal nodded and raised his glass. We toasted. “Old friends, well met.” 
 
    We drank and as he set down his glass, he said, “Today she moved her eyelids when I said her name. I know when we return, she will be awake. She will know me. I have to thank you for this, Lacklan. You brought her to me.” 
 
    “I just got her out of Freedom, Njal. But not far enough. I hope she comes ’round.” 
 
    Jim reached over and helped himself to a leg of lamb, gesturing with his other hand that we should do the same. We did, spilling potatoes and roast vegetables onto our plates alongside the succulent meat. I said, “What about Freeman[2]?” 
 
    He started to carve into the flesh. It slid off the bone. 
 
    “You’ve asked me this every day for the last week since you’ve been here, Lacklan, and every day I give you the same answer. Freeman has disappeared. There is no trace of him. When he shows up, if he shows up, you and I will be the first people to know about it.” 
 
    I grunted. “Yeah, I know. But there is nothing else I can do. What about his connection with Omega?” 
 
    He shook his head, glanced at me and shook it again. “What connection? You are sure there is a connection, but nothing has shown up—on the grape vine, the bush telegraph or talk on the street. He was a crazy, a Jim Jameson, a Bagwan, a charismatic nut who happened to be in the right place at the right time when you destroyed Omega, and the Russian mob moved in. Stop torturing yourself, Lacklan. Omega are fatally wounded, and now you are going to give them the coup de grace. Freeman was not Omega.” 
 
    I chewed on a hunk of meat, drained my glass and refilled it. Njal waved his fork at me. 
 
    “You should talk to Marni.” 
 
    I didn’t meet his eye. I concentrated on cutting into the lamb. “She’s in a coma. She can’t talk.” 
 
    “But she can listen. She can hear your voice and you can help her to come out of the coma. It’s working with Grace, it can work with Marni, too.” 
 
    Jim eyed me a moment while we ate in silence. Finally, he said, “He is right, Lacklan. And you have nothing to lose, but everything to gain. You sail tomorrow. Talk to her before you go. It will be good for her, and good for you, too.” 
 
    “Spare me the inspirational self-help, Facebook wisdom-bites.” 
 
    Jim shrugged and shook his head. “I am not interested in your bitterness or your sarcastic insults, Lacklan. We have a lot to talk about besides how hard life is for you. But you would do us all a big favor if you stopped feeling sorry for yourself and actually did something about it. And when I say ‘us’ I include Marni, Njal and me.” He held up a hand. “Please, don’t answer. Let’s move on to the plan.” 
 
    I didn’t answer. I hadn’t intended to. I knew he was right and I knew Njal was right, too. But going into that room, where Marni was lying, dead in life, ‘alive’ in death, was more than I could deal with. The thought, the possibility, that she might not wake up, that she might not return from whatever dark place she was in, was something I could not face. 
 
    I chewed and looked at him, but offered him nothing in the way of an expression. He ignored me and kept talking.  
 
    “The North Star sails at eight tomorrow morning, from the harbor at Teller. It’s a crossing of about one hundred and thirty miles to Lavrentiya, across the Bering Strait, in Russia. At this time of year, the ice is at a minimum and the weather tends to be good. You should make it in no more than six hours, give or take twenty minutes. So you should be there for about two o’clock. The routine will be much like when you went to South Africa. You stay out of everybody’s way and talk to nobody except Captain Johnson, and then only if he talks to you. You are ghosts. On the ship’s records, you’re a couple of deck hands: Bob Schell and Erik Jansen. I’ll give you your papers before you embark.” 
 
    He stuffed his mouth with lamb and potato and sat back in his chair, chewing. Njal said, “Weapons?” 
 
    Jim nodded, swallowed and drank, then smacked his lips and sighed. “You take with you one or two handguns. Njal, I assume you will take your Glock. Lacklan, I know you will take your two Sig Sauers. You can also take a knife.” He nodded at me. “No doubt you will have your Fairbairn and Sykes in your boot. That will be it until you reach Vologda.” 
 
    I frowned. “Vologda? This is new.” 
 
    He nodded without expression. “A last minute change to the plan. You collect a plane at Lavrentiya and you fly to Magadan, on the Sea of Okhotsk.” 
 
    I stuffed lamb in my mouth and spoke around it. “How far is that?” 
 
    “One thousand, two hundred miles. The exact coordinates of the landing field will be in a sealed envelope in the plane. You land. You hand over the bird and you leave. No questions, no answers.” 
 
    “What about refueling?” 
 
    “It has modified tanks. It’ll get you there, and farther.” 
 
    I scowled. “It’s modified for trafficking drugs?” 
 
    “I told you, no questions and no answers.” 
 
    I glanced at Njal. He was watching me, sighing and shaking his head. I growled, “Fine,” and drank. 
 
    Jim went on. “You’ll find instructions on where to collect your car in the sealed envelope, with your flight plan.” 
 
    “How many people know about this?” 
 
    “Me.” 
 
    “What about the guys arranging the car? And the guys collecting the plane at the airfield?” 
 
    He shook his head. “The men at the airfield know a plane is arriving at a particular time. They don’t know where it’s coming from or who is on it. They are only interested in collecting the plane. As for the men arranging the car, pretty much the same deal. They know they have to deliver a car to a particular place at a particular time. They don’t know who it’s for or where it’s going. Each little package of information is hermetically sealed, which is why you are finding out these details now.” 
 
    I offered him the first smile I’d given him in a week. “So if they try to hit us, we’ll know where to come.” 
 
    He didn’t return the smile. “I hope I wouldn’t be that stupid, Lacklan. I hope I never decide to kill you, but if I do, you can be sure I’ll be smart about it. Moving on, you then take the M56 and you drive another thousand miles, north and then west to Yakutsk. Don’t worry about getting lost. It’s the only road in Siberia. At Yakutsk, you abandon the car, it doesn’t matter where, and you pick up a second car, which you will drive to Irkutsk. You’ll receive the instructions on where to pick it up when you need them. At Irkutsk, you abandon the second car and you buy train tickets to Moscow, but you get off at Tyumen. There, you change and take a second train from Tyumen to Vologda. In Vologda, you will make contact with a man. He will hand you over a third car, and this one will be loaded with all the hardware you requested for the Ustinov hit. If you stick to the instructions I have given you, it should be impossible for Omega even to know you’re there, let alone track your progress.”  
 
    I wiped my mouth and drank. “Who is this guy? How much does he know?” 
 
    “This man will not know who you are, where you are coming from or why you are there. His instructions will be simply to hand you an envelope. Even if the envelope were to be intercepted, which is not feasible, the contents would mean nothing to anyone except you.” 
 
    The food was good and we ate in silence for a while. When I’d finished the lamb, I sat back, drained my glass and refilled it. 
 
    “We ditch the IDs we’ve been traveling on. The new IDs will be in the car?” 
 
    He nodded. “I don’t want you to get into the same trouble here as you found in Africa. You will be provided with backup IDs, and at each stage of the operation, the detailed instructions and papers you need for the next stage of the operation will be provided, too.” 
 
    I went on, “We book into the Hilton, recon Phi’s apartment, Gregor Ustinov, and then liaise with Phil, who will take care of all the messages…” 
 
    Jim nodded, wiping his plate with a hunk of bread. “Phil is set up in a secure location that not even I know. Tomorrow morning, when you board the ship, I will hand you a bag with a couple of unregistered burners each, to be used either in extreme emergencies or if it is vital to an operation. In Vologda, you will also collect an STD—a Scrambled Telecommunication Device. You can use this to communicate with Phil. In fact, it will be the only way anybody can communicate with him for the duration.” 
 
    Njal pushed away his plate and pulled over the basket of cheese, dried fruit and nuts. He helped himself and passed it on, speaking as he did so. 
 
    “So Phil has already set up a correspondence between Ustinov and a supposed businessman from Texas. They arrange to meet and we intercept Ustinov on the way. We kill him, but before we kill him, we find out where Roth is.” 
 
    I cut in, looking from Njal to Jim. “But to Ustinov’s associates and family, he is going on a business trip for a few days.”  
 
    Jim nodded and stood. “Bushmills for the dates and the cheese, I think.” He went on, “The business trip will give you a window of opportunity to move to the next kill. The moment they are aware Ustinov is dead, even if it looks like an accident, they will go to lock down.” 
 
    He brought the decanter over to the table and poured three generous measures. “We have to assume that Omega are on red alert, but as long as they think Ustinov is merely on a business trip, you have a clear shot at Psi: Liu Wang, and Chi: Haruto Kobayashi. But you will have to act fast.” 
 
    I said: “OK, so we nail Ustinov and go straight to the airport, separately, and we fly to Tokyo...” 
 
    Njal interrupted, addressing Jim. “You gonna UPS us tickets and new IDs.” 
 
    “As soon as you check in at the hotel. You use the hotel telephone to call a number I will give you. The minute that call comes through, I will UPS you the travel documents and the IDs.” 
 
    I continued, “Once we get to Tokyo, we go after Wang and Kobayashi, and we have to be damned quick. So Phil has to have prepared the groundwork and have set up a correspondence between the two of them to arrange a meeting in Japan. We do not want to go to China if we can help it.” 
 
    Jim sat and crossed one huge leg over the other. “He is on it already. Before you kill Kobayashi or Wang, you need to get access to the Omega computer mainframe, so you can deploy Phil’s neutron bomb[3]. I will get that to you when you board the ferry to Russia.” 
 
    Njal sipped his whiskey and smacked his lips. “OK, so the point we have been avoiding. What about Omega, Abba Roth?” 
 
    Jim shrugged. “He is the unknown quantity in this. There is practically no information about him anywhere. A trained biologist, billionaire in the petrochemicals industry. He seems to have vanished without a trace. You will have to find out from Ustinov, Kobayashi or Wang where he is, then go after him. But with only one of them left, planting the neutron bomb is more important than finding Roth.” 
 
    I said: “What about extraction?” 
 
    He nodded. “It won’t be like Africa. You have a number of options. You have spare IDs and credit cards, so simply book flights back to the U.S.A. You also have the burners, so you can contact me if you need help. There are also friends of mine on the ground in Tokyo that I can deploy to get you out.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. “You have agents on the ground in Tokyo? How big is this non-organization of yours?” 
 
    He smiled and gave a small laugh. “I actually said friends, Lacklan, not agents. Point is, there are people in Tokyo who can help you.” He unexpectedly threw his head back and laughed out loud. “One day, Lacklan, maybe you will learn to trust your friends.”  
 
    The laughter drained from his face and was replaced with a frown. For some reason, I glanced at Njal. He had the same frown on his face as Jim. “We three have had each other’s backs many times, Lacklan. Maybe it’s time to trust, huh?” 
 
    I nodded. “Maybe,” I said, and wondered whether I meant it. “Maybe.” 
 
   


 
  

 Three 
 
      
 
    We talked on. Afternoon turned to evening and then night. Jim’s three girls, whom he referred to, rather unfairly, as Urd, Skuld and Verdandi, cleared away the dishes and, as darkness enfolded the world outside, lit lamps and candles, stoked the fire and provided us with more food and more wine. We covered more detail, in more detail, and went over the plan three or four more times, and on each review we refined it and polished it until we knew it inside out. 
 
    This—not the food and the wine, but the obsessive attention to detail—this was how I liked to prepare an operation. It was what they had taught us in the Regiment: meticulous, detailed preparation saves lives and allows you to improvise if and when you have to. Improvising, without prior preparation, leads quickly to failure and death. 
 
    Eventually, around midnight, the girls cleaned the table again and, when they had finished, Jim bid us goodnight and went upstairs with one of them. I don’t know if it was Urd, Skuld or Verdandi, Fate, Being or Need, but she was tall and dark and beautiful. A moment later, Njal said, “I go up too,” and he left the dining room with another of the girls. 
 
    As he opened the door, I said, “Njal, what about Grace?” 
 
    He gave me a curious smile and said, “Her eyelids flickered today, when I spoke to her,” and he went out. 
 
    That left the third girl standing by the kitchen door, smiling at me. I shook my head. “I’m not comfortable with this.” 
 
    “That’s OK.” She had a nice voice. It sounded Canadian. “What is it you’re not comfortable with?” 
 
    I shook my head and shrugged. “He treats you like commodities. First you serve at table, and then we get to take you to bed? That’s not how you treat human beings.” 
 
    “Is it worse than how the army treated you?” 
 
    “That was different. We chose to be there.” 
 
    “We choose to be here too.” She threw her head back and laughed. “And I bet we get paid better than you did, too.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Probably, but still, sex…” I trailed off. 
 
    “Not like killing people, huh?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Not like killing people…” I felt suddenly oddly ashamed, and asked, “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Anne Marie.” 
 
    I nodded and stood. “Good night, Anne Marie.” 
 
    I climbed the heavy wooden stairs to the upper floor in the dark and made my way to my room. The only light in the corridor was from the moon outside, touching the low hills and the forests with limpid, turquoise light. My door was in shadow, but next to it, a distorted oblong of light lay across Marni’s door. 
 
    I hesitated. In my mind I could see Anne Marie downstairs, smiling and saying, “Not like killing, huh?” If I had been killing, I would not hesitate, but giving life, giving love, that made me hesitate. 
 
    I opened her door, went in and closed it behind me. Her bed, a massive, absurd four-poster, was a black object on my left, touched on its corners by blue light from the open window. I moved around to the far side, where that light lay across her in the bed. She seemed peaceful. Her breathing was steady, slow and shallow. I pulled up a chair, sat beside her and took her hand in both of mine. 
 
    Three times I tried to speak. Three times I failed. I felt her fingers one by one, realizing absurdly that they were alive. I stroked her palm and her arm and felt the wet touch of salt at the corner of my mouth. 
 
    I wanted to tell her that I knew I had failed her, that I was crippled by shame, that all I knew how to do was kill and destroy and that she deserved somebody who could give her love and life, and make her whole. 
 
    But that was what I needed to say, not what she needed to hear. When my voice finally came, it sounded strange, disembodied, like somebody else’s voice in the room. 
 
    “They tell me you can hear me.” I hesitated again and then blurted on, “We’re in Alaska. Jim has a house here.” I laughed and wiped my eyes on my sleeve. “It’s a crazy place right up by the Bering Strait. There’s no phone, no signal, no electricity. It’s about as remote and hidden as you can get. So you’re safe here.” 
 
    I sat in silence for a while, stroking her arm and her hand, not wanting to tell her what I needed to tell her. 
 
    “In the morning, Njal and I will be going away for a few days. When we get back, I know you’re going to be awake, because everything will be different then. I’m going to learn, Marni. You’re going to teach me how to give life, instead of just taking it.” 
 
    I kissed her and lay next to her on the bed, with her hand in mine, and slept peacefully. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Teller is little more than a fistful of clapboard houses perched on the edge of the Bering Strait, between the Chukchi Sea to the north and the Bering Sea to the south. It’s not quite within the Arctic Circle, but it is less than a hundred miles from it. And everything, from the desolation of the landscape to the white mountain ranges across the water, and the  creamy, silvery texture of the sea, speaks of the Arctic. 
 
    At seven AM, Jim parked his Land Rover on the quay, on Front Avenue. There was nobody about at that time. The sun was just rising and the wooden houses, with their gabled roofs, painted green and blue and yellow, were bisected with deep shadows at the bottom and golden sunlight above. 
 
    There was only one boat at the quay. It was an ugly, partially rusted, two hundred and forty foot hulk, painted black and dirty orange. The bridge, a tall, dirty, white tower, was set aft, with the rest of the ship devoted to cargo. I could see mainly crates, some Jack Daniels and Jim Beam, a couple of 4X4s and a bunch of goats. I wondered whether Russian and U.S. border control knew about the North Star’s trading trips. I kind of hoped not. 
 
    Breathing condensation like a human dragon, Jim opened the back of the Land Rover and Njal and I pulled out our kit bags. As he slammed the back closed, we watched a man run down the gangway. Jim went to meet him. He was tall, with unkempt red hair and a thick beard. He and Jim embraced and Jim led him to where we were standing by the truck. 
 
    “Sean, these are my boys. They were never on your boat. Look after them for me, will you?” To us, he said, “This is Captain Sean Johnson. Stay out of his way, don’t talk to him, and he’ll take care of you.” 
 
    They both laughed and we shook hands. When he spoke, his accent was Scottish. 
 
    “It’s only six hours or so. I’ve made yiz comfortable in a nice cabin. Feel free to go on deck, but I’d appreciate it if yiz didnae talk to the crew. Tha’s fair enough, hey?” 
 
    We said it was fine.  
 
    Jim handed me a sealed USB drive on a chain. “You know what to do with this when the time is right. Wear it around your neck.” 
 
    I slipped it over my head, we shook hands with Jim and followed the skipper up the gangplank and aboard the North Star. 
 
    The journey across the top of the world was not a long one. September is the month when the Arctic ice sheet is at its lowest extent. Since 2007, it has become increasingly possible to navigate the Arctic from August to September, as year on year the sea ice, and the ice on Greenland, shrinks steadily.  
 
    The sea was flat and creamy, made dense by the cold. We spent most of the voyage on deck, watching the lazy icebergs drift by, and the occasional whale in the distance, rising like a mountain out of the ocean, then crashing down again in an eruption of foam. 
 
    Alaska had slipped below the horizon, and Njal, who had been cleaning and oiling his Glock in our cabin, stepped out into the September morning, peeling a pack of Lucky Strikes. He offered me one and we lit up. He exhaled smoke and the wind carried it overboard. He spoke above the rhythmic grinding of the engine, jerking his head north, toward the Arctic. 
 
    “That is what Omega is all about, up there.” 
 
    I frowned. “Yeah? I thought they were all about mind control.” 
 
    He leaned his elbows on the bulwark, cupping his cigarette between his hands to protect it from the wind, and shook his head. “No, controlling people’s minds and emotions is just a strategy. It is not the big plan, or the big motivation. At the heart of what they are doing is the melting of the Arctic.” 
 
    I sucked on my cigarette, took the smoke deep and thought about what he was saying. Before I had come to any conclusion, he went on. 
 
    “Macro politics, macro economics, whatever you want to call it, the destiny of our world is driven by two major factors, Lacklan, major catastrophes, and major scientific developments, especially in the field of war.” He counted them out on his fingers. “Bronze, iron, the sword, the Viking long ship—transformed Europe—the English longbow, the cannon, the musket. The British empire was built with muskets and cannon.” 
 
    “I get it.” 
 
    “And the end of the Ice Age, the myth of the flood is all about the end of the Ice Age, and nothing has affected the course of human history more than the end of the Ice Age.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really, whether you accept the myth of Atlantis or not, it was as the climate began to change in a big way, twelve, thirteen, fourteen thousand years ago, getting warmer all the time, that people started to move north, during the great floods. They built new cities, ships. Commerce began to happen, bronze replaced stone…” 
 
    “What has that to do with the Arctic?” 
 
    But even as I said it, I could see it. 
 
    “History repeating itself, Lacklan. But this time, it’s gonna be a lot worse. Back then…” 
 
    “Back then, when?” 
 
    “Fifteen thousand years, man, at the end of the Ice Age. The population of the world was tiny compared with today, and they were all living around the belly of the planet, along the equator, where it was warm. A lot of what is ocean now was land back then, the Caribbean, the coast of India… And people like to live near water, you know? On rivers and on the coast. When the ice sheets began to melt…” He shook his head, sucking on his cigarette. “Man, millions must have died. This time, same thing is gonna happen, but not millions, this time billions are gonna die. And the melting ice will be just part of it. Mainly it’s gonna be drought, famine, and a crazy, desperate fight for land.” He squinted at me. “Land that isn’t just sand and dust, land you can work to grow crops and feed animals. There won’t be much of that. Not enough to feed eight or nine billion people.” 
 
    I watched him as he took a last drag and flicked his butt into the silver sea. “What are you saying? How is the Arctic relevant to that?” 
 
    “Professor Lovelock predicted that, when Gaia takes her revenge, humanity will be reduced to a few breeding pairs in the far north.” He gestured over his shoulder with his thumb, toward the pole. “That ice sheet is a giant mirror, it reflects the heat of the sun back out into space, but it’s shrinking steadily, year by year. In a few years, it will be gone, and the ice on Greenland will drain into the Atlantic, and then anything below parallel 52 is gonna be too hot to live there. And the Arctic Ocean is gonna become your new Mediterranean. Whoever controls Greenland, Iceland, the Russian steppes and Alaska will be lord of the world.” He laughed. “Most politicians are arguing over shit, the WTO has lost its teeth, Brexit, trade wars with China… Bullshit! The visionaries are looking at the Arctic. Look at China.” 
 
    “So this is what Omega is all about? The Arctic? How do you know that?” 
 
    He smiled at me. “Because I don’t only go around fighting and killing people, Lacklan. I also listen. You should listen to Jim sometimes, instead of just fighting him all the time. He’s an interesting guy, with an IQ of one seventy. Did you know that?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “There are big, big changes coming to the world, Lacklan, bigger than the Industrial Revolution, bigger than the silicon chip. We have nothing in recorded history as big as what is coming. Last time there was a change this big, it became a myth. But there are people who know what is coming, and they are asking themselves the question, ‘How do I come out on top when this shit goes down?’ And the answer is, you have to control the far north. Makes sense, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, it makes sense.” 
 
    We were quiet then for a while. When I spoke, it was half to myself, thinking about Marni’s diary, which was still sitting in my bedside table in Boston. 
 
    “So the major turning point will be when the Greenland ice sheet starts to collapse…” 
 
    He gave his head a jerk. “Man, that piece of information… If anybody had that piece of information, if anybody could predict that, they would own the game. That guy would own the game, man.” 
 
    I felt myself go cold inside, my skin crawling and my hair prickling on my head. “We’re like the Titanic, sailing through the blackness, headed irrevocably toward a vast iceberg. Everybody is singing and dancing, eating and drinking, and they are all going to die. But there is one, small group of passengers who knows it is going to happen, and instead of trying to stop it, they want to get the biggest and best lifeboat so they can rule whatever is left of humanity after the disaster. What is key to their success, what is crucial to them, is knowing exactly when the collision is going to take place.” 
 
    He nodded. “That is pretty much it. But there is one thing missing from your simile, Lacklan.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There is not enough food and drink on the Titanic, or fuel, and if they don’t die from the collision with the iceberg, they will die from starvation and overcrowding. Your group of well-informed passengers welcome the iceberg as a chance for a new start.” 
 
    “Jesus…” 
 
    “The god of self-sacrifice? He ain’t gonna help you much. Better invoke Indra, the god of weather. Or better still, Odin, the god of war.” 
 
    “Isn’t there a god of reason?” 
 
    He laughed loud, and a lot. “A god of reason? That is an oxymoron, my friend. Have you forgotten the Enlightenment? When men begin to reason, the gods die.” 
 
    I studied him a while as he gazed out at the vast northern ocean, wondering at this side of him that I was so unfamiliar with. Perhaps he was right. Perhaps I needed to learn to listen more. After a moment, I went inside and tried to get some sleep. 
 
   


 
  

 Four 
 
      
 
    The sun had set and the long dusk was enfolding the top of the world as we pulled into the tiny harbor of Lavrentiya. The town was basically a Cold War airbase built around a mile-long airstrip whose function, in the event of war, would have been to bomb Canada and the northern United States. Now the airfield was largely in disuse, except for ferrying in supplies from Magadan. There were no roads to speak of, other than broad dirt tracks that led to local farmsteads, and the only contact with the wider world was by boat or by plane. Alaska was closer and easier to get to than Magadan, so an illicit, illegal trade had been developing over recent years, encouraged by the melting of the Arctic sea ice.  
 
    It was a sprawling, ugly town, with vast open spaces between abandoned hangars and warehouses, and stark, Soviet apartment blocks scattered among more recent buildings—some houses, some bars, all shabby and poorly made. The overall feeling of the town, as we descended the gangplank, carefully ignored by Captain Johnson, was one of desolation. 
 
    A gray twilight lingered in the air as we crossed a broad esplanade of mud and dirt to a solitary building, little more than a clapboard shack with a gabled roof and a raised veranda. A red Coca-Cola sign on the wall and an illegible sign creaking rhythmically on rusty hinges in the listless breeze proclaimed it to be a tavern. We climbed the steps to the porch and pushed through the door. Inside, a fire was burning in a large fireplace. The floors were wooden boards laid with skins. Several tables were occupied, mainly by men who looked predominantly Slavic and Inuit. They glanced at us when we stepped in, but aside from that, they ignored us and continued talking and drinking. 
 
    We ordered a bottle of vodka and sat at a table near the fire. Njal pulled the cork and poured two shots. “Now we wait,” he said. 
 
    We didn’t have to wait long. We were on our second shot, after ten minutes, and the door opened. A big man with a big, black beard and big, black eyes stepped in. He saw us and approached the table.  
 
    “You are American from boat?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. I’m Bob and he’s Erik. You have a plane for us?” 
 
    He nodded several times, slowly, studying us. “Yeah, I am Peter. I have plane for you. You have vodka for me?” 
 
    “Sure, you can have a whole bottle. Sit down.” I rose and went to the bar to get a glass. As I asked for it, the bartender, a spherical guy with a walrus mustache, seemed more interested in what was happening behind me than in what I was saying. In a mixture of English and sign language, I said, “Give me a glass for my friend there.” 
 
    He nodded and put a shot glass on the bar for me. That was when I noticed the big presence behind me. He leaned on the bar next to me with hands the size of hardback copies of War and Peace and made a noise like tectonic plates colliding. He must have been seven feet tall, and all of him looked like metamorphic rock. I thought I caught the word, ‘American’, but I ignored it and turned to go back to the table. That was when I noticed everybody looking at me, waiting. Peter looked worried. He said something in Russian to the big guy, who said something back that made Peter even more unhappy.  
 
    I said, “What’s happening? We don’t need any trouble.” 
 
    Peter shrugged and gestured with both hands at the giant beside me. “This is Ivan. He says you are dog’s penis.” 
 
    Njal laughed. “He is perceptive. He only just met you.” 
 
    I sighed. “That’s fine. I probably am. Peter, keep the bottle, just take us to the plane.” 
 
    I moved to the table. Ivan grated something in Paleolithic and a guy in a fur hat got up from one of the tables and turned the chub key in the lock. 
 
    Peter spread his hands and looked apologetic. “He want kill you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you are American dog’s penis.” 
 
    Njal held up his hands, laughing. “I am not American. I am Norwegian.” 
 
    I turned to look at Ivan. He was smiling, laughing like an idling bus. I shook my head, made a face of incomprehension and spread my hands. “Why?” 
 
    He pointed at me, and then at himself, and said something that sounded obscene. After that, he started to peel off his big fur coat. He wasn’t any smaller without it. 
 
    Peter said, “He want fight you.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got that.” 
 
    “To death.” 
 
    “Because I’m American.” 
 
    “Da.” 
 
    I sighed, pulled off my own coat and dropped it on my chair. “OK, Peter, translate this for me. Winter is coming. Conditions are going to be real tough. Any woman with an injured husband is going to have a real hard time.” 
 
    While he translated that, I looked around and identified Ivan’s buddies. There were three of them. One was tall, lean and clean shaven. One looked almost Mexican, in a fur hat and a big mustache. The third had thick black stubble and a baseball cap. They were frowning and looking at Ivan with a ‘What the hell is this guy talking about?’ face. That was the same face Ivan was using to look at me with. I pointed at his three pals and continued talking. 
 
    “I’m figuring these guys are married. They have women and children who will depend on them through the winter to bring in money and food, right?” I narrowed my eyes at Ivan. “I figure Ivan is married too. Now, if he wants to fight me to the death, I’m not going to kill him, but I am going to break his right knee and his right elbow. Those three guys...” I pointed to them one after another in turn. “I’m going to break his fingers, I’m going to fracture his ribs and break that guy’s jaw. That’s going to put all four of them out of commission for most of the winter. I don’t want to do that, for their wives’ sakes.” 
 
    Anxiety had driven Peter’s voice up by an octave as he translated what I’d said. Ivan’s jaw had sagged. His three pals were looking from Ivan to me and back again, like they’d just been told I was the Virgin Mary.  
 
    Ivan was nothing if not predictable. He roared and made the bottles rattle behind the bar. Then he stormed across the floor at me on legs like tree trunks, with his arms pulled back and his vast barrel chest bared. His plan was to hug me to death in a big, Russian bear hug. But that wasn’t the way I planned to die. 
 
    However strong a guy is, he is only as strong as his weakest part. That is not always his balls. It can be an ingrown toenail, a slack jaw or an arthritic knee. There was nothing slack about Ivan’s jaw, but I figured he weighed at least three hundred pounds in his boxer shorts, and that’s a lot of weight to throw around. So as he closed in, I ducked under his arms and stepped away from him into the middle of the floor. He turned and rushed me again. 
 
    He was bigger than me and had a vast reach. So I had to dance around him and find his angles. He threw a massive right hook at me. I weaved, stepped to the left and jabbed hard with my knuckles into the back of his elbow. That hurts, however big you are. 
 
    By the time he’d finished swearing, I was on his left and as he lumbered around to reach me, I kicked him hard in the ass. The noise he made, if I had allowed myself to listen to it, was terrifying. He was enraged and very dangerous. He turned, his face livid, and charged me. I looked him in the eye and knew I was looking at death. 
 
    I dropped to the floor and spun with my right leg outstretched and knocked his feet from under him. All three hundred pounds of him smacked the wooden floor on his back and winded him. He lay there wheezing and gasping. I knew what was coming next. 
 
    The Mexican mustache and the baseball cap ran to help him. The tall, lean guy came for me. He’d been in the army. He’d done his martial arts. He was a talker. I was going to break his jaw. 
 
    He gave me a display of Tae Kwon Do kicks: a couple of roundhouses and a spinning back kick. As he landed, doing a little Bruce Lee dance with his pinkies stuck out, he smiled and started to say, “I won’t be so easy, American.” 
 
    He got as far as, “I won’t be so easy…” 
 
    I stepped in close and my right cross broke his slack jaw on the ‘A’ for American. I heard the joints crack and turned back to Ivan as the tall, lean guy staggered screaming to the bar. 
 
    Ivan was on his knees, still wheezing badly. The other two saw me approaching and rushed me. They were not coordinated in their attack. So when I stepped to my right, they collided with each other. That was when the Mexican-looking guy reached out for me. 
 
    You don’t need to be lightning fast most of the time in a fight. If you stay cool, you only need to be fast enough. As he reached for me, I took his right wrist in my left hand and his middle finger in my right. I yanked it hard back and to the side so it crunched. All the while, I was maneuvering him so he stayed between me and the baseball cap. His scream was horrific. I took his index and broke that too, then shoved him out of the way. Baseball Cap took all of three seconds to gape at his pal. By that time, it was too late. I had stepped up close, dropped to the rider stance and smashed my fists in a barrage of punches into his floating ribs. He passed out and went down. I only hoped he didn’t get a cough that winter. That was going to hurt. 
 
    Ivan was on his feet. I snarled at him and shouted, “Broken jaw, broken fingers, fractured ribs! Now stop!” 
 
    But I knew he wouldn’t. I knew his type and I knew what he was going to do. He pulled a knife the size of the USS Enterprise and rushed me.  
 
    Knives are a special kind of dangerous. The smallest twitch, the slightest mistake, and you can find yourself badly cut and bleeding out. I should have pulled my Sig and shot the stupid bastard where he stood. Instead, I sidestepped the thrust and grabbed his right wrist in my right hand. I stepped back and away, twisting savagely like I was revving a bike, forcing the arm against the shoulder joint. For a moment, he stood on tiptoes, with his back arched. That was when I stepped in and stamped hard on the side of his knee. I heard the joint snap, and as he went down, I smashed his elbow on my knee. 
 
    I looked around. Everybody was gaping. I looked at the barman. “Hey! Sweet cheeks! Get a fucking doctor! Doctor! Now!” 
 
    As there was a general scramble for the door, I returned to the table and scowled down at Peter. 
 
    “Why’d he do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He don’t like American.” 
 
    “Just get us to the damn plane before I get mad.” 
 
    He nodded. “Da. I keep vodka?” 
 
    “Yeah, you keep vodka.” 
 
    We shouldered our kit bags and stepped out of the bar, leaving the whining and keening of extreme pain behind us. It was not dark yet. The dusk in the extreme north is long and protracted. We turned left out of the bar and walked the three hundred yards across the disintegrating airstrip to a big, military green, single-engined Antonov AN-2.  
 
    I stared at it and then at Njal. “You have to be kidding me.” 
 
    He sighed and shrugged. “He said it has been modified.” 
 
    I turned to Peter. “This crate has a range of less than a thousand K.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, more. Is modified. Is agricultural plane. We no use for agriculture. So we modify inside. It go to Magadan, no problem. You cruise two hundred, two hundred ten K, you go Magadan.” 
 
    We threw our bags in the open door and Njal clambered in. I turned to Peter and snarled at him. “If this crate crashes and I die, my people will come looking for you and eat your babies. Now answer me, before it’s too late. Is this piece of junk airworthy?” 
 
    His eyes were wide with alarm and he nodded a lot. “Yeah, every week she fly. Sometimes twice. She is safe. You OK. We need make delivery too. Is OK.” 
 
    I jerked my head. “Get lost.” 
 
    He hurried away. I climbed in and slammed the door closed, then made my way to the cockpit. As I strapped myself in, Njal settled beside me and spoke in his deep, Norwegian drone. “You such a nice guy,” he said. “I could feel you really connect with Peter. It made me feel warm inside.” 
 
    “Four guys just tried to kill me. For no good reason. Just because I’m an American. I’m not in a good mood.” 
 
    We taxied around toward the runway. Njal was frowning out the side window. “Nobody ever tried to kill me because I was Norwegian.” 
 
    I began to accelerate along the ancient strip, gathering speed. Njal continued in his reflective tone. “I guess they get real bored here. There is not much to do but fight, and kill Americans.” 
 
    The plane wobbled and bounced and then we were light, floating, rising up into the air. I didn’t talk for a while. He sighed, reached into the net pouch beside his seat and pulled out a large manila envelope. As he went to open it, I said, “That ship, the North Star, makes a regular trip once or twice a month from Teller to Lavrentiya, right? That’s what Jim told us.” 
 
    Something in the tone of my voice made him pause and look at me. “Sure, why?” 
 
    “You think many Americans come across?” 
 
    “I guess they do.” 
 
    “How many of them do you figure Ivan has killed?” 
 
    He went quiet, looking out at the growing darkness outside. After a while, he said, “I don’t know. Not many. Probably none. They wouldn’t keep coming, right?” 
 
    “Right. You want to give me the coordinates?” 
 
    He nodded. “Sure…” 
 
    He read them out to me and I adjusted the course. “It’s going to be a ten hour flight. We take it in turns to sleep. We should arrive about four AM. It’s on autopilot. You take the first shift, I’ll land her.” 
 
    He nodded, then looked at me and nodded again. “Sure.” As I left the cockpit, he said, “Lacklan. We need to talk before we land. We don’t know what we gonna find.” 
 
    “I know. Give it some thought. Me too. We’ll talk when I get up. Give me four hours.” 
 
    He didn’t answer. He just stared at the black glass, where his ghost sat staring back at him. 
 
   


 
  

 Five 
 
      
 
    It was a long, exhausting flight. The big, single engine shook and rattled the plane until it felt as though the fuselage was going to fall apart. It made sleep difficult, and rest impossible. At just after ten, I relieved Njal and he went back to try to get some sleep while I sat at the controls, allowing the autopilot to do the flying. I let myself slip into a kind of trance in which the interminable drone of the motor became almost soothing. 
 
