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PROLOGUE

 

 

U.S. Navy Scrapyard

Fifteen miles east of Valencia, Spain

10 PM

 

Sergeant Vitold Anatoli was not convinced this was a good plan. From his unit’s vantage point on a rocky hill, he studied the naval scrapyard through a pair of powerful binoculars.

The scrapyard had two dry docks, both occupied by old ships mothballed by the American Navy and being cut up for scrap, any useful equipment having already been stripped. One was a frigate of outdated design, barely recognizable after a week of work by the wreckers. It now looked more like a half-completed Lego set. The other was a fuel ship, a new arrival that had lost only its upper deck fittings.

Vitold was surprised they hadn’t sold the ships to some Third World navy. That’s what Russia had done with much of its rusty, old, Soviet-era fleet. Maybe the sales got hung up by the fat old fools in Congress. Americans liked to talk more than act.

Except for the military. The corruption and laziness of the American system had not extended to its armed forces. Vitold focused on the defenses. As team leader, he had already studied satellite images and spoken to an informant on the inside, but he always liked taking a last look before going in.

What he saw reassured him: basic exterior wall of concrete about ten feet high topped with razor wire. Guard towers on each corner. No interior patrols. This was a scrapyard, after all, not like the huge Spanish-U.S. naval base at Rota on the Atlantic coast.

And yet it was so much more.

At least the admiral said so. Vitold couldn’t see a single clue that this was a major research station. But then again, he wouldn’t, would he?

He scanned the interior of the scrapyard, studying the rows of steel parts, engine blocks, old weapon mountings, and saw absolutely nothing that would justify risking his life and international relations by breaking in there.

But if the admiral said go in, then he'd go in. He'd follow that man straight into the U.S. Capitol building if he told him to.

So there was something worth risking his and his men’s lives for. Which probably meant there were dangers in there he couldn’t see. That worried him far more than the guards that he could see.

Vitold took a deep breath of warm Mediterranean air, reveling in the salt smell as his heart swelled. The admiral was a true patriot, and attracted patriots to his banner. Every one of the men in his unit felt the same.

Vitold checked his watch. Just one minute to zero hour.

He looked over his shoulder at Sergei, hunched over the radio jamming equipment. The man gave him a thumb’s up. At zero hour, Sergei would jam all radio communications in the local area while Anton, a mile down the road, would cut landline telephone communication. There was nothing they could do about the cell phones, but since that wasn’t the approved method of military communication there would be some lag before the defenders could get through.

Hopefully enough lag.

Vitold signaled his men to move out. There were only twenty of them, but they were all former Spetsnaz like him, or former paratroopers. Most, like him, were on the wrong side of forty. They’d all kept sharp, however, not succumbing to vodka and despair like so many of their countrymen, and they all kept blazing in their hearts the memories of the great wars in Afghanistan and Chechnya.

They were more than a match for a bunch of U.S. Navy personnel who didn’t even know the importance of what they were protecting.

They trotted down the slope in open order, confident in their informant's intel that the guards didn't use their infrared goggles. No one had ever tried to break into this place. Why would they?

They got to the bottom of the slope to a little-used two-lane road, glanced to the left and right and saw no vehicles, and moved across. Two men on their flanks, both snipers, went prone in a drainage ditch and stayed there.

Just then, the base was plunged into darkness.

Vitold Anatoli smiled. Their inside man had done his job.

As they rushed across the road, sprinting now, they heard a shout from inside the base, then a click and a slow grinding sound.

That would be the delivery entrance leading to the loading dock. It stood thirty meters to the right of the main gate.

Vitold snapped down his goggles and saw the gate just ahead. It opened a couple of feet and stopped just as they planned. The informant had to get back to his post and didn't have time to manually open the heavy gate all the way.

Crack crack crack.

A three-round burst chewed up the ground near Vitold's feet, fired by one of the guards in the nearest tower. Another, deeper gunshot from his right rear, and he no longer had to worry about the man in the tower. Their snipers were some of the best the Motherland had ever produced.

Another sniper shot. He guessed someone else had poked their head above the parapet. He didn’t hear any return fire from the Americans.

And then they were there. Vitold almost laughed, it had been so easy.

He got to the gate, stopped behind its protective steel, and looked both ways before entering. All clear.

Vitold passed through, his men filing along with him and fanning out. He and ten men went straight ahead. They circled the warehouse, which would be empty at this time, and just as they got to the other side, a sleepy-eyed sailor who didn't even have his finger on the trigger of his weapon came around the corner.