    We were flying over Siberia, at no great height, and outside the cockpit, there was nothing but the limpid light of a moonless sky above, and below, the impenetrable blackness of the least populated place on Earth. 
 
    At just after three, Njal returned to the cockpit, yawning and stretching. He’d brought a flask of coffee from his kit bag and a box of half-stale donuts. He sat and poured us each a paper cup. As he handed it to me, he spoke with his mouth full. 
 
    “Is gonna be dark when we get there. Sunrise is around seven. We gonna get there at four.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He shrugged. “You gonna make a couple of low flyovers, but we not gonna see much. I had a look on Google. It’s a forest. The exact location looks like an old, disused road that runs through a big forest.” 
 
    I thought for a moment. “How long is this road?” 
 
    He shrugged and made a ‘Pfff…!’ noise. “Like, two and a half miles, maybe.” 
 
    “OK, that’s good. Did you check what cargo we’re carrying?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s coke. We got about twenty K of coke onboard.” 
 
    “That’s great. I love the people Jim does business with.” 
 
    Njal frowned. “Hey, you wanna kill the rats, you godda get in the sewer.” 
 
    “At least we know, if they’re planning to hit us, they won’t risk damaging the plane. Wherever they set the landing lights, we’re going to overshoot them and land a quarter of a mile north of their position. I’ll turn the bird around to face them. We leave her idling. I get down and greet them. You keep me covered. If they make a move, charge them. I’ll jump aboard and we go.” 
 
    He nodded with his mouth full of donut. Then he made a face of brain-ache and shook his head.  
 
    “I got two problems, Lacklan.” He held up a finger. “One: I been working with Jim for years now, and I know he would not sell us out. I trust him like I trust you, or myself. Two: It don’t make any sense. Why get this far and then set us up? What for? And three...” 
 
    “You said you had two problems.” 
 
    “Now I got three. There have to be a hundred ways Jim could kill us—could have killed us. Why go to all the expense of sending us to Siberia, to have us killed by the Russian mob? It don’t make any sense at all.” 
 
    “I agree. But none of that answers the question, why did Ivan and his pals choose us in particular to vent their hatred of Americans?” 
 
    He looked slightly embarrassed. “Well, it was not us, Lacklan. It was you. Maybe he just really didn’t like you. You know… your face.” 
 
    I grunted. He had a point. “Either way, we play it safe.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    As it worked out, by four AM there was an early twilight. Not quite dawn, but it allowed a degree of visibility, and we were able to see the five and a half mile dogleg scar cut through the forest about seven miles to the east of the town. As we approached from the northeast, coming in low, just a few hundred feet above the trees, we saw the landing lights come on about halfway up the southern stretch of the road. 
 
    I banked and turned south, making a big circle out over the Sea of Okhotsk, then came in low, like I was going to land, and did a flyover, scanning the area on both sides. Then I lifted her nose and turned south again, to repeat the maneuver. 
 
    Njal said: “I saw three trucks. I think it was two Land Rovers and a Toyota. Looked like six men. Didn’t see any weapons.” 
 
    “Two Land Rover Defenders, one Toyota Land Cruiser. Seven men. Three leaning against each Defender, the seventh was taking a leak.” 
 
    He snorted. “OK.” 
 
    “We follow the plan. I’m coming in to land. When I turn this crate around, keep her idling. I’ll get out to greet them. You cover me.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    I circled out over the sea, then came in low and slow toward the landing lights that lined the rough, overgrown road between the dense forests on either side. As we were about to touch down, I raised the flaps slightly and made her jump, then brought her down two hundred yards farther down the road. If they had gunmen in the woods, they’d have to redeploy them and I’d see them.  
 
    I slowed to a crawl, turned it around and taxied slowly back toward the trucks, which now had their headlamps on and were moving toward us. I came to a halt and the trucks stopped thirty feet away. The doors opened and seven men climbed out. I still couldn’t see any weapons, but in the pre-dawn twilight, backlit as they were by their headlamps, visibility was anything but good.  
 
    I muttered, “Stay sharp,” and clambered out of the cockpit. Njal opened a side window and laid his Glock in his lap. I made my way through the fuselage, opened the side door and swung down.  
 
    As I approached, I began to see them more clearly. They were all ex-military, all in their late twenties or early thirties, all lean, all tough, all with crew cuts. All except one. He was also tall, lean and tough. But he was maybe late forties or early fifties. He watched me approach with curious, predatory eyes. When I stopped a few feet in front of him, he shrugged. 
 
    “What happen? You fart when land, and plane take off again?” 
 
    They all laughed and he held out his hand. There was no animosity in his face. I took his hand and we shook. There were no weapons on show, and any attempt on me would risk hitting this guy. I smiled. 
 
    “Yeah, never eat beans before landing a plane. You have a vehicle for me?” 
 
    He pointed back at the Land Cruiser. “Toyota. But this not your car. This my car. I lend you my car to go get your car. Yah?” 
 
    I nodded. “OK.” 
 
    “I put GPS in English. I am nice guy like this!” He laughed like he’d said something hilarious. “GPS take you to place where you get car. No problem. Now you have for me something.” 
 
    I nodded once. “What I have for you is a plane. I have no idea what is on it and I don’t want to know. The plane and its contents are yours. Are we OK?” 
 
    “Please, get pilot down. My men check plane, make sure nothing missing.” 
 
    I turned and gestured to Njal to come down. As he did so, two of the Russians clambered aboard and started their search. Njal joined us and I pulled a pack of Camels from my pocket, handed them around and we lit up. 
 
    He shrugged. “Is just precaution.” He pulled down the corners of his mouth. “Caution is like sexy and rich. You can never be too much.” 
 
    When our cigarettes had practically burned down, the two guys jumped down from the plane and spoke to the older guy in Russian. He looked serious, almost disappointed. 
 
    “He tell me everything is there, but you have inspected the goods.” 
 
    I nodded. “I hope that’s not going to be a problem. Like you said, you can never be too careful, and I wanted to be sure the cargo was valuable enough for you not to shoot down the plane. The shipment is intact, and we just want to be on our way.” 
 
    He stared at me for a long moment, then he stared at Njal. Finally, he looked back at me and nodded. “Of course. Good luck and safe journey. When you get there, you leave Toyota with keys inside. There is white Ford Cougar Sport. Nobody gonna notice that car. Is boring car. Everybody got one. Key is on back wheel.” He tossed me a key. “Drive safe.” 
 
    As I climbed into the Land Cruiser and Njal got behind the wheel, I could see them loading the 20K of coke into the Defenders. I looked at Njal and spoke quietly.  
 
    “Where does this end, Njal? Jim is complicit in drug trafficking, and now so are we. We should take these bastards out.” 
 
    He fired up the engine and sighed as he put it in first. “Come on, Lacklan! You’re smarter than this.” He spun the wheel and we started moving down the long, straight, overgrown road, bordered by the dense, dark woodlands. “You take these guys out and we screw the rest of the operation. We depend on the Russian mob to get stuff done. They move weapons for us, deliver vehicles, provide safe houses. We start going head to head with them, we won’t last a week.” 
 
    “So where do we draw the line? We just delivered twenty kilos of cocaine for the Russian mob. Where do we draw the line, Njal?” 
 
    He gave me a curious look. “Delivering twenty K of cocaine is worse, for you, than torturing a guy and cutting off his fingers?[4] Where do you draw the line?” I scowled at him, but he went on. “First we nail Omega, then we can discuss the philosophical mysteries of morality.” 
 
    The road was straight for about two miles. Then it opened out into what looked like a broad expanse of dirt and scrubland. There we turned right onto a road that seemed to be in better condition, through it was still just compacted earth. We followed that through the forest for another three hundred yards or so and finally came out to an asphalt road. The GPS told us this was the P482, and we should follow it for another three and a quarter miles. 
 
    We did that, in silence, and soon began to see the lights of a town over on our left. Finally, we came to an intersection with the M56 and the GPS told us to turn left and follow the M56 for seven miles. 
 
    We drove through a ramshackle landscape that was part orchards and farmland, part township—with dilapidated houses which were little more than shacks under corrugated steel roofs—and part industrial park, littered with prefabs and hangars dotted among houses and the orchards. 
 
    The dawn was leeching light into the pre-dawn. In the east, the sky was turning a grainy gray and, as the woodlands thinned out and receded into the hills, they left behind them singular trees like ghosts that stood as silent witness to our passing.  
 
    Soon, we left that mixed landscape behind us and found ourselves driving through even greater desolation. Here, there were no orchards or ramshackle houses, but simply a wasteland of factories and warehouses and, shortly after that, monolithic blocks of apartments, symmetrical and gray in the gray dawn light. Finally, we came to a large roundabout that seemed to signal the entrance to the town proper. The GPS took us off to the right, down Transportnaya Ulitsa. It was broad and practically empty at that time of the morning, and everywhere you looked, left and right, there seemed to be empty wasteland or dilapidated, crumbling buildings. 
 
    Njal shook his head. “Man, what a place. People live here?” 
 
    I had no answer. 
 
    At length, we arrived at a broad patch of wasteland on the right and the GPS told us we had arrived at our destination. It looked like a scrap yard, with a dozen cars in varying degrees of rust and dilapidation standing around a blue and yellow prefab with stacks of tires outside. There were no lights except the dull, orange streetlamps behind us. Njal pulled off the road, parked and killed the engine. 
 
    We sat a moment, looking around us, waiting. Nothing happened. Nobody approached us. I touched Njal’s arm and pointed. There was a Ford Cougar parked outside the prefab. 
 
    We climbed out of the Land Cruiser, grabbed our kit bags and made our way across the dirt to the Ford. I leaned down and felt on the rear left wheel. There was a key sitting on it. I sighed. These guys made an art form out of negligence and incompetence. I showed it to Njal, opened the door and climbed behind the wheel. Meanwhile, he went back to the Land Cruiser, dropped the keys in the glove compartment and closed the door. Next thing, his shape loomed against the passenger door window and he knocked. I lowered the window and he leaned in, both hands on the roof. 
 
    “We got company.” 
 
    I looked in the mirror. A white Lada Niva 4X4 with a blue stripe down the side had rolled into the lot behind us. A second followed close behind. There was no siren, but the doors opened and four cops climbed out in what looked like blue and gray battle dress. I didn’t know enough about Russian cops to know if that was normal at just after five in the morning, but I didn’t have much time to think about it. They were walking toward us, shouting something. Njal straightened up and smiled pleasantly, calling, “Good morning…” 
 
    I held my hands out the window to show I wasn’t armed, then opened the door and stepped out and followed Njal’s lead. 
 
    “Good morning.” 
 
    There were two who hung back a bit. They looked young, in their twenties. One was clean shaven, the other had a pencil mustache that made him look fourteen. The other two were a bit older. One of them had a big gut and was shouting a lot in Russian. His pal had the poise and dead eyes of Russian special ops. His thumbs were linked in his belt and he was calibrating us while his pal did the shouting. I shook my head, still smiling.  
 
    “We are American. We don’t speak Russian.” 
 
    The guy with the gut said what sounded like all Americans should be skinned alive and pissed on by camels. The special ops guy held out his hand and said, “Papers.” 
 
    “Sure.” I reached in my jacket and pulled out my Bob Schell ID papers. Njal was doing the same. I handed them over and asked, “You speak English?” 
 
    He didn’t answer; he scrutinized the documents and put them in his pocket. That was bad. They needed to be destroyed. He jerked his head at the Land Cruiser. “You leave Toyota and get in Ford. Why?” 
 
    We had run the plan a thousand times and thought of every damn eventuality, except this one. Whatever we told him, it was not going to be convincing, and he was going to take us to the station house. If he kept digging, he was going to find that the IDs were fake. They were only ever meant to get us by. They were never intended to stand up under interrogation. 
 
    I sighed and looked embarrassed. “We got drunk with friends. We didn’t want to drive while we were drunk, so we left our car here and stayed with our friends. They lent us their car to come back and get ours.” 
 
    “Friend’s name?” 
 
    I frowned at Njal. He shook his head, snapped his fingers. “Gregor, Natalia…” 
 
    I nodded. “Ivan…” 
 
    He laughed. “Yeah, don’t forget Ivan. Big guy, we met them last night, drinking vodka…” 
 
    “Where is house?” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. We were approaching the point of no return. I puffed out my cheeks. “The address? I don’t know…” 
 
    “You just drive from there, but you don’t know where is?” 
 
    I regretted it the moment I said it, but I was out of options. “Oh, he put this place in the GPS and…” 
 
    He turned and snapped at the two cops behind him and they ran to the Land Cruiser. One of them pulled open the door, grabbed the key from the glove compartment and climbed in behind the wheel. Special Ops said, “What is purpose of your visit to Magadan?” 
 
    “We always wanted to visit Russia,” I said absently, watching the guys at the Toyota. 
 
    “I think you are lying. I think you are spies for CIA.” 
 
    I shook my head, still watching the guys at the truck. “No…” I said. 
 
    Pencil mustache climbed out and slammed the door. He still had the key in his hand. He shouted something in Russian. Special Ops turned to me and sneered. “Your friend got a house in the forest on the Ola road?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, he’s a Russian bear and he likes to shit in the Russian woods.” 
 
    “You come to station and answer questions.”  
 
    His pal with the gut had been quiet, watching us. Now he shouted at the young guys, jerking his head at us, while they pulled out cuffs. I looked at Njal. “You take the babes.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    I knew Special Ops was going to be the problem, so I spoke politely, maintaining eye contact, as I bent down.  
 
    “Can I pee first? I had so much beer and vodka last night…” 
 
    By the time I’d gotten that far, I had straightened up and in one, fluid movement, I had sliced through his carotid artery and his esophagus with my Fairbairn and Sykes. I heard Njal swear, and immediately afterwards put a 9mm round through Pencil Mustache’s forehead and that left just us against a middle aged guy with a beer gut and a clean shaven rookie. It should have been a walk over.  
 
    But it wasn’t. 
 
   


 
  

 Six 
 
      
 
    Beer gut came at me hard and fast with two volleys of punches aimed at my body and my head. I backed up and sliced at his arm with the knife. I cut deep into his muscle, and I could see the blood flying as he attacked me, but he didn’t seem to notice. Next thing, he had my wrist in a grip like a vise, twisting inward against the joint. I fought to keep hold of the knife and he slammed his foot into my chest. The pain was excruciating. 
 
    As his foot landed, I used his grip as leverage and jumped so his twist was no longer against the joint. At the same time, I drove my left fist into his face. Only, his face wasn’t there anymore. He’d weaved to the side and now delivered two thundering open handed blows to my head that sent me reeling to the ground, sprawling on my back. 
 
    I looked up, dazed, and saw him pull a pistol. It was a Glock 19. At the same time, I noticed Njal was on his back and the fresh-faced rookie was standing over him with a weapon in his hand. We were going to die. Just like that.  
 
    The Fairbairn and Sykes was still in my hand. I rolled as the two slugs kicked up dirt where I had been lying half a second earlier. As I came up on one knee, I threw the knife, pulled my Sig from my waistband left handed, and shot the cherub twice in the chest.  
 
    I noted I wasn’t dead and shifted my aim to Big Gut. He looked unhappy and was frowning at the hilt of my knife sticking out of his sternum. I put him out of his misery with a shot through the temple. 
 
    Njal struggled to a sitting position, said, “What the fuck?” and vomited copiously into the dirt. 
 
    I snapped, “Collect your piece. Get in the car. Let’s get the hell out of here!” 
 
    As he staggered to his feet and grabbed his weapon, I ran to the two police vehicles. Neither of them had onboard cameras. I made my way back, kicked Njal’s vomit in with the rookie’s blood and mixed it all together. Njal was halfway in the car. He croaked, “Come on. What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    I reached in Special Ops’ jacket and pulled out his ID, taking care to hold it by the edges. I pressed the fingers of his right hand onto it, then soaked my handkerchief in his blood and dumped the whole lot into the manila envelope our own IDs had come in. 
 
    I threw it on the back seat and we took off out of there like a bat out of hell with a Carolina reaper up its ass. I drove fast through the town, following the route back to the M56 that would lead us out of Magadan and toward Yakutsk, the next stop on our journey. The streets were still empty, apart from a couple of early buses and a few sleepy people making an early start at work. The air was turning grainy with the first light of sunrise. There were no sirens, no high-speed pursuers.  
 
    As we crossed the P482 and headed out into the forests again, I let the needle climb to two hundred KPH, a hundred and twenty-five miles per hour. Then Njal finally spoke. 
 
    “You just killed four Russian cops. You said you were not going to do this kind of thing again, Lacklan. This is gonna make the mission almost impossible. We have to abort and get out of Russia fast.” 
 
    I snapped, “There will be no repercussions. But we need to think.” 
 
    “No repercussions…? Are you crazy?” 
 
    “There is no trace of us at the scene, except your vomit, which I mixed with that rookie cop’s blood. They can’t get any DNA from it now. We left no prints…” 
 
    “What about the Toyota?” 
 
    “They have no reason to connect the killing with the Toyota, and our prints are not in any system.” 
 
    “Onboard cameras in the cruisers…” He glanced at me. “You checked…” 
 
    “I checked. There were no cameras.” 
 
    He sighed and flopped back in his seat. “But, what the fuck, Lacklan! You can’t just kill four cops like that! Just because…” 
 
    I cut him short. “Let’s talk about something else.” He caught something in my tone and frowned at me. Outside, the dark tunnel of trees was sliding by in a manic, frenzied procession. I went on. “How come you let a nineteen-year-old rookie get the better of you?” 
 
    He looked away. “I don’t know. You shook me, man, cutting that guy’s throat like that. It was all I could do to react and shoot the guy with the mustache. I don’t know why you did that.” 
 
    “Stay on task, Njal. You shot the guy with the mustache. What happened next?” 
 
    “The rookie, man! He was so fast. It was like trying to fight Bruce Lee. He knocked the piece from my hand and before I knew it, I was in the dust. Nobody ever did that to me before.” 
 
    We were speeding north and east, climbing steadily toward the hills as the sun started to lay a golden wash on the treetops and turn the sky from gray to blue. 
 
    I said: “Maybe you can tell me something else, then. What weapon was this rookie carrying?” 
 
    He stared at me and he looked mad. “You trying to pull some kind of seniority shit, Lacklan? OK, you’re damned SAS, you’re Superman…” 
 
    “What weapon, Njal?” 
 
    “I don’t know! OK? I didn’t spot what damned weapon!” 
 
    “It was a Remington 1911. The forty-year-old guy with the beer gut who almost beat seven bales of shit out of me was carrying a Glock 19. So maybe you can explain to me how come two patrol cops from the remotest city in the world are carrying weapons that probably cost them a month’s salary or more, instead of standard issue Russian GSH-18s or MP-443s.” 
 
    The anger faded from his face. 
 
    I pressed on. “And while you’re at it, explain to me also how come these patrol cops, who happen to have the only two cars in Russia without dash-cams, and are armed with expensive Western weapons, also happened to know exactly where the keys to the Toyota were.” 
 
    He went very quiet. 
 
    After a while, I added, “The other reason there won’t be repercussions is because they were not cops.” 
 
    We had a thousand mile drive ahead of us. We had booked a night in the Magadan Hotel, but I wanted to put as much distance as possible between us and Magadan. It didn’t help that there was only one main road in an area the size of Alaska. Unless we were willing to go cross country, anybody searching for us had a search area of one thousand miles long by fifteen feet wide.  
 
    Njal rubbed his face with both hands and sat forward. “OK, thirty miles outside Magadan, following this road…” 
 
    “The only damn road there is to follow…” 
 
    “…is Sokol. It’s one of those airbase towns. The airstrip is almost three miles long. We don’t wanna stop there because there is a good chance you got military, ex-military or maybe even Russian Mafia active there. Probably all three. Magadan and Sokol are the big towns on the doorstep of U.S.A.’s back door.” 
 
    “Got it, what’s your point?” 
 
    “We need to stop before we get there…” 
 
    “In ten minutes.” 
 
    “And we need to go over the car and all our equipment with a fine-tooth comb. Then we need to talk and reason this through. Somebody knew we were going to Lavrentiya and probably paid Ivan to neutralize us. Somebody knew we were going to be at the junkyard and we were gonna leave the Toyota there. We need to think about who and how before we get to Sokol.” 
 
    “Good. Five miles outside Sokol, there’s a track that goes into the woods…” 
 
    “I saw it on the satellite pictures. It leads to some kind of quarry or lumber yard in the forest.” 
 
    I nodded. “Right, but before that, quarter of a mile in, there’s a clearing on the left. Remember?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah.” 
 
    “We can stop there, inspect the car, our equipment, our damned clothes… and reason this out.” 
 
    We reached the spot five minutes later. The forest was thick on both sides, but to our right, in the distance, bare hills rose above the horizon. To our left, there were also hills. Much closer, and they were smothered in trees. But there was an opening where a broad, dirt track penetrated deep among the trees. Muddy tracks showed where trucks regularly entered and left the forest, headed for Sokol. 
 
    I pulled in and we bumped and rolled our way down the track for four hundred yards to where it opened up on our left into a broad clearing with enough tree cover to conceal a small vehicle. I pulled in there, found a spot among the trees and killed the engine.  
 
    We spent the next four hours going over the car, the equipment in our kit bags, the burners Jim had given us and even our clothes, looking for any kind of bug or tracking device. We found nothing. We spread everything out on the dirt and on our kit bags, opened the hood and crawled under the chassis. We scoured every inch of the vehicle, our equipment and ourselves. We found nothing. And the more we found of nothing, the more mad I became.  
 
    Finally, we put everything back in the car. I rested my ass against the hood and handed Njal a Camel. We lit up and stood in silence a while. Finally, Njal spoke what I was thinking. 
 
    “However they are getting their information, it is not electronic. That means it has to be from a person.” 
 
    I nodded once. “Even if they were getting it electronically, Njal, it still starts with a person. They had to know that we were traveling to Lavrentiya to begin with. Somebody told them. Somebody told them we were collecting a car at that scrap yard. Hell! They even knew where you’d put the key!” 
 
    He frowned and flicked ash. “Nobody told me where to put the key. They must have been watching with night vision telescoping sights.” 
 
    “But somebody told them where we would be.” 
 
    He ran his fingers through his hair and paced around a bit. “So, OK, just hear me out. You are kind of arrogant, right? The way you walk, the way you talk to people, you got this kind of ‘don’t mess with me’ air.” 
 
    I shrugged and he went on. 
 
    “So maybe twenty or thirty Americans show up in Lavrentiya a year—and that’s probably a lot. And the ones who do show up are regulars. Now this cocky, arrogant asshole shows up…” 
 
    “That’s me.” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “And not only is he an arrogant shit, but nobody knows him. Ivan doesn’t like Americans, but he accepts the ones who show up sometimes because he knows them. Now you show up. He doesn’t know you and he doesn’t like you.” 
 
    I grunted. “OK, what about…” 
 
    He raised a hand. “Wait! We are ten hours in the sky, nobody follows us, nobody shoots us down. But when we land, we find the cops waiting for us at the pick up point. So!” He raised a finger, like he was making a speech to the nation. “The local mob inform the cops: ‘We got two Yankees coming in. We got no idea what they want or why they are here. They are delivering coke. Allow the delivery and we tell you where you can pick them up. They knew where I put the keys because they were spying on us.” 
 
    “What about the weapons?” 
 
    He spread his hands and shrugged. “Gifts! Bribes! They are turning a blind eye to all the traffic that goes in and out of the United States’ back door, so they get a gift now and then. The whole of Magadan PD is probably walking around with Sigs, Smith & Wesson and fuckin’ Uzis!” 
 
    I wanted to believe it. In my mind, I ran through everything that had happened. “What about the fact that a kid who was barely out of short pants and an old guy with a gut like Moby Dick’s ass knocked us both to the ground and nearly killed us?” 
 
    His face said he didn’t like that either, but he shrugged. “It happens, Lacklan. We were exhausted, taken off guard—and hell! All Russian boys do twelve months in the army. And the army in Russia is tough. They teach them to fight. For all you know, the fat guy had done krav maga.” 
 
    He waited. 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    He spread his hands. “What’s the alternative explanation?” 
 
    “Jim is in bed with Omega.” 
 
    He nodded and stared at the ground.  
 
    “OK, I just gave you an explanation for what has happened that kind of makes sense. Now, you explain to me how it makes sense that Jim is in bed with Omega. After all the missions we have done together—for Christ’s sake, Lacklan, you shot and killed Alpha! With his help! He helped you to cripple and destroy Omega in U.S.A. and in Europe. And then in Latin America and Africa. Why now, when ninety percent of the damage is done, why now would he turn on us?” 
 
    I had no answer for him and I said so. 
 
    He stepped toward me and pointed at me. “I have known Jim a long time, and there is something I know about him that you don’t.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s something you could learn, pal. He is loyal. He don’t turn his back on his friends and his allies. He has saved my skin more times than I can count. But you…” He stabbed his finger at me several times, shaking his head. “You been staring too long into the eyes of your enemy, my friend. Omega is twisting your mind, and if you stop trusting your friends, you know what happens? You stop being trustworthy!” 
 
    I felt the anger well up in my belly. “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “What am I talking about? I am talking about loyalty. I am talking about warriors standing shoulder to shoulder in the face of the enemy! I am talking about the bonds that tie warriors and brothers together, Lacklan! And I am asking you, what are you doing? What are you doing right now?” 
 
    I heard my own voice and it sounded sour. “Why don’t you tell me?” 
 
    “You are spreading poison, mistrust and disloyalty. You are trying to poison my mind against my strongest ally and friend. And I tell you this, right now you are more dangerous to us than he is, because you are trying to destroy this alliance.” He walked away, stood staring at the trees and then turned back to face me. “Would they tolerate what you are doing in the SAS?” He didn’t let me answer. He pointed at me again. “You got till we get to Yakutsk, my friend. By then, you either learn to trust your friends and allies, or you go solo. You have saved my ass and I trust you. I have saved your ass and I hope you trust me. Jim has saved both of us over and over. So cut the shit and learn to trust him. I don’t want to hear any more about how he is in bed with Omega. Understood?” 
 
    I nodded. “Understood. Let’s get going.” 
 
    We climbed in the car and I fired up the Cougar. As we pulled back onto the M56, I paused. “OK, Njal. You made a good point, and you’re right. I was wrong to doubt Jim. But if it is not Jim, and it’s not pure chance, we need to be thinking hard about who it is.” 
 
   


 
  

 Seven 
 
      
 
    The M56 goes north and west through the Chersky mountain range, to Yakutsk, where the lowest temperature on record outside Antarctica was recorded. The road, such as it is, is known as the Trassa: the route, because it is the only road for thousands of miles in any direction. Much of it is unpaved, it crosses forests, mountains and even deserts, and it is built on permafrost. 
 
    During the winter, which lasts eight or nine months of the year, the road is covered in ice and snow. During July and August, higher temperatures and warm rain melt the permafrost under the road surface and turn it into a river of mud, trapping cars and trucks alike. A journey that should take twelve hours of solid driving can often take five days, or indeed never be accomplished. The sides of the roads from Magadan to Yakutsk are littered with abandoned vehicles that never made it. 
 
    September was a gamble. It was a window of opportunity between the snow and ice and the mud, a comparatively dry season after the rain but before the Siberian winter set in. The Cougar did well and we traveled fast—or as fast as the pitted, uneven surface of the road permitted. 
 
    At Palatka, just past Sokol, we stopped long enough to buy bread, cheese and local sausage, as well as water and beer. Then we drove steadily, trying to stay as close to eighty miles per hour as we could, taking it in four-hour shifts and punishing the car like a rally car, jumping and sliding over the scarred, gravel surface, among tight bends and dense woodlands.  
 
    It was exhausting. Neither of us was able to sleep because of the grueling speed over the rough surfaces of the road. And when we came to stretches that had been asphalted, we drove the car as hard as we could, reaching speeds of a hundred and twenty and a hundred and thirty miles per hour on the straights. 
 
    At shortly after midday, we had come to the small mountain village of Orotukan, where the road turned west and crossed the Chersky range. After that, the road began to deteriorate rapidly, and hard as we tried, we could not rise above fifty miles per hour and at times, we could barely make ten or twenty. 
 
    The landscape changed. The forests fell away and were replaced by green hills and mountain peaks where the white snow still reflected the sun. The road followed the course of the Orotukan river for a few miles and then we started to climb again, toward the Mount Pobedan peaks, headed north, and as evening closed in, so it became colder and we had to stop to put on more layers of clothing.  
 
    We reached Ust-Nera shortly before midnight. The road had improved and was actually asphalted. Ust-Nera was a small town on the banks of the confluence of the rivers Nera and Indigirika, and probably one of the coldest permanently inhabited places on the planet. Under a translucent turquoise sky, with a frosted moon reflected on the broad water, it looked beautiful. It was the most northerly point of the arc described by the M56 on its way to Yakutsk, and from now on, we would be descending out of the mountains, toward something approximating civilization. It had taken us almost fourteen hours, instead of six, and we still had five hundred miles to go. But, as we got out of the car on the road above the town, peed, stamped our feet and breathed condensation into our hands, it felt like we were approaching the end of that particular odyssey. We would, at least, have breakfast in Yakutsk. 
 
    It was in fact eight o’clock by the time we finally rolled into Yakutsk. Neither of us had spoken much over the last seven to eight hours. Each of us had been thinking, and too tired to discuss what we were thinking about. Now we made our way down Ulitsa Dzerzhinskogo and found the Lenskiye Stoloby Café tucked away in a weird, round building that looked like an art deco cinema from the 1930s.  
 
    There, we ordered a gallon of black coffee and lots of food, and discussed whether we had a problem, and what we were going to do next. Njal spoke first, stuffing bread and cheese into his mouth. 
 
    “We have to decide first if we gonna abort the operation.” 
 
    I built a cheese and ham sandwich, bit into it and stirred two spoonfuls of sugar into my coffee. I watched him while I chewed. After I’d swallowed, I said, “No.” 
 
    “No, what?” 
 
    “No, I am not even going to discuss it. You can go back if you want. I’m seeing this through.” 
 
    “OK.” He stuffed the remainder of the bread and cheese in his mouth and drained his coffee while he was chewing. “So, logic tells us,” he said, after he had swallowed, “that we got unlucky at Lavrentiya and Magadan. If that’s true, we got no problem. But what if you are right and it wasn’t just bad luck?” 
 
    I started to build a second sandwich while I ate the first and refilled my cup. “I’m going to tell you one thing, Njal. You said, about the fight when we picked up the Cougar, ‘it happens.’ You remember you said that? It happens. It only ever happened to me once before.” 
 
    He snorted. “That’s because you got taught by the English, never go into a fight you can’t win.” 
 
    “It’s good advice. Either way, whatever the reason, it only ever happened to me once before. This is where you ask me, when?” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “In Freedom.” 
 
    He stopped laying cheese on his bread and looked at me. 
 
    I went on, “More precisely, when we were escaping from Freedom. The sheriff caught up with us at a motel. Him and a couple of his deputies. I never saw a guy take so much punishment. It was like he was on crystal meth, only he was cold. It was like he felt no pain, and he was fighting like a man twenty years younger. Maybe I’m wrong, but I got the same feeling from that cop back in Magadan.” 
 
    He sighed. “OK, I hear you.” He took another bite and spoke around his food. “It proves nothing, but we need to be alert and take precautions.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I was gonna ask you.” 
 
    I rubbed my face and ran my fingers through my hair. My chin felt like sandpaper. I needed a shower and a sleep in a real bed, but that was going to have to wait. 
 
    “The instructions we picked up in the Cougar gave us a number to call. We then receive instructions on where to collect the next car. So, we call. We have to say, ‘Sorry, wrong number,’ like a Cold War spy novel. Then we hang up, wait thirty seconds and they call back. So what are we going to do? We follow the instructions up to that point. But when we get the time and location to pick up the car, one of us recons the place in advance and the other watches the recon.” 
 
    “So the guy says, ‘Tomorrow at Pavolv’s Dogs Plaza at six AM.’ I go this afternoon and have a look at the plaza, note any high risk elements: is it remote, tree cover, potential for an ambush…” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Meanwhile, you are watching me, keeping me covered.” 
 
    “Yes. At the same time, you identify a place where I can keep you covered when you collect the vehicle. If everything goes without a hitch, we continue with the plan as is. But if we get hit again, everything changes.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    I refilled my cup, black with no sugar this time, and sipped it.  
 
    “First of all, we injure, we don’t kill the guy. We bundle him into the vehicle and we take him to the woods by the quarry, west of the city. You saw it on the map.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “There we interrogate him and find out what the hell is going on.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Yeah, it’s all we can do.” He drummed his fingers on the table for a while. “What about contacting Jim? We should tell him this has happened.” 
 
    I shook my head. “We don’t know yet, as you yourself pointed out, if anything has happened.” 
 
    He grunted. He knew what I was thinking. If Jim had gone bad, alerting him that we knew would do us no good. But there was an outside chance it could put Marni and Grace at risk. 
 
    “OK,” he said. “Let’s make that call.” 
 
    We stepped out into the morning sunshine. It was bright and cold, and the evil promise of a Siberian winter was in the air. We drove back the way we’d come, along the main drag until we came to Ulitsa Gagarina, where we turned right for the airport. The airport in Yakutsk is right there, in the town. We turned into the parking lot and found a space bang in the middle, surrounded by cars on all sides. Our mob friend in Magadan had been right. It was a nice car and had served us well, but it was invisible. It looked just like every other car. 
 
    I climbed out, went to the trunk and took one of the burners from the kit bag. I got back behind the wheel and called the number we’d been given in our instructions. It rang three times, then a woman’s voice said, “Da?” 
 
    “Sorry, wrong number.” 
 
    I hung up.  
 
    Twenty-three seconds later, the phone rang. 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    The same woman’s voice said, “Hello, you want car.” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    “You go to Ulitsa Zhornitskogo. You know how to find?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know how to find. Then what?” 
 
    “You go north until you crossing Ulitsa Kurnatovskogo. Then Ulitsa Zhornitskogo is becoming Khatyn-Yuryakhskoye Shosse. You keep following this road until you are coming out of city. Then you are in forest and on right, there open place. There you will see men with car. You go there. Tell them you are friend of Olga. You understand everything.” 
 
    It didn’t sound like a question, but I said, “Sure. When?” 
 
    “Tonight. Half pass seven.” 
 
    She hung up.  
 
    “Seven thirty in the woods to the west. There will be a man, or men, it’s hard to tell with a Russian accent. They’ll have a car for us. Let’s go get a hotel.” 
 
    He pointed over his shoulder, across the parking lot, at the Hotel Lainer. We left our kit bags in the car, went into the airport and bought a couple of small suitcases. Back at the Focus, we popped the trunk and transferred our clothes from the kit bags to the cases. Njal grinned. “I guess like this, we look a little less like mercenaries, huh?” 
 
    I smiled. “You think?” 
 
    We took the cases to the hotel, booked two rooms with en suite bathrooms and rode the ancient elevator to the sixth floor. There, I told him, “I’ll meet you at the car at three.” 
 
    He nodded and I pushed into my room and collapsed for the next five hours. At two thirty, I awoke and showered for twenty minutes, switching from hot to cold and back again. Then I dressed, packed my case again and made my way down to the Cougar. 
 
    Njal was already there, sitting propped against the hood. As I slung our bags in the trunk, he said, “We gonna recon the place?” 
 
    I nodded and climbed behind the wheel. He got in beside me and slammed the door. I said, “We’ll take a roundabout route. Keep your eyes peeled, see if we pick up a tail. I’m figuring we’re meeting Russian mob. Jim seems to have a working relationship with them. What I’m worried about is who else the mob have a relationship with, and are they feeding them information about us?” 
 
    I pulled out of the lot and spent the next forty-five minutes cruising around Yakutsk, taking in the sights and watching to see if anybody was following us. By three fifty, we were both satisfied that we were alone. So I started to follow the instructions Olga had given me, and pretty soon we were cruising along Khatyn-Yuryakhskoye Shosse, crossing a kind of crude earthworks that seemed to be halfway between a dam and a bridge. The road itself was as crude as the earthworks, with broken and pitted asphalt that hadn’t been replaced in years or maybe decades. 
 
    We followed its winding path for about a mile, among side roads that were no more than beaten dirt tracks. Many of them showed signs of recent flooding. This city, like the M56, was built on permafrost, and during the warm summer rains, that suburb must have been a marshland. 
 
    “The worst thing,” said Njal suddenly, pointing out at the uneven, scattered rows of fenced, wooden, gabled houses, “is the methane. There are billions of tons of methane trapped in that permafrost. As the Arctic warms and the deep permafrost melts, all that methane will be released.” He looked at me. “Methane is like thirty times worse as a greenhouse gas. Not only that, at five to fifteen percent concentration in the air, it becomes highly flammable.” He jerked his head at the houses again. “Imagine the first really warm summer, when the permafrost starts to really melt, and these houses fill with methane…” 
 
    I nodded. “I had a friend once. He was Mediterranean, and pretty hairy. He and his friends got into a game one night, setting fire to each other’s farts. But they didn’t bank on how flammable methane can be. He released a particularly large fart and all the hair on his backside caught fire.” 
 
    I smiled, but he didn’t laugh. He just stared at me without expression for a moment, then said, “I guess all the women thought he had a hot ass.” 
 
    “I guess they did. That fifteen percent is what you have to aim for. That’s the spot up ahead.” 
 
    We had left the town and now the road wound among green hills covered in abundant trees and bushes, and on the right we saw the fringes of a dense forest of fir trees swarming up the sides of steep hillsides. And there, on the bend of the road, was a broad patch of wasteland where the hillside had been cut away. There were patches of grass and weeds, but much of the ground had been churned up by the wheels of heavy vehicles that had either used it as a place to turn or park.  
 
    I slowed and pulled over, but didn’t drive onto the mud. I didn’t think forensic science in Yakutsk would be exactly cutting edge, and besides, we were going to dump the car, but it pays to develop good habits. We stayed on the blacktop and climbed out. Across the road, there was a dip into a small valley, which then rose to a low, wooded hill. The dip and the small valley were thick with sapling, brush and dense weeds. It provided perfect cover to within ten or fifteen feet of where the handover was supposed to take place. But behind us, beyond the muddy wasteland, there was a steep ledge and above that, a grassy hill dotted with firs. I preferred that. 
 
    I pointed to the ledge. “I’ll watch for them up there, make sure they don’t set up any snipers.” I looked at my watch. “We have about three hours. We sanitize the Cougar, destroy our old documents. You take off, be back here for seven twenty. If there’s a problem, I signal you with the flashlight on my phone.” 
 
    He nodded. “OK.” He regarded me a moment. “But we try not to kill nobody today, huh?” 
 
    I smiled in a way that wasn’t exactly pleasant. “I won’t kill nobody, Njal, I promise.” After a moment, I laughed. “They never taught you about the double negative in English, huh?” 
 
    He sighed, then he laughed, too. “No, they never taught me nothing.” 
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    We cleaned the car, made a small hole in the mud and burnt our documents, and as Njal drove back into Yakutsk, I carried the two kit bags up the hill and in among the firs. I found a spot where I could cover all approaches, lay down among some ferns and settled to wait. 
 
    They arrived at seven, as the sun was setting and the air turned cold with a touch of ice in it. They came in two trucks, a Range Rover SV Autobiography Dynamic—a beautiful car with a stupid name—and what looked like a thirty-year-old Cherokee Jeep. They pulled over on the dirt and killed the engines, but left their headlamps on. Then four guys climbed out and stood around smoking and talking. Either they didn’t expect anyone to be watching them, or they had somebody up here watching me, but I was pretty sure they hadn’t. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, as dusk was darkening toward evening, I saw the headlamps of the Cougar approaching and began a silent, crouching run to the side of the ledge. There I pulled my Sig, lay flat on my belly and had a closer look at the guys. They looked like the standard models. There was one guy with gelled hair and an expensive suit who I pegged as the boss. He was slim, well groomed and in his early thirties. Next to him was a guy who looked like he wrestled bears in his spare time and ate babies for breakfast. He was also in a suit, but it was too tight for him. They were leaning against the Range Rover. Leaning against the Jeep were two guys in jeans and sweatshirts who had Russian Special Ops written all over them. They were both tall and lean and bald. One was in his late twenties and clean shaven. The other was older and darker, and had a mustache.  
 
    We all watched the Focus pull in together. Then Njal climbed out and smiled a big, friendly smile. 
 
    “Hey, guys, what’s happening? You got a car for me?” 
 
    Nobody said anything and suddenly, I had a bad feeling. I lined up the guy with the gelled hair and waited. Even at that distance, about thirty or forty feet away, I could see that the smile on Njal’s face looked strained. He said, “I got a call from Olga. I’m a friend of Olga. She said you’d have a car for me.” 
 
    The guy with the gelled hair sucked on his cigarette and blew out a plume of smoke. The cold intensified suddenly and I felt my skin shudder. He said, “There are two of you. Where is other?” 
 
    Njal jerked his head toward the hill where I was lying. “He’s up there, making sure we have no unwelcome visitors.” 
 
    I saw the two special ops guys reach behind their backs. Gelled hair looked up in my direction. He had a pleasant face made ugly by arrogance and stupidity. He couldn’t see me, but he said, “Come down, please. No unwelcome visitors. Come down.” 
 
    I spoke loudly and clearly. “On my way.” 
 
    I put my Sig in my waistband, swung over the side and half slid, half ran down the slope. I stopped, as though by chance, facing the two guys in jeans. So Njal had a clear shot at Gel and the Gorilla, and I had the two special forces guys. I smiled at Gel. “I’m a friend of Olga’s, too.” I jerked my head at the hill. “We were being cautious. You get it, right?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, I understand. Is not problem.” Now he smiled, and it wasn’t a pleasant sight. “We are not in hurry, no?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said agreeably. “We are in hurry.” 
 
    “One, two more hours make no difference.” It wasn’t a question. “Olga like to meet you.” 
 
    I glanced at Njal. My face asked him the question: “Do we kill them now?” But I didn’t get the answer I hoped for. His face said he didn’t know.  
 
    Gel said, “I hope is not problem, and you come as my guests. Have some vodka, some caviar, talk.” His smile became a leer. “You are friends of Olga, no? So come, say hello to Olga.” 
 
    I gave it a last try. “We are in a big hurry. If you have questions, we would be happy to answer them right now, here.” 
 
    He nodded at me a few times, blinking. When he spoke, there was an edge to his voice. “Sometimes when man is in most hurry, he makes biggest mistakes and never arrive where he was going. I like to be your friend, too. Take my advice. Maybe you see Olga and go faster to where you want to be. Who knows?” 
 
    I sighed and looked at Njal. 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    I said, “OK, let’s go and see Olga.”  
 
    He gestured at the front passenger seat of the Range Rover. “Please, be my guest.” 
 
    I glanced at Njal. He was climbing in the front passenger seat of the Jeep. I remembered a pal I’d had once who’d been a hit man for the Mafia in his youth. He’d told me if the Mob ever take you for a ride and they put you in the front passenger seat, “You ain’t comin’ back from that ride.” 
 
    At least they hadn’t frisked us or tried to take our weapons. I climbed in and we pulled away.  
 
    We came onto the blacktop and immediately turned left down a broad, dirt track that wound its way through a thick forest of fir trees. Gel Hair drove fast. The blackness was soon total, but for the amber disks of crazy light that preceded us down the road, where shadows, trees and twisted branches leapt out at us at every bend and turn. He was reckless in his driving, but obviously knew the road well and after three or four minutes, we emerged from the forest and instead of trees on either side, there were scattered, ramshackle houses with small orchards and allotments, now half-visible under a clear sky. 
 
    Then we came to a crossroads where an asphalt road ran across our dirt track. On the far side, set among elaborate gardens, was what looked like a miniature version of the Kremlin. I say miniature, but it was the size of four or five suburban houses all piled on top of each other any old how, then topped off with spiked onion domes, like turbans from Aladdin and his lamp.  
 
    The whole place was floodlit, and in that light, you could see a crazy array of colors and patterns all over the vitrified tiles that covered the walls and some of the domes. Lasers played over the walls too and pierced the night sky above, weaving and probing like skinny searchlights.  
 
    The gardens stood between the building itself, with its huge arched door and its uniformed doorman, and a large parking lot that at the moment was pretty much empty. 
 
    It was a night club, and its name was scrawled in neon over the gate: White House. 
 
    Cute. 
 
    We pulled in through the gate, wound our way through the gardens and pulled up in the parking lot. Gel killed the engine and leered at me. “You like? Is like Kremlin, huh? Huh?” He jerked his chin at me in repeated inquiry, then shrugged. “But we call it White House. Small joke. Is funny.” 
 
    He didn’t laugh, but opened the door and climbed out. I got out too and saw Njal and his pals spilling out of the Jeep behind us. 
 
    Njal grinned at me. “It looks like my neighbor’s house at Christmas. They should have Santa climbing one of the domes.” 
 
    We climbed the nine steps to the arched entrance and pushed through the glass doors into a plush lobby with thick, patterned carpets in burgundy and cream, a cloakroom on the right and a supermodel at the counter, smiling compulsively at everything and everyone.  
 
    A flight of marble stairs that would not have looked out of place at the Èlysée spiraled up to a second floor, and directly ahead, a broad archway opened onto a cavernous bar with flashing, colored lights, lasers and a throbbing, electronic buzz that gave the place the general feeling of hell. It was less crowded than I imagined hell would be, but I figured that would change in an hour or two. A few half-naked girls were dancing on a stage, and I could see a few sad-looking guys in a pool of red light, drinking at the bar, watching. Looking around, I thought I saw Barbara Broccoli in there, but I may have been wrong. 
 
    Gel showed me his leer again, but there was a touch of pride in his voice. “You like? Is good, huh?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, when I die, if I have been real bad, I’m going somewhere like this.” 
 
    We plunged in and moved among the desolate, empty tables and passed the half-naked dancing girls and the other, drinking girls who watched us with bored, avaricious eyes. 
 
    Gel led us to a narrow passage, past the johns to a small antechamber where two tough guys were sitting and smoking. They stood up as we arrived and we found suddenly that we were surrounded on all sides by six Russian mobsters, and they were all looking at us. I looked Gel in the eye and was about to tell him I was going to kill him first when he smiled apologetically. 
 
    “You have weapon? Please leave here, you collect when you go. Is necessary for protection of Olga.” 
 
    I smiled agreeably. “I didn’t ask to see Olga. Olga asked to see me. I just want a car.” 
 
    “Olga very much like to see you, but without weapon.” 
 
    I sighed. “Then you give us the damn car, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    I reached under my left arm and gave him one of my two Sigs. Njal handed over his Glock. He left them on a lamp table, opened the door and ushered us in. 
 
    The room was everything you’d expect it to be if it had been designed by somebody whose greatest ambition was to be a Hollywood version of a Russian mobster. The burgundy carpet was so thick, there was probably a whole ecosystem down there. There were two nests of black leather chairs and sofas set around two separate glass and brass coffee tables. The nest nearest the door was occupied by the gorilla’s closest cousins on the evolutionary tree. If they’d had brains, they’d have been dangerous. As it was, their greatest achievement seemed to be that they’d learned to drink vodka using only two fingers. 
 
    The other nest of black leather, glass and brass was situated closer to the desk. The desk took up most of the far end of the room. It was a good six or seven feet long and made of solid oak. It looked like it should have a tag reading, ‘Once the property of Grigori Yefimovich Rasputin.’ 
 
    On the desk, besides the 1980s telephone, the bottle of vodka and the small glass, there was only Olga. ‘Only’ might be misleading. She was small, not more than five feet tall, and slim, in Levi’s jeans and a white silk blouse. She was in her mid thirties, blonde and pretty. But her presence was huge, and she had blue eyes that could fix global warming. 
 
    We all stood looking at her for a moment while she looked at me and Njal. Finally, she said, “You are who?” 
 
    Our new papers said that I was James Stewart and Njal was Rolf Magnusson. They didn’t say much besides that. We were never intended to be in this kind of situation. I smiled. 
 
    “I’m Jim. This is Rolf. Is there a problem, Olga?” 
 
    She shrugged and pulled the corners of her mouth down, the way Russians do. “No problem. I am just curious.” 
 
    “Curiosity is a problem.” 
 
    She nodded. “This is what I think. So I am wonder, why curiosity is problem for you?” 
 
    I frowned, then blinked, then frowned some more. “We are not part of a U.S. trade delegation, Olga. I think the arrangement you have with our friends is that you get paid to provide us with a vehicle, and nobody asks any questions. Was that not made clear?” 
 
    She nodded, with no expression on her face. “Yes.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So here, in Russia, I am boss. I am curious about Americans who want car in Siberia.” 
 
    “That’s not the deal, Olga.” 
 
    “I change deal. Now please, tell me who are you.” She smiled, like she was about to quote Plato or Shakespeare, and said, “In this office, nobody can hear you scream.” 
 
    I smiled back, like she’d said something clever. “I am James Stuart, this is Rolf Magnusson. And that is all we are going to tell you, Olga.” 
 
    She gestured to the black leather seats. “Sit. You will have drink. We will talk.” 
 
    I sighed and we sat. She stayed on the desk and said something in Russian to one of her boys, who poured two glasses of vodka and handed them to us. I looked around the room. It was crowded. There were the two gorillas in the corner on the couch, there were the two special ops guys in jeans, there was Godzilla and then there was Gel Man. They were all looking at us, all seven of them. And then there was Olga, smiling like frost. She started speaking. 
 
    “I have good friend in U.S.A.” 
 
    “That’s nice.” 
 
    “Maybe you know.” 
 
    “There are a lot of people in U.S.A, Olga.” 
 
    “He is operating in west coast and Vegas.” 
 
    I nodded like I was interested. Then shook my head. “I don’t know any Russians who operate on the west coast.” 
 
    “You sure? You never meet Peter Kuznetsov?” 
 
    Peter Kuznetsov, Freeman’s Russian Mafia connection. I was half expecting it and had prepared myself not to react. I frowned, looked at Njal. “Peter?” 
 
    He shrugged and made a ‘search me’ face with arched eyebrows. I looked back at Olga. “I don’t know what you’re looking for, Olga, but you’re looking in the wrong place, and risking losing an important ally in the States. I have no idea who this Peter…” I hesitated over the surname a moment, gave up and went on. “I have no idea who he is. We do need the car and we need to be moving on. We’re on the clock.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “That’s none of your damn business.” 
 
    I was beginning to think that if we killed the bastards, we could use the Range Rover instead of the Jeep. 
 
    Her pale eyes made small, jerking movements as they read my face. “You never been to Freedom?” 
 
    I sighed heavily, puffing out my cheeks. “What?” She drew breath to answer, but I interrupted her. “What is this? Existential Russian Philosophy one oh one?” I allowed myself to get mad. “Have I been to Freedom? I am getting a bit antsy, Olga. You have a problem you would like to solve and I am sorry about that, but it is your problem, not ours. Now that I have answered your questions, please give us our car and let us be on our way.” 
 
    She blinked, once, slowly, like a lizard. 
 
    “You never been to Freedom and you never met Peter Kuznetsov.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    She nodded. “Who is Jim Redbeard?” 
 
    That was when I decided. I suppressed a sigh like I was really bored. “Olga, that is not a real name. Somebody is shining you on. You know what that means? It means they’re bullshitting you. Nobody is called Jim Redbeard. Redbeard was a Viking name from the tenth century. His name was Erik, not Jim.” She drew breath to speak again, but again, I cut her short. “Look, cooperate with me, and if you have a problem in the States, maybe, when I am through here, I can help you back there. But this is not the way to do it. You want me to track down this Jim Redbeard and find out his real name. That’s not a problem. You want me to liaise with Peter…” Again I shook my head. “That’s not a problem either. As long as we both benefit. But I cannot waste any more time here tonight. If you have a car for us, please give it to us. If you haven’t, then we’ll make alternative arrangements.” 
 
    It was a pretty good performance. She took a while to think. Then she jerked her head at Gel Man and said something in Russian. He snapped at the two special ops guys and then all three left together. That left Godzilla and the two gorillas. 
 
    And Olga. 
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    I spread my hands. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “They go prepare car.” 
 
    “What’s to prepare?” 
 
    “Is in garage. They bring to parking lot, get keys. Is good, no problem.” 
 
    “So you want me to look into this Jim Redbeard for you?” As I said it, I reached into my waistband behind my back and turned toward the door. The whole movement took less than a second. Njal knew it was coming, got to his feet and moved toward Olga, smiling.  
 
    Godzilla and his two simian pals were confused. Suddenly, everybody was moving, and the seconds they needed to adjust to all this activity were far more than the ones they had left on Earth.  
 
    The question was still on my lips when I plugged Godzilla between the eyes. By the time his brains hit the wall, I had already swung around and plugged the two gorillas. It was an odd tableau: the three massive hulks sitting together like that, all slightly cross eyed, with neat black holes in their foreheads and the wall a trickling, red mess behind them. 
 
    Njal had Olga bent backwards over the desk. He had his knee on her belly and his thumb pressing down on her windpipe, so the closest she could get to a scream was a sound like sandpaper on concrete. I pulled the telephone cord out of the wall and wrapped it twice around her throat, then pulled hard. I jerked my head at the weird brothers on the black sofa and snapped, “Shoe laces!” 
 
    He stepped over, got four laces and brought them back. He used them, quickly and efficiently, to tie her to her black leather chair. When he was done, I gave him the Sig and said, “Cover the door.” Then I pulled my knife from my boot, splayed her hand and placed the blade over her thumb. 
 
    “I need you to answer just one question, without hesitation. OK?”  
 
    She had gone a sickly gray color. Her eyes were wild and her pupils were dilated. She nodded. 
 
    “Do I need to prove to you that I am serious? If I do, I will cut off your thumb, just to show that I mean business. Do I need to do that?” 
 
    She was shaking her head feverishly. “No!” 
 
    “Have you been tracking us since we arrived?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We think your boss is Redbeard. Redbeard men kill Peter Kuznetsov. We think he have operation against Russian families.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes like she was insane, for the benefit of any CCTV that might be running. I looked over at Njal. “This is what they call Russian Intelligence.” 
 
    He wasn’t amused. “Come on, Stewart. Go!” 
 
    “So why did you try to kill us?” 
 
    She looked momentarily bewildered. Like the answer was obvious. “Punishment for Kuznetsov.” 
 
    “Tell me where the attempted hits were.” 
 
    Njal was getting antsy. “Come on!” 
 
    “Lavrentiya, Magadan, when you survive, we begin to think maybe it is you…” 
 
    “Last question—then we can talk about cooperation. The hit squad in Magadan, you gave them Freeman’s drugs, right?”  
 
    She hesitated, frowning, putting two and two together. By the time she got there, it was too late, she had already whispered, “Yes… but…?” 
 
    I took a hold of her hair in my left hand, positioned the tip of the blade just behind her left collarbone and shoved down hard. Her body quivered, her neck tightened and her jaw clenched. Her eyes went wide, then, after a second, they fogged and died. I removed the knife and cleaned it on her blouse. I didn’t put it back in my boot. I slipped it up my sleeve. 
 
    Njal said, “OK, let’s go.” 
 
    I opened the door and leaned out, smiling. The two guys looked up and I shot them, still smiling. With the throb of the noise from hell, nobody heard. I collected my other Sig and handed Njal his Glock. We both walked out into the bar smiling like we were having a crazy good time. Maybe we were at that. The place was filling up and a couple of girls danced in our way, inviting us in Russian to invite them to a drink. We squeezed past them and out into the palatial lobby. 
 
    We met Gel Man and the two special ops guys on the steps as we went out. They were on their way in and looked surprised to see us. I spoke to Njal like we’d been sharing a joke. “I’ll take the Gel, you can have the others.” 
 
    He smiled and nodded. 
 
    Gel stopped in front of us, frowning. “What happen?” 
 
    I laughed and slapped him on the shoulder. “You’ll never believe it!” I said, laughing out loud. “I killed everybody!” 
 
    He was really confused as the blade slipped into his heart between his fourth and fifth rib. I eased him to the ground and heard two cracks behind me. I didn’t look. I knew what they were. I reached in Gel’s pocket and pulled out the keys to the Range Rover.  
 
    To Njal, I said, “Stay cool. We still need some plates.” 
 
    We ran into the parking lot, aware that the bodies would be discovered at any second. I crouched behind the Range Rover with my Swiss Army knife and removed the rear license plate while Njal removed the plates from a car across the lot. While I removed the front plate, he started attaching the ones from the other car. For agonizing seconds, while I fired up the big, 557 bhp engine, Njal attached the Range Rover’s plates to the other car. It could be days before anybody noticed. Then he was in, slamming the door, and we were roaring out of the parking lot and back into town. 
 
    I turned left out the gate onto the blacktop and we hurtled through the black forest toward the city. Njal fastened his seatbelt to stop the infernal ping sound, and said to me, “Now we need to cross the river and get to the M56 from Nizhny Bestyakh on the other side. There isn’t a bridge, and the river is three and a half miles wide. Any ideas?” 
 
    “We get the ferry, like we planned.” 
 
    “The ferry stops operating at six twenty.” 
 
    “You think so? Let’s find out.” 
 
    I slowed as we entered the town and cruised through interminable suburban residential areas that were mixed almost indiscriminately with vast industrial parks. At the A3C8 gas station, at a huge, desolate intersection where there were no road markings and no road signs, I made a left onto the P503 and followed it for a mile. We came to a fork in the road. There were no signs, no street names, just small agricultural allotments, small factories, warehouses and tumbledown wooden houses. A gut impulse told me to take the fork.  
 
    The blacktop soon descended into ruts, dirt and gravel, but the big, five hundred and fifty-seven horsepower engine ate it up and spat it out, and soon we were at the northern end of the airport on a half-mile stretch that I knew led to the ferry. I floored the pedal and the beast surged forward, closing on a hundred miles per hour. I cornered right, making the tires scream, and then right again, and up ahead I saw the lights of tomorrow morning’s ferry, glinting dead and orange in the gloom. 
 
    I slowed and turned in. The ferry port was not like any ferry port I had seen before. It was, like most places in Yakutsk, an expanse of dried mud, furrows and pits. You could see the deep tracks where cars usually lined up to get aboard the boats. Streetlamps like tall, skinny aliens from War of the Worlds stood at crazy, drunken angles, flooding the dirt with dead, amber light. There was absolute silence, but for the gentle lap and sigh of the River Lena. 
 
    We drove, bumping and lurching across the esplanade to a gap between two high banks of mud. There, a ramp led to the giant barge which was the ferry to Nizhny Bestyakh, ten miles up river. A chain hung across the ramp to stop people like me from boarding the ferry out of hours.  
 
    I stopped and Njal climbed out. He put a 9mm through the padlock and we rolled onto the barge. There, I killed the engine and looked at Njal. 
 
    “You ever hotwire a barge?” 
 
    He sighed and shook his head. “You don’t hotwire a boat like this, Lacklan.” He climbed out and started toward the tower at the back, talking over his shoulder as I followed. “These kind of boat don’t have a key ignition. You gotta turn on a battery bank, some breakers, open some valves, and then engage a starter.” 
 
    He opened a steel door like he knew the place and started down some steel steps into the engine room. 
 
    “You just hotwire it and maybe you get the engine running, but if you ain’t got the cooling system operating, you gonna fuck up the engine and fry the alternator.” 
 
    I stood on the white steel steps, watching him as he went to work. 
 
    “You godda identify the ignition wire, and starter wire… This one is a diesel engine, so it’s gonna start with a jump, but we godda make sure the cooling system is running…” He stopped and stared at me. “What you doing here? Go release the moorings and go to the wheel house. This baby gonna be running in five…” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Aye aye, cap’n…” 
 
    I climbed back on deck, where a cold breeze was blowing off the water with a promise of snow and ice to come. I looked around. There was not a soul to be seen, just the listless lights of the town and the desolate lamps of the ferry parking lot. No sirens tore the night in half. 
 
    I ran and heaved the heavy ropes off the bollards, then sprang back onto the boat as the huge, diesel engine began to grind and throb. Then I was sprinting up the steps to the bridge with Njal just behind me. He took the wheel and we eased out into the massive river, plowing our way south against the current. A sudden awareness of the absurdity of our situation made me glance at him. His smile told me he it hadn’t escaped him either, and suddenly we were both roaring with laughter and Njal was hooting cowboy hoots into the night. 
 
    When the attack of laughter had passed, we lit up a couple of Camels and I dropped into a chair. He said, “We going against the current, making fifteen knots. That’s like seventeen, eighteen miles per hour. So we gonna be there in half an hour or forty minutes. We don’t know what we gonna find there. We gotta expect the cops to be waiting.” 
 
    I shook my head. “They might be, but I doubt it. The local mob just got decapitated and they are going to want to keep the lid on that until the succession is sorted out. They won’t be calling any friends in the local PD. Besides, they probably assumed we took the P501 on the other side of the river.” 
 
    He was nodding. “But there’s gonna be a port authority, right? They gonna see a barge coming in at this time of night, they gonna want to know why.” 
 
    “Yeah…”  
 
    I looked out the big, plate glass windows at the lights of Nizhny Bestyakh ahead, seven or eight miles away. I didn’t see any boats on the river, no flashing lights or sirens. I looked at Njal and shrugged. “This is Russia. Things are different in Russia.” 
 
    As it was, when we pulled into the ferry harbor at Nizhny Bestyakh, it was much the same story as it had been at Yakutsk. A desolate, empty field of dry mud and tall, crooked lampposts drizzling a miserable, orange light onto the empty landing site. No patrol boats came to meet us, or question us. Nobody did. 
 
    Njal reversed the engines and brought us in slow. I went down, hurled the ropes onto the quay and leapt off to make the barge fast. He killed the engine, swung down the steps and climbed into the Range Rover, and ten minutes later, we were driving south through the quiet, empty streets of the small town, picking up speed. Just outside town, we stopped at a gas station to pick up some beer and sandwiches, and then we hit the gas for the long drive ahead: one thousand seven hundred miles. 
 
    But this time, it would be different. The roads would be better, if not great, and the vehicle we had was both powerful and comfortable.  
 
    Njal was driving and I watched the needle climb to a hundred, and then a hundred and ten. 
 
    “Soon the roads will get rough again. Not as bad, but we need to make up time while we can. We gonna take twenty-five or -six hours to get there.” 
 
    I cracked a couple of beers and handed him one. “We can use that time. We have a lot to digest and think about, Njal.” 
 
    We drove in silence, swigging from the bottles. Small houses bathed in limpid light swept past, growing steadily less frequent, until we were finally engulfed by the darkness and the only light was from the dash and from the headlamps, probing the dark ahead. Njal spoke suddenly. 
 
    “This was unexpected. I’m not sure what it means. They knew about Freeman, and Jim.” 
 
    “It means there is a leak somewhere in the system. And it means it’s not Jim.” 
 
    “Did we just plug the leak?” He glanced at me. 
 
    I thought about it. “I’m not sure, Njal. Maybe. But whatever we may theorize now, the proof of the pudding is going to be when we get to Irkutsk.” 
 
    “Nobody is meeting us in Irkutsk, nobody is arranging a damn car for us, or a plane. So if they are waiting for us, or know our names, we know we got a problem.” 
 
    “That’s about the size of it. Only it’s not just a problem, it’s one mother of a problem.” 
 
    The first leg of the journey was the worst part: six hundred miles of winding through endless forests on road surfaces that were unstable, pitted and at times crumbling away into ravines. But after we left the River Lena behind us at Pokrovsk, things began to improve, and after we had crossed the bridge at Tommot, the road became something like a national highway. That was about two hundred and forty miles—and almost three hours into the journey.  
 
    Finally, at about four in the morning, after some seven hours of winding through impenetrable darkness under the dense canopy of the trees, we came to the intersection with the M58. Here we pulled off the road onto a patch of wasteland, killed the engine and the lights, and had a couple of hours sleep. I knew then, as I had known all along, as Olga had confirmed to me, that something was wrong. Something was very badly wrong. If I slept on it, I told myself, maybe it would come to me when I woke up. The words that kept repeating themselves to me over and over as I closed my eyes were, “This is the end game.” 
 
    End game. 
 
   


 
  

 Ten 
 
      
 
    The next thousand miles were almost a luxury. The road was good and practically empty, and we rarely dropped below a hundred and twenty miles per hour. We took it in two four-hour shifts and shortly before lunchtime, we were approaching the city of Irkutsk. From here, the plan was, we take a train to Vologda, just outside Moscow, where we would collect our hardware and carry out the first part of our mission. The plan had been that our entry into Russia would go completely unnoticed. But that hadn’t been how it had worked out. 
 
    I turned to Njal. He was behind the wheel. He looked drawn and tired, the way I felt.  
 
    “We check in to a hotel. We sleep, we eat, we rest. Above all, we think and we talk about what this means.” 
 
    He nodded. “I ain’t gonna argue with that, boss.” 
 
    We entered the city and checked in to the Courtyard Marriott on Chkalov Street, a few steps from Kirov Square. We agreed to meet in the cocktail bar at seven that evening before dinner and went to our rooms. There I had a shower, collapsed into bed and slept like the dead for four hours.  
 
    At six I awoke, had another shower, dressed and went down. I found Njal at the Cedar Bar, drinking a Martini. I ordered a Bushmills straight up and we carried our drinks to a table in the corner by some potted plants. 
 
    Njal sat with his back to one wall, and I sat with my back to the other. He sipped his drink, then leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. 
 
    “What did Olga tell us? She told us three things explicitly: one, the Mob were behind the attempted hit at Lavrentiya; two, they were behind the attempted hit at Magadan; three, that the cops in Magadan who tried to kill us were using the drugs developed by Freeman.” 
 
    I nodded. “Agreed. But she also told us they knew about Jim.” 
 
    “Right. So, what did she tell us implicitly? I think she told us three more things: one, that the Russian mob, or part of it at least, is still working with Freeman. That means that, two, Freeman is not only alive, but active, and three—and this is important, Lacklan—the Russian mob and Freeman do not equal Omega.” 
 
    I grunted and drew breath to speak, but he held up a hand, so I sipped whiskey instead. 
 
    “Speculation: my opinion is that Jim has done his job well. Omega do not know we are here, but because he has ties with the Bratva, when he made these requests for vehicles and weapons, somebody, maybe even Freeman and his Mob contacts, saw a link with what went down in Freedom. Obviously, they don’t know him as Jim Redbeard, but obviously the name has come up somewhere along the line. Think—she was asking who he was. So she didn’t know. Also, think back. Right at the start, Ivan was asking what you were doing in Russia. He wanted to know. They want to know, which means they don’t know. And it’s all the Mob, not Omega.” 
 
    I nodded and as he sipped, I said, “The one weakness in Jim’s plan from the start was always its great strength. It was an almost undetected entry into Russia, but it was so unusual it could draw attention. If word got to Freeman from the Bratva, that means Freeman was in deep with them.” 
 
    “Agreed. But now we gotta ask ourselves, have we, so far, seen any sign of Omega?” 
 
    I had to agree we hadn’t, and I said so. 
 
    “Another question: since you killed Olga, and everybody else in Yakutsk, have we seen any sign of the Mob?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nope.” 
 
    “So here’s what we gonna do. We take the Range Rover into town, we go shopping and we buy some expensive Italian suits. We get the train and we travel first class to Vologda via Tyumen, and then Moscow. And we do the fucking job.” 
 
    I tried to find something wrong with the plan. I couldn’t. “But one caveat,” I said. 
 
    He nodded. “You want Freeman. I agree. I want him too.” 
 
    “And then it ends.” 
 
    He raised his glass. “I’ll drink to that, my friend. And then it ends.” 
 
    We had another couple of drinks and then went in to have dinner. On the way, we had the concierge book us two tickets to Moscow departing the next day at three twenty-two in the afternoon. Separately, we booked a ticket online from Tyumen, a stop about a thousand miles outside Moscow, to Vologda, a town less than two hundred miles outside Moscow, where we were going to pick up our hardware for the hit on Ustinov.  
 
    Next day, I was up at six and spent a couple of hours in the gym, working out and sparring with Njal. At eight thirty, we showered, dressed and went up for a quick breakfast. Then we took the Range Rover into town, parked it at the football stadium on Ulitsa Lenina, and took a walk down Ulitsa Karla Marxa which, according to the concierge, was where all the best shops were. It was an attractive street and you could almost be forgiven for believing you were in a normal town in a normal country. And then you caught sight of the names of the streets again. 
 
    We bought some expensive luggage, and some expensive clothes to put in it, changed in the bathrooms at one of the stores, and at one PM, we caught a taxi to the station. 
 
    Irkutsk station is big, early 20th century elegant and pale blue and white. It looks the way a Siberian station should look. The only thing missing, as we pulled our cases from the trunk of the cab, was the clunk, screech and whistle of steam trains echoing from the tracks. But what was more reminiscent of the Cold War than the revolution was the number of cops standing by the entrances, carrying automatic weapons slung over their shoulders. 
 
    Njal paid off the cabbie and smiled at me like we were having a friendly chat. “They are not necessarily here for us.” 
 
    “Sure, they might be here for Dutcha Schultza and Bugsa Siegela, but I think they’re not.”  
 
    He laughed, like he’d got the joke. “We got different papers, we look different.” 
 
    “We should get a cab and go to the airport.” 
 
    “If they are looking for us, they’ll be looking for us there, too.” 
 
    “That depends how bad our leak is, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “If we have a leak, Lacklan. This country has one of the highest crime rates in the world. They also got terrorists here, Islamic and nationalist.” He laughed again and punched me on the shoulder. “We got three ways out of Irkutsk, buddy! By plane, train or automobile. Train is gonna take long enough. Security checks at the airport are gonna be tighter than they are here. And if you wanna go by car, our target is gonna die of old age before we get there.” 
 
    I sighed. I thought about getting an air taxi. We had done it often enough in the past. But my gut told me that in a town like this, that would be drawing too much attention. We were managing to draw more than enough without doing anything; if we started booking air taxis, we might as well put luminous rubber dicks on our heads and start dancing the Lambada. 
 
    “OK, let’s go.” 
 
    As we stepped through the doors, the cops didn’t look at us. Inside the large, echoing hall, there were still more cops. They were wearing what looked like paramilitary uniforms, standing by the main doors to the platforms. We pushed through the crowds and checked the boards for our platform, then made our way out to the main concourse. I made a point of pausing a couple of feet from one of the armed cops, to let Njal go ahead. I got no reaction, no recognition. 
 
    On the main concourse, we got some coffee and settled to wait half an hour before boarding. At the gate to the platform, I could see two more paramilitary cops with assault rifles, and a sergeant accompanying the pretty, female Russian Railways official who was manning the gate. A line started to form and we made our way over. Njal said, “You wanna go through separate?” 
 
    I shook my head. “If we were going to do that, we should have arrived separately.” 
 
    “They are focusing on our train.” 
 