One of Vitold’s men took him out with a single shot.

They passed the warehouse as gunfire crackled to their left and right. The thud of a grenade told them one of the guard towers had just been taken out. A flashlight probed the darkness behind a huge engine block, then winked out. Without a word, Vitold’s unit split in half and swarmed around the block.

The man hiding behind it didn’t stand a chance. He went down in a flurry of shots.

Ten yards more, and they took a right down a path lined with old machine parts. Another path branched off to the left. They stopped at the corner.

“It’s just twenty yards down there,” Vitold whispered.

One of his men got prone and peeked around the corner. A bullet pinked off his Kevlar helmet.

“Blyat!”

He pulled back.

“Two men at the storage shed,” he replied, wincing in the first moments of what was going to be a hell of a headache. “They got cover on either side of the door and look determined.”

Ivan, a big brute of a man and the strongest in the unit, moved forward with a grenade launcher.

“Only a flashbang,” Vitold ordered. “We don’t want to damage the mechanism.”

Ivan nodded, changed out the grenade, and got ready. The man who had gotten hit on the helmet went prone again.

“One … two … three!”

Vitold, Ivan, and the third man moved as one. Vitold and the private reached around the corner without exposing anything more than their hands and forearms and sprayed down the lane on full automatic. Ivan jumped into view and launched the grenade.

He jumped back without a returning shot. The spray of bullets had done their work, and the two Yankee sailors had taken cover.

They couldn’t take cover from what came next.

Ivan landed the grenade right between the two guards, who were hidden behind concrete blocks with gun slits.

The blocks were open to the side, though, and the flash blinded them; the detonation knocked them off their feet.

Vitold and his team rushed forward and shot them just as they were struggling to their hands and knees. Two of his men took them out.

From the outside, the storage shed looked like nothing special, just a small, square building ten feet to a side. Only the two sentries and the keypad at the entrance hinted that there was more to this place.

The keypad was lit. This building had its own power supply that their informant couldn’t access.

He did know the key code, though.

As his men covered him, Vitold smiled at the camera, flipped it off, and punched in the key code.

The door slid open to reveal a large elevator. He and four men rushed inside. Vitold hit the lower of the two buttons on the control and the elevator doors slid shut.

The ride down took nearly a minute. Vitold tried to contain his impatience. He and his men kept their guns trained on the door.

The doors pinged and opened. Vitold gasped.

It was just as the admiral had said.

They found themselves in a large concrete chamber as big as four American supermarkets. Bright floodlights illuminated rows of work tables and machinery such as lathes and drills. To one side were racks of boxes whose labels showed they contained various machine and electric parts. The air carried the salty tang of the sea.

“Where is everybody?” Ivan said.

“Hiding,” Vitold said with a snort. “Let’s go hunt them.”

The first they found was a skinny young man in a lab coat curled up beneath a table. When he saw the Russian troops, he raised his hands, eyes going wide.

“W-wait! I can give you intel. Tell you everything you need!”

This was said in English, which Vitold understood.

He didn’t listen, though. He had all the intel he needed.

A bullet through the American’s brain took care of his pathetic pleading.

Ivan spotted one hiding behind some machinery. The man screamed, and Ivan stopped him from ever feeling afraid again. Another of his men was passing a set of metal lockers, heard one rattle suspiciously, and sprayed a long burst through the thin metal. Blood trickled out of the bullet holes.

“Spread out,” Vitold ordered.

The hunt continued. They found engineers, programmers, and researchers, hiding behind desks, inside storage closets; one had even tried to cram himself inside a kiln that was shut off. Vitold imagined what it would be like to lock him inside and turn the thing on, but he had never had a sadistic streak. Besides, they had work to do.

None of the researchers had weapons. Soft. Too damn soft. Not even the scientists in Russia were that soft.

Once the research station was clear, they went to their ultimate goal—the dock at the far end of the chamber, where four short piers jutted out into the water. Beyond, past about twenty yards of open water, was a blank concrete wall.

There was no door. What was moored on the piers didn’t need a door.

Vitold smiled.

“Phase one complete,” he said.

“Now comes the hard part,” Ivan grumbled.

Vitold clapped him on the shoulder. “No. Now comes the fun part.”


 

 

 


CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Athens, that same evening …

 

CIA operative Lara King sat at an outdoor café in the trendy and bohemian Exarchia neighborhood. It was a neighborhood of squats, vegan restaurants, alternative shops, and the headquarters of half a dozen left-wing political parties that made up part of the fractious kaleidoscope of Greek politics.