    “Like you said, it might be something else. It’s the Moscow train…” I shrugged, like that meant something.  
 
    “Why are we going to Moscow?” 
 
    “We want to buy property in Russia. We’re thinking of setting up adventure holiday tours in Siberia and we are here to talk to the Ministry of Industry and Trade, and also the Ministry of Culture, to sort out permits.” 
 
    “Who are our contacts? Who are we going to meet?” 
 
    I swore under my breath. The line had started to move. The Russian Railway official was checking the tickets. The police sergeant was just looking on. I smiled at Njal like we were having a normal conversation. “We weren’t able to fix up an appointment. The trip was a last moment decision. We are hoping to make the appointments once we get to Moscow. We’re staying at the Moscow Hilton on Kalanchavskaya Ulitsa. That at least they can check.” 
 
    So far, everyone ahead of us had gone through the barrier and onto the platform without a problem. There were six people ahead of us when the sergeant looked at me. He kept watching us as we approached.  
 
    We reached the barrier, I smiled at the official who gave me a standard smile back, and I handed over my ticket. The sergeant snapped his finger and said something in Russian. The Railways official handed him my ticket. He looked it over, then looked at me and then at Njal and back at me. 
 
    “American?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He jerked his chin at Njal. “You travel together?” 
 
    Njal nodded. “Yeah…” 
 
    “Papers!” 
 
    I handed him my passport, in the name of James Stewart. He scanned it and jerked his chin at Njal again. Njal handed over his passport and as the guy flicked through it, he said absently, “Name?” 
 
    It’s one of the oldest tricks in the book. You distract somebody with an instruction and ask them a question they would usually answer by muscle memory. Njal was not in that kind of little league. “Rolf Magnusson.” 
 
    “What is the purpose of your trip to Moscow?” 
 
    “Business.” 
 
    He looked at me. 
 
    I nodded. “Business. We are in business together.” 
 
    “What business?” 
 
    The secret to effective lying is to be as brief as possible. I said, “Tourism.” 
 
    “Where do you come from?” 
 
    “I’m American, but Mr. Magnusson…” 
 
    “No! Where, in Russia, where you were before?” 
 
    “Oh!” I smiled. “Forgive me. We flew in from New York to Irkutsk.” 
 
    He waited, watching me. 
 
    Njal said, “We want to see the area. It is beautiful and good for tourism. But we need to see for ourselves.” 
 
    “Where you stay in Moscow?” 
 
    I said, “The Hilton.” 
 
    He stared hard at us, then at our passports again and handed them back. “Enjoy good travel on Russian Railways.” 
 
    We took the documents, thanked him and passed through the barrier, headed for the first class sleeper carriages. 
 
    The journey as far as Tyumen was almost two days, so we had booked a compartment with two bunks. I slung my case on the rack above and stood at the window, looking out at the barrier, where the girl was still checking tickets. The cops were still there too, watching the passengers.               
 
    Njal slung his case on his bunk. “They still there?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “So that’s good. Either they’re not looking for us, or they don’t know it’s us they’re looking for.” 
 
    I grunted, “But when they reach the end of the line, and James Stewart and Rolf Magnusson are the two passengers who most closely approximate the description they were given, then the hunt will be on for Jimmy and Rolf.” 
 
    He came and leaned on the window beside me. “No. They have to search airports, coaches and roads too. The two guys they are looking for—if they are looking for two guys—could be anywhere. They don’t know—they can’t know—that we are on this particular train.” 
 
    Before I could answer, there was a shout outside, then a shot. Then there was a lot of screaming and hollering. I pushed out of our compartment and moved quickly down the train, with Njal on my heels. We swung down onto the platform and saw that the cops were no longer at the ticket barrier, and the pretty Russian Railways officer was lying on the ground in the fetal position, with her arms covering her head. Beyond her, half a dozen cops were converging on a couple of guys who, at this distance, looked Arabic. One of them had fallen to the ground and was screaming something in Arabic. It might have been Allahu Akbar. The other was still on his feet. He was also screaming something I couldn’t make out.  
 
    The sergeant had his piece out of his holster and was walking fast toward the two men, holding it in both hands. The guy standing was waving his hands about and pointed at the sergeant. The sergeant put two rounds through his chest. He went over like he’d been smacked in the head. The guy on the floor rolled on his face and put his arms over his head, making a high-pitched screeching noise. The sergeant put his right foot on his back and shot him twice in the back of the head. 
 
    It was an execution, plain and simple. 
 
    Next thing, the cops were shouting at everybody to get the hell out of there. A guard was whistling for us to board the train. The girl at the barrier was crying, cuddling her knees. I turned to Njal. He smiled behind his face, where nobody could see it. “I guess Odin trumps Allah.” 
 
    “I guess he does.” 
 
    There was a cop running down the platform, bellowing at us to get back on the train. Njal swung back up and I pulled myself in after him and slammed the door. The train howled at the afternoon, there was a cry of tortured metal and the train started to move, toward Moscow, Ustinov and Roth. 
 
    I followed Njal into our compartment and slid the door closed behind me. Through the window, the railway yards and industrial parks of western Irkutsk were starting to slide by on the banks of the Angara River. Njal leaned against the window for a while, looking out at the city, slipping rhythmically by. 
 
    “End of phase one,” he said, echoing the thought I’d had earlier. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “We are in, but not exactly unnoticed. Now it’s time to do the job. But we still don’t know if they know we’re here.” 
 
    He didn’t answer for a moment, then he turned to face me. “They were looking for those two. They were Muslim terrorists.” 
 
    I nodded. “Probably.” 
 
    “Not probably.” He shook his head. “He executed them. You saw that. And as soon as they were dead, he ordered the train out of the station. He wouldn’t have done that unless he was sure he had his targets.” 
 
    I nodded. “OK…” 
 
    He looked suddenly weary. “Lacklan. I need a drink and some food. We go to the restaurant car. There we can talk about what we do next.” 
 
    I nodded. We had over forty hours ahead of us, and I had a lot of thinking and planning to do. As Njal had said, we had entered a new phase. The decision I had to make now was whether, in this new phase, the old plan still held good. 
 
   


 
  

 Eleven 
 
      
 
    The rhythm of the train was relentless, like the vast, empty expanse of the landscape we were driving through. However many maps you’ve looked at, however much attention you may have paid in geography class, you do not fully appreciate the sheer vastness of Russia until you cross it from east to west, through Siberia by car and by train. As we sat, staring from the windows, on either side of us was endless, uninterrupted emptiness and desolation. 
 
    The steward appeared with a burgundy waistcoat and a silver tray. He placed a glass of Bushmills in front of me and a dry martini in front of Njal, then departed. There were only three other passengers in the carriage. One was plugged into the hive mind via her iPhone, the other two were a couple deep in the kind of conversation where he spoke quietly and emphatically and she stared out at the desolate landscape.  
 
    Njal sighed, cracked his knuckles and started our routine of revision. “We gonna pick up the stuff at Vologda station, in the car park, right?” 
 
    It was a statement of the obvious, but it was also an invitation to start going over the plan, one detail at a time. I nodded. “Yeah. Along with the hardware, we’re going to collect the equipment we need to talk to Philip, too. But until we know what he’s done to date, we are pretty limited in what we can plan or arrange.” I picked up my glass and stared at it. “Either way, I suggest as soon as we get to Moscow, we dump our stuff at the hotel and go straight over to have a look at where Ustinov lives. After that, if we need to, we can keep tabs on him, make a couple of practice runs...” I trailed off. 
 
    “OK.” He nodded once. “But we make first contact with Philip in the car, from Vologda to Moscow, so by the time we get there, we know what Philip has fixed up.” 
 
    I glanced at the girl with the iPhone. I could just make out her refection in the glass. Instinctively, I pegged her age at twenty. Her face and clothes said she was American, the daughter of liberal parents, taking a year out to do the Grand Tour before finishing her degree in the liberal arts. Nothing about her set off alarm bells. I glanced at the couple. He had eyebrows like small woodlands and was using them to frown. He was using his index finger quietly to pound the table, punctuating what he was saying. Then he sat back and spread his hands. Now his eyebrows said that all his questions had been rhetorical, and his truth was self-evident. I figured his questions had been variations on, “Am I right?” 
 
    The waiter was at the bar, cutting lemons. 
 
    The rhythm of the train went on. 
 
    I sighed. “Yeah, first contact in the car. He doesn’t like people using his name.” 
 
    “Like God.” 
 
    “A bit like God, yeah.” 
 
    “An invisible, nameless entity, controlling events from the ether.” 
 
    “That pretty much describes him.” 
 
    “So we hope he is gonna tell us that he’s arranged a meeting between this Texan and Ustinov, but we can’t know any of the details until we have that conversation.” 
 
    “Yup, and that makes sense to me. It minimizes the chance of leaks. What we do know is that he will have selected a place that is remote enough for us to execute the plan.” 
 
    “And to ask him about Roth.” He gazed out the window at the rhythmic flow of landscape and tapped a quiet tattoo with his knuckles on the glass. “Roth is a totally unknown quantity. This guy could be more important than Alpha. He’s got the same name as the organization, right?”  
 
    I nodded. “Omega.” 
 
    “What we find out about him from Ustinov could throw the whole plan.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Don’t go looking for trouble if trouble ain’t lookin’ to be looked for. Whatever we find out about Roth, the plan goes ahead. If we can go after Roth too, then we do. If we can’t, then we go after him later. But the plan holds.” 
 
    His tight lips and narrowed eyes said he was skeptical. 
 
    I shrugged. “Either way, that’s what we got.” 
 
    He smiled at me. “I’ll tell you what worries me. That’s what we got, that’s true, but we also got a guy with a hot head and a loose trigger finger who is not great at communicating what he is thinking. So my worry is what’s gonna happen when we talk to Ustinov and he tells us where Roth is. You gonna suddenly go Lone Ranger on me, take off and start doing your own thing?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. I told you. We stick with the plan.” 
 
    He sighed again and nodded, but he didn’t look convinced. I knew in my gut that was wrong. I knew I had failed. There were certain things that were drummed into you over and over in the Regiment, and one of them was that there had to be absolute trust among the squad. If Njal was doubting me, then I had failed. 
 
    I spoke quietly. “Hey…” 
 
    He turned to look at me. 
 
    “Did I have your back in Cosalá?” 
 
    “Sure. I wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t.” 
 
    “And you had my back in South Africa.” 
 
    He grinned. “You gonna start crying and tell me you love me, bro?” 
 
    “No. I’m telling you to trust me. In South Africa, I did what I had to do. We knew from the start we were improvising, so I improvised. You know that. And here we are, alive and with all our bits still attached. We came through.” I shook my head. “You said it yourself back there, we can’t lose trust in each other, Njal. If we lose trust now, the whole show goes to pieces. I’m going to follow the plan, and if we need to deviate, I’ll run it by you first. Believe it or we pack up and go home.” 
 
    He nodded. “OK. We’re cool.” 
 
    We spent the rest of the afternoon relaxing and killing time, recovering from the grueling trek we had just completed, and preparing ourselves for the days ahead. Njal did crosswords and I read a thriller about a world where it never stopped raining. At seven thirty, we had an early supper and retired to sleep at around nine. Nothing happened, nobody approached us and nobody caught our attention. 
 
    Another twenty-four hours rolled by, with the relentless clatter and rattle of the iron wheels on the tracks and the speeding landscape flowing and flashing past outside the windows. Several times, we made the rounds of the train, searching among the passengers for anyone who stood out, who looked wrong in any way. We found nothing, and on the second night, we had an early dinner again.  
 
    Njal sipped his wine and spoke his thoughts: “We are alone.” 
 
    “It looks that way.” 
 
    A couple of tables down, the girl was still plugged into the hive mind via her iPhone and she was still staring blankly at the speeding landscape. It was a curious way to see the world. The guy with the emphatic finger and the big eyebrows was at his table with his wife. This time he wasn’t talking. He was just eating while she pushed her food around her plate. They had a bottle of Vichy water between them. A third table was occupied by a guy in his thirties, but he was sitting behind Njal and all I could see was that he was reading a Russian paper. We’d both seen him earlier on the train and he’d struck us both as unremarkable. 
 
    I looked back at Njal. He was watching me. “There was no leak. The attention we received when we arrived was from the Mob, not from our friends.” 
 
    “You’re probably right.” 
 
    “I’m right.” 
 
    “I’d be happier if somebody could convince me that they are not now pretty much the same thing.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, man. Different, totally different. The Mob is the Mob, our friends are our friends. Different aims, different ambitions, different methods…” 
 
    “But there was a bridge in Freeman.” 
 
    “You saw a bridge, Lacklan, but it wasn’t real. The bridge was from the Mob to Freeman, not Omega.” 
 
    I didn’t answer. I looked around the carriage again. There was still nothing to see, except that the girl plugged into the iPhone stood up, turned and walked past us towards the sleeper wagons. As she passed, she gave me a smile. I didn’t smile back. Njal shrugged when she’d gone. 
 
    “She liked the look of you, man. It’s hard to believe, but not impossible.” 
 
    Shortly after that, we retired to our sleeper carriage 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    At three AM, I opened my eyes. The rhythm of the train, which had been a part of my dream, continued into the darkness of waking. A diagonal patch of moonlight leaning in from the window inched across the wooden wall. An implacable silence seemed to lie in the dark, beneath and behind the four by four of the metal wheels clattering over the points. I lingered in that silence, between dreams and waking, watching the moonlight creep and stretch diagonally down toward Njal’s bunk.  
 
    There was a faintly luminous face in the darkness. 
 
    It took my brain half a second to register the fact. For a moment that seemed timeless but was fractional, I lay wondering if it was a dream or a trick of the light. Two eyes like black pits stared above a pale, oval glow where a gash of a mouth grimaced. The figure leaned forward and raised a hand. A blue steel blade glinted in the sliding light of the moon. 
 
    I bellowed. It was not a word but a noise, primal and brutal. I wrenched the bedding to one side and hurled myself from the bed, lunging blindly into the shadows. My head struck a soft body. I heard an “Umph!” and we fell sprawling over Njal’s bed. I pounded the soft body under me, heard a grunt and then the room lit up with a flash and a suppressed report from a semi-automatic. I dropped to the floor, scrambling for my bunk to pull my Sig from under my pillow. Another report, a ricochet off the wall and a heavy body crashed onto me, driving the wind from my lungs. Elbows, knees, hands, feet all trampled me. I reached out. Felt my boot in my hand. Needles of pain pierced my lungs, air rasped in my throat as I tried to breathe. Above me, voices grunted. Another shot. 
 
    My fingers found my Fairbairn and Sykes and it slipped from my boot. I shouted: “Njal!” 
 
    Maybe it was telepathy. Maybe we had just grown to know each other. Somehow, he knew what I was going to do, and I knew that he knew. I heard his voice: “Now!” And I slashed across the darkness with the razor sharp blade. My fist found a leg and I gripped it with both arms. It was smooth, silken. It started to shake violently, trying to kick me free. It suppressed a shriek. A second voice, deeper than the first. I flipped the knife in my fingers and stabbed up hard. The blade bit deep into flesh and the leg went into spasm as the voice above me made ugly, twisted, inarticulate noises. 
 
    Then there was a brilliant light shining from Njal’s bunk at the door. A man stood there—a man I recognized. He was holding a gun with his right hand, shielding his eyes with his left as he tried to take aim. I yanked the blade free, spun it in my fingers again and hurled it hard. It buried itself deep in the man’s chest. He contracted his thick, black brows into a frown. His body shuddered and he looked down at the hilt of the fighting knife protruding from his sternum, sighed and gurgled and sat down against the wall. 
 
    Njal was standing on his bunk. He leaned down and switched on the overhead light. The guy from the dining car was slumped against the wall. His shirt was slick with blood. The woman I had assumed was his wife was lying between our bunks, bleeding badly from her ass, clawing her way toward her dead husband. Njal stepped down and picked up a Maxim 9 from the floor. I figured Eyebrows had been taking shots with it.  
 
    I reached down and picked up a jackknife from the floor. It was the one I’d seen her holding just a few seconds earlier. She was still crawling and had almost reached the dead man. Her hand was stretched out, trembling, reaching for the hilt of the knife in his chest. 
 
    I listened for a moment. There was no sign of anyone approaching outside in the corridor. I glanced at Njal. He shrugged with his eyebrows. The woman’s fingers closed over the knife. I still hadn’t seen her face. I said to her: “Who are you? What’s your name?” 
 
    It was like she hadn’t heard me. She was whimpering as she pulled on the hilt, trying to force it free from the cartilage where it was embedded. Njal hunkered down beside her. 
 
    “We can help you. You don’t have to die. Who sent you here?” 
 
    She paused, panting, gasping for breath. Then she gripped hold of the handle of the knife, curled her lip and heaved. The blade slipped free, followed by a small spill of blood. Njal stood and backed away a step.  
 
    “You don’t need to do this. Just talk to us. We can help you.” 
 
    With an effort that was almost superhuman, she dragged her good leg under her so she was kneeling on it. Her injured leg quivered and she let out a small cry of pain. Then she was leaning on the wall, forcing herself to stand while her injured leg danced in spasms of pain. I looked at her face and saw that she was sobbing. 
 
    “For God’s sake!” I said. “Stop this!” 
 
    And then she lunged, thrusting the razor sharp blade out in front of her like a lance aimed at Njal’s heart. He reacted like the soldier he was. He shot her through the head and her body crumpled, harmless, to the floor. 
 
    We stared at each other. Finally, he shook his head and narrowed his eyes. “What the fuck…?” 
 
    I snapped out of it. “I agree. But first, we need to clean this mess up.” I stepped to the window and slid it open. A rush of cold air battered my face. I turned back and saw that Njal already had the woman under her right shoulder. I took her left and we dragged her to the window and slumped her upper body out. Then we grabbed her ankles and lifted and she slipped through and vanished into the dark. 
 
    We repeated the operation with the guy with the eyebrows. It was harder. He was big and heavy and the floor was slick with blood, but we looped his arms over our shoulders and after three attempts and a couple of minutes, we managed to get him as far as the window. Then we folded him through the cold, speeding black gap, and next thing, he was gone too. The following two hours were spent washing the blood from the floor and the walls, and dumping the blood stained towels and sheets out the window, where they flared a moment like bloody ghosts and vanished into the blackness. 
 
    Finally, the job was done. I pulled a bottle of Bushmills from my bag and poured two generous measures into two tooth mugs. I handed one to Njal and we sat on the bunks, facing each other in silence across the wet floor. He took a swig and I said, “They were after you, Njal. They wanted to kill you.” 
 
   


 
  

 Twelve 
 
      
 
    The rhythm of the train was the only sound in the night. We had switched off the overhead and had only the reading lights burning. Njal was staring into his tooth mug. He took a swig and turned his stare on the door for a while before he swallowed. 
 
    “It doesn’t make sense,” he said in his deep, Norwegian growl. “Why me? I am not the threat.” He turned to look at me. “You destroyed Omega One in the U.S.A. You destroyed Omega Two in Europe. You made the hits against Omega Three in Latin America. It was you who personally killed each member of Omega Four in South Africa.” 
 
    I heard my own voice, quiet, and knew that what I was saying didn’t make sense either. “You were there. I couldn’t have done it without your help.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Maybe that is true, but it is also bullshit, Lacklan. You know it. If the guy with the Maxim had shot you tonight, this operation would be over. Jim does not send me on these missions as a primary agent, he sends me to help you. Who assassinates the assistant when the primary target is next to him, and sleeping?” 
 
    Air thudded the wall of the train as we entered yet another thick forest of firs. The sound of the engine, and the heavy steel wheels on the tracks, was amplified in the carriage. I stood and closed the window, dulling the noise outside, then leaned against it and looked down at him. 
 
    “How do they know we’re here?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Not Jim.” 
 
    “OK, but how?” 
 
    “I don’t know. We should abort.” 
 
    I thought about it. “It’s too late for that. And it’s what they’d expect us to do. It wouldn’t stop them. They’d keep coming. Besides, we’re stuck here till Tyumen.” 
 
    “We don’t know how many more there are on the train.” 
 
    “So far, there has only been one team at each stop.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    I added, “But that doesn’t mean a thing. You’re right. We don’t know.” 
 
    He sighed and rubbed his face. “They have known, every step of the way, where we were.” He looked up at me. “Lacklan, Phil was recommended to you by your father. Your father was Gamma in this organization. Are we being real stupid? Are you sure you can trust him?” 
 
    I sat and picked up my drink. “He provided the tool that brought down Omega Two. He made the neutron bomb[5].” 
 
    “They are getting their information from somewhere. If it’s not Jim and it’s not Phil, who the hell is it?” 
 
    “And what made them go for you instead of me?” 
 
    “Omega are subtle. Maybe they are trying to sow confusion and mistrust. Make us fight each other…” 
 
    “At the very least abort the mission. You may be right, but it doesn’t explain how they know where we are. There is something else…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That woman, the wound in her backside must have been agony, but she didn’t stop. She knew we could kill her at any instant, but she kept right on going. When she had the knife in her hand, and she stood up…” I shook my head. “I know vets from the Regiment, hard men, who could not have done that. But she did it and she stayed focused. She didn’t stop till you put her down.” 
 
    “You’re thinking of Freeman’s drug.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He was quiet for a while. Then, he said, “So if you are right, that kind of makes sense.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    He thought a moment longer, then drained his glass and smacked his lips. “For the sake of the argument, let’s say that these are Omega agents and not Russian mob.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    “And let’s say that you are right, and she, at least, was doped with Freeman’s drug.” 
 
    I nodded and he went on. 
 
    “We know, for a fact, that Freeman’s drug belongs to the Russian mob, so we have to conclude that the Russian mob and Omega are working together.” 
 
    “We already assumed that was happening at some level.” 
 
    “Right. So let’s assume that Omega put out a kind of organized crime All Points Bulletin, in Russia, a kind of underworld BOLO. If they are cooperating on some level with the Mob, it makes sense they would do that. We already took out U.S.A., Europe, Latin America and Africa, so Asia is going to be on the look out.” 
 
    “So far, that makes sense. But how do they trace us to this train and this compartment?” 
 
    “Think back, dude. Where was the last place we had contact with the Russian mob?” 
 
    “Yakutsk.” 
 
    “Right. We wiped out their top brass and we stole a two hundred and twenty thousand dollar Range Rover…” He paused, watching me. “There is one road out of Yakutsk, Lacklan, the M56, and you need to take that ferry to cross the river to get to it. The M56 leads to one place, and one place only, the intersection with the M58. And there you can turn west to Irkutsk or you can turn east to fuckin’ nowhere. You don’t need to be Professor Moriarty to realize that planting a hit squad at Irkutsk station is a smart move. They probably had another at the airport. Who knows? Maybe the sergeant pulled us over as a signal that we fit the profile.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s possible.” 
 
    “And they had Freeman’s drug because they knew who we were and they saw in Yakutsk what we could do.” 
 
    “So Omega are using the Russian mob to track us and eliminate us. It’s not Omega who know where we are, but the Mob.” I nodded. “That’s a good theory, but it leaves one question unanswered.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Why they were going after you instead of me.” 
 
    He sighed, refilled his glass and sat staring into it for a moment before shrugging. “They weren’t.” He raised his head and looked at me. “They came through the door. They guy with the Maxim was backup. They wanted a silent kill with a knife. That was her job. She was right-handed, so it’s easier for her to take me first because my bunk was on her left. You woke up, charged her, stabbed her in the ass and killed the guy with the gun. She goes for the nearest weapon, the one poking out of his chest. From that moment on, you are behind her, and I am, again, her easiest target.” 
 
    I nodded, then shrugged. “It makes sense, and yet.” I stared up at the black glass of the window, with the ghosts of the night lights reflected in it. “They wanted a silent kill, but nobody came in response to all the commotion.” 
 
    “The shots were suppressed. The compartments are pretty soundproofed, and let’s face it, a woman squealing a couple of times in the middle of the night, it could be a guy beating his wife or a couple screwing. Either way, nobody’s gonna get involved.” 
 
    I drew a deep breath and puffed out my cheeks. It made sense, but I didn’t believe it. “From now on, we sleep in four-hour shifts. We assume they are on us every step of the way. At Tyumen, we buy rail tickets to Novgorod with our credit cards; at the same time we buy two tickets, cash, to Vladimir. So we lay a double false scent. Then we ditch James Stewart and Rolf Magnusson. We go to the airport and we book a rental car using different ID, and we drive to Vologda.” 
 
    “Yuh, is good.” 
 
    “You stay with the rental car. We’ll pick a spot outside town, a small hotel or something. I’ll get a cab to the station and collect the hardware.” 
 
    “Why you?” 
 
    “Because I still think you were the target in this hit. So I want to be careful.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    “When I am sure I haven’t got a tail, I’ll meet you at the hotel. We transfer the hardware, switch plates with a random car and head for Moscow. We don’t go to the Hilton, as planned. We go to some other five star hotel.” 
 
    “OK, sounds good.” 
 
    “If you’re right, following us to Irkutsk and the train was not difficult. It was a simple, standard operation. But if they follow us to Moscow, to the new hotel, we’ll know there’s more to this than just the Mob tracking us. So far, unless this compartment is bugged, which it can’t be, only you and I know what we have planned.” 
 
    “Agreed.” He nodded and drained his glass. “I’ll take the first shift. You sleep. A crazy woman and a guy with giant eyebrows just tried to kill me. I don’t feel so sleepy.” 
 
    The remainder of the journey passed without incident. There was a strange rhythm to everything: we both slept eight hours a day, broken up into two lots of four. We took it in turns to have meals when the dining car was at its busiest; and when we were not eating or sleeping, we either rested and read, or practiced unarmed combat techniques in our carriage, while outside, the empty landscape flowed by to the rhythm of the track; night rolled into day and light rolled into dark.  
 
    But on the second day after the attack, houses and small villages began to dot the landscape, and then towns and roads and vehicles began to appear, separated by farms, pasture and grazing animals. We were leaving behind us one of the most desolate places on Earth and approaching something like civilization. 
 
    Finally, in the late afternoon, as the copper light of the falling sun stretched the shadows of the tall buildings long across the town, we pulled into Tyumen station. We left our luggage in the compartment and swung down from the train with just a couple of shoulder bags, to stretch our legs on the platform.  
 
    While Njal went to buy a sandwich and a coffee, I scanned the windows to see if anyone was watching us. I didn’t see anybody, though that didn’t mean much. When the whistles started blowing, I went into the john. While there, I heard the doors slamming, followed by the whine of the turbines and the grinding of steel wheels on steel tracks. When the noise began to fade, I stepped out again and saw Njal standing on the platform with two coffees and a paper bag. 
 
    “Damn,” he said without feeling. “We missed the train.”  
 
    Our stay there was brief. We went quickly to the main hall and followed the plan we’d made earlier. We bought a ticket each to Novgorod using James Stewart and Rolf Magnusson’s credit cards and, at the same time, we also bought two tickets, cash, to Vladimir. The guy on the desk looked at us curiously. We smiled sweetly and he shrugged.  
 
    If Omega operatives, or the Russian mob, came asking questions, this guy would remember us, and with a bit of luck, they’d go looking for us in Novgorod and Vladimir. And a bit of luck was what we needed. 
 
    From the station, we took a cab to the airport out in Novoroschino. There, we rented a Lada Niva from Avtoprokat Aeroport Tyumen, using a credit card and passport in the name of Albert Shipton. 
 
    From there, we took the E22 headed west and drove nonstop through lush, green landscapes, where there were still occasional forests of fir trees, one thousand three hundred miles to Moscow. But before entering the city, we took the MKAD circular and followed it to the M8, going north toward Vologda, another three hundred miles. One thousand six hundred miles in all, and a half day’s driving non-stop. 
 
    We finally arrived at Vologda at four in the morning. I dropped Njal at a small hotel on Sovetskiy Street by the river, parked the truck out of sight at the far end of the lot and walked the one and a quarter miles to the station in about twenty minutes. It was a pretty, leafy town with lots of trees and low, three and five story buildings. But at this time of the night, in the small hours, the streets were empty and desolate, and what little light there was filtered down through the foliage of the plane trees that lined every road. My steps were loud and reverberated softly off the walls. Sometimes I thought I heard the scuff of a foot behind me, but when I altered my pace, or the rhythm of my steps, no more sounds came to me. I ducked down a couple of side alleys and waited in the shadows, watching and listening, but nobody showed. The streets were empty. 
 
    I approached down Zosimovskaya Ulitsa and stopped on the corner, in the shadow of the trees that stood in a garden there, outside a block of apartments. In front of me was a large intersection, and beyond it the salmon and white 19th century building of the station. A train was pulling out, groaning and crying mournfully into the predawn. I could see no people. 
 
    I loped across the road to the parade of shops on Babushkina. Between me and the parking lot that fronted the station, there was a garden with a low, iron fence and scattered trees. I ran across the empty road and vaulted the fence, then moved in among the trees. 
 
    The garden had a broad path running across it from east to west. That path was intersected by two shorter paths, one at either end, that ran from north to south. The instructions we had said that the car would be at the end of the right hand path as I looked at the station, directly opposite a bus stop outside the westernmost exit. 
 
    I made my way silently through the trees and the flower beds. In the east, the sky was turning gray and there was a cold bite in the air. A handful of cars were parked in that spot, but directly opposite the bus stop, at the end of the path, there was a metallic gray Discovery. I hunkered down by a rockrose bush and watched the truck for ten minutes. Nobody approached it. Nothing happened.  
 
    The instructions had said that the key would be in a magnetic pouch under the chassis by the driver’s door. I stood, walked across the sidewalk and slipped between the Land Rover and the car beside it, like I was going to the station. Then I squatted down, reached under the Discovery and found the pouch. I retrieved it, put it in my pocket and kept walking, into the station.  
 
    There, I made my way to the johns, went in and locked myself in an empty cubicle. I dropped the key out of the pouch into my hand, threw the pouch into the can and flushed it. Then, using the blade of my knife, I prized open the key. I examined the inside, didn’t find a bug, and snapped it closed again. 
 
    I exited the john and stood a while, looking at the boards like I was interested in the train times, and carefully studied the main hall. There was nobody there. The ticket offices were closed. I stepped back out into the parking lot, where morning was seeping into the sky and the birds were going crazy, and scoured the area with my eyes. There was nobody there. I checked the station one last time and crossed to the truck. 
 
    I looked underneath the chassis, opened the hood and checked the trunk. There were a couple of crates there under a tarp. It was about as thorough as I could get without drawing too much attention to myself. At a superficial glance, it didn’t look like there was a bug or a bomb. A superficial glance would have to do for now. I climbed in, fired up the big engine and drove back toward the hotel.  
 
    The sky was growing light and the first cars were beginning to appear on the roads, their headlamps reflecting dull and limpid off the blacktop, their drivers peering with sleepy eyes through the windshield at another dawning day, much like all the rest. I wondered as I drove past them what they would think if I told them where I was going, what I was doing—what I was planning to do, and why. 
 
    I pulled into the parking lot outside the hotel and parked next to the Lada. Njal was leaning against a column by the door, smoking a cigarette. As I climbed down, he said, “Everything OK?” 
 
    I nodded. “Help me shift these crates and switch the plates, will you?” 
 
    He dropped his cigarette and trod on it. “Well ahead of you, pal. Plates are changed. Let’s do it.” 
 
   


 
  

 Thirteen 
 
      
 
    It was the final leg of a grueling five thousand mile journey that had been intended to ensure we penetrated Russia and reached Moscow completely undetected. It had been a partial failure. Instead, we had been detected by the Russian mob the moment we’d set foot on Russian soil, a Russian mob that was being moved and used by Omega. 
 
    The drive from Vologda to Moscow was a mere three hundred miles, four hours or less along good roads, through lush, inhabited countryside dotted with farms and pretty cottages. The Lada was a bone-shaker, but we were in luxury. We didn’t talk to Phil, as we had initially planned, because the STD, the communication device, was in one of the crates, and we didn’t want to open them till we were out of sight. 
 
    Once in Moscow, we made for the Domodedovo airport, where we left the truck on the top floor at the multi-story parking garage, with its lethal cargo. Next, we took a taxi to the vast shopping mall at Novoyegor Yevskoye Shosse. There, we replaced the luggage we had abandoned on the train, bought some more expensive clothes, cleaned up and had a shave in the public toilets. At ten AM, we found an internet café and booked a couple of business suites in the names of Albert Shipman and Mogens Knudsen, at the Savoy Moscow, on Ulitsa Rozhdestvenka, a mere Molotov cocktail’s throw from Red Square. Finally, we took another cab and arrived at the hotel as two prosperous American businessmen exploiting their expense accounts.  
 
    It was one of Jim’s theories that nobody attracts less unwanted attention than a successful businessman in a five star hotel. If law enforcement, or any organization for that matter, are looking for a fugitive, they will always start their search with friends and family, then move on to cash-only dives where no questions are asked. They never check the five star hotels. It’s a theory I agree with. 
 
    The Savoy in Moscow is all about old world luxury, and it’s about as old world luxurious as you can get. We were ushered in by the doorman while a buttons collected our bags from the trunk of the taxi. A man with a pencil mustache and a burgundy blazer checked us in with a fake French accent and the buttons was instructed to show us to our suites. Before we went up, I told the concierge I wanted to rent a Jaguar. He said he’d see to it and we could sign the paperwork when we next came down.  
 
    The suite was everything you would expect it to be: leather armchairs and sofas that looked like genuine antiques, a dining table and four chairs in heavy mahogany, a walnut desk with a black leather chair and parquet floors inlaid with art deco designs. Heavy drapes hung beside tall windows to a small balcony, harnessed with heavy gold cords, and a fire burned in a dark green marble fireplace. It was over the top, but it was Russian over the top. So somehow it worked. 
 
    I gave the boy twenty bucks, which was about one thousand two hundred rubles. He didn’t look impressed, but thanked me politely and withdrew. I showered and changed my clothes, then went down to reception and collected the keys to the Jag. It was a burnt red. Njal was waiting and took the wheel. 
 
    The main drag outside the hotel was the Teatrainyy, six lanes of one-way traffic headed east. We joined the flow, following it down to the River Moscow. There, we turned west and followed the Kremlevskvaya along the banks of the river, past the massive form of the cathedral of Christ the Savior, where the river turns south. Past the cathedral, we turned right onto Soymonovskiy and then left onto Ulitsa Ostozhenka. This, at last, was Ustinov’s street. We cruised down slowly. His palatial apartment block was on the corner with Sechenovskiy. When we got there, we turned in and cruised past the building. There was nothing to see, but we registered the time of day, the day of the week, the number of cars, where they were parked, the entrance to the apartment block, and whether it was open or closed. Each of us, in our minds, made a general overview and later, we would compare notes. 
 
    We spent half an hour exploring the streets around his area, then headed back out to the airport, where we’d left the truck with the hardware—and what we were most interested in right then, the STD, a means of communication with Phil. That was now our first priority. 
 
    As we headed south out of town on the M2, toward Domodedovo Airport, Njal started thinking aloud. 
 
    “OK, review, only two people know we are at the Savoy. Am I right?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, and let’s keep it that way.” 
 
    “We inform nobody about the change of ID.” 
 
    “Agreed.” I glanced at him. “Not even Jim.” 
 
    “OK, not even Jim.” 
 
    “And whatever Phil has arranged, we plan the hit our way and we provide no information and no feedback.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    I went on, “And, we proceed on the assumption that Omega know we are here, or at the very least that they are expecting us.” 
 
    He nodded, and after a while, he said, “Ten four, pal. Ten four.” 
 