It was also hugely popular with tourists for its bars, nightclubs, and ready supply of weed and harder drugs.

Lara took it all in as she sipped a Greek beer and pretended to smoke. She hated smoking; the man she hated the most in the world smoked, but she was playing a character and she needed to play it right. She could draw the smoke into her lungs like a pro, her mind overcoming her body’s revulsion, and exhale through her nostrils in a move that she had heard some men found sexy.

The middle-aged tourist who kept looking over his wife’s shoulder at her certainly must have thought so.

Good thing the woman’s back was turned. She didn’t need drama right now. Plenty of it was coming really soon.

Coming in the form of Batuhan Toygar and Alexis Spiros.

Batuhan Toygar was a short, muscular Turk who was almost as broad as he was tall, with a beetling brow and a tuft of back hair waving hello outside of the neckline of his polo shirt. Opposite him at one of the café tables sat Alexis Spiros—a lean, older Greek who wore a cheap suit, a black beret of the kind Greek peasants and fishermen wore, and had a cocky air and shifty eyes.

Those eyes shifted all over the place, including at Lara, who did her best to look like yet another casual tourist.

Toygar and Spiros were a rare pair, a Turk and a Greek who worked together. They had put their national rivalries aside for the sake of their mutual love of illegal money.

Together they ran the Elite Express, a human smuggling operation to bring migrants across the border. While there were many such operations run by Syrians, Serbs, and half a dozen other nationalities, the Elite Express catered to a certain clientele. These weren’t your usual migrants looking for better opportunities in more stable and prosperous countries; these were criminals who needed to sneak across the border.

If you were a drug smuggler, wanted fugitive, or terrorist looking to visit Europe for some fun, and if you could afford their steep fees, Elite Express was the service for you. They would get you across the border and safely to your destination with a far higher success rate than competing human smuggling operations.

How they did that was a bit of a mystery. Obviously they had bribed guards on both sides of the border, but Turkish and Greek law enforcement, and various intelligence agencies, hadn’t yet pinpointed the source of the corruption.

What had started as a long-running investigation ratcheted up to an international intelligence priority when one of Elite Express’s customers, a Syrian radical Islamist, had entered Greece, then took advantage of the European Union’s free movement and lack of internal border controls to pass clear across the continent to a synagogue in Madrid that was a favorite of the Spanish capital’s large American expat community.

Thankfully, a sharp-eyed Spanish policeman stationed outside the synagogue during Shabbat services noticed a nervous-looking man with something bulky around his midsection, puffing up his shirt, and went to intercept him. The terrorist panicked and set off his suicide belt.

The police officer was killed instantly. His partner was seriously wounded, as were three passersby, and the windows were blown out of the synagogue to rain glass on the worshippers, lightly wounding a dozen more.

A search of the terrorist’s hotel room yielded nothing except his original Syrian passport. No bomb making supplies. He’d brought the suicide vest with him across the border.

A search of all the dumpsters in the neighborhood took longer but yielded more results. Police uncovered a burner phone purchased in Damascus that had called a burner phone that investigators had linked with Elite Express.

A deeper, multiagency investigation yielded the names Batuhan Toygar and Alexis Spiros and the fact that they were to meet at this café tonight. Which is why Lara King was pretending to enjoy her cigarette two tables away.

Unfortunately, that tourist with the wandering eye sat between her and the suspects, and he was beginning to think that all those glances at the two smugglers were directed at him. He had already flashed her a smile twice when his wife was studying the menu.

Lara looked away and scanned the crowd on the sidewalks on both sides of the narrow, two-lane street. No obvious lookouts or bodyguards, unless that older guy on the park bench across the street was with them. He was facing them, supposedly talking on the phone, looking at the café and the passing crowd.

He didn't look like he'd last in a fight, but that small bag by his side might contain a gun.

She’d need to keep an eye on him.

Lara did a quick scan of the pedestrians as a shifty-looking fellow wove through the crowd, his eyes on people's purses. A pickpocket, to be sure. Athens was full of them. His gaze glanced over at the phone on Lara's table, then shifted up to meet Lara's eyes for a millisecond before moving on.

He wouldn’t try anything. He was looking for sleepwalkers. A young woman who had spotted him was off-limits. His kind sought easy pickings.

Leaving your phone on your café table was a dumb move in most European cities, but Lara’s device wasn’t a phone. It was a highly directional microphone aimed at Batuhan Toygar and Alexis Spiros in their huddled conversation over glasses of ouzo. It was recording everything, later to be handed over to translators. Lara’s Greek and Turkish were both mediocre. She had never been good at languages, a minus for any agent, but she made up for it in many other ways.

Like spotting potential trouble.

At the next café over, past the tables of the cheating tourist and human smugglers, sat a well-built man who looked a few years older than Lara’s twenty-five. He sat facing Lara’s café, his face supposedly buried in a book. Lara could see the title was written in Greek but was too far away to puzzle out the words.

This man was not Greek. He was of Anglo-Saxon descent and he did not look like one of the scholars or graduate students one often came across in the Greek capital.

An archaeologist? They were all pretty fit.

No. Not suntanned enough, and his fingernails were clean. Was this guy in the game?

The rest of the people at that café were simple civilians. She could tell. She couldn't quite tell with this guy. He was a bit too fit, a bit too erect in his posture. Ex-military, to be sure, but there was a lack of casualness about him that made Lara think that he was doing more than just sitting at a café showing off his intellect.

Lara studied him without looking at him directly, a practice involving a focus of peripheral vision that was an essential trait in anyone conducting surveillance. She watched the movements of his eyes, not the pupils but the more visible whites as they narrowed or widened when he looked forward, left, or right.

Sensing that without looking at someone directly was an extremely difficult skill to master. Lara King had mastered that skill much better than she had mastered the local languages of the Balkans.

And she could tell that those eyes were not focusing on the book.

Pretty brown eyes on a handsome face. It would be a shame to put a 9mm slug into him.

Hopefully, it wouldn't come to that.

Another scan of the crowd. The older guy was still chatting on the phone and looking everywhere around him. The pickpocket had vanished as they are so good at doing. No one else of interest within sight.

And no backup. She hadn’t even been sure they’d show up here at this place and time, and with so much other drama going on in Eastern Europe right now—ethnic factionalism, porous borders, arms smuggling—the CIA and its allies couldn’t spare anyone for what was supposed to be a routine surveillance operation.

It suddenly got less routine.

The cute guy with the Greek book looked right past her at something over her shoulder and quickly looked away.

Too quickly. He had obviously been staring at someone and then looked away in the hope of not being noticed.

Guys did that all the time when checking out women, and in a normal situation she would haven’t given it a second thought.

But this was no normal situation, and when Batuhan Toygar did the same thing and nudged Alexis Spiros, she knew something bad was about to kick off.

She was right.

 

 


 

 

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

It was a nice surveillance operation as such operations go, Thomas Ridley mused. He got to sit, drinking some pleasant but rather overly fruity Greek red wine, pretend to read Xenophon’s Anabasis, and admire Lara King, his soon-to-be-partner.

Thomas Ridley was in the CIA, but Lara didn’t know that. She was blissfully unaware that he was anything but an ordinary civilian while he watched her and the two human smugglers sitting between them.

He had to admit, he liked what he saw. Not the smugglers; he’d never been keen on great tufts of back hair and multiple felonies, but Lara King. Tall but not overly so, with an athletic frame and a short blonde bob that set off the fine lines of her face. Thomas would like to sketch her.

He took another sip of his wine. He preferred the more delicate Italian vintages, but when on assignment he couldn't complain. Headquarters had ordered him to make contact with her and announce himself as her new partner. Thomas had decided on a different tack and tailed her much of the day, watching her conducting surveillance on several cheap hotels known for not asking for identification and allowing their all-foreign tenants to bunk twelve to a room. Then, she had gone down to the port and studied a few yachts. After that she went to a park and spoke with a dodgy-looking informant and made a beeline straight here.

She managed it well. None of the residents in the hotels or the people at the port had noticed her watching, and he probably wouldn’t have noticed her himself if he didn’t know she was CIA. Lara King was most certainly a professional.

Thomas Ridley thought about all of this as he continued pretending to read while scanning the area, picking up every face, every body movement, every purse or package.

Then he saw him—a mountain of a man in an Italian suit walking through the crowd with the confidence of a bouncer at a fine nightclub. He had a shaved head, a brow ridge one could almost compare to a Neanderthal, and arms like tree trunks. His beady, close-set eyes were focused on the two human traffickers, and he made no attempt to hide this fact.