    We drove the rest of the way in silence. We had parked the truck on the top floor of the multi-story parking garage, at the farthest end, because that is where you tend to have most free space. The two spaces next to it were free. We reversed in next to the Lada, opened the back and climbed in. There, we prized open the crates and had a look inside. 
 
    There was just about everything we would need, and that troubled me, because it seemed to contradict our working theory.  
 
    “If the Mob are trying to kill us, why the hell have they provided us with all this hardware?” 
 
    Njal didn’t look troubled. “They got their code. Jim deals a lot with the Russian mob. If there’s a contract, they honor it, doesn’t matter what else is going down. They have a reputation. They always do what they say they’re gonna do, good or bad, for better or worse.” 
 
    I showed him a face that said I was skeptical. 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s the way they operate.” 
 
    We had a couple of HK416s, two Maxim 9s, three pounds of C4 and enough ammunition for a third World War. Then there was the usual collection of night-vision goggles, listening devices, trackers and detonators of various types, remote and mechanical. Most of it we wouldn’t need, but it was good to know we had it. What we were going to need was the powerful EMP device packed in one of the crates. Its range was limited to about six feet in the round, but strategically placed, it could knock out any alarm system and kill any listening bugs. 
 
    I took my time inspecting it all. It was all good and in working order. It looked like Njal was right. The fact that they wanted us dead didn’t mean they weren’t going to deliver on their contract.  
 
    Most important of all was the small, black, hardened plastic case, like a miniature Samsonite, nestled beside the EMP. I opened it and inside was what looked like a large iPhone or a small tablet. It was black and featureless all over. Beside it was a folded sheet of instructions on how to set it up to recognize my iris and my thumbprint, and also Njal’s, so that we could both use it. Once set up, it functioned much like a cell phone, except that it communicated via VPN and encrypted all voice messages and images with an exclusive, dedicated number that would change every three hours. The link was entirely governed by the device itself and was virtually impossible to track or hack. Generically, it was an STD, but the instructions described it as a hyper encrypted recorded message electron signature device, or HERMES. I wondered how long Phil had spent trying to fit the device to the name. 
 
    We packed away the weapons, registered our thumbprints and irises, locked up the Lada and climbed back in the Jag. Then we set off for a cruise through the woodlands to the north of the airport. 
 
    When we were on the road again, cruising slowly north on the Zelenaya Ulitsa, I called Phil. There was a single ring and a robotic voice said, “Speak.” 
 
    “We’re here and we have the hardware. What’s the situation?” 
 
    “Ustinov has been contacted. He believes he is in touch with Jesus Sanchez, an old associate of Samuel Zapata, the Sinaloa capo you killed in Mexico[6]. Sanchez claims to have information relating to the deaths of Lambda, Raul Rocha; Mu, Narciso Terry; Nu, Felipe Gonzalez; and Xi, Samuel Zapata. They have been negotiating. Sanchez is demanding an unreasonably high sum of money, twenty million U.S. dollars, for the information. He is also demanding that he and Ustinov meet secretly.” 
 
    I was shaking my head while I was listening. “That is wrong. That is not what we arranged. He will have informed the remaining members of Omega about this approach, they will be on high alert. They’ll smell a trap.” 
 
    The robot voice cut me off. “Stop talking and listen.” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “I have hacked Ustinov’s computer.” 
 
    “You what?” 
 
    “I have been monitoring his emails and other messages. For three weeks. I have been intercepting his messages to his colleagues.” 
 
    “That’s too easy…” 
 
    “It’s not easy at all! It was damned difficult!” 
 
    “I don’t like this.” 
 
    “It’s what there is and it’s all I could do. His colleagues have not received any of his messages, but he has received messages apparently from them saying that he should meet Sanchez in person and see if they can use him. If not, they will eliminate him. He is to inform his family he is going away for a few days to his dacha. They are accustomed to him doing that. His colleagues will be told that he is taking a few days with a couple of escorts. Again, this is something that he does habitually. Once you have done the job, you will have five, maximum six days to get to Japan and execute phase two.” 
 
    “I don’t like it.” 
 
    “Do you want to abort?” 
 
    I sighed. “No.” 
 
    “He owns a dacha near Rossolovo, on Lake Galichskoe, about three hours’ drive from Moscow on the E115. I’ll send you the coordinates. Sanchez will arrange to meet him there in two days’ time.” 
 
    “What can you tell us about the dacha?” 
 
    “Practically nothing. The best I can do is send you satellite pictures. As to who is there and how well protected it is, I can’t help you.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Have you followed protocol so far?” 
 
    I glanced at Njal. Njal gave an almost imperceptible nod. 
 
    I said, “Sure, why?” 
 
    “Keep me posted and let me know if I need to tailor my communication with the target.” 
 
    “Sure, we’ll do that. Is there anything else we need to know? Has he said anything about security?” 
 
    “I told him he needs to go alone, and if Sanchez sees a lot of security, he will not show.” 
 
    “OK, good.” 
 
    He hesitated a moment. “Is there anything I need to know?” 
 
    Again, I glanced at Njal and he shook his head. 
 
    I said, “No. We’ll case the joint and let you know if there’s anything. When you have the exact date and time, you contact us.” 
 
    “OK, we’ve talked too long. I’m signing off.” 
 
    The line went dead. 
 
    Njal said: “You wanna go now?” 
 
    “No. That would be typical of both of us. Besides, I don’t want to be conspicuous by our absence at the hotel. He said it’s a two hour drive. Let’s go back to the hotel, show our faces in the bar. Tonight, we’ll ask the concierge to recommend a good, quiet restaurant. We’ll head out like we were going to dine at nine PM. Instead, we go to the dacha.” 
 
    He nodded. “Good.” 
 
    We made our way back along the broad, tree-lined avenues, taking it easy and threading a very roundabout route, still watching for tails. There were none.  
 
    When we finally got back to Ulitsa Rozhdestvenka and the Savoy, Njal handed over the Jag to the parking valet. As he took it away, I told Njal, “I’m going to take a walk. I need to clear my head.” 
 
    He nodded. “OK, I see you later. I’m going to read my book in the bar, be seen.” 
 
    The doorman held the door for him and he disappeared inside. I made my way up to the Pushechnaya Ulitsa, where Rozhdestvenka becomes pedestrianized and there are cafes, bars and shops, and lots of crowds where you can get lost. I needed to think. I needed to be somewhere where nobody was going to supply me with obvious answers to my questions or try to explain the unexplainable. I knew something was wrong, and I knew it couldn’t be explained away. 
 
    I shoved my hands in my pockets and moved among the crowd. Absently, I noted every person, what they were doing, what windows they were shopping in, how they sugared and stirred their coffee, or called the waiters for a beer. I was invisible to them, and they jostled me and squeezed past me, crossed my path to reach the shop on the other side of the street, but I noted them. All of them. 
 
    There was a leak. There was no question about that in my mind. We had a leak in the system. Njal didn’t want to believe it, because Jim was his friend and his mentor, his guide and his teacher. But that didn’t change the fact that somehow, somewhere, somebody was passing information to Omega about our mission. For all Njal’s theories about the Russian Mafia, the fact was clear that from the moment we set foot in Russia, Omega knew we were here. It was also clear that one way or another, Freeman’s operation, as well as being hand-in-glove with the Russian mob, had been under the supervision of Omega.  
 
    The question was not if, but how? How had we acquired the leak? Or, more precisely, who? Who was the leak? The possible pool of suspects was small, and that was where it became a problem. Because it was either Jim, Phil or Njal, and it couldn’t be any of them. 
 
    I sat outside at a place called the Prime Café and ordered a double espresso and a shot of Bushmills. I sat sipping the whiskey a while, watching the crowds spill by, a river of beings, half-asleep, serving the hive, serving the great market, generating revenue, generating power for their masters… 
 
    I thought about Jim. He had invested a small fortune in helping me to bring down Omega. He had risked his career, his freedom and his life. That life had been the pursuit of everything that Omega aimed to destroy. For Jim to betray us would mean betraying everything that he was and everything that he believed in. I knew that Jim would die fighting before he did that. Thus far at least, Njal was right. 
 
    Njal. 
 
    Everything that was true of Jim was true of Njal. We had come too far as comrades in arms, we had saved each other’s lives more times than I could remember. He believed in the fight against Omega as much as I did, and as much as Jim did. My gut told me that the three of us were good, and had each other’s backs. I believed that. 
 
    Which left Phil. 
 
    Phil had been introduced to me by my father, Gamma, number three in the Omega hierarchy. He had given me his number so that Phil could help me find Marni when she had disappeared. I knew nothing about Phil, except that he was neurotically security conscious, and brilliant at what he did. He had provided—and created—the computer virus that had brought down Omega in Europe.  
 
    And yet, he was my father’s man. I knew nothing about their relationship, how they knew each other, what their relationship was. But I kept coming back to the same point: it made no sense whatever that my father would ask me, on his death bed, to destroy this organization, if in the same breath he gave me an ally who would betray me. 
 
    And he had not betrayed me. He had proven himself over and over, helped me inflict untold damage on that organization, to the point that they were now all but finished. 
 
    So if not Jim, if not Njal and if not Phil, then who? 
 
    I went cold. The terrace and the street seemed to rock under my feet. My head throbbed. I tried to get to my feet, but my heart was pounding too hard in my ears, making me dizzy. She had not seen me. She was on the other side of the road. The stream of humanity kept obscuring her from view. She had stopped to look in a window. I caught her face full on, but she didn’t see me. She turned and walked away quickly toward Ulitsa Kuznetskiy Most. 
 
    I stood and stumbled among the tables, half ran to the low fence that enclosed the terrace, shouting her name, calling after her above the bustle of the crowd. “Marni! Marni! 
 
    “Marni!” 
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    I ran. 
 
    Behind me, a voice called out. I hadn’t paid. People thronged and jostled in front of me, made me stop and start, and dodge and shove. They obscured my view. I shouted, “Marni!” 
 
    People looked at me. I elbowed through them, pulled at them and pushed them, wading more than running, struggling, squeezing, searching the crowd ahead. I saw her hair, her shoulder, bobbing among the throng. 
 
    Now she was at the corner of Kuznetskiy Most, looking left and right, ready to cross. 
 
    “Marni! Marni!” 
 
    I pushed, thrusted. Somebody shouted. I ran. She was trotting across the road toward the Carillon jewelry store. I made it to the sidewalk, stumbled and stopped as a car sped past, honked and shouted something obscene at me. A truck passed on the other side and obscured her from view. I half-dodged, half-scrambled through the traffic and made it to the other side. She was gone. I burst into the store and stood staring: high, vaulted ceilings, a maze of glass cabinets, a handful of customers glancing at me with distaste, several attendants scowling at me. A man stepped toward me and spoke in Russian. 
 
    “You speak English?” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
    “A woman. She came through this door a moment ago. Medium height, light brown hair, American, a beige jacket, jeans…” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at me, then turned to look at the shop behind him and gestured with his hand. “Perhaps she went into the other department. You are welcome to look, but please, walk, do not run.” 
 
    I pushed past him and moved through the cabinets, through an ornate arch and into another large room. Here, the cabinets and shelves were filled with ornaments rather than jewelry. There were half a dozen customers. Marni was not among them, but at the far end was another door that opened onto Ulitsa Rozhdestvenka. I crossed the room at a run and stepped out onto the street. 
 
    Here, it was no longer pedestrianized. She was on the sidewalk, fifty yards ahead of me, about to cross, looking both ways. I shouted, “Marni!” and ran. She seemed not to hear and crossed the road at an angle, making for the gates to the courtyard of a large, 18th century building. There was a bunch of kids outside, sitting in the shade of some chestnut trees. She passed them and went in through the iron gates. I called out once more, closing on her. 
 
    My stomach was burning. I felt sick. I pushed through the gate after her, noting absently that there was a porter’s lodge, and this was the School of Architecture and Town Planning. 
 
    The courtyard was small. At its center was a circular fountain about seven feet across, feeding a feeble trickle of water into a small, stone pond where water lilies floated among goldfish. Beyond it, two shallow steps rose to an arched doorway with a glass-paneled door that stood open. In the doorway, Marni stood with her arms around a man’s neck. He was in his fifties and had his arms around her waist. They were kissing. It seemed to go on for a long time, and when it ended, they gave each other small pecks, one after another, smiling into each other’s eyes. 
 
    The ground lurched under my feet. There was a pounding in my head. I needed to vomit. They didn’t see me, but turned and went inside. A presence loomed beside me. I looked at a large man in a black uniform. I wondered who the hell he was and what he was doing there. Nothing made any sense. He spoke to me in Russian and I wondered what the hell I was doing in Russia anyway. The world moved again and he frowned and held my shoulder in a massive hand. 
 
    I spoke without thinking: “My wife…” 
 
    His eyebrows rose. “English?” 
 
    I frowned at him. “What?” 
 
    “You English?” 
 
    “American…” 
 
    He smiled. I was confused, because there was compassion in his smile. “Wife English, from Oxford…” 
 
    Another wave of nausea. “Yeah, wife English, from Oxford.” 
 
    I turned to go. Then faltered and turned back. 
 
    He said, “Sorry, for you. Life suck sometimes, huh, buddy?” 
 
    “How long?” I gestured helplessly toward the door. “Do you know? How long…?” 
 
    He shrugged. “We know Dr. Gilbert now. She visit. Maybe one year, perhaps more.” 
 
    It was a strange feeling as I walked back toward the Savoy. There was a hot, raw void in my belly and I could feel all my strength draining out through it. My legs ached, my arms ached and there was a pounding, throbbing pressure in my head. Waves of nausea kept flooding my stomach.  
 
    I passed the Prime Café and gave the waiter a handful of money, then kept going till I came to the Savoy and pushed through the door. I stood a while frowning at the tiled floor, wondering why I was there. I needed to see Njal. I couldn’t articulate in my own mind exactly why I needed to see him, but I knew I did.  
 
    He’d said he’d be in the bar, reading. So I made my way to the bar.  
 
    I found him sitting in a corner with a Martini, reading the Maltese Falcon. He looked up as I came in. I saw him frown and lay down the book, open, beside his drink. He watched me a moment and I realized my behavior was odd. I was standing motionless, staring at his book. He got up and came over to me. He grinned and slapped me on the shoulder. I frowned at him. He spoke to the barman. “Bushmills, make it a double, straight up.” 
 
    He led me to the table and sat me down. When he spoke, his voice was quiet. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you, dude?” 
 
    The waiter set down the whiskey and withdrew. I took a large pull. It burned in my mouth and in my gut. It was good and it helped. I set down the glass and closed my eyes. 
 
    “I found the leak.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I looked at him and wanted to sleep. A weariness, like I hadn’t rested in a hundred years, washed through my limbs and through my brain. I didn’t want to be there. I didn’t want to do this anymore. I heard my own voice, disembodied. 
 
    “It’s Marni.” 
 
    He squinted at me like I was talking word salad. “You’re freaking me out, Lacklan. What are you talking about?” 
 
    I sighed, shaking my head. “I haven’t had a chance to think it through yet.” 
 
    “There is nothing to think through, pal. She’s in the States, in a coma.” 
 
    “No, Njal. She’s in Moscow. Right now, she’s at the Institute of Architecture, just five minutes up the road.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They know her there. The porter told me. Dr. Gilbert.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You need to explain, dude. You’re not making any sense at all.” 
 
    I took another slug, felt it burn. “I saw her, Njal. She walked past the Prime Café. I was having a drink. I called to her. I followed her. She either couldn’t or wouldn’t hear me. She…” I struggled to hold onto my thoughts. “She went to the Carillon jewelry store, only cut through it, though. Then she went on and crossed the road to the Institute.” 
 
    “It’s not possible, Lacklan. It was a woman who looked like her. She could not have recovered from the coma so fast.” 
 
    I went on like he hadn’t spoken. “I followed her through the gate. She was sixty, seventy feet away. She was with a man, older than her, maybe in his late fifties. They were kissing.” 
 
    “Kissing?” 
 
    “Like they were a long term couple. Intimate.” 
 
    “No.” He was shaking his head again. “No, buddy. That’s not possible.” 
 
    “Buddy… That’s what the porter called me. He came up to see if I was OK. I told him she was my wife. He told me her name was Dr. Gilbert, and she’d been a frequent visitor for the last year or a little longer. They all knew her there now.” 
 
    He was quiet for a long time, scowling at the table. Finally, he said, “Man, I am sorry. I am real sorry. I can only imagine what that feels like. But we need to think…you need to think…” He gave a small laugh that had no humor in it. He shrugged and spread his hands. “How? It just isn’t physically possible. How?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I told you. I haven’t thought it through yet.” 
 
    I took another pull on the Bushmills, felt its heat ease through my veins. My brain started to relax. What he was saying was true. It was impossible that Marni could have gone from being in a coma to being in Moscow, kissing a guy at the faculty of architecture in just a few days. But I knew what I had seen. I nodded and looked him in the eye for the first time. 
 
    “Yeah. The question is not ‘if’, Njal. The question is ‘how?’ I know what I saw. That was Marni. It wasn’t a twin sister I didn’t know about, and it wasn’t plastic surgery. I know Marni. I grew up with her. That was Marni.” 
 
    He sat back in his chair and folded his arms. “I’m gonna be blunt with you, Lacklan. Now, there are two facts here that cannot be disputed. One, she was not faking the fuckin’ coma. Two, you just had an emotional shock which would rock the foundations of the toughest guy on the planet. So your judgment is not one hundred percent reliable.” 
 
    “I know what I saw, Njal.” 
 
    He nodded. “Of course you know what you saw.” He said it like he meant it. It wasn’t patronizing and I frowned at him. He went on, “But the question isn’t about what you saw. The question is, did you see what was there?” 
 
    A flush of irritation made me grit my teeth. “I didn’t hallucinate it, Njal! The porter saw it too. Or do you think I hallucinated him as well?” 
 
    His answer was quiet, level. “I’m not talking about hallucination.” He sighed, gesturing suddenly at the ceiling. “Most of the stars you see, what you’re seeing is ten thousand years old. That star might have stopped existing ten thousand years ago, but you are still seeing it.” 
 
    “Don’t start with that philosophical bullshit, Njal.” 
 
    “What I am trying to tell you, Lacklan, if you’ll listen, is that you can see something real, totally convincing, but it is not what you think it is.” 
 
    “It was Marni.” 
 
    “Look, buddy, one of two is true. Either the woman in the bed in the coma is not Marni, or the girl you saw today was not Marni. They are not both Marni. You choose.” 
 
    I sighed, closed my eyes and flopped back in my chair. “I know.” 
 
    “Lacklan, I do not need you going to pieces on me. This is real important, what you have seen. But you have to see it for what it is.” 
 
    I opened my eyes and looked at him. I knew he was right. Even so, I said, “Explain.” 
 
    “They are fucking with your head. And that is important.” 
 
    I thought about it. “Ben, the things I saw in South Africa…” 
 
    “More than that, Lacklan. It means they know you’re here, and they know exactly where you are. It doesn’t matter at all whether that was Marni or not. How they did it is irrelevant. What is important is that they did it! And that means they knew you were in Moscow, and they knew you were at the Prime Café. They know exactly where you are, and that is important.” 
 
    “How…? Not even Jim and Phil know. Only you and I know that.” 
 
    “That’s my point, Lacklan. You can’t afford to let your emotions rule your thinking right now, or we both die. Bury them, suppress them, put them to one side—do whatever you need to do—and think logically.” 
 
    I stared at him, then drained my drink and shook my head. “Logic says it’s impossible. But it happened.” 
 
    “When logic says something is impossible, what logic means is that we don’t know how it can be done.” 
 
    “More Jim Redbeard pop philosophy?” 
 
    Irritation tightened his face for a moment. “What does Lacklan Walker bitter twisted cynical philosophy say that might be helpful?” 
 
    I rubbed my face and signaled the waiter for another Bushmills. Then I offered Njal a lopsided smile. “It can’t be, but it is, therefore there is an explanation we can’t see.” 
 
    “Which is what I said.” 
 
    “Which,” I nodded, “is what you said.” 
 
    “There is one thing we take from this.” 
 
    “That they know we are here.” 
 
    It was his turn to nod. “That they know we are here. More precise, Lacklan. They know you are here and are putting on a show for you.”  
 
    He waited, watching me. The waiter brought over my drink, set it in front of me and left. 
 
    Njal said, “If ever there was a time to consider aborting, it is now. We could be walking right into a death trap.” 
 
    “You go back.” I said it staring at my whiskey. “We’ll make a show of it. Make it look like we are both leaving. But I’ll stay. I have to see this through.” 
 
    “That is stupid.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. I’d never seen him look more blunt or Norwegian. 
 
    “You are still not thinking. You depend on Phil for this operation. If anyone is compromised, Phil is the most likely. If they are tracking us, probably it is through Phil.” He sat forward with his elbows on his knees. “We have to abort, withdraw, examine the whole operation and see where the leak was. We need to plug the leak and start again from scratch.” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “That would be the logical thing to do, you’re right. But if we do that, Omega gets stronger. They go on the offensive and start coming after us. I’m here, I’ve got this far, I am going in for the kill.” 
 
    “Whose kill, yours?” 
 
    I studied him a moment, chewing my lip, thinking. The HERMES device started to vibrate in my pocket. I pulled it out and Njal and I stared at each other for a moment. Finally, I answered it, smiled brightly and said, “Hello, darling.” 
 
    “The meeting is set for tonight at twelve. Ustinov wanted to make it dinner. Sanchez said he didn’t want any staff around. Just Ustinov and him. Ustinov insisted on taking two bodyguards and that Sanchez arrive alone. Sanchez insisted on taking his own bodyguard…” 
 
    “I don’t need the whole negotiation, darling. Just give me the essential facts.” 
 
    “At the dacha, tonight, eleven thirty. It should be just him and one other. I’ve been monitoring his mail and his telephone and I see nothing to suggest otherwise. He is keeping it quiet, under his hat.” 
 
    “Cool. Any word from back home? How are Mum and Dad?” 
 
    “I have no news.” 
 
    “OK, sweetheart. I’ll see you when I get home. Kiss the kids for me.” 
 
    He hung up. Njal jerked his head at me in a question. I said, “Tonight, eleven thirty. Apparently, it will just be him and a bodyguard.” 
 
    “You going?” 
 
    I nodded. “We both book tickets to L.A. We go to the airport. We both go through security and head for the plane, but where you board it, I change my clothes and reenter on one of the fake passports Jim gave us. I go to the rendezvous. If he’s there, I proceed with the mission. If he’s not, we’ll know Phil is our leak.” 
 
    “He’ll know you’re coming. He’ll be ready for you.” 
 
    “What he won’t be ready for is that I will already be at the dacha.” 
 
    “How you gonna get in?” 
 
    “I have some ideas. Come on.” I drained my drink. “We need to book the tickets.” 
 
    “No.” He shook his head again. “Like I said, that is stupid. If they think we left, there’s a chance he won’t show. They have to believe we are sticking to the original plan. We show up early like you said, maybe we can get the drop on them.” 
 
    I nodded a few times. “Thanks.” 
 
    He shrugged and grinned. “The time and place of our death, Lacklan, was decided long ago by the Norn. OK, talk.” 
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    We’d arrived at Orekhovo, a small hamlet four and a half miles east and north of the dacha, at just after seven PM. We’d followed the basic asphalt road south and east, through green fields and ever denser woodland to the even smaller village of Rossolovo. From there, two rudimentary roads continued on to the lake. One branched away to the west, through farmland to the town of Nagatino. The other plunged into several square miles of forest, mainly fir and poplar, with a floor thick in ferns several feet high. 
 
    We found a footpath and rolled into it. It was barely wide enough and the low-slung Jag was practically dragging its belly on the rutted, pitted path, but we inched our way in and found a clearing where we could leave the car. I reversed in, so the nose was facing the exit, just in case we needed a speedy getaway. 
 
    I opened the trunk and Njal pulled out the two rucksacks we had prepared on our second visit to the Lada. I had my Sig Sauer p226 in my waistband behind my back, and the Maxim 9 under my arm in a holster. It was an ugly gun, like something out of Judge Dredd, but it was effective and silent. 
 
    In my boot, as always, I had my Fairbairn and Sykes fighting knife. Now, from the rucksack, I pulled the Heckler and Koch 416 and four magazines, which I attached to my belt. With the one I had rammed in, that was a hundred and fifty rounds. Three hundred between us.  
 
    Njal slung his rucksack, loaded with the EMP, on his back, and we perched the goggles on our heads and set off through the forest at a steady run. After ten minutes or a little more, we came to a broad clearing. It was maybe seven hundred yards across, forming a kind of horseshoe, where the open end was the shore of the lake. There, I could see marshy reeds and aquatic birds, and a wooden jetty leading out into the water, where a rowboat was moored. 
 
    In the foreground, about sixty or seventy feet away, was the back of the house. It was dusk, and the tall trees increased the gloom, but I could make out a kitchen garden, a kitchen door with a simple Chubb lock, a clothes line and some fruit trees. It was clear that the windows at the back were closed and had the drapes drawn. We lay for fifteen minutes among the ferns, just waiting, watching and listening. Nothing happened, and apart from the sleepy sounds of the birds gathering for the night, there was nothing to be heard, either. 
 
    I pointed to the north side of the horseshoe, to our left.  
 
    “Take a hike down there. Have a look at the side and front of the house. I’ll take the south side. Rendezvous with me there in thirty minutes or less. Immediately if you see signs of life.” 
 
    He moved off silently among the trees and vanished. I crouch-ran for two hundred yards until I was facing the side of the house. There I dropped and watched for a couple of minutes. It was much like the back: two stories and an attic of not much going on. The windows were like the ones at the back too, shut and the drapes closed. I continued on for another hundred yards until I had a clear, diagonal view of the front. 
 
    There was a deep veranda that ran the length of the house. From the center, a flight of six steps descended to a gravel parking lot with a drive that wound north through the forest. There was a solid door that might have been oak, and two sets of double windows with blue, slatted shutters on either side of the door. The house looked big and comfortable, but unassuming. I figured it had five or six bedrooms upstairs, a study in the attic and a dining room and two drawing rooms downstairs, maybe even a small library. 
 
    A hundred yards to the north, there was a set of stables that looked as though they had been converted into a garage, but the doors were closed and it was impossible to tell if there were any vehicles there. 
 
    Then I thought a light came on in one of the downstairs windows, but almost immediately realized that the light had not come on, but the drape had been pulled back to allow somebody to look out. The light disappeared again.  
 
    Njal appeared like a ghost five minutes later and dropped down beside me. I noted, not for the first time, that he would be a very dangerous opponent indeed.  
 
    “We don’t know how many are inside. It might be that Ustinov decided to arrive early. Hell, they might even know we’re here.” 
 
    “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “Pick the lock at the back. Kill everybody.” 
 
    Staying in the cover of the trees, we moved back toward the rear of the house. Dusk was closing in and the first stars were appearing in a dark sky above. Njal was about to make the first run while I covered him, when the kitchen door opened and a big guy in a suit walked out, opened his fly and started to pee into the vegetable patch. He spoke loud over his shoulder and there was the sound of a single voice laughing inside. 
 
    He shook his dick and tucked it away, walking back toward the house like Donald Duck, doing up his zipper. He went inside, still talking, and pulled the door closed. We both froze, listening in the still evening. We didn’t hear the key. 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s too easy.” 
 
    “Sanchez told him he didn’t want to see any bodyguards but one. So he sent these boys ahead. They’re Mob, they’re stupid. They think they’re OK till twenty-three hundred hours.” 
 
    It made sense. I growled, “It’s still too damned easy. OK, cover me to the corner. Then follow.” 
 
    I sprinted across the grass and dropped silently at the corner of the house. I pulled the 416 round and covered the door while Njal ran to join me. He took up a position covering the windows and the door while I inched up and tried the handle. It was unlocked. I dropped on one knee and pulled it open. Njal shook his head; there was no one there. I moved in, with him just behind me. 
 
    The light was still on. We were in a large, farmhouse kitchen with a big, wooden table down the middle, dressed with a red and white gingham tablecloth and a big bowl of fruit in the middle. There were six heavy pine chairs around the table. To my left, there was a sink by the window and beyond the sink a blue, iron range. On my right, there was a huge dresser with ornate plates, cups and glasses. Beside it was a huge fridge, and in the far wall, a door that looked like it led to a cellar.  
 
    Diagonally across the room, there was a door that stood ajar. Through it, I could see a checkerboard floor and on it, limpid light reflected from another open door, where a TV was playing softly. 
 
    The light reflecting off the tiles grew brighter and the TV grew louder. I moved quickly across the room, behind the door, pulled my knife from my boot and Njal drew his Maxim. He stood behind me. The goon approached speaking loudly and pushed through the door, making for the fridge. I matched his steps and closed in fast, ramming the point of the knife into the nape of his neck, between his vertebrae.  
 
    He stopped dead and I slipped my arms under his, around his chest. He was big and heavy and Njal had to help. We dragged him into a corner and laid him gently on the floor.  
 
    I put the knife back in my boot and pulled the Maxim. Then I was moving fast, out through the kitchen and down the passage, where the door stood open onto an illuminated room where the TV was playing. We took up positions on either side. I counted silently with my fingers, one, two, three! 
 
    I turned and kicked in the door. We both stepped in, taking in the situation instantly: the TV playing some kind of sitcom, four bottles of beer on a coffee table, three men in suits, one in an armchair, sideways on to me, two on a sofa, facing me, all staring up at us, all frozen, astonished. None of them reaching for a weapon. 
 
    None of them was Ustinov. 
 
    I snapped, “Where is Ustinov?” 
 
    None of them spoke. None of them reacted. I shot the guy in the chair through the temple. His brains sprayed over one of the guys on the sofa, who winced. Njal said, “Gde Ustinov?” 
 
    They hesitated, so I shot the guy with brains on his face between the eyes. Njal repeated, “Gde Ustinov?” 
 
    The remaining guy raised both his hands. He looked sick. 
 
    “On pridet pozzeh! On pridet pozzeh! Ne streleyay!” 
 
    I jerked my head at Njal. 
 
    He said, “He’s coming later.” 
 
    “What time?” 
 
    Njal jerked his chin at the guy, whose hands had started trembling. 
 
    “Skol’ko vremeni?” 
 
    “Odinnadtsat’…” 
 
    Njal looked at me and shrugged. “Eleven o’clock.” 
 
    I studied the guy’s face. I believed he was telling the truth, or at least that he thought he was. I spoke to Njal, keeping my eyes on the guy. “How do you say, I’m sorry?” 
 
    He sighed. “Mne zhal’.” 
 
    The guy’s eyes went wide. His skin turned pasty. I said, “Mne zhal’,” and shot him between the eyes too. 
 
    I was sorry, but that didn’t make a damned bit of difference. He was still dead. 
 
    I checked my watch. It was coming up to eight PM. 
 
    “We have three hours to sanitize this place.” 
 
    We collected the slugs from the floor, then dragged the bodies down to the cellar. It was a huge space, about the size of the house, dotted with pillars at strategic points to support the weight of the structure above. 
 
    A single wall divided the space, where the stairs descended. On the right was a wine cellar, with a long, raw wooden table. On  the left was a games room, with an open fire, a pool table, a dart board and various other games. 
 
    We dragged the bodies over to the far end of the wine cellar and dumped them there. It was the best we could do. 
 
    Then we went upstairs and scrubbed the floor with bleach and the chair and the sofa with detergent. When they had dried, there would be no sign that anybody had been killed there. After that, we blasted the room with the EMP to make sure there were no bugs and settled to wait for the car to arrive, with Ustinov and his bodyguard. 
 
    We didn’t have to wait long. At five minutes before eleven, I saw the glow of headlamps fanning out in a haze above the trees in the forest.  
 
    “He’s here.” I turned to Njal. “Go up to the upstairs front window. If more than two guys get out of the car, kill them all.” 
 
    He smiled and shrugged. “If I recognize Ustinov, I’ll try to miss him. You do the same, OK? We still want Roth.” 
 
    I nodded and switched the light off as I heard Njal’s boots running up the stairs. Everything went still and quiet. The fan of light faded away and a moment later, two bright headlamps emerged from the blackness of the forest and pulled up in front of the house. Just one car. That was promising. 
 
    The doors opened and two men climbed out. It was hard to make out any detail. They scanned the house and seemed to hesitate. I went and switched on the light in the living room. Njal’s boots descended the stairs. I went back to the window and peered out the drapes. All they could see was my silhouette against the light of the room. One of the men raised his hand to me. I raised mine back and went to the front door. I left the entrance hall lights off, so I’d still be silhouetted. 
 
    When I opened the door, Njal was standing behind me at the foot of the stairs. Ustinov was now recognizable stepping onto the porch. The guy just behind him looked like the standard ex-special ops hard man bodyguard. He was ten feet away and the shot was easy. I stretched my arm out and fired. The Maxim made a phut! sound and the man stumbled backward and fell down the steps. 
 
    I said, “Good evening, Mr. Ustinov, please come in.” 
 
    He stood frozen to the spot for four long seconds. Then he looked back at his bodyguard and then at me. Njal stepped out and covered him from his right side. 
 
    “You’re not Jesus Sanchez,” he said. “You’re Lacklan Walker, Bob’s boy.” His English was accentless. 
 
    “Now that we’re done with the introductions, please come inside. I need to talk to you.” 
 
    He looked at Njal, who had his HK416 trained on him. “I don’t seem to have much choice.” 
 
    “You have no choice whatsoever, Mr. Ustinov. Come on in.” 
 
    He stepped through the door and went into the living room. He noticed the wet patches on the sofa and the chair. “You killed them.” 
 
    “Sit down.” 
 
    He chose a dry chair and sat. Njal hauled over the EMP and blasted him with electro magnetic pulses. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “It takes care of any bugs you might have about your person. We’ve done the house.” I smiled without humor and echoed Olga. “In this house, nobody can hear you scream.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Roth.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I sighed and closed my eyes. “You know who I am, Ustinov. You know my reputation. I don’t want to hurt you, but I am, above and beyond anything else, a professional. Now, the professional way to do this is to remove a finger for the simple purpose of making you understand that I am serious. And every time you bullshit me after that, I remove another digit. Do you want to do it that way?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “OK, so don’t ask me questions. Just answer the ones I ask you. Where is Roth?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you because I don’t know.” 
 
    “I am prepared to bring your children here, Gregor, to watch you die. Or for you to watch them die. Will you go to those lengths to protect him?” 
 
    “No.” He held my eye. “I will lie to you to buy time. If I knew where he was, I would tell you, but I don’t. He has vanished without a trace. Nobody knows where Omega is.” He heaved a deep sigh. “To be perfectly honest with you, Lacklan, Omega—the organization, not the man—is falling apart. Once Europe went, that was the beginning of the end. Latin America was a blow, but by then, it was already over. We might have recovered after you destroyed Omega One, after you killed Alpha, but once Europe was destroyed, it was over.” He gave a small laugh. “And fittingly, Omega himself has disappeared. There are three of us. We rarely meet, we make a show of keeping the organization alive, but it is little more than a business club now.” 
 
    “Would Kobayashi and Wang agree with that assessment?” 
 
    He laughed and shook his head. “Listen to yourself! Three names, Ustinov, Kobayashi and Wang. How the mighty are fallen! An Omega cell, as you well know, is composed of five powerful men controlling hundreds of billions of dollars, and they never used their real names. Where are Omega and Alpha? You killed Alpha in Los Angeles, and Omega has run, vanished. Look around you. Does this look like the palace of a mighty prince? Where is the high tech security? Where is my army of ex-paratroopers? This is my humble country home where I come with my children and my wife. Do you know what my personal fortune is these days, after you wiped out our accounts in the U.S.A. and Europe? I am barely a millionaire. I certainly don’t figure in Forbes anymore, or Fortune.” 
 