Batuhan Toygar caught sight of the newcomer and turned to face him. He nudged Alexis Spiros and the Greek turned, too. Now Thomas only saw their backs, but he could tell they were tense, poised. Neither moved their hands from the table. It didn’t look like it was going to be a gunfight. At least not yet.

The man mountain stormed up to the table and jabbed a finger at the two human smugglers, scowling, his mouth working quickly.

And yet Thomas couldn’t hear a word. The man was whispering so low that not even a sound reached his ears. It was so at odds with the anger on his face and in his gestures as to be almost comical. Thomas hoped that directional microphone Lara had on her table was picking it all up.

Thomas hadn’t been told she would be using one, but it was obvious. Only an idiot would leave their phone on a European café table. Thomas had read Lara King’s file, at least those parts he was allowed to read. And while he had some grave concerns about partnering up with a person of her background, her intelligence was not in question.

The man kept gesturing. Toygar sat still as a stone. Spiros leaned back, put his hands behind his head in a relaxed gesture and nodded along with the man’s tirade.

If that was supposed to defuse the situation, it didn’t work. The man mountain continued to gesture, whispering a litany of rage at the two smugglers. People at the other tables began to stare.

Thomas did not. He was scanning the street and sidewalk for more trouble.

He soon spotted it.

A motorcycle wove through traffic heading their way with two men on it, both wearing motorcycle helmets with darkened visors. Even so, their heads were turned in such a way they were obviously looking at this side of the street.

Not such a momentous occasion except for the fact that the man behind wasn’t holding onto the man in front, but rather reaching into a leather satchel he had at his side.

Thomas stood, hoping that he was right and wasn’t about to commit a felony on some innocent motorists.

He grabbed his chair and lifted it over his head.

The man mountain, the motorcycle driver, and Lara King all turned to look at him. The two human smugglers turned to see what the fuss was about. At the same instant, the man riding the back of the motorcycle pulled out an UZI.

Thomas had guessed right. A good thing, too, because the chair had already left his hands.

With all his strength, Thomas had flung the chair right into the motorcycle’s path.

It hit the front wheel and the motorcycle did a reverse wheelie, sending its two occupants flying over the handlebars to crash into the pavement, one on top of the other. The UZI fell from the gunman’s grasp. As a nice bit of icing on the cake, a car right behind the motorcycle couldn’t stop in time and crunched over its rear wheel, crushing it and stopping them from a speedy getaway.

Thomas looked at Lara, who had already overturned her table with a crash and was reaching into her vest, no doubt for her sidearm. Thomas shouted “Company!” and did the same.

“Company” was slang for the CIA. It was time to identify himself. Perhaps she’d take the double entendre that he wouldn’t mind giving her some company of a different sort.

He made sure he shouted that before drawing his own weapon, because he knew he stood no chance at beating Lara King in a fast draw, no matter how many Westerns he had watched as a boy.

Now, several things happened at once, as they have a tendency to do in these situations.

Thomas ducked to the right to get his back to the doorway of the café, both to give himself a chance to duck inside for cover and so he and Lara could shoot at the trio in between them without causing friendly fire.

At the same time, Lara brought up her gun over the lip of the table.

The man mountain reached inside his jacket; Toygar ducked to the left, his chair toppling over, and started to run crouching down the sidewalk. Spiros pulled a sawed-off shotgun out of a sports bag at his feet that Thomas just knew would contain a nasty surprise.

"Freeze!" Lara shouted in heavily accented Greek. "Are you arrested? Put your hands down!"

“You are under arrest! Put your hands up!” Thomas corrected in fluent Greek borne of an Oxford education and, if he did say so himself, a fine cerebral cortex.

But he had no time to congratulate himself on his mental acumen. Things continued to happen all at once.

Toygar was just picking up speed and about to pass him, but Thomas had no time to intercept the man because the man mountain pulled out a .38 revolver and aimed it at him.

In his peripheral vision, Thomas saw the civilians diving for cover or sitting frozen in their seats, dumbly watching the unfolding horror. Thomas saw nothing else as the gun turned on him, the muzzle looking like a giant black hole about to suck him in forever and ever into eternal blackness.

Enough poetry. Thomas shot him between the eyes.

An instant later, he heard the crack of a 9mm identical to his own. He crouched and turned and saw Spiros stagger, blood spouting from his chest. The Greek righted himself and trained his shotgun on Lara, then jerked back as he got hit by the woman’s second shot.

Screams cut the air as the civilians figured out they were in the middle of a gunfight. It always took the little lambs a moment.