    I pulled a pack of Camels from my pocket and took my time lighting up. My mind was racing and I needed time to think. I snapped the Zippo shut and pocketed it as I drew down the smoke. 
 
    “You’re breaking my heart,” I said, with heavy sarcasm. 
 
    “I don’t need your pity. I just want you to understand that Omega is not what it was in your father’s day. We are a small club of eastern millionaires, not even billionaires, who help each other out and observe some rather silly rituals that have become meaningless. We don’t even rank with the Masons. It’s over. All the great plans and projects we had for a new Eden are long forgotten. We are finished, Lacklan. The dream is dead. Omega is dead.” 
 
   


 
  

 Sixteen 
 
      
 
    I poured myself a drink. Njal refused one, but Ustinov said, “May I have one?” 
 
    I poured him a generous measure and handed it to him. I sat and we stared at each other for a while. Njal kept an eye on the woods through the drapes. 
 
    I said: “We’ve intercepted your mail, all of your electronic communications, in and out. We control everything that you say and everything you hear.” 
 
    He gave his glass a small frown, like he was hurt and deeply disappointed by it. 
 
    “So Sanchez doesn’t exist…” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “And presumably nobody knows where I am.” 
 
    I lied. “Your family and associates all believe you are on a business trip.” 
 
    “I see.” He paused a moment and nodded at his glass. “So you intend to kill me, as you killed all the others.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question.  
 
    “That’s the idea, Gregor. But the idea was also that you give us Roth.” 
 
    He didn’t answer straight away. He swallowed a couple of times. He still hadn’t touched his drink, like he didn’t have the stomach for it. Finally, he gave his head a small twitch. 
 
    “I can’t help you with that. Maybe I can talk to the others…” 
 
    “There is a deal to be done here, Gregor, but that’s not it. You’re not communicating with anyone. I already told you we can do that as though we were you…” 
 
    “Electronically. You can’t talk face to face…” 
 
    “It’s not going to happen, Gregor. You give me Roth, or some concrete information that gets me to Roth, and you get to be the one member of Omega who goes back home to his wife and kids.” 
 
    For the first time in a while, he raised his head and made eye contact with me. 
 
    “You’re serious.” 
 
    “Believe it or not, Gregor, I am tired of killing. I want to stop you, I don’t want to kill you.” I could feel Njal watching me from the window. I added, “I just want Omega to stop.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and it shook when he released it. “Omega has stopped. I told you, Omega is dead in all but name.” 
 
    “Yeah, what about Freeman?” 
 
    The pinch of his brows said he didn’t know what the hell I was talking about. “Who?” 
 
    “Come on, Gregor! You’ve been tracking us since we got here, using Freeman’s concoction to send men against us…” 
 
    “You’re out of your mind. Who is Freeman? What concoction?” He shook his head. “Is this why I am going to die? For some crazy fantasy?” 
 
    I didn’t answer straight away. I watched him a moment. “Crazy fantasy? You mean a crazy fantasy like allowing eight billion people to die so that you can create your New Eden, with a few hundred thousand chemically lobotomized drones to do all your work for you? Is that the kind of crazy fantasy you were thinking of?” 
 
    He finally took a swig of his drink, savored it and sighed again. “You say, ‘allow eight billion people to die,’ as though we had a choice in the matter, as though anybody had a choice in the matter anymore. Let me tell you something, Lacklan. By 1900, it was too late to turn back. Hell, by 1850 it was too late to turn back. You…” He gave an ugly laugh that was rich in contempt. “You don’t get it. This planet, this organism, this Gaia is about to plunge into a fever that will come close to killing her. From the fifty-second parallel south, the globe will be uninhabitable. We might, theoretically, have been able to halt it, or at least reduce the impact, in the sixties, the seventies or even the eighties. But the cure would have caused world famine on an unimaginable scale.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I am saying that if we had managed to achieve the virtually impossible task of getting world governments to agree to cease all burning of fossil fuels—because that is what it would take—if we could have achieved that nigh impossible task, the impact on the world economy would have been total and absolute devastation. The entire economy of the planet would have collapsed. We would have had no tractors to plow the fields, no combine harvesters to collect the harvest, no trucks, trains, ships or planes to distribute the harvest. All our factories would have closed overnight, the stock exchanges would have collapsed. Within a matter of days, unemployment would have become universal—global. There would have been no jobs, no money—nothing!” 
 
    He leaned forward, shaking his head, staring at me like I was a moron. 
 
    “The only way to sustain a population of this size is with mass production and mass distribution, which requires the burning of fossil fuels. Whatever your moronic Millennials may believe, with their little rucksacks and their plastic water bottles, there is no bright hope to be found in windmills, paper shopping bags or building eco-villages out of tractor tires! It’s a numbers game, and the only way to feed five, six, seven or eight billion people is by burning coal, gas and petrol! And that process will end up killing those five, six, seven or eight billion people. And you know what those morons will be doing as they die? Shall I tell you?” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “They’ll be checking their Climate Change Update apps on their cell phones, and having board meetings about how they can reduce their carbon footprint on their local community environment while being greener and more ethical in the way they manufacture their products in third world countries.”  
 
    He snorted and looked away. “Omega did not create this problem. Omega is not going to kill these people. Humanity did all that. All we did was try to salvage something from the wreckage.” 
 
    “Is that what you did?” 
 
    He stared at me and I stared back. 
 
    “Try to rescue something from the wreckage? What was it you were trying to rescue, exactly? The technology with which to rob human beings of their humanity? The technology to reduce human beings to biological robots?” 
 
    He leaned forward, raising his voice. “Look around you! Look at what humanity has done! This species! You really believe they should be saved?” He gestured at me like he couldn’t believe my stupidity. “You have murdered the entire organization of Omega because you believe that what we planned to do was evil. But you look at everything that humanity has done, and you conclude that they should be saved! Tell me! Tell me where the logic is in that!” 
 
    “I’m not going to sit here and discuss philosophy with you.” 
 
    “It’s not philosophy. It’s common sense.” 
 
    “Whatever it is. I am not going to discuss it with you.” 
 
    “No. You will do what you always do, what you are good at. You will pass judgment as though you were a judge with a perfect right to decide who lives and who dies, and then you will kill me. But maybe before you do that, you could answer one question for me. What gives you the right to pass judgment and execute people, while Omega is denied it? Why you, a mindless killer, and not Omega?” 
 
    “No, you got it wrong, Gregor. I don’t deal in rights. I kill individuals, and I take personal responsibility for it. You kill masses, an entire species, and you pass the buck to the very masses you are killing. But what is worse even than that, you steal people’s minds, and you don’t take responsibility. You justify what you do by saying it’s for the greater good, to save the best of what humanity achieved.” I shook my head. “Personally, I don’t think learning to lobotomize is the best humanity has achieved. Now, can you give me Roth or not?” 
 
    “I don’t know where he is. Nobody does. He disappeared without a trace.” 
 
    I sighed and glanced at Njal. He gave me an almost imperceptible nod. I stood and walked outside, to the veranda. I sat on the top step and pulled the pack of Camels from my pocket. I shook one loose and poked it in my mouth, flipped the lid and thumbed the flint. The flame reached up and I leaned the butt into it. That was when the soft phut! of the Maxim 9 reached me. 
 
    I drew the smoke deep into my lungs and released it slowly into the night air. I noticed an owl nearby, calling for a mate. I noticed the cool air on my face, and the soft, rhythmic lap of the lake nearby. There was also the rustle of the reeds and the croak of frogs. It struck me as strange that it should be a beautiful evening. 
 
    I heard the tread of Njal’s boot behind me. 
 
    I said: “Give me a moment, will you?” 
 
    He came and sat next to me. I handed him the cigarettes and he lit up. 
 
    “We have to put him in the lake.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You OK?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “You believe what he was saying?” 
 
    I shrugged and flicked ash. “It’s impossible to know.” 
 
    “But he was convincing.” 
 
    “Yeah, he was convincing.” 
 
    “You didn’t ask him about Marni.” 
 
    I shook my head and sucked on the butt. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because he didn’t know anything.” 
 
    “Does that seem odd to you?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, that seems odd to me.” 
 
    We sat a while longer, looking out at the lake and listening to the peaceful sounds of the night. Then we got up and rolled Ustinov’s body in a sheet, rowed it out into the lake and dumped it with a soft splash into a large pool of wet, silver moonlight. Another trip disposed of the four bodies in the cellar. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It was almost four AM by the time we made our way back through the woods and climbed into the car. Neither of us spoke, and we kept the lights off until we came to the M99 main road.  
 
    Njal was driving. He put the headlamps on and spoke to the windshield. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Nothing happened.” 
 
    “You didn’t ask him about Marni, and you didn’t kill him. I saw in your face that you didn’t want to.” 
 
    “I guess you’re a sensitive, empathic kind of guy.” 
 
    “Quit bullshitting me, Lacklan. I came on this job because you told me there would be no more unpredictable behavior.” He glanced at me. “Now I just saw you back away from killing one of the last remaining members of Omega. I want to know what happened.” 
 
    I looked away, at the black glass of the side window. In it, I saw my own reflection looking back at me with disgust. When I spoke, the words came out as a snarl. 
 
    “What happened? I’ll tell you what happened. We just killed a father and a husband, because he belonged to an organization that was once a danger and a threat to humanity. We sentenced him to death without ever even speaking to him, without meeting his kids or his wife, without knowing anything about him except his movements and his habits—all the stuff that would allow us to track him down and execute our sentence. We killed a man because he belonged to an organization, and we have devastated his children and destroyed their lives, because he belonged to an organization. That’s what happened.” 
 
    I heard him sigh. “Jesus, Lacklan! Now? You gonna have a crisis of conscience now?” 
 
    “Forget it.” 
 
    “Until the next hit.” 
 
    “I said forget it.” 
 
    He was quiet for a while. There was just the sigh of the car speeding through the night, with the lights of the empty suburbs washing the hood amber as we moved deeper into the city. Finally, he spoke quietly. 
 
    “It doesn’t work that way. You don’t get to watch my back, hold my life in your hands and then act like a fucking diva.” 
 
    I felt the anger burn hot in my belly and I turned to look at him. We pulled up at a red light and he turned his head to meet my stare. He grinned and suddenly I was laughing. We both laughed all the way back to the hotel, for no particular reason. It was just a relief to laugh. Every now and then we would stop, and one of us would say “Fucking diva!” and that would set us off again. 
 
    Outside his room, he put his finger on my chest and looked me in the eye. “Breakfast at ten. You got till then to decide if you’re in or out. I get what you’re going through, man. But you’re a pro. You’re the best of the best. You know you don’t bring your fucking hormones on a job like this. So after breakfast, you either call Phil and we move on, or you fuck off back to Boston.” 
 
    I nodded and offered him something like a smile. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Get some rest.” 
 
    I didn’t sleep well because I didn’t sleep. I lay on the bed staring at the ceiling, washed a dirty orange by the streetlamps outside the window. I saw that dirty orange turn to a dirty gray as the sun rose at dawn. All the while, I kept thinking of Marni, of what the hell she was doing in Moscow and why Jim had not gotten word to me that she had recovered, and left. It didn’t make any sense. 
 
    None of it made any sense. 
 
    At eight, I had a shower, got dressed and went down to the dining room, where I found Njal eating bacon and eggs, with a large pot of black coffee. He gave a rueful smile with a mouth full of bread roll and bacon. 
 
    “I couldn’t shleep.” 
 
    “Yeah, me neither.” I signaled the waiter that I’d have the same as Njal. I sat and pulled Phil’s communicator from my pocket. 
 
    Njal watched me do it and then studied my face over his cup of coffee. “We good?” 
 
    I ignored the question and called Phil. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Hey, sugar, how’s it hanging?” 
 
    “Must you?” 
 
    “I miss you too, baby, but listen, I’m with company here, so don’t start getting naughty. You know who we saw last night? You’ll never guess…” I paused, smiling open-mouthed at Njal. “You did guess! That’s right! Uncle Boris! He had a couple of friends there, so we played twenty questions. You would have laughed. He didn’t answer a single one of them!” 
 
    “Nothing?” 
 
    “Well, I know! He is usually so well informed and well read, but this time he had no idea! He was mortified. So were his friends.” 
 
    “You killed them? How many?” 
 
    “That’s what I said. All five of them.” 
 
    “What about bugs? Any chance you were seen or heard?” 
 
    I laughed as though sharing a joke with Njal, who was sitting back in his chair, watching me without expression. 
 
    “Honey, we looked everywhere! Didn’t see a thing! So what about you? Any news?” 
 
    “Destroy your current IDs and take the next available flight to Tokyo as Henry Brown and Olaf Petersen. You have the papers. Call me when you’re there.” 
 
    I laughed again like he’d said something hilarious. “I know, right?” Then I stopped laughing. “Listen, there is one other thing.” I said it in no particular tone of voice. I heard him hesitate. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What happened with Marni?” 
 
    “What the hell? Are you out of your mind?” 
 
    I laughed again, a little too much. “Maybe,” I said. “I want to talk to Jim, in the next twenty-four hours.” 
 
    He hung up. 
 
    I put the communicator in my pocket and the waiter came over with my breakfast. When he’d gone, Njal said, “Please convince me that was you being smart.” 
 
    I picked up my knife and fork. “Sure, why not? Among all that verbiage, the question was lost. I want a straight answer from them. So I asked a straight question. We’re going to Tokyo, by the way.” 
 
    “Any other instructions?” 
 
    “Nope, just go to Tokyo.” I buttered some toast and stabbed the egg yolk with it. 
 
    He said, “Tell me what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “I’m thinking they know we’re coming.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m thinking that, too.” 
 
   


 
  

 Seventeen 
 
      
 
    I mopped the last of the egg from my plate and called the waiter to bring me a double espresso with a shot of whiskey in it and another for Njal. When he’d brought them and left, I said, “We’re going to book the flights online, using our designated IDs for the next phase.” 
 
    “Henry Brown and Olaf Petersen.” 
 
    “Correct. Now, tell me if I am out of my mind, but as far as I am aware, Albert Shipton and Mogens Knudsen are still off the radar…” 
 
    He nodded, sipped and looked at me over the rim of his cup. “We are not supposed to be using those IDs right now. The names registered at the Hilton are…” He thought for a moment. “Patterson and Erickson. But we never used them. Shipton and Knudsen are only known at the Savoy, and nobody knows we’re there.” He shrugged and tilted his head. “Unless your seeing Marni yesterday was not pure chance. If that was orchestrated, then they know we’re here.” 
 
    I sighed. “It’s a chance we have to take. So Albert Shipton and Mogens Knudsen are going to charter a plane to Tokyo, Brown and Petersen will never make their flight, and we don’t check in with Phil till Kobayashi is dead.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Wait, slow down. First, how do we know what Phil has arranged with Kobayashi if we don’t check in? Second, what the hell is going on? What are we saying?” 
 
    “We know the general plan. Phil gets Kobayashi and Wang together in one place. We just need to know where. We get the details before we fly, and when we’re on the ground, we improvise from there.” 
 
    He pointed at me across the table. “This? This is exactly why I told Jim I didn’t want to work with you anymore.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. “Should I cry now or flounce up to my room and fall on the bed weeping?” 
 
    “You are not just an asshole. You are a dangerous asshole.” 
 
    “I need to forget that image now. While I do that, convince me we don’t need to change our plan. Or give me a better plan.” 
 
    I sipped my coffee laced with whiskey while he sighed and looked around the dining room. 
 
    “I can’t do either of those things, which just makes you more of an asshole.” 
 
    “Get serious, Njal. We don’t know. And that’s the point. It’s not a case anymore of whether we have a leak. It’s not even a question of who the leak is. We just haven’t got a fucking clue of what the hell is going on! I keep going over it again and again. What the hell was Marni doing there? Why is she not in a coma? Why hasn’t Jim told me? And you don’t need to be Einstein to realize that if we can’t make any sense of it, that means one thing…” 
 
    He nodded at me several times like he agreed with what I was saying, then said, “What?” 
 
    I sighed. “It means that there is vital, crucial information that we are missing. That means there is more to the plan than we know. More than that, it means there is a whole other plan that we are not aware of, and Marni’s presence in Moscow, that attempt on your life on the train, Freeman and his wonder drug—all that stuff—belongs to the other plan.” I sat forward and pointed at him. “And according to that plan, Njal, you should be dead by now. So if you want to stick with the original plan, I think that makes you the asshole.” 
 
    He looked at me like I was burnt toast on a hangover morning. “I don’t mind that you’re right so much. It’s the way you pretend not to be smug that really pisses me off.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, all this brilliance comes at a price, pal. We good?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I’ll go and book the flights to Tokyo. You want to find an air charter?” 
 
    He nodded. “Just explain something to me first.” 
 
    I drained my cup. “What?” 
 
    “I know you pretty good by now. I know how you deal with situations. How come you haven’t burned down the Moscow School of Architecture, abducted that professor and made him tell you everything he knows?” 
 
    I was a long time answering, mainly because I wasn’t really sure of the answer myself. Finally, I screwed up my napkin and dumped it on the table beside my plate. 
 
    “Golden rule in the Regiment, Njal. Never get into a fight you’re not sure you can win.” 
 
    That was the best answer he was going to get right then and he knew it. It didn’t satisfy him—it didn’t satisfy me either—but it was all I had. 
 
    I stood. “Let’s go pick a fight we can win.” 
 
    I went up to book two seats on the next flight to Tokyo while Njal went and looked into chartering a jet. When I’d finished, I went up to my suite to pack. Njal joined me there half an hour later. I glanced at him as he came in and closed the door. 
 
    I said: “We’re booked on the flight out this afternoon. How did you get on?” 
 
    “We got a Gulfstream. G550. It’s good. It has extra large, oval windows. It has a range of almost seven thousand nautical miles and a cruising speed of five hundred and sixty miles per hour. It’s gonna cost us seven thousand dollars an hour. We gonna travel four thousand, six hundred miles. That’s eight hours, fifty-six thousand dollars.” 
 
    I smiled, dumped my shoes in the case and closed it. “Living the dream, pal.” 
 
    “He told me the service included absolute discretion. So we can take half a dozen hookers with us and a couple of kilos of coke if we want. No problem.” 
 
    “Good to know. When’s the flight?” 
 
    “Two thirty PM. Four hours.” He paused, watching me. “You got time, just.” 
 
    I was about to ask him what the hell he was talking about, but I knew what he was talking about. So I sighed instead. 
 
    He said, “Do it.” 
 
    I was surprised. “Tell me what makes that a good idea.” 
 
    “They won’t expect it. And if it pays off, we get a glimpse of the bigger plan that we can’t see right now.” He dropped into a chair and crossed his legs. “You just turn up and ask for Dr. Gilbert. You’re a colleague from Boston or Oxford, wherever the hell you like, and you happened to hear she was in town.” 
 
    “And if they ask for a name?” 
 
    He shrugged, then smiled. “Professor Gibbons. Isn’t that the colleague she used to work with?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “If she’s there, that should bring her out to see you. Then you’ll know. It wasn’t a hallucination, mistaken identity… You’ll know.” 
 
    “If she’s working with Omega, it puts the whole damn mission at risk.” 
 
    “Does it?” He pulled a Camel from my pack and sat spinning it in his fingers as he looked around the room. Finally, he said, “How do we know that? You said yourself, we can see only a tiny part of the plan. How do we know the plan isn’t just a fuckin’ rat trap?” 
 
    “Whose rat trap? Why would Omega set up the assassination of their own members?” 
 
    He poked the Camel in his mouth and started spinning the old brass Zippo in his fingers instead. “How sure are we that the man I killed last night was Ustinov? We have his word for it, and Phil’s. We also have a story that Omega is dead, finished, no more.” 
 
    I stared at him for a long moment. It was an insane notion, but it was no more insane than everything else. “There is only one thing to do when you’re in a rat trap.” 
 
    “The unexpected.” 
 
    I nodded. “The charter is good. This is good, too. She might not be there, but I want you outside, in the Jag, waiting. We’ll have to improvise, depending on what happens. But either way, we dump the Jag and get a taxi to the airport. But I want you there in the Jag with the engine running in case we need to make a fast getaway.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    It was a short walk to the School of Architecture and Town Planning, but I wanted Njal there with the car, so we had to take a roundabout route to avoid the pedestrianized areas and the one way streets. We drove north up Neglinnaya Ulitsa, then turned right and east down Sandunovskiy and finally right again, and south, into Ulitsa Rozhdestvenka. 
 
    As we turned onto the street, in the shade of the ancient, blue and white building, I put my hand on Njal’s arm. He understood. He’d seen what I had seen and slowed. Less than a hundred yards down the road, at the gate to the facility, there was a big, black Bentley. At fifty yards, he pulled over and stopped. 
 
    “Russian architects are doing good, huh? Driving Bentleys these days.” 
 
    I nodded once. “I guess that depends on what kind of architect you are.” 
 
    We waited five minutes and the guy I had seen kissing Marni stepped out the gate, talking. He stopped and turned back, gesturing and laughing, like he was telling the gate a funny story. When he reached the punchline, Marni stepped out the gate laughing and hugged him. Then a short, overweight man followed on small, strutting legs. His bald head and his heavy glasses reflected the sunshine. I swore softly under my breath. 
 
    “Son of a bitch. I have been played like a fucking balalaika.” 
 
    “You know him?” 
 
    “That is that son of a bitch Gibbons. That would have been amusing if I had turned up pretending to be him.” 
 
    He glanced at me. “What the fuck is going on, Lacklan?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I have a strong feeling we need to do the unexpected. Wait, there’s somebody else…” 
 
    Gibbons had stepped back, holding out his arm, gesturing a second woman toward the car. I heard a hiss from Njal, but I was too busy frowning and shaking my head to answer him. 
 
    “Get the hell out of here, Njal. Turn around and get us the hell out of here!” 
 
    He just turned and stared at me. His eyes were blazing with rage and confusion. “Grace?” 
 
    “Get a grip, Njal. Not now. Just get us the hell out of here, steady and quiet.” 
 
    He spun the wheel, did a U-turn and headed back the way we’d come. He kept shaking his head and saying, “No…” 
 
    “Here’s what we’re going to do, Njal. Don’t argue and don’t question. Just trust me. We’re going to cruise over to the Leningradskaya Hilton, where we are going to enjoy a pre-luncheon cocktail. Then we are going to go and check out of the Savoy and get a taxi to the airport. And on the way, while we do all that, you are going to stop telling yourself it didn’t happen. It happened, and now we need to respond and deal with it.” 
 
    He nodded once. 
 
    I gave him a minute and didn’t say anything. He drove in silence, fighting to keep the speed and his movements under control. Finally, he said, “Why?” 
 
    “That’s not a good question.” 
 
    He sighed, rolled his eyes and pounded the wheel with his fist. 
 
    I said: “Take it down. Get a grip on it. Focus!” 
 
    “OK!” He snarled it. 
 
    I said, “We’re approaching the Hilton. You’re going to walk in there like you’re on holiday and having a good time. We’re going to laugh and order a drink, and be cool and relaxed. Are you a pro or a fucking diva?” 
 
    He glanced at me sidelong like he wanted to hit me. Instead, he said, more quietly, “OK. I’m good.” 
 
    We pulled into the parking lot  and sat for a minute while he stared out the windshield. Then he climbed out and slammed the door and we made our way into the huge building and found the cocktail bar. As we walked in, he scowled at me. “What the hell are we doing here anyway, Lacklan?” 
 
    It was like he had only just realized where we were. 
 
    I smiled, patted him on the shoulder and guided him toward the bar. “I often ask myself the same question, pal. You know? I was nineteen, my dad was pressuring me to do law—I had the grades to go to Harvard Law School, did you know that?—but what I really wanted to do was philosophy.”  
 
    I climbed on a stool and leaned my elbows on the bar. Njal stood staring at me a moment while the barman came over polishing a glass. I put a peanut in my mouth and looked at Njal. “What’ll it be, Olaf?” 
 
    He nodded. “Martini, dry.” 
 
    I looked at the barman. “Make that two. Shaken, right? Not stirred.”  
 
    I grinned and he laughed, like he’d never heard that one before. “Coming right up.” The accent was Antipodean.  
 
    Njal climbed on the stool beside me, but I was still watching the barman, picking peanuts out of the dish on the bar and putting them in my mouth. I said, “Australian, right?” 
 
    He smiled on one side of his face, like he’d heard that too many times too. 
 
    “New Zealand. Unless you’re an Antipodean, it’s hard to tell? But it is different.” 
 
    I turned to Njal, who still looked like he didn’t get it. “That’s four accents I cannot tell apart, you know? British, Australian, New Zealand and South Africa. Man!” 
 
    The barman was shaking the martinis. 
 
    I shook my head at him. “Man! It’s like, you know? We talk the same language, but it’s like we really don’t?” 
 
    He gave a polite laugh and poured. “Most people get the American accent, ’cause we hear it so much on TV and in the movies? And, like, most of us can tell Texas from, like, New York. Noo Yoik!”  
 
    He gave a small laugh and I pointed at him. “That’s good! That’s good. Noo Yoik, I like that.” 
 
    Njal drained his glass in one and handed it back to the bartender. “Give me another.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
    I scowled briefly at Njal, then carried on. “But you know what? You’re right about TV and movies. I sometimes feel kind of guilty? Like, on behalf of the U.S.A., for the amount of violence we export via the TV networks and Hollywood. And, I dunno, but I think, like, that has to impact on people, right?” 
 
    He walked back, spinning the shaker in his hands. When he spoke, he spoke quietly. 
 
    “We get told to avoid the subject. It’s not a nice thing for customers to hear about, you know? But there is plenty of it about in this country, especially in Moscow, and I can assure you it has nothing to do with U.S. TV conditioning.” 
 
    I leaned forward, like I was eager to hear more. The nature of Njal’s frown was beginning to change. 
 
    I said: “Yeah, I heard there was some kind of incident here at the hotel…” 
 
    He frowned. “You heard about that? They really went to town to hush that one up.” 
 
    I grinned. “Yeah, I have connections. Lucky the room was vacated. Somebody had a close call!” 
 
    He poured the drinks and leaned close to us, glancing around. “It’s not that the room was vacated. The guests never turned up. They never checked in. But whoever did the deed never bothered to check. Just assumed they’d be there. Emptied a magazine into each bed. Mate of mine on the hotel security team says the two guests were either killed somewhere else, or knew what to expect and never showed.” 
 
    I made a face that said I was impressed. “Two separate rooms? So it wasn’t a jealous husband.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Nah, mate. It was two guys. Businessmen. One from the States and the other was a Scandi. A real pro job, too. No trace the lock was picked, no prints, DNA—none of that CSI shit. You’d never know anybody had been there, except there were seven bullet holes in each bed.” 
 
    I leered. “What’s your take? Russian mob?” 
 
    He made an eloquent expression with his eyebrows. “I keep my nose clean and stay out of it.” 
 
    “Yeah, wise man.” 
 
    Another customer came up to the bar and we carried our drinks to a table in the corner. Njal sat and stared at his drink for a moment. “That was supposed to be us.” 
 
    “I just wanted to be sure.” 
 
    “Jim has betrayed us.” 
 
    “Somebody has. Don’t jump to conclusions. We know what we know. What we don’t know is just piss in the wind. We don’t know who yet.” 
 
    He looked up at me. “But somebody has betrayed us.” 
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    “We should have tailed them.” 
 
    Njal hadn’t touched his drink. He was looking at the walls like he was planning to redesign the bar. 
 
    “In a bright red Jaguar?” 
 
    “They have her hostage.” 
 
    “I figure we’re talking about Grace.” 
 
    He stared at me a moment. “Sorry. Yeah, Grace.” 
 
    “Maybe they have, Njal. But what you’re doing right now could get her killed and probably us, too. Everyone and anyone in this bar can see that you are agitated. Straight away, that is drawing attention to you. And if there is anyone in this bar who is not a friend, then you are going to stand out like a neon dildo at a convent.”  
 
    I gave him a moment while I sipped my drink and laughed like he’d said something witty.  
 
    “You think I’m not sick to my stomach about Marni? She’s been my girl since I was eleven.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said again. 
 
    “Forget about that. Just focus. The best way you can help Grace right now is by becoming invisible. And becoming invisible means laughing, having a drink and strolling out of here like we have all the time in the world.” 
 
    He closed his eyes, then opened them and spoke through gritted teeth. “How the hell do I laugh and have a drink knowing that they have her…” 
 
    I laughed again, like he was a real funny raconteur, and leaned forward with a smile on my face and a twinkle in my eye. “Because if you don’t, maybe she’ll die.” I pointed at him, like I was reaching the punchline of the story. “And it’ll be your fault!” 
 
    I leaned back in the chair, wiping my eyes. His were narrowed as he watched me. I shook my head, still chuckling, and wagged a finger at him. “Act, you son of a bitch. Start acting right now, you self-indulgent, self-pitying motherfucker, or I swear I am going to take you outside and gut you like a fish. If something happens to Grace, or Marni, because you felt too damned sorry for yourself to make the effort to put on a show, believe me, you don’t want to know what I will do to you.” I said it all with a bright smile, and wound up with, “Now, how about one for the road?” 
 
    Lots of small things happened to his face. His eyes narrowed further, then widened, his eyebrows seemed to clench, frown, and arch, while his jaw muscles bunched and his mouth went into a harsh, straight line. Finally, he leaned forward, slapped his thigh a couple of times and waved happily to the waiter for another couple of drinks. Then he turned his tortured rictus on me and said, “This is really hard.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Your brain produces the chemicals your face tells it to produce. You smile, your brain makes happy chemicals. You scowl, your brain makes angry chemicals.” 
 
    “Thanks! I’ll try to remember that!” He said it like I’d told him I sold triple-glazed windows in his area. “Does this change anything?” 
 
    I preempted his reaction and said, “Not for you, personally, emotionally, Njal. Does it change things from a strategic point of view?” 
 
    He rubbed his face, smiled and sipped from his glass. Then he held up one finger as he swallowed. 
 
    “One: Marni, Grace, Freeman, Gibbons, Phil and Jim are all involved in an incredibly complex conspiracy that took in your father and Omega too, and the whole purpose of that conspiracy was to send us to Moscow the hard way and freak us out when we got here.” 
 
    He held up a second finger, making the ‘V’ sign. “Two: somehow, Omega found out about Jim’s place in Alaska, sent in a team and took Marni and Grace. Jim is either dead or a prisoner and Marni and Grace are prisoners, bargaining chips.” 
 
    He held up a third finger. “Two B: they have done something to Marni, fucked with her memory, whatever, and that’s why she was kissing that guy. Two C: she was part of it from the start.” 
 
    “OK, so do we have to assume Kobayashi and Wang know about Phil? Is the operation blown? Do they know we’re coming for them?” 
 
    We were silent for a while. Then Njal shook his head. “Jim wouldn’t talk. He’d die before they took him.” 
 
    “I believe you, but more important than that, Njal, not even Jim knew where Phil was. So either Phil was with them from the start, or he is still operational.” 
 
    “So why didn’t he tell us the operation was compromised?” 
 
    I thought about it. “Maybe he didn’t know.” 
 
    He picked up his glass and put it down again. “You mean they put a handler on him? He thinks he’s talking to Jim, but he’s talking to a handler?” 
 
    “It’s possible. I can’t see Phil being on their payroll, not after all the help he’s given me. Not after the virus he gave me for Omega Europe.” 
 
    I took a pull on my drink and Njal sat back, thinking. “So the bigger plan, the bigger picture you were talking about could be a counter attack.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He squinted at me. “But how did they find where Jim was, and the girls?” 
 
    “It’s difficult, but it’s not impossible. They must have had agents looking for him for a long time. He’s been very active for the last year. A good pro could have found him and just sat on him for a few months, watching what he did, where he went.” I shrugged. “And suddenly he ups and goes to Alaska. They watch the village and hey presto! You and I turn up, with Grace and Marni. We leave on the boat. They issue instructions to neutralize us, and they move in and take Jim and the girls.” 
 
    “Jesus… That simple.” 
 
    “If you have the resources. We need to confirm one way or another that Phil is not compromised.” 
 
    He nodded. “Do it.” 
 
    I pulled the communicator and called him. 
 
    He answered immediately. “You’re calling too often. And if you’re going to pull a stunt like the one you pulled earlier…” 
 
    “Honey, I’m missing you like crazy, too. Listen, babe, I just needed to ask you something. It’s real important.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Have you spoken to Gramps lately?” 
 
    “Jim?” 
 
    “Well, exactly. We were wondering if anybody had been to see him or check on him. Only, you know how it is, we’ve had some unwelcome visitors.” I said it laughing ponderously. “If you know what I mean! And they couldn’t tell us anything. So we wondered…” 
 
    “Is the mission compromised?” 
 
    “Well, that’s what we would like to know. So, have you heard from him?” 
 
    “No. He has no way of contacting me. Why…” He stopped and was silent for a moment. Then, “Why were you asking about Marni? Your father wanted you to take care of her.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Obviously, I was concerned. Anyway, listen. You take care, you hear? We’ll talk again before we leave, but after that, it will be radio silence! ’Cause we’ll be on our way home over the Atlantic.” 
 
    “What time do you fly?” 
 
    “Couple of hours.” 
 
    “Are you going ahead with Kobayashi and Wang?” 
 
    “As long as you feel that would be OK, sweetheart. Only, it all depends on how you feel about Gramps...” 
 
    “I am completely isolated from him. The most he could do is tell them the overall plan. But I have had no negative response from them, no fishing, no searches, nothing. They believe they are talking to each other.” 
 
    “That’s nice.” 
 
    “You’re flying out this afternoon to Tokyo…” I heard some keys rattle. “As Henry Brown and Olaf Petersen?” 
 
    “You know it.” 
 
    “I’ll have something concrete for you before you board the flight. Then radio silence.” 
 
    He hung up. 
 
    I said, “You take care now, y’hear? Love you.” 
 
    Njal grunted. “You get some perverse pleasure out of talking like that, don’t you?” 
 
    “Probably.” I sighed. “OK, let’s go drop the Jag back at the hotel. I’ll tell you what he said on the way.” 
 
    As we cruised back through the broad, Moscow avenues, I told him. 
 
    “He says he is completely isolated from Jim. He’s had no contact with him. So he has no news and can’t tell us whether he’s OK or not. That’s the downside. On the other hand, if Jim has been taken, he can’t compromise Phil, beyond giving them the broad details of our plan. Either way, he had hacked into the system and saw that we were flying out as Brown and Petersen. So he doesn’t know about the charter.” 
 
    “OK…” He looked away at the passing sidewalks and the people walking in the sunshine. “But it kind of isolates him, you know what I mean? Like he is the only one who can be the leak.” 
 
    “It looks that way, though it doesn’t make any sense. I can’t get past the absurdity of why Phil would help bring down Omega and then sell us down the river.” I sighed. “Anyway, he’ll update us about Kobayashi and Wang before we board the flight.” 
 
    “Did he give you some idea where he is at with them?” 
 
    “They believe they are talking to each other. Wang in China and Kobayashi in Japan. He’s arranging a meeting between the two.” 
 
    “In Japan?” 
 
    “I guess. What we need to do to cover our bases is develop an alternative plan to the one he gives us.” 
 
    There was a twist in his voice when he said, “Simple.” 
 
    We dropped the car at the Savoy. Njal went up with a bellhop to collect our baggage and I settled the bill. Ten minutes later, the bell hop flagged us a cab and put our cases in the trunk. I gave him fifty bucks, but he still didn’t look impressed. I climbed in the back and told the driver to take us to the Imperial Airways private lounge at Domodedovo airport. 
 
    The representative who met us there stared at our cab like he’d heard about that kind of thing, but hadn’t really believed they were real. 
 
    “We could have sent car…” he said, spreading his hands like we had let him down.  
 
    Before I could apologize, he had snapped his fingers and a guy in a blue blazer with brass buttons appeared to take care of our luggage. 
 
    Passport control and security were both a mere formality and we were ushered through without a hitch to a luxury lounge where we spent half an hour having coffee and reading the international press. That was when Phil called.  
 
    “This is our last communication unless there is an emergency.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “You’ll be landing shortly after midnight. You’re booked in at the Tokyo Bay Hilton, it’s in the Disney resort.” 
 
    “Superb. I always wanted to meet Snow White.” 
 
    “Wang will be flying into Tokyo from Beijing the morning of your arrival, at ten forty-five. Kobayashi will send a car to collect him at the airport and take him directly to Kobayashi’s country estate on the Naramata Lake, northwest of Tokyo. I’ve sent you the coordinates. Your window of opportunity is very limited.” 
 
    I nodded, though he couldn’t see me. “The minute they start talking to each other in person, they’ll know they’ve been set up. How come they haven’t called each other already?” 
 
    “I took care of that. They both believe the meeting is of vital importance and that Ustinov and Roth will be there. So they are using only their encrypted communications. However, as soon as they get to the house and start talking to each other, they will very quickly realize they have been set up. By that time, it has to be too late.” 
 
    “OK. What about the hardware?” 
 
    He sighed. “That’s where you have a problem, Lacklan. Jim set up a cache in the Chuo ward, right on the canal in a small lot surrounded by trees. It’s in, like, an industrial estate. I’m sending you the coordinates now. Your instructions were to collect the stash at eight in the morning. But if he has been compromised…” 
 
    I looked at the screen and saw the coordinates arrive. 
 
    I said: “Forget it. I’ll make my own arrangements. I have contacts in Tokyo.” 
 
    “That’s probably best, if you can do that. I want to stress, though. Your window of opportunity is very small. You need to strike immediately and strike hard. Otherwise…” 
 
    “I know. I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “Good luck. And, Lacklan…?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Just in case anything happens to either of us, it’s been a privilege.” 
 
    “Yeah, likewise. Hang loose.” 
 
    I hung up and stepped outside with Njal to have a cigarette, where the sound of the turbines would drown out our conversation and make eavesdropping impossible. There, I filled him in and we both stood and thought and smoked until they called us for the flight. 
 
    We were driven two hundred yards across the tarmac in a limo and ushered up the steps into the gleaming, white Gulfstream G550. There, a pretty blonde in a uniform made sure we were safely belted in, the captain gave us some patter and ten minutes later, we roared down the runway and climbed high into the sky above Moscow. I wasn’t sorry to leave it behind. I wondered if Marni and Grace were still there, with Gibbons, and the Professor of Architecture. With eight hours ahead of us and nothing to do, it was going to be hard not to think about that. 
 
    I glanced over at Njal, with the light of the afternoon sun moving across his face. Beyond him, through the portholes, I could see the vast metropolis tilting away, and I could see he was thinking the same as me. 
 
    I said, “We should have brought some cards, huh?” 
 
    He turned to look at me, but it was like he hadn’t heard me. “We check in at the Hilton, same as we did back in Moscow.” 
 
    I nodded. He was telling me we shouldn’t check in. “Yup. Then I’m real keen to see what Gramps got for us. So we go straight away and pick up the presents.” 
 
    “You think they’ll be there?” 
 
    “It’s worth checking.” 
 
    “Then straight to the farm. You think it will be…” He hesitated. 
 
    I said, “As much fun as the last surprise party?” 
 
    “Yeah. That.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. I think it’s going to be a lot more high tech.” 
 
    “I think you’re right.” He looked out the window again. “I think it’s gonna be a rat trap.” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “So we do the unexpected, right?” 
 
    He said it to the window. I nodded and wondered whether they would be doing the unexpected on us. So far, we had gone to extraordinary lengths to exploit the element of surprise, and yet the surprises had been mainly on their part.  
 
    Below, the city was giving way to the vast countryside. We were retracing in the air the steps we had struggled so hard to take on the ground. It felt oddly, uncomfortably symbolic.  
 
    I thought of Ustinov. We had completed that part of the mission. He was dead. Despite the hiccups and surprises, it had been relatively simple.  
 
    Surprisingly simple. 
 
    Ustinov might not agree, but the way it looked to me, from where I was sitting, it was Omega who had sprung all the big surprises. Not us. 
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    The night wasn’t so much sultry as muggy and uncomfortably hot. We left Haneda Airport and followed the 357 around Tokyo Bay. It led us through a tunnel, then past vast, sprawling suburbs of cell-like houses in a gigantic hive of workers on the north side of the bay, and down through the city on the eastern side. We passed brightly lit streets that, though now largely empty, aside from the occasional nocturnal car, still retained a kind of frenzied energy to them, like a wasps’ nest where the wasps are high on adrenaline, but trying to sleep. 
 
    We eventually curled around onto the south side of the bay and approached the Chuo ward. Most streets in Japan don’t have names. They are just the spaces between numbered blocks of apartments and offices. Fortunately, the GPS in the rental Nissan Patrol knew where to take us and we peeled off the 357 by a canal that fed into the bay, then turned left and slipped down a long, tree-lined road beside a broader canal with boats in it.  
 
    We were in some kind of industrial estate, with vast prefabs on our right and smaller installations on the left. As we approached a bend at the end of the road, the GPS told us we had reached our destination on the left. It was what looked at first like an expanse of wasteland beyond a large gap in a hedge. But as we drove through, I realized it was a yard of some sort. It was maybe four hundred and fifty feet long and a third of that across. There was a small shack at the north end and a larger construction at the southern end. The place was littered with bits of junk: old tires, fenders, a fridge, and a stack of black, plastic refuse sacks. There was also a beaten up Toyota pickup tucked out of sight behind the hedge. 
 
    I killed the lights and rolled up next to it, then killed the engine too. As with the Lada in Russia, the key was in a magnetic pouch stuck to the underside of the chassis. But I wasn’t going to need it, because the hardware was in a crate under a tarp in the back.  
 
    Njal jumped up and pulled back the cover. “Can you believe this bullshit?” 
 
    I jumped up beside him and we opened the crate. 
 
    We had the usual, an expanded version of what we’d got in the Lada: a couple of HK416s, four cakes of C4, two Maxim 9s, and an orange osage take down bow with twelve aluminum broadheads. In addition, there was ample ammunition and the usual collection of night-vision goggles, listening devices, trackers and detonators. There was also another EMP device, which was a relief, because I was pretty sure Kobayashi’s estate was going to be seriously high-tech. 
 
    “It’s a nice tool kit. Let’s hope the damn stuff works. We haven’t got time to inspect it. We have a three hour drive, and we don’t know what to expect when we get there.” 
 
    Njal nodded. “The Toyota could be stolen. The cops could be looking for it. But the Nissan is traceable back to us. What do you want to do?” 
 
    I shook my head. “The Nissan is traceable to Shipton and Knudsen, and it’s time for them to disappear.” 
 
    We dug a hole and burned the documents and cards, then buried the ashes. After that, we loaded the weapons cache into the trunk of the Nissan and left the Chuo ward the way we had come, only I didn’t put on my headlamps till we merged onto the highway headed north, past the bay again. 
 
    We drove for two and a half hours, climbing steadily into the mountains through endless suburban residential wastelands: a hive on a grid system, occasionally relieved by unexpected stretches of farmland, also laid out meticulously on that same grid system. It was the kind of absolute, systematic order that could kill the human soul, if there is such a thing.  
 
    Eventually, at half past three in the morning, we came to Numata, the outermost satellite of the vast urban sprawl that is Tokyo. We drove past empty streets, sleeping houses and still, silent yards, with towering, pine-covered hills blocking out the night sky to right and left. Steadily, the houses fell away, until all there was was dense forest, blacker than the night, all around us. The road was an amber funnel and we were plunging down it, ahead of schedule, trying to do the unexpected and get a drop on the ratmasters. 
 
    We came to a fork in the road. The right branch led down to the Naramata Lake. I slowed, spun the wheel and turned down the winding, twisting path through woodland that was as dense as jungle. I glanced at my watch. It was five minutes after four. Another ten minutes brought us past the tiny village of Tone, and just outside Tone we came to a set of large, iron gates, flanked by stone pillars, each housing a CCTV camera. This was Kobayashi’s country estate. And on the eastern horizon, the pre-dawn was making the sky gray. 
 
    I didn’t slow down. I kept going and a hundred yards on, I pulled into a dirt track with a sign that had pictures of people with rucksacks walking in the mountains. I figured it was a footpath. I killed the lights, dropped to second gear and crawled along the path. It climbed steadily into woodland that became increasingly thick and impenetrable, until on the left I saw a gap in the trees that led to a clearing. I nosed in, inch by inch, and tucked the truck away where it wasn’t visible from the footpath. 
 
    It was fifteen minutes after four.  
 
    “Wang arrives at ten forty-five. That gives us six and a half hours until he lands, nine or ten hours max to recon the place and make a plan.” 
 
    Njal nodded and hauled open the trunk of the Nissan.  
 
    “The forest is a bonus. But we need to get the gear out of the truck and hidden in the woods. We don’t need curious trekkers, rangers or cops taking a look.” 
 
    We shared out the stuff and I checked the GPS, pointed dead north and said, “It’s two miles that way. With this load and these trees, two hours.” 
 
    We were in mountains and our path was made harder not just by the density of the trees, but the steep gradients of the hills we had to climb, loaded down with the kit. Climbing was hard, and going down the slopes was harder. But after an hour and fifty-five minutes, we crested a hill where the trees thinned out and, in the early light filtering in from the dawn, about a quarter of a mile away, we saw the river snaking by, reflecting the sun in flashes and gleams through morning mist that was rising off the water as it crawled toward the ink-black lake. 
 
    A hundred yards from the banks of the river, sitting on a few acres of flat grassland, there was a sprawling, modern house that seemed to be made of large, elongated concrete cubes, stacked at crazy angles one on top of another. Tendrils of mist coiled around it, fingering up its sides. There was no perimeter wall or fence.  
 
    To the rear, just discernable through the light fog, there were gardens abutting the house: hedges, trees and broad flower beds. There was a tennis court and a swimming pool, and the telescopic sight told me there was a small jetty on the river, with a couple of sailing boats moored there. 
 
    At the front, there was a wide gravel parking lot and a garage. No cars were visible, but the drive snaked away into the forest, apparently following the course of the river. 
 
    “Do you see any lights in the house?” 
 
    Njal was studying the place through binoculars. After a moment, he shook his head. “No.” 
 
    “No wall, no fence…” 
 
    “Electronic sensors and cameras.” 
 
    I nodded and pointed down to the gardens. “Our best approach is from the rear, along the river, using the gardens for cover as we approach the house.” 
 
    “Yuh, makes sense.” 
 
    “So we are going to approach from the front, along the driveway, and enter through the front door.” 
 
    He chuckled. “That’s good. Maybe some distractions along the river.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll plant half a dozen buttons of C4 along a trail, remote detonate them at thirty second intervals on a timer. Meanwhile, we approach from the woods at the front. How far do you reckon from the woods to the parking lot?” 
 
    He peered through his binoculars. “Forty yards, maybe. A forty second run.” 
 
    I hunkered down, staring at the place, and shook my head. “I don’t like it. It’s too easy. It’s too damned easy. Like Ustinov. Where is Kobayashi? Where are his guards? Why aren’t there armed guards in the grounds? Where are the dogs?” 
 
    “It stinks.” 
 
    We stretched out on our bellies and lay silent for a while, observing and not moving. Njal said, “We mine the drive. When they arrive, we blow the cars to hell.” 
 
    “I like it, but Kobayashi might not be in the cars. It might be just Wang. Besides, we need one of them alive so we can put the virus in the computer system. We need them in the house.” 
 
    “We need to get the EMP up to the house, too.” 
 
    We were both quiet for a long while. Then, I said, “There is only one way to do that.” 
 
    We scrambled about ten feet down the slope, made a hide for the equipment under some saplings, among some thick ferns, and then set about making six, dollar-sized buttons of C4, each with a remote detonator connected to my cell. 
 
    Then we ran, dodging through the trees, the quarter mile or so to the river bank, some three hundred yards from the back of the house, where the gardens, hedges and orchards fanned out from what looked like the kitchen door. 
 
    We didn’t waste time inspecting the place. We had a plan. It wasn’t a great plan, but it was the best we could hope for in the circumstances. We laid the charges and ran back to our base camp. Then we took a Maxim 9 each, an HK416, a couple of cakes of C4, and I slung the EMP over my shoulder. Then we set off at a steady run down through the trees again toward the forest at the front of the house. All the way down, I kept my eyes on the house. There was no movement, no sign of life, nothing. 
 
    Finally, we came to the broad gravel driveway that snaked through the woods. At this lower level, a thin mist lingered, drifting in off the river, creeping among the ferns and the tree trunks. We lay flat, as close to the edge of the trees as we dared, and spent some time just watching the front of the house. The drapes were closed. The windows were closed. The doors were closed. There was no light. The house was dead. 
 
    Njal looked at me and I nodded. I pulled my cell from my pocket and pressed the button to detonate. We let two caps explode, then grabbed the EMP between us and sprinted toward the front of the house. Our boots ground on the gravel, kicking up stones. I expected at every second to hear the spit of automatic fire. None came. 
 
    We skidded to a halt at the big sheet of black glass that was the front door and dropped the EMP. I fell to my knees and powered it up. When it was charged, I hit the red button and released the blast of electromagnetic pulses. I waited a second and searched for the lock to blow it out with the Maxim.  
 
    There wasn’t one. Njal said, “C4.” 
 
    I grinned at him. “If there is no key, the lock is electronic.” 
 
    I put my hand against it and it swung silently in. We took positions on either side of the entrance, with the 416s at our shoulder. A second later, we stormed into the broad, silent hall. 
 
    Once inside, it wasn’t so much a hall as an enormous space. An open staircase angled down from the upper floor. Through it, I could see the plate glass windows at the back of the house. The floor was marble and the ceiling at least twenty feet high. 
 
    Njal scanned what was visible of the upper floor. I moved past him into the huge area that in a normal house would have been the living room. There was a fire pit with a copper hood. There were suede sofas and armchairs scattered around the room like it was a hotel lounge. There were table-top lamps that looked as expensive as they were grotesque. Large, unframed paintings hung on the walls. Plate glass doors, maybe thirty feet across, gave onto a large patio with a barbeque and a path to the pool and the tennis court. 
 
    There were no people. The place was still and quiet. I could see closed doors at the far end of the room. Njal covered the stairs and I ran to those doors, bursting in one after the other. They were a study and a kitchen. Both were empty. 
 
    We moved upstairs and worked our way systematically through the bedrooms and the bathrooms. They were all empty. 
 
    Njal stared at me. “What the fuck, man?” 
 
    I said, “Give me a hand…” 
 
    We took a full two hours to carry the EMP from room to room, systematically blasting every nook , cranny and corner, but taking care to keep his computer protected from the pulse. By the time we’d finished, it was closing on nine o’clock, and the house was electronically dead. The only thing that worked were the lights and the computer. Even the fridge was dead. 
 
    After that, we wedged the door closed and set up a watch from the northernmost bedroom windows, which overlooked the gravel drive through the woods, and the approach from the back, along the river. Njal took the first watch, while I went down to the kitchen and made coffee and toast. I noticed that the fridge and the larder were well stocked, and there were perishables that looked fresh. There was no doubt that the house was being used. But for some reason, just as we were due to strike, it was empty. 
 
    I took the coffee and the toast and carried it upstairs to Njal. He took his cup and sipped, then bit into a hunk of toast while he gazed out west, across the trees, then blinked and turned his gaze east. 
 
    I said, “What do you make of it?” 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s weird.” 
 
    “There is fresh fruit and salad in the fridge. There’s a pat of butter and it has bread crumbs in it. There are plates and cups in the dishwasher. The house is inhabited.” 
 
    “Maybe they went into town to meet Wang.” 
 
    “Maybe, though Phil said he was trying to keep them apart till they arrived here.” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    I stared at him, then looked out at the huge forest that surrounded us, then at the inky black water of the lake. 
 
    I shook my head. “I think we’re in the rat trap.” 
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    They turned up at three o’clock, like a black snake sliding out of the woods: three black limos, two Audis and one Mercedes. We watched them roll down the driveway and pull up in a line in front of the house, one Audi in front, one at the back, and the Merc in the middle. The doors of the Audis opened and four guys got out. They were a type and they were unmistakable. They wore sharp suits that failed to conceal the bulges under their arms. They were lean, quick and aggressive in their movements and they never stopped looking in all directions. They took up positions around the Merc. 
 
    Then the chauffeur climbed out and opened the back door on the driver’s side while his pal climbed out and opened the other one.  
 
    Two men got out. This, then, was what was left of Omega, these two men. I figured Kobayashi for the guy on the near side. He was over six feet, lean, in his early seventies, but vigorous. He wore a pale gray double-breasted suit and heavy-framed glasses.  
 
    The guy on the other side I figured for Wang. He was short, maybe five ten, rotund, with thick black hair parted on one side. He wore black Wayfarers and a charcoal gray, single breasted suit. He came around the trunk of the Mercedes, talking. They looked relaxed, comfortable. 
 
    That was wrong. 
 
    Njal spoke quietly. “He picked him up at the airport.” 
 
    I nodded. “We stay with the plan.” 
 
    “Not much choice, dude.” 
 
    We moved silently to the landing and watched from the shadows. Two men stayed on the door outside. Two more crossed the living room, slid open the vast, plate glass doors and went out by the pool, closing the doors behind them. 
 
    Of the last two, one stood by the door and the other mixed Kobayashi and Wang a couple of drinks while they sat, talked and laughed. He then stood by the drinks tray staring at nothing six inches in front of his face. 
 
    They weren’t easy shots, but they weren’t the most difficult I’d ever made either. Njal dropped on his belly and crawled along the landing until he had the front door lined up. I selected two aluminum arrows with razor sharp broadheads and fitted one to the orange osage bow. I selected the guy by the drinks, because the boy on the door couldn’t see him. 
 
    I drew back to my ear and loosed. The shaft whispered and plunged straight through his sternum. He slowly knelt down, frowning, while Kobayashi and Wang just stared at him, uncomprehending. As he lay down, they stood up, but by then, I had already turned, drawn and loosed again. This shaft when straight through the second guy’s throat and severed his spinal cord in his neck. He crumpled and sank, spouting blood from his mouth. 
 
    I dropped the bow and vaulted the banister, landing with the 416 at my shoulder, pointing it at Kobayashi and Wang by turns. I said, “Speak and I’ll blow your knees off. Lie down and stay silent.” 
 
    Kobayashi did what he had to do. If he hadn’t done it, I would have done it for him. He hollered for the boys at the front door. The guys at the back were too far away to hear him through the plate glass. But the boys at the front heard him. The door burst open and they rushed in, right into a hail of silent fire from Njal. They both went down with more holes in their chests than an Italian colander.  
 
    Then Njal was vaulting the banister, too. He landed as I had, with the HK416 at his shoulder, and moved across the room as we had planned it. I moved with him, keeping my weapon trained on the two guys on the floor. I snarled, “Move and I’ll cripple you for life.” 
 
    Njal went down on one knee, training the assault rifle on the two guys who were smoking and chatting outside. I grabbed the sliding, plate glass door and hauled it open. Njal’s weapon spat, six double taps. The guys never even knew they’d been shot. 
 
    I closed the door and we walked back to the two men lying face down on the floor. Njal covered me while I frisked them, then hauled them to their feet and sat them on the sofa. 
 
    Njal sat on the fire pit and I sat on one of the suede chairs, opposite Kobayashi and Wang. They both looked pale and pasty. Their eyes kept darting from Njal to me and back again. 
 
    I shook out a Camel, poked it in my mouth and lit up with the Zippo. I snapped it shut and pointed at the guy I figured was Wang. “Psi.” I pointed at Kobayashi. “Chi. Am I right? You two are just about all that’s left of Omega, except for Roth. Tell me if I am mistaken.” 
 
    They stared at me without expression for a good ten seconds, which is a long time to be stared at without expression. Kobayashi was the first to speak. His English was perfect, without accent. “You are Bob Walker’s boy, Lacklan.” 
 
    I smiled. “Answer the question. Are you Chi, Haruto Kobayashi?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    I turned to Wang. “And you are Psi.” 
 
    Kobayashi said. “Yes, he is.” 
 
    Wang scowled at him. I ignored Wang. I’d come to him later. “You’re all that’s left of Omega…” 
 
    I let the words hang. Neither of them said anything. I nodded. 
 
    “This is how this is going to work. I am going to ask you questions, and you are going to answer them. It’s very simple. If you don’t answer them immediately, honestly and clearly, bad things will happen.” I studied them a moment, like a stern father looking at rebellious boys. “Let’s be clear about this. You will answer my questions. The decision facing you is how badly damaged and dismembered you will be by the time you do. Will you be fit to go home and enjoy a normal life with your family and your children, or will you be human vegetables?” 
 
    Kobayashi went the color of mushroom soup and muttered something under his breath. I looked at Wang. He was struggling to control the spasms in his face. I could see tears in his eyes and had a sudden feeling of nausea and exhaustion. 
 
    “Be smart,” I said, “and answer my questions, and you get to go home tomorrow morning. I am not interested in you as people. I don’t give a damn about you. I’m interested in the organization. So be smart, tell me what I need to know and you go home.” 
 
    Wang spat the words at me, “Like Timmerman?[7]” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, not like Timmerman. Timmerman lied and fought me every step of the way. The lesson for you there is, look where it got him. Don’t make the same mistake. Now, let’s start simple. Why are you here today?” 
 
    Wang turned his head and stared at Kobayashi. 
 
    Kobayashi shrugged. “This is my house. We meet here sometimes.” 
 
    I reached behind me and pulled the Sig from my belt. I stood and stepped over to Wang. He started to edge away along the sofa, holding his right palm up at me as though that would stop me. I forced myself to remember all the people this man had ordered murdered and tortured, and the billions he had planned to exterminate. I back-handed him hard and he dropped back, stunned. His mouth sagged and he groaned. His eyes struggled to focus. I put my knee on his chest and wrenched his right hand up where Kobayashi could see it. 
 
    Kobayashi went to move, but Njal put the barrel of the 416 to his head and said quietly, “Don’t.” 
 
    I held Wang’s index and flattened his hand against the back of the sofa. I pressed the muzzle of the Sig against the base joint and squeezed the trigger. The noise was furious and shocking. It echoed around the huge room, the loud slam of the percussion interlaced with the horrible scream. 
 
    I removed my knee and let him slide down onto the sofa, sobbing. I removed his shoes and socks, and the laces from his shoes. Then I tied his ankles together. I left his hands free. He wouldn’t be unpicking any knots for a while. I left Kobayashi as he was and went and sat back in the chair. I pointed at Wang with the Sig.  
 
    “That’s the road you’re on. Wang is a little farther along than you are. The question you need to be asking yourself is, how is it working out for him? I can remove every part of your body except your head, without killing you. I promise you that by the time you have just your right arm left, you will tell me everything and anything I want to know. Don’t let it get that far, Kobayashi. I want you both to go home to your families tomorrow, and for this whole Omega nightmare to end.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, all right.” 
 
    “So again, what was your purpose in coming here today?” 
 
    Njal returned to the fire pit and sat. He pulled a pack of Marlboros from his pocket and lit up. Kobayashi watched him a moment, then sighed. 
 
    “We received instructions to meet.” 
 
    I frowned. “Instructions? Instructions from whom?” I asked the question, but I already knew what he was going to say. 
 
    He held my eye a moment and said, “Omega.” 
 
    “Abba Roth…” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes. Abba Roth.” 
 
    My heart was pounding high in my chest. I wanted to look at Njal, read his face, see if he had an answer. But I clung on to enough sense not to show my confusion. Instead, I said, “So this is what is left of Omega, you two and Roth.” 
 
    “Yes…” He hesitated. “And Phi… Gregor Ustinov, in Moscow.” 
 
    My mind was reeling, spinning, reaching for answers it could feel, but not see. Without knowing why, I said, “An Omega cell is five men.” I held up my fingers, counting off the names, even though I’d heard the answer from Jim already. “Phi, Gregor Ustinov, Chi, you, Psi, Wang…” I gestured at him on the couch as he slowly struggled to sit up. “Omega, Abba Roth. So who’s the fifth?” 
 
    He knitted his brows. “I thought you would have known. The last is always the first. It is the eternal circle. That is Omega, the great circle. The beginning is the end and the end is the beginning…” 
 
    “Cut the mysticism. Who is number five?” 
 
    He gave his head a small shake, like it was obvious. “Omega is the end, Alpha is the beginning. Number five must be Alpha.” 
 
    My heart was pounding so hard I could feel my body pulsing. “Who is Alpha?” 
 
    “I thought you knew. We all thought you knew already. Alpha is your brother, Benjamin.” A small smile touched his lips. “But he is dead. You killed him.” 
 
    I heard Njal’s voice behind me. “Roth.” 
 
    I said, “Where is Roth? Where is Omega?” 
 
    “We don’t know. Nobody knows. He disappeared.” 
 
    “But he told you to be here.” 
 
    “By encrypted message.” 
 
    “Who ordered the hits on us?” 
 
    Real fear clouded his eyes. I saw tears. He gave his head a small shake. “I don’t know…” 
 
    I half shouted, “What do you mean you don’t know? You’re all that’s left of the damned organization! How can you not know?” 
 
    He flinched. When he spoke, his voice was almost a whisper. “As far as I know, we had no plans to kill you. Our advice after you destroyed the African cell was to remain inactive, regroup, go Omicron. Your attacks on Europe and South America were devastating. Your destruction of the reactor in Africa crippled us. All we could do was try to recover.” 
 
    “Advice? Advice from whom?” 
 
    But I knew the answer, and he said it. “Omega, Abba Roth.” 
 
    I stood and walked to the great glass doors, the sliding doors onto the outside world. I looked out at the pool, the tennis court, the lawn, and the two dead men lying in the coagulating pools of their own blood. 
 
    Omega. 
 
    It had always been Omega. It was always Omega. My whole war had been against Omega. But Omega was not an organization, it was a man. The Great Infinite. The Great Circle. Jormungand, the great beast, the serpent who eats his own tail. 
 
    Wang’s voice came to me, harsh, broken, but defiant. “You cannot destroy Omega. What do you want to do? You want to destroy eternity?” He laughed. It was an ugly sound. “You want to destroy life and death? You want to destroy the universe?” He laughed some more. 
 
    I turned to face him. He was staring at me, rocking slightly back and forth, holding his right hand in his left, nursing it. He curled his lip and spat the words at me, “You are Omega! The Great Destroyer!” He laughed again. “Everything is masticated in the jaws of impermanence, Lacklan!”  
 
    He waved his stump at me. I noticed absently that the heat of the blast had cauterized the wound. But he was half screeching. It didn’t make sense to me, but I knew that what he was saying was somehow important. “Everything is chewed up by the jaws of Yama! Don’t you know this? Yama! Yama! Yama! Yama!” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    I heard Njal saying, “We need to move things along.” 
 
    But something was driving me to listen to Wang’s ramblings. He was leaning forward, thrusting his face at me. “Yama is the god of death! The first mortal who ever died. He who is first is last. He is the king of the dead and the god of death, the god of hell and he is the south. Yama is the god of impermanence and so he is Omega, the serpent who eats his own tail!” He pointed his stump at me and laughed again. “And you, the great killer! The great destroyer! You want to kill death! Then why don’t you kill yourself?” 
 
    Yama. The god of death. The south. 
 
    Njal was talking again. “Lacklan. Let’s go. We are wasting time.” 
 
    I glanced at him, said, “Gamma…” 
 
    Wang leered at me. “Oh, you begin to see?” 
 
    “Gamma. My father was always talking about Gamma. It’s from the Phoenician, gimmel, it’s the root of our words genesis, generate, genitals—it is the origin, the father.” I turned to look at Njal, who was frowning at me. “The upper case form of gamma is like a tree with a branch…” 
 
    “Lacklan…” 
 
    “But the lower case is like our letter ‘y’.” I held his eye. “Yama, the god of death, but also the south.” 
 
    “Lacklan, dude. Don’t let these bastards get into your head! We need to get moving!” 
 
    “Benjamin.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Ben yamin! In Hebrew, the son of the south!” 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about, Lacklan?” 
 
    “Ben! Benjamin! The son of Gamma!” 
 
    “We knew that already!” 
 
    I scowled at him. “You don’t see, Njal!” 
 
    I ripped open my backpack and pulled out a cake of C4. I snarled at Njal, “Find some packing tape, surgical tape, sticking plaster—whatever! While I tie these bastards up!” 
 
    He went to the kitchen muttering something about, “At last…” and I tied Kobayashi’s hands behind his back with his shoe lace. Then I tied his ankles. When I was done, I tied Wang’s hands and untied his feet. 
 
    Njal came back with a roll of packing tape. I grabbed Wang and hauled him to his feet, then thrust him at Njal. “Let him see what I’m doing, then take him to the kitchen and do the same.” 
 
    When they heard that, I saw real terror in their eyes, but I didn’t give a damn anymore. I took a ball of C4 the size of a large grape, stuffed a remote detonator in it and secured it in the back of Kobayashi’s right knee with a strip of packing tape. I did the same with his left and his elbows, and put a last one on the back of his neck, wrapping the tape around his throat.  
 
    I set up my cell and said, “I dial one, and your left leg gets blown off at the knee; two is your right leg. It goes all the way up to five, Omega’s favorite number.” 
 
    “Don’t do this. It is not necessary.” 
 
    I threw the tape and the half-cake of C4 to Njal. “Set the little bastard up the same. The question is a simple one. ‘What do we need to access what is left of the Omega computer network?’ For every lie or prevarication, we dial a number. Whoever talks first goes home. The other gets the five worst phone calls of his life.” 
 
    Njal dragged Wang away to the kitchen, screaming and sobbing. I sat watching Kobayashi. He was shaking his head. He looked scared, but he looked more sad. 
 
    “You have become your enemy,” he said.  
 
    “Yeah, I studied Zen too. You guys sure like a Russian salad of mysticism, don’t you? Hinduism, Buddhism, Greek, Phoenician, Hebrew, even a bit of Norse mythology thrown in here and there.” 
 
    “There is only one mystical truth, Lacklan.” He smiled. “Yggdrasill. The one truth, all mythologies, all religions, are just branches of the great Ash.” 
 
    “Save it for your next dinner party so you can impress your friends. Right now, you have five seconds to start talking. I need access to the Omega computer network. Now.” 
 
    Right on cue, Wang started screaming in the kitchen. It was a wretched, pathetic, inhuman noise that was followed by a loud report and silence. Kobayashi looked like he was going to pass out. His pupils were dilated, his skin was sickly.  
 
    “You will spare us if I tell you?” 
 
    “Omega is finished, Kobayashi. I don’t want to do this anymore. Give me the access codes to the network and I will disappear forever and you can go home to your families.” 
 
    “Both of us?” 
 
    “Both of you.” 
 
    “There are three codes that you need to enter. The first is ‘nineeighteentwentyseven’, all lower case and all as one word. The second is ‘dharmapalayama’. It will then ask you for an alphanumeric code in five parts: ‘1isone, 9death, 3isall, 4thepeople, 5islokilocoloki’.” 
 
    I scowled at him. “You bastards murder people over this shit?” 
 
    He ignored me. “It will then ask you for the key.” 
 
    “What is the key?” 
 
    “1.611803398875.” 
 
    I turned toward the kitchen and bellowed, “Njal!” 
 
    He came out holding a piece of paper and showed it to me. It had on it what Kobayashi had said. I nodded and he made his way to the study. I turned back to Kobayashi. 
 
    “You know that if this is false, what happens next will be beyond unimaginable.” 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    Njal came back with the laptop we’d been at pains to protect from the EMP. It was open and the welcome screen was waiting for a password. Kobayashi said, “Capital ‘D’, 435, lower case ‘j’, 7421, lower case ‘z’.” I typed it in and gained access to the computer. Then he said, “Click on the icon top left.” 
 
    It was a golden apple. I clicked it and a dialog box appeared in a black screen. I typed in ‘nineeighteentwentyseven’ and instantly the page changed to a second dialog box on a white screen. I typed ‘dharmapalayama’ and the screen changed again to black, with five dialog boxes, three shorter and the last two longer. In each box I typed, ‘1isone’, ‘9death’, ‘3isall’, ‘4thepeople’, ‘5islokilocoloki’. 
 
    A purple screen appeared with a dialog box and above it a question: ‘What is the key?’ 
 
    I typed, 1.611803398875. Nothing happened for a second, then the screen went blue. There were several icons distributed around it, like a normal windows desktop, but across the top, it had the legend, ‘Welcome, Chi.’ 
 
    I sighed and shook my head. “You guys are unbelievable.” 
 
    My hands were shaking as I pulled the USB drive from around my neck. I broke the seal and opened it. I heard a weird noise and saw Kobayashi’s lip curl in on itself and he began to sob.  
 
    I fumbled a moment, slipped the drive into the USB port and hit enter. A strip appeared and rapidly turned green. Then, a dialog box appeared that said, ‘The file has been uploaded successfully.’ 
 
    I sat and stared at it for a long moment, with Njal by my side. Then I turned and stared at him. Behind him, Kobayashi was weeping like a child. I said to Njal, “Wang?” 
 
    “He’s OK. I blew up the food cupboard.” 
 
    I put the computer on the floor and stood. I pulled the Sig from my belt and shot Kobayashi in the head. Then I crossed the room to the kitchen and pushed through the door. At the far end of the kitchen, a tall cupboard stood smoldering with splintered wood scattered across the tiled floor. Wang was sitting on a chair, sobbing. I walked over to him and he looked up at me. I shot him between the eyes. 
 
    “What about Roth?” 
 
    I froze. 
 
    I froze because the voice was not Njal’s. It was a woman’s voice. I turned. 
 
    “Marni…” 
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    She was framed in the doorway. Beyond her, I could see Njal sprawled on the floor. In her hand she held a gun, but it was not a model I could recognize. She had it pointed directly at my gut. I felt a numb cold spread across my head and my body. She wore a small smile laced across her lips. 
 
    I said, “What are you doing?” 
 
    Her eyebrows arched slightly over her smile and she repeated her question. 
 
    “What about Roth?” 
 
    I frowned, struggling to understand, narrowing my eyes. “Is it you? Is it really you?” 
 
    She laughed out loud and I recognized the laugh. “You always had a taste for melodrama, Lacklan, even when we were kids. You were always Luke Skywalker, saving the maiden in distress. But you weren’t such a hero when you ran from your father, and left this maiden in distress, were you? You weren’t so brave when you left me high and dry.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You can’t be serious. I was nineteen. I told you why. I explained and you agreed…” 
 
    “Of course I did!” She moved to the surface by the stove and rested her ass against it. “I’m a woman. It’s what we are bred to do. Serve our male masters. If my lord and master Lacklan needs to go to war to purge his tortured soul, and deal with his unresolved Oedipal complex, then I must sit patiently at home, waiting for him to come back and inseminate me!” 
 