Once Thomas saw that the two gunmen were down and staying down, he turned his attention to Toygar, who had picked up speed and looked like he was trying out for the Turkish Olympic running team. No competition for the Ethiopians and Kenyans of course, but still too fast for Thomas to catch up.

And he couldn’t shoot an unarmed man in the back, even if he had been given authorization. The CIA had made it clear that these two had to be stopped, one way or the other. The surveillance was to find out more about their operation, not establish a guilt that was already well known.

Still, he couldn’t just perforate the chap.

Damn these principles! It was so much easier being one of the bad guys.

Thomas glanced at the two motorcyclists, who were just beginning to pick themselves up and could be trusted to remain stunned and relatively inactive for a few moments, and rushed after Toygar.

“Stop or I’ll shoot!” he shouted in Turkish.

Toygar didn't stop, and Thomas didn't shoot.

Lara did, though. Thomas didn’t hear the bullet pass and Toygar didn’t fall, so he glanced to the right and saw one of the motorcyclists clutching his arm, a pistol clattering to the pavement. The second motorcyclist had gotten on one knee and was drawing his own pistol from his pocket. They had recovered far more quickly than he had expected.

Thomas fired a snapshot at the man, winced as it took out a window across the street, and stopped to fire more accurately.

He needn't have bothered. Lara's next bullet cracked through the man's helmet, and he fell to the side and did not move.

Lara raced past him, sprinting after Toygar.

Thomas gaped. She had made that shot while running?

Shaking his head with wonder, he ran after the Turk, who was now well ahead with Lara gaining on him.

The shots had cleared the crowd, who now either hid in doorways or behind parked cars, staring at the three foreigners pelting down the street.

Lara was almost upon him, Thomas several yards behind, breathing hard.

Just then, the passenger’s side door of a car parked by the curb flew open, hitting Lara right in the chest.

She let out a great gust of air and fell.


 

 

 


CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Lara King retained just enough control not to smack her head on the pavement as she went down. Even so, she was momentarily stunned, sucking in air from the unexpected impact of the car door.

It closed as quickly as it had opened. Toygar opened the rear door and leaped inside just as the car pulled away.

There was a crack of a pistol shot behind her, accompanied by a loud bang. The car sped up with the telltale flap flap flap of a punctured tire.

Another shot, and another bang. Whoever this guy was who had joined the party, he was better at shooting tires than acting inconspicuous.

Lara managed to struggle to her feet. The car was still moving away, the cute young man who had identified himself as CIA running behind it. The car tilted to the right with both tires on that side flattened. The man stopped, dropped to a prone position right in the middle of the street, and fired again.

Bang! Flap, flap, flap. Now, the left rear tire was gone. 

Toygar and his friends decided driving a car with three flat tires was not the best getaway plan and swung the car to the right to get behind a truck parked by the curb, giving them cover. Mr. Tire Killer and Lara ran for it, him still in the middle of the street, her on the sidewalk close to the buildings, both instinctually working together to double flank the truck.

As soon as she got to the cover of the truck, she ducked down and looked under it. Beyond a terrified civilian lying under the truck to keep out of the line of fire, whose eyes widened as he saw Lara’s gun, Lara spotted the car with the three flat tires. She heard the doors open and saw someone get out the passenger’s side next to the sidewalk. The pair of feet did not turn and run, but rather vanished behind the truck’s front right tire and did not reappear. Waiting in ambush?

The terrified civilian blocked her view of the other side.

She raised a finger to her lips to keep the poor guy quiet, and crept along the length of the truck.

A thump and a cry from the other side of the truck told her the game was already on. She angled right, away from the truck, to give her more room to maneuver.

As she suspected, Toygar was hiding at the front of the truck with a tire iron in both hands, ready to club her if she came around the corner.

While she would never shoot an unarmed suspect, a tire iron counted as a weapon. Lara shot him in the right kneecap.

He went down for the count, crying out and clutching his now-useless limb. Lara ran around him, giving the Turk a wide berth; the CIA guy and Toygar’s driver came into view.

The driver had the CIA guy in a headlock. What an amateur. They were letting anyone into the CIA these days. Of course, the driver was twice the CIA agent’s size and the CIA man was slamming his fist into the driver’s stomach over and over again, but he really shouldn’t have let himself get in that position.

Lara calmly walked up behind the driver and pistol-whipped him.

He went to sleep like a baby.

The CIA agent stood up, glanced around, and tidied his hair.