    This last she shouted with a look of savagery in her eyes. 
 
    I stepped toward her. “I can’t believe you’ve been harboring this bitterness…” 
 
    “Don’t take another step, Mr. Skywalker. Don’t worry, your father explained everything to me. When men do it, they are rebelling against a cruel injustice, like you and your dad. When women do it, they are harboring bitterness and they become twisted.” She wagged the pistol at me. “He had your number, kiddo. That was one thing you did all your life, was underestimate your father. But he had you down pat. He knew you inside out.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about, Marni?” 
 
    “I am talking about the years, that long decade, when you walked out and abandoned me, and I sat with your father, heartbroken, and he nursed me back to mental, emotional and physical health.” 
 
    “What…?” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “You egocentric, self-involved, narcissistic monster. All you could ever see, Lacklan, was you. Do you have any conception of what it did to me when my father was killed? Can you begin to imagine how devastated I was? I was ruined, my whole emotional world was a wasteland, my soul was a nuclear holocaust. Like those pictures of Hiroshima, that was my soul. And I had one thing, just one thing that gave me hope and comfort…”  
 
    Her eyes flushed red and tears spilled into them. When she spoke again, her voice had become nasal, like she had a cold.  
 
    “You…” The word was almost a whisper. “You were the one thing that kept me sane, the one thing that made me want to live, to continue till tomorrow, to get up in the mornings and go to school. Because I knew you were there, would be there, would always be there. With you, I didn’t need anything or anybody else.” 
 
    A pain that was indescribable twisted inside my chest. My gut burned. I tried to speak, “Marni, I am so sorry…” but the words caught and choked in my throat. 
 
    “When you left, to England, with your mother…” She gave a small, ugly laugh. “You joined the Regiment, your precious, sacred Regiment which you love so much more than any human being. They taught you to kill. But they needn’t have bothered. You had already mastered that art. You had killed me, not just in body, but in my soul.” 
 
    I tasted the salty wetness in the corner of my mouth. “Marni, don’t say that…” 
 
    “Your father rescued me. He was a man. He was a thousand times the man you are. All you know how to do is kill, but he gave life. He created, he generated. Do you know how many schools he built? Do you know how many hospitals? How many water purifying plants? Do you know how many children survived, lived, prospered, became doctors, teachers, scientists, because of what he did?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No.” 
 
    “Of course you don’t. You were too busy hating and killing, and destroying.” 
 
    “You said you loved me. You said, in Oxford…” 
 
    “Are you telling me…” She gave a small, incredulous laugh. “…that I owe you an explanation?” 
 
    “Marni, please stop.” 
 
    “I’ll give you an explanation. Your father inducted me, he taught me everything, and when he saw that I could not let go of you, he told me to go to England and ask you to come home and make me your wife. He told me what you would say, and what excuses you would use. He said you would try to turn your own weakness into a noble sacrifice. And he was right, you abandoned and betrayed me, and told me it was for my own good. So I learned to hate you, returned and took my position in the cabal.” 
 
    “You joined them.” 
 
    “A long time ago.” 
 
    “You, you’re Abba Roth.” 
 
    She smiled and pulled the trigger. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I was in a bed. The sheets were fresh linen. On my right, there was a window. It was open, but all I could see through it was a moonlit night sky. A gentle breeze was creeping in, fingering my face and gently moving the light drapes that hung beside the window. 
 
    Across the room, there was a small writing desk and next to it, an open door. Through it, I could see amber marble, a sunken bath, a shower cubicle, thick, soft brown towels. For just a fraction of a second, I had no idea who or where I was. It didn’t even occur to me to question it. 
 
    Then the memories began to emerge, ugly and crude. Adrenaline burned in my belly and I sat. 
 
    Marni. 
 
    And where the hell was I? 
 
    I threw back the covers and stood. Nausea made the room rock and I sat. Then I rose and staggered at a half-run to the bathroom, where I vomited painfully from an empty stomach. I told myself it was the after effect of the drug they had given me. I rinsed my mouth and splashed my face. After that, I had a long shower, switching from hot to cold and back again. That made me feel better. I toweled myself dry and returned to the bedroom. I found my clothes laid out on a chair and put them on. 
 
    That was when the door opened. 
 
    He looked at me with eyes that couldn’t remember how to care. The muzzle of the Glock 19 he had trained on my chest didn’t waver. He was eight feet from me. He couldn’t miss, and he was too far away for me to try anything. The only way out was the door that stood half-open behind him. I waited two seconds that felt like two weeks, but he didn’t squeeze the trigger. He didn’t say anything, either. 
 
    Cool as hell, I pulled a pack of Camels from my pocket. He could have shot me, but I figured he was going to do that anyway, so I had nothing to lose. I shook a cigarette free and glanced at him as I put it in my mouth straight from the pack. I spoke around the cigarette. 
 
    “You going to do something with that Glock, or do you just like the way it makes you feel?” 
 
    I rested my ass on the edge of the desk, flipped my Zippo and leaned into the flame. I took a long drag and dropped the old, brass lighter into my pocket again. I was expecting the hammer blow of the slug at any second, but I’d be in hell before I let him know I gave a damn. 
 
    He watched me do all that with a lack of interest. 
 
    “I have instructions to kill you, Captain Walker.” 
 
    “So what are you waiting for?” 
 
    The muzzle of the Glock flicked down for a second to point at the beige carpet under my feet. I laughed out loud. “You don’t want to stain the carpet?” 
 
    He gave a small shrug. There was no humor in his face. “It seems absurd to you, when compared to the importance you give your own life. But your life is nothing to my employer, and getting decent carpets out here is difficult. So they asked me to avoid ruining the carpet.” 
 
    “Out here?” 
 
    “I won’t be drawn into conversation, Captain Walker.” 
 
    I frowned. “If they want me dead, why bring me all they way ‘out here’? Why didn’t she just kill me right there?” 
 
    “I don’t work for Dr. Gilbert.” 
 
    I smiled at him. So Marni wanted me here for something, and somebody else didn’t. I studied him a moment. He had the eyes of a killer. He was dangerous. 
 
    “So how are you going to get me out of here?” 
 
    “That’s not complicated. I’m going to offer you a choice. I shoot you in the stomach and then drag you out, trying to cause as little mess as possible.” He gave a small shrug with his eyebrows. “It’s inconvenient, but not the end of the world. In that scenario, Captain Walker, you die a slow and very painful death. The alternative is that you step out here into the corridor and I shoot you in the head. The floors are vinyl, so easily cleaned. I am pretty sure you’ll take that option because you’ll hope it will offer you a chance to disarm me and escape.” 
 
    “That’s some pretty cool calculating.” 
 
    He stepped back and waved the weapon toward the doorway. “Let’s go. I’ll shoot on the count of three.” 
 
    He counted one. I took a drag and pushed away from the desk, speaking as I released the smoke. “Take it easy, I’m moving. Just make it quick, will you?” 
 
    I moved toward the door and, casual as hell, I flicked the butt into his eyes. There are some things you just can’t control, and autonomic responses are among those things. However good you are, if something strikes at your eyes, you will move to stop it. And that was what the killer did. 
 
    His head weaved, fast, and his gun hand moved to block the cigarette. It was a fraction of a second, but by the time he’d recovered, I was by his side with his wrist in my right hand and my palm slamming hard into his elbow. He should have doubled over and I should have broken his arm and dislocated his shoulder. Instead of that, he used my hand as leverage. He jumped and slammed his open left hand into my face, sending me reeling back a step. 
 
    Next, he was lashing back-handed at my face, with the Glock. I managed to block it and pounded his kidneys with my left fist, but before I could follow up, he was raining blows on my head, driving me back. I knew if I backed up too far, he’d be able to take a shot. The bastard was good, and I had to stay in close and finish this thing, fast. 
 
    I crouched, covering my head with my arms. The heel of his left hand struck my nose. The pain was intense and dulled my thinking. The butt of the Glock struck my temple and I knew I was going down. That made me scared and the adrenaline made the fire in my gut explode. 
 
    I roared and suddenly I couldn’t feel the blows to my head and face. All I could feel was rage and madness. I drove the instep of my right foot into his balls. I clubbed his head with my right fist, closed in and smashed the heel of my left into his jaw. As he staggered back, I came in closer, dropped to the rider’s stance and powered four punches to his floating ribs, then grabbed his head and yanked it savagely down onto my rising knee. His nose and mouth exploded into blood and gore. 
 
    I should have killed him. Instead, he swayed on his feet and leveled the Glock at my face.  
 
    If I had given in to astonishment, he would have blown my head off. But I’d seen what they could do to people with Freeman’s drugs, and I was expecting this. In one fluid movement, I smashed his inside wrist with my right hand and grabbed the barrel of the pistol with my left, levering viciously inward, so the gun was pointing at his face. I pulled the trigger. A small, ugly, black-red hole appeared where his left eye should have been. An instant later, the back of his head exploded in spray. He did a little dance, like he didn’t know what to do with his legs, and dropped awkwardly to the floor. 
 
    I smiled without feeling. “You’ve still got your mind on the carpet, pal.” 
 
    I stepped out into the vinyl corridor and ran. I didn’t know where I was running. I just knew I had to move, fast. I scanned the walls and ceilings as I went, searching for cameras. I didn’t see any, but I knew that didn’t mean much.  
 
    I came to an intersection. I could turn back, I could turn left or I could turn right. There was nothing to choose. Each passage looked the same, and oddly familiar. I turned right and sprinted. At the end of the corridor, it turned right again, leading me back the way I’d come. But after fifteen feet, the passage opened up, with a bank of elevators on my right, and a flight of stairs leading down on my left.  
 
    I plunged down the stairs, taking them three at a time. I got to the bottom and found myself in a large, open plan area with maybe a dozen desks set in cubicles. Some of them were occupied, and the drones sitting at them stared at me a moment, then went on doing what they were doing. Behind me, another flight of stairs led farther down. 
 
    I swung over the banister and clattered down to the next floor. I was at the end of a long, broad corridor. To my right, a passage disappeared into darkness. Ahead of me, maybe thirty or forty yards away, the broad corridor opened into what looked like a large lobby. There, I could make out black plate glass, and beyond it the darkness of night. 
 
    I took half a second to think, but the sudden tramp of running boots echoing down the passages had me sprinting again, toward the lobby. I tried to get a fix on the direction the boots were coming from, but the acoustics were confusing, and it was impossible to pinpoint the source. 
 
    I skidded to a halt and froze. For a moment, it was like time and space had warped and I was back in the lobby of the Richard John Erickson Institute. Was I back in New York? I dismissed the thought and ran for the door. I could still hear the boots tramping, but I couldn’t see anything.  
 
    I yanked at the door. It was locked. Outside, in the diffuse light filtering through the glass, I could see sand and rocks. Arizona? New Mexico? 
 
    I searched for the locks and shot at them. The glass was bullet proof. I fired at the middle of the glass, but only managed to cause a dangerous ricochet. 
 
    On my right, there was a long desk. I vaulted over it and searched for either keys or some electronic mechanism to open the door. I found nothing.  
 
    I stood, my heart pounding, listening. The boots seemed to fade. There were a couple of shouts, then nothing. I looked around. The damn place was identical to the Richard John Erickson Institute in New York State. I had not explored the whole building, but I had gotten as far as Dr. Ogden’s suite, where he had lived on the premises, and I remembered there had been a small terrace: a terrace from which I could climb down—or fall and break my neck. 
 
    I shot out the lights, so that the place was in near absolute darkness. The cameras were probably infrared, but they might not be, and it was worth clawing back one small advantage. 
 
    With no light reflecting off the plate glass, I could now see the empty desert outside, an immense, translucent sky with trillions of shards of ice-cold light strewn across infinity. Only that invisible wall of glass stood between me and that emptiness. And freedom.  
 
    I went to the elevator and punched the call button. The doors slid open and I stepped inside. I pressed the button for the top floor, the doors closed and I began to rise. All the way up, I kept telling myself, it was over for them. So why were they toying with me? It had to be for a reason. It was too elaborate and too expensive for a game. What did they get from putting me in a rat’s maze? How did that benefit them? 
 
    The doors slid open. 
 
    The landing was carpeted in beige, the walls and ceiling were cream and there were occasional steel-framed seats upholstered in blue. The layout was similar to the lower floors, except that, just as at the institute, the corridor ahead of me was shorter, and ended in a door. That door, in theory, should lead to the director’s suite of rooms. The rest of it, as I recalled, had been for the scientists and students.  
 
    I stood for a moment, listening. There was absolute silence.  
 
    I took out all the lights, then approached the door and thought about the best way to breach it. I ran my hands over it. It felt like wood. I pulled the Glock from my waistband and blew out the lock. I stepped through and pushed the door to behind me.  
 
    I was in a broad corridor. It was dark, but ahead I could see a faint filtering of starlight. As my eyes adjusted, I began to make out details. 
 
    It was more a passage than a corridor, broad and tiled in marble. It ran from left to right, and ahead of me was a third section that formed an inverted ‘T’. In the angles of the ‘T’, I could now make out open patios with elaborate granite balustrades. The sound of lapping water made me peer over and I saw that I was on a second floor. Above me was the night sky, and below me were enclosed gardens with fountains, flower beds, palms and potted plants. I heard my own voice as a ghostly whisper. 
 
    “Where the hell am I?” 
 
    It looked like Mexico, Spain or Morocco, but something told me it wasn’t. I followed the passage across the patios to a large, marble landing. In the filtered moonlight, I saw a vast, white marble staircase that curled down into a cavernous, shadowy hall. There, another fountain played among images of curly-headed titans and dolphins that shone with an eerie light in the darkness.  
 
    I moved down and around the fountain, and under the stairs I had just descended. I saw double doors, open onto a long dining room. The ceilings must have been twenty feet high, supported by carved wooden rafters. The far wall was open arches that showed a landscape of moonlit, rolling hills touched by the turquoise light of a full moon. 
 
    I crossed the dining room and passed through more tall, walnut doors into a small drawing room decorated in what looked like genuine rococo. It too was empty and dark. I climbed a further, smaller flight of marble steps, wondering where I was going and what I would find. They stopped at a small, polished granite landing where there was an arched, oak door. I pushed it open.  
 
    There was moonlight. First, a dark antechamber, with a wicker table and several chairs with colored cushions. Then three arabesque arches separated the antechamber from a large, walled patio garden that was bathed in the wan light of the moon. Another fountain at the center of the patio played loud, wet music. It was shaped like a collection of sea shells, with the water, peppered with reflected gold, spilling from the center where they met. At the corners of the patio, tall palms towered high, like black stencils against the night. There was an abundance of flowers, bushes and ferns, and the air was rich with orange blossom and jasmine. 
 
    I slipped the Glock into my belt behind my back and crossed the antechamber. Beside the fountain, there was a wrought iron table laid with a white, linen cloth. On it, there was a candelabra with seven candles burning. By their light, I could see a large glass jug of what looked like sangria, and a silver tray of glasses. A small group of people sat around the table, watching me, with the candlelight playing on their faces. 
 
    There was Marni, holding a blood-red glass with bits of fruit in it. Beside her was Grace, with no glass and no expression on her face. On the far right was Phil. He had a glass and was sipping from it. In the middle, between Grace and Phil, was my father, Bob Walker. 
 
    Gamma. 
 
    He smiled at me, but it wasn’t a real, warm smile. His voice was loud and startling when he spoke. 
 
    “Hello, Lacklan. I honestly didn’t expect you. However, as you’re here, I imagine you must be a little confused, and tired. Sit with us.” 
 
    In the shadows beyond the table, I noted two guards. They looked like the one I’d killed, and I figured they were just as dangerous. 
 
    I approached the table, thinking about taking the glass jug and smashing it in his face, but I wanted answers before I did that. I pulled out a chair and sat. I looked at them each in turn and finished up with Phil. 
 
    “It was you, all along, leaking the information. And a tracker in the HERMES device.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Not leaking. Nowhere near that simple. I organized the whole thing. Bob gave me the overall plan, I took care of the details.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He sneered and snorted at the same time, the way only geeks know how. “Stupid question.” 
 
    I sighed. “What made you do it?” 
 
    His expression was incredulous. “A billion dollars and a world worth living in?” 
 
    My father chuckled comfortably. 
 
    I watched him sip his drink. I said, “I saw you die. She shot you.” I pointed at Marni. “I watched you die in the hospital. We buried you.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “You’ve watched a lot of people die, Lacklan. That kind of thing isn’t hard to stage. We used to do it all the time during the Cold War. Crashing was a bit risky, but not impossible to manage. The rest of it was simple. A few greased palms, a few favors called in—we have connections you wouldn’t believe—and we had wound you all up and sent you off on your quest, to save the damsel in distress and defeat the evil empire.”  
 
    He threw back his head and laughed. Marni was watching him and smiling. Grace was watching me. She looked confused. 
 
    I asked her, “Are you with them, too? You and Freeman?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t know what’s going on. I’m scared, Lacklan…” 
 
    My father interrupted her. “Good heavens! With us? What could this child possibly have to offer us? I just liked the look of her. She is decorative, don’t you think? If Freeman still wants her, we might send her back.” His eyes glittered with intent. “You like her, don’t you?” 
 
    I ignored the question. “So you never were Omega. You were out to destroy Omega. But if you’re not Omega, who the hell are you?” 
 
    His face flushed red and he roared, “Of course I am Omega! I have always been Omega! I am Gamma! I am the heart of Omega! Alpha, Gamma and Omega! The rule of three! You are ignorant! You have always been stupid and ignorant! You know nothing! However hard I tried, you were worthless! Always worthless shit! Like your mother! Like…” 
 
    He stopped dead, leaning across the table, panting. Slowly, the rage subsided and he relaxed back into his chair. Phil was staring at my face and began to snigger. I leaned forward, looking first at my father, then at Phil, then back at my father. 
 
    “But why? What for? The damage we have inflicted on Omega! We crippled the organization. You, Phil, were more than instrumental in that! There is nobody left. I killed practically all of them…” 
 
    My father sneered. “Practically all of them. Practically all of them, but not all. Three are left. Alpha, Gamma and Omega. The sacred Trinity. The Law of Three.” 
 
    “You wanted them killed. You wanted the organization destroyed, but what for?” 
 
    Marni spoke. “It was the time of Omicron. Winter. It was the time for everything to die, to be destroyed, to collapse down to the minimum, to draw everything to the center. It was the time to contract. The organization had grown too big and unwieldy, rife with internal conflict, struggles for power. The wealth was being dissipated. It all had to be reduced, controlled. And you were the man for the job.” She gazed at my father with love writ large on her face. “You remember the happy hours in front of the fire, discussing this, planning it…” She laughed and I felt sick. It was a delightful sound, light, pretty and feminine. “How it grew from a vague idea into an exquisitely crafted, detailed plan.” 
 
    A wave of exhaustion momentarily drained me of life. I felt tears well up inside me and fought not to show them. “You knew I would do all this. I was that predictable…” 
 
    He shook his head. “Oh, no, Lacklan, you went well beyond expectations. We knew you would assassinate the members we set up for you. We thought you’d kill maybe half before they got you. But you went well beyond that. You were reckless and bold beyond my wildest dreams. My God! The mayhem and havoc you created! It was spectacular. The neutron bomb was a superb idea. I do honestly believe that nobody but you would have risked that.” 
 
    I turned to Phil. “But it didn’t do what you said it would do, did it? That’s why there was no great crash in the economy. There was a crash, but it was more of a small adjustment of the markets, wasn’t it? Because the virus raided the Omega accounts, destroyed the network and siphoned off the assets into your offshore accounts.” 
 
    He waggled his eyebrows. “Nice, huh? And we just did it again in Russia and China. And now we don’t need to share those assets among three hundred rambling, inefficient, infighting corporations. Now we can control all of that wealth from the center, and start to grow again after…” 
 
    My head was aching, reaching, searching for sense, for a logic and a pattern.  
 
    After the collapse of Greenland… Ragnarok?  
 
    “Njal,” I said. “And Jim… They are not a part of this…” I saw his eyes narrow. I went on, not knowing exactly what I was saying, or why. “You never wanted me dead…” 
 
    “I didn’t care!” He said it with excessive severity. “If you died, it was no great loss. We had other ways of achieving the same end. But you were a professional, you were anarchic and resourceful, and about as bloodthirsty and violent as any human being can get. I was pretty confident you would survive to get at least most of the job done. Marni and Ben thought you might be suitable to join us, but I never believed that.” 
 
    I waited till he’d finished, then went on. “You didn’t care about me, but you wanted Njal dead. Jim and Njal were the real enemy, weren’t they? They were a real threat to you. That’s why you sent the assassins to kill him on the train…” 
 
    He shook his head. “That is overstating it. They were an annoyance…” 
 
    Marni spoke to her glass. “They were becoming dangerous, Bob.” She looked up at me. “I always believed you might come around. But Jim, Jim was becoming dangerous. We’d had him in our sights for years. His ideas, his teachings, they were a threat to us. But he was hard to get at. He was slippery.” She smiled. “But you were just the bait we needed to trap him. You led us right to him.” 
 
    “Was… Were…?” 
 
    “They are both dead.” 
 
    It was a deeper pain than I had expected. It hurt more than I would have believed. I felt the pressure in my eyes, in my head and in my chest. It was a grief that sapped me of life. But I would be damned before I let them see me cry. 
 
    Bob, Gamma, my father, smiled and there was hatred in his eyes as he observed me. I watched his hatred and suddenly I had the answer to the question I had been asking myself all my life. I kept it to myself and instead asked, “Where is Ben?” 
 
    “Alpha, my son, he should be arriving soon.” 
 
    “And when he does?” 
 
    “We shall have you put to death.” 
 
    I heard Marni draw breath and turned to look at her. She said, “Take it easy, Bob. We’ll decide between the three of us.” 
 
    I said to my father, “You’re out of your mind...” 
 
    And Phil shook his head and cut across me. “Not really, Lacklan. Though that was my impression to begin with. But really, it just seems that way to you because they are above the law. When something is lawless, it looks insane, because sanity obeys laws. When something defies the law, it looks insane to us. Think about it.” 
 
    I stared at him and wanted to kill him. I wondered if he’d think I was insane if I tried. But he went on talking. “Like the Third Reich, or Soviet Russia, even parts of Mexico. To an average Westerner, they seem insane, but they are simply above the law.” 
 
    Marni was nodding with interest. “He has a point.” She said it like we were having an interesting intellectual conversation in a Parisian cafe. “Most of the corporations we control are the very pillars that support Western civilization. They are the very stuff of capitalist, social democratic normality. See any one of us in our day to day lives and you’d never look twice. Yet the power we wield puts us above the law and makes us seem, to you, insane. But this is what true, raw power looks like. It breaks limitations.” 
 
    I snarled, “Who was the guy you were kissing in Moscow, at the School of Architecture? Was I meant to see that? Were you playing with my mind?” 
 
    She looked surprised, frowned a little. “No. I had no idea you were there. He’s a lover, an associate. I doubt you’d know him.” 
 
    “Does being above the law make it OK to lie to people who love you? To cheat and betray…” 
 
    My father sighed noisily and raised his hands as if pleading with God. “You see? This is why he has to die! I can’t live with this sentimental garbage!” 
 
    Marni shrugged her eyebrows at me. “Your rules, your emotions, your problem.” 
 
    “How did you fake your death?” 
 
    “Bob already explained that, Lacklan!” 
 
    “You lay in coma for weeks in that bed, for Christ’s sake!” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, not me. The switch was made at the hospital. You took home and nursed a woman who was not me.” 
 
    “You’re all out of your minds!” I wanted to grab her and slap the stupidity out of her. “What about Grace?”  
 
    She laughed at my distress. “We have medical technology that is not available on the market, Lacklan, because the way it is developed is not ethical. We were able to help dear Grace.” 
 
    “And Ben? What about Ben? I shot him in the heart. I watched him die!” 
 
    They all looked past me. The voice came from behind, from the arches. I turned in my chair. Ben was standing, watching me. 
 
    “He was a paid double. Plastic surgery, many privileges and a very fat salary kept him happy. He didn’t realize the risks he was facing that night, obviously, or he wouldn’t have gone. He’d been with me for a couple of years. Dictators and tyrants have been using them for centuries, Lacklan. If you’d studied your history, you’d have known that.” 
 
    He approached the table, poured himself a drink and sat next to me. I studied his face a moment, then turned to Gamma. 
 
    “You’re not my father, are you?” 
 
    He chuckled, then laughed. “You are one of the few young men on the planet who aren’t!” 
 
    They all laughed at that. I said loudly, “Who is my father?” 
 
    He leaned forward and there was loathing on his sneering face. “I don’t know, boy! Some pimp or some gigolo or some piece of trash that upper class English whore picked up off the street. If you are anything to go by, he wasn’t all that smart, anyway!” 
 
    Marni was still laughing when the glass jug of sangria smashed into his face. The glass shattered into evil shards and the red wine sprayed across his head and the table, making it impossible to tell what was blood and what was wine. It was a frozen tableau, with all of them wincing as the glass and wine erupted in a sparkling, spreading sheet. But I was moving. I was on my feet, sidestepping to my left, grabbing Marni by her hair and savagely yanking her head back over her chair. I was  cutting deep into her jugular and her carotid artery with the wicked, jagged handle of the shattered jug. The red fountain spouted high into the afternoon air and I ran. 
 
   


 
  

 Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    I ran for my father. He was lying half-slumped on the white linen, stained with wine and blood. I saw Phil climbing to his feet, staggering back, falling away from me, over his chair. I hurled the broken handle at him, hooked my arm around Gamma’s throat, heaved, lifted and twisted and felt his neck snap as he choked and gurgled.  
 
    Phil was scrambling onto all fours. I stepped over to him and kicked him hard in the floating ribs. He slumped to the ground, groaning, “Oh, God…” and I stamped hard with my heel on the back of his neck. I felt it snap. His feet jumped and he went silent. 
 
    It had happened really fast. The guards were running around like headless chickens, not knowing whether to go for me or help Marni and Gamma. Ben was on his feet, reaching for Grace. I pulled the Glock from my belt. I had four rounds in it. Grace was screaming for me, trying to pull away from him. The guards had made up their minds and were coming for me. They got two rounds each in the chest and dropped. 
 
    I hurled the weapon away and let out a noise that wasn’t human. It was part roar, part scream. It was over thirty years of hatred and frustration. It was betrayed trust and betrayed love. I hurled myself at Ben and dragged him to the ground, beating and pounding at his face and body as we went. I was vaguely aware of more guards arriving. I could feel feet kicking me, fists pounding my back, dragging at my collar, but there was no pain. The pain was drowned out by my own rage and hatred. I smashed his face with my fists. He tried to cover himself with his arms, but I dragged them away to get at him. Dimly, I heard him screaming, “Get the girl! The girl! Get the girl!” 
 
    The rain of blows and kicks stopped. I heard feet running and staggered to get up. Ben was rolling and groaning on the floor. I ran for the door, bellowing, “Grace! Grace! Where are you?” 
 
    I scrambled down the stairs, taking them three at a time, ignoring the throbbing pains in my back and my legs. I burst into the dining room. It was dark and empty. I heard movement behind me and turned. Ben was a shadow leaning against the doorframe. His face was bloodied and bruised and swollen. He held a gun in his hand and raised it to take aim at me.  
 
    I roared, bellowed and ran. I felt no pain and no fear. I felt only madness and ran toward the cannon. I saw it spit flame and felt the hot rush of lead skim past my face. Then I had his bloodied throat in my left hand. I gripped his crotch in my right and squeezed until he was screeching through his choking throat. I heard his gun clatter to the floor, lifted him over my head, charged toward the arches and hurled him through. For a moment he hung there, as though suspended in space and time. He stared into my eyes, begging. Then he slipped and he was gone, leaving behind only a long, agonized scream in the moonlight. 
 
    I picked up his gun and ran. 
 
    I ran without direction, through a maze of rooms and corridors. Somehow, an instinct told me to go down, so I ran down flights of stairs, ramps, passages, anything that took me lower. And all the while, I called for Grace, but no voice answered me. 
 
    Soon, I began to see people, all hurrying. They ignored me and went on their way. Most were going down like me, but a few were running back up the passages. Marble began to be replaced by stone and then concrete and I realized I had left the palatial building and the institute behind, or above me.  
 
    I passed a large kitchen that seemed to be in an uproar, with people shouting at each other in a language I didn’t understand. I pushed through a fire door and clattered down two flights of narrow steps and found myself suddenly in a vast, cavernous place that looked like some kind of parking garage. There I saw a small fleet of trucks, from Land Rovers and pickups to large, seven ton vehicles. There were also limos and Jeeps. I saw stacks of oil drums I figured were diesel and gasoline, and over my head I saw pipes, long, winding pipes of various sizes, snaking across the ceiling. I could see no way out, and there were no people there, so I ran back up the stairs to the kitchen. 
 
    A woman grabbed me and stared into my face. She was neat and well dressed. “There’s been an attack. Do you know anything? Have you been upstairs?” 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. 
 
    “What’s happened? They’re saying they’re all dead!” 
 
    “They are. All of them. I saw it.” 
 
    “Oh, God!” 
 
    She ran and I followed her down a long, broad, tunnel-like passage with black and yellow chevrons on the walls. I shouted after her, “What is this place?” But she ignored me and ran on. I became aware of the air turning cold, and ahead, on my right, a gap, a large opening in the tunnel. There were people crowding there, maybe a dozen or more. I could see their hair and their clothes flapping in a high wind. The woman started screaming for them to wait for her. Some looked and beckoned her to hurry. Then I heard it, the high whine of a helicopter turbine. 
 
    I arrived at the opening as the small crowd rushed out. It was a surreal sight. A Sikorski S92, painted a dark blue, sitting on a flat expanse of sand in a desert, under a full moon, and a crowd of people clambering aboard.  
 
    A guy in uniform was supervising the loading. He saw me and came over. “We have room. You coming?” 
 
    I shook my head. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “The alarm was triggered. We’re evacuating the staff and personnel to Ulaanbaatar till we establish what happened.” He frowned at me. “You see anything?” 
 
    I shook my head and he returned to the chopper.  
 
    Grace was just climbing in and seemed to sense me. She turned and looked, and for a moment, we stared at each other. I shook my head. She hesitated, then climbed aboard. A moment later, the whine started again, and then the thud of the rotors as the beast rose up into the sky, a black, shrinking silhouette against the vast, golden moon. 
 
    Ulaanbaatar. Mongolia. 
 
    I turned and ran back up the tunnel, and made my way again to the parking garage. I figured if the vehicles had gotten in, there must be a way for them to get out. I clattered down the steps again, feeling strangely numb and light headed. I entered the garage, picked a Land Rover at random and found the keys on the dash. I fired it up and turned on the headlamps, then drove around, searching for an exit. I eventually found it at the far end, in the shadows, another long, dark tunnel going down. 
 
    I stopped and climbed out. I walked back to the nearest truck, fired up the engine and opened the hood. Then I looked at the pipes overhead for a while and selected the one I thought I needed. I pulled Ben’s gun from my waistband and emptied the magazine into that pipe. The smell told me I wasn’t mistaken. I’d hit the gas pipe. 
 
    I climbed into the Land Rover and accelerated down the long, dark tunnel. After a couple of minutes, I saw moonlight ahead, and moments later, I emerged into the Gobi desert. It was cold, and the moonlight descended like frost on the empty sand.  
 
    I didn’t know if I had water in the truck, or food. I didn’t know where I was, or where I was going, and I had no idea what I would find when I got there. The stars told me where north was, north and Ulaanbaatar. So I figured I would head that way. After twenty minutes, high on a dune, I saw moonlight reflecting on a road down below. I stopped, climbed out and looked back the way I had come. 
 
    I could see a steep hill, with a palatial building picked out in the glow from the moon. It seemed to be enveloped in a ghostly, ethereal sheet of flame that mushroomed above it. 
 
    I sat on the cold sand and watched it, and wept from a deep, hollow pain, for everything I had lost. 
 
   


 
  

 * * * 
 
   
 
  

 WHAT'D YOU THINK? 
 
    First of all, thank you so much for giving my work a chance. If you enjoyed this adventure, then I would be extremely grateful if you would consider writing a short review for the book on Amazon. A good review means so much to every writer, but means even more for self-published writer like myself. As it allows new readers to find my books, and ultimately allows me to spend more time  creating stories that I love! :) 
 
    You can do so directly down below: 
 
    US Review Link 
 
    UK Review Link 
 
    CA Review Link 
 
    AU Review Link 
 
    * * * 
 
   
 
  

 READY FOR THE NEXT MISSION? 
 
    The next book in the OMEGA series is currently being written. Sign up for my VIP mailing list, and I'll be sure to send you a quick heads up whenever my next book is released! Your email will be kept 100% private, and you can unsubscribe any time. You'll only hear from me when I have a new book finished though, so it's pretty relaxed. If that's something you'd be interested in, then just tap here and sign up! 
 
   


 
  

 ALSO BY BLAKE BANNER 
 
    Up to date books can be found on my website: www.blakebanner.com 
 
      
 
    DEAD COLD MYSTERY SERIES 
 
    An Ace and a Pair (Book 1) 
 
    Two Bare Arms (Book 2) 
 
    Garden of the Damned (Book 3) 
 
    Let Us Prey (Book 4) 
 
    The Sins of the Father (Book 5) 
 
    Strange and Sinister Path (Book 6) 
 
    The Heart to Kill (Book 7) 
 
    Unnatural Murder (Book 8) 
 
    Fire from Heaven (Book 9) 
 
    To Kill Upon A Kiss (Book 10) 
 
    Murder Most Scottish (Book 11) 
 
    The Butcher of Whitechapel (Book 12) 
 
    Little Dead Riding Hood (Book 13) 
 
    Trick or Treat (Book 14) 
 
    Blood Into Win (Book 15) 
 
    Jack In The Box (Book 16) 
 
    The Fall Moon (Book 17) 
 
      
 
    Dead Cold Box Set #1: Books 1-4 (SAVE 25%) 
 
    Dead Cold Box Set #2: Books 5-8 (SAVE 25%) 
 
    Dead Cold Box Set #3: Books 9-12 (SAVE 25%) 
 
    Dead Cold Box Set #4: Books 13-16 (SAVE 25%) 
 
      
 
    THE OMEGA SERIES 
 
    Dawn of the Hunter (Book 1) 
 
    Double Edged Blade (Book 2) 
 
    The Storm (Book 3) 
 
    The Hand of War (Book 4) 
 
    A Harvest of Blood (Book 5) 
 
    To Rule in Hell (Book 6) 
 
    Kill: One (Book 7) 
 
    Powder Burn (Book 8) 
 
    Kill: Two (Book 9) 
 
    Unleashed (Book 10) 
 
    The Omicron Kill (Book 11) 
 
    9mm Justice (Book 12) 
 
    Kill: Four (Book 13) 
 
    Death In Freedom (Book 14) 
 
      
 
    Omega Box Set #1: Books 1-4 (SAVE 25%) 
 
    Omega Box Set #2: Books 5-8 (SAVE 25%) 
 
    Omega Box Set #3: Books 9-12 (SAVE 25%) 
 
  
 
  
 
   
    [1] See Death in Freedom 
 
  
 
   
    [2] See Death in Freedom 
 
  
 
   
    [3] See Kill: Two 
 
  
 
   
    [4] See Kill Two 
 
  
 
   
    [5] See Kill Two 
 
  
 
   
    [6] See The Omicron Kill 
 
  
 
   
    [7] See Kill Two 
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
g{ USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

- Bl A
F A

AN OMEGA THRILLER

B i el | WY U e TS g . - -