“Pick up your weapon,” Lara said, pointing to his gun, which had been knocked to the ground during the fight.

He grinned. She could tell it was supposed to be a charming grin. Lara was not charmed.

“I was just getting to that.”

He crouched down and picked it up.

“You should have gotten to that beforehand,” she said, storming over to the motorcyclists. The one who had been injured in the shoulder had gotten up and was running away. Wounded as he was and leaking blood, he didn’t get far. Lara chased him down like a cheetah pursuing a wildebeest and hit him with a flying kick to the back of the knee.

After she had zip tied his hands and ankles, found out the other motorcyclist was dead, and got back to where all this nonsense had started, the guy who thought he had a charming grin had zip tied the rest of the survivors. 

The civilians began to peek out from behind cover. In the distance, a police siren wailed.

Lara stood in front of the other CIA agent.

“So who are you?”

He gave a bow. Lara couldn’t decide if he was being sarcastic or not.

“Agent Thomas Ridley, at your service.”

“You have an English accent. You MI6?”

“My mother is English and my father is American. I was educated at Oxford.”

“Well, la di da. Your Oxford education didn’t teach you how to do surveillance. I spotted you as suspicious right off.”

He looked put out. That made her happy. 

“When did you spot me?”

"Shortly after, you sat down."

Thomas looked around. The sirens were getting louder.

“Sat down where?”

“Here.”

He smiled. “Oh, so you didn’t see me at the port?”

“The port?”

“Yes, when you were investigating the yachts.”

“Um, no.”

“Did you see me before then, in Psirri or Kolonaki?” he asked, mentioning the two neighborhoods she had been checking out before the port.

“Wait. How long have you been following me?”

“Since 9:17 this morning, which makes it … ten hours and fifty-one minutes.”

He gave her a satisfied smile.

“Jesus Christ,” she muttered.

A police car tore around the corner. Lara and Thomas put away their guns.

“Stay here while I deal with the local flatfoots,” she told him.

“I had best come along. Your Greek needs some work.”

Lara shook her head.

This had been a long day, and it just got longer.

 

***

 

Four hours later, after a long debriefing with the police and the ambassador, who had to rush in from a gala dinner at the National Museum to do damage control, Lara and Thomas sat down to finally have a proper talk.

They sat at the back of a nearly empty café. The only other customers were a young Greek couple at the front who were busy kissing. The proprietor was sweeping as a signal that he would close soon. The lovers didn’t seem to notice.

Even though the two CIA agents were nearly alone, Lara and Thomas kept their voices down as they spoke.

“So you followed me all day. If the Company was going to send back-up, why didn’t they tell me?”

Thomas smiled. “I’m not your back-up. I’m your new partner.”

Lara blinked. “What?”

“Headquarters decided that you have been working solo for too long. They’ve decided that you need a partner.”

Lara’s heart began to race and suddenly her flesh felt cold and clammy.

“I don’t need a partner. I don’t even have a major assignment at the moment.”

“That’s never been the case for long. You have quite the mission history.”

“Y-you r-r-read my file?”

Lara clenched her teeth. Damn it! She hated it when she started stuttering.

Thomas didn’t seem to notice.

“The Middle East, Africa, South Asia, Latin America … you’ve worked pretty much everywhere. I must say I’m impressed.”

I don’t need you to be impressed. I need you to go away.

Knowing that wasn’t possible, she focused on controlling her speech and asked, “Why did they decide to partner us up now?”

Thomas shrugged. “I was working intel on a long-term project that recently came to fruition, so I was a bit at loose ends. As for why they decided that you needed a partner, perhaps that question is best directed at Director Bainbridge.”

Lara ground her teeth. CIA Director Clark Bainbridge had been a royal pain in the ass for years. He knew this, too. In fact, she had said this to his face on a number of occasions. Sadly, that had never gotten her fired. She was too useful.

Maybe grabbing the cigarette that was always in his mouth and jabbing the burning end in his eye would do the trick.

She had thought of quitting, but where would she go? What would she do? She wasn’t even sure she’d be allowed to quit.

She had been in the CIA since she was six.

Did Thomas Ridley know that, too? They wouldn’t have told him, would they?

Lara shuddered.

“S-so w-what,” damn it! “What was in my file?” she asked.

Ridley arched an eyebrow. "You mean, what was I allowed to see? Remarkably little. There are as many holes as there is information. We all have things in our file colleagues aren't privy to, but yours looked more redacted than a Freedom of Information request."

Ridley stared at her, obviously hoping for her to fill in the gaps. Lara stared back at him. She wasn’t about to tell this guy anything.

“Since we’re working together … ” he began

“What makes you think we’re working together?”

“I was given orders.”

“I wasn’t.”

Ridley smiled. “Perhaps because they anticipated your reaction.”

Her phone vibrated, indicating a call from her boss or a colleague. She had set it to vibrate in a certain way only when she got a message from the CIA.

Lara reached into her pocket for her phone. Thomas pulled out his phone at the same time. Trading a look, they both checked the text.

Lara’s message read only, “Go to U.S. Naval scrapyard at Valencia, Spain, ASAP. Serious attack on scrapyard. Situation developing.”

 


 

 

 


CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Thomas could tell Lara did not want him as a partner, and to be honest, despite her excellent qualifications and attractive appearance, Thomas harbored some doubts of his own.

As soon as they both got identical messages on their secured phones, they had rushed to the airport where the ambassador already had a private jet waiting for them.

In the air they’d been given dinner but no briefing, only a message from the pilot that they’d be met at the Valencia airport and taken to the scene.

Lara had remained silent the entire time. Thomas had tried and failed to think of something to break the ice. He hadn’t tried that hard, though. He got the impression that he hadn’t passed muster. Well, fine. Perhaps this partnership wouldn’t last beyond the current mission.

He'd had several partners over the years. Some are better than others. All had been friendlier than her. While some had been cold or arrogant or a bit standoffish, her attitude was downright unprofessional. Hadn't she heard of esprit de corps?

With her linguistic ability, she’d probably mispronounce it.

What precisely was her problem, anyway? 

Maybe the answer lay in those blank sections of her CV.

Whoever had redacted it tried to cover up those spaces. Extended lengths of certain missions, more R-and-R than anyone got. Easy missions added that someone of her obvious ability would have never been assigned. This was a woman with a history, a hidden history, one that made her distant and edgy. That stutter that came out when she was under stress was an indicator that whatever history there was, it cut deep.

One of my expert backrubs might help with the tension, he mused. Although she would probably cut my hands off if I tried.

The plane landed, and they found a U.S. Navy Hummer waiting for them. The sergeant at the wheel didn't know much more than they did.

“There was an attack on the scrapyard,” he said as he sped down the highway. It was late and there was almost no traffic. “Heavy casualties. I guess they’ll brief you when you get there. They haven’t told me a thing. You know how it is.”

Oh, yes. And despite being at a much higher level of security, my good man, I’m as much in the dark about what’s really going on as you are.

“It’s just a scrapyard?” Lara asked.

The sergeant shrugged. “As far as I know. I don’t work there. It’s pretty big. It’s the scrapyard for the Mediterranean and Atlantic fleets. Any junk that’s getting sold for scrap or sold to other nations cycles through there first. They also cut up old ships. No idea why someone would hit it. Makes no sense. Then again, not much has made sense lately. Lots of crazy stuff going on.”

Oh, you innocent. You have no idea just how true that is.

Thomas found himself feeling jealous of this simple man. He did his duty, drew his paycheck, and could go out for beers or to a ballgame with his friends. Life was straightforward, and the things he didn’t understand he dismissed with a shrug. How peaceful that must be.

“Here we are. This is as far as I go.”

He pulled up at a gate at a large, walled compound. A roadblock was set up just before the gate, guarded by an entire platoon of Marines.

They showed their IDs to a stern-faced lieutenant.

“We’ve been expecting you, Agents King and Ridley. Please come this way.”

They got out of the Hummer and walked through the gate. Beyond it waited Luis Calderón, the station bureau chief in Madrid. A short, trim, and immaculately dressed Mexican-American in his late fifties, Thomas knew that he had done a lot of special ops in Latin America before being reassigned for the final years of his career to what was supposed to be a relatively quiet sector.

That obviously hadn’t worked out too well.

Calderón stepped forward and shook their hands.

“Good to see the two of you again. It’s been a long time, Agent Ridley.”

But not a long time for her?

Lara’s file had been a bit sketchy about her most recent assignments. The details of her life before joining the CIA were equally vague.

They headed into the scrapyard and found it brightly illuminated. Long, orderly rows of scrap metal, engines, mountings, and other material ran for entire city blocks. Everything imaginable was here, from the turret of an old battleship to the stripped husk of a Navy helicopter. It reminded Ridley of the giant airplane graveyard associated with Davis Monthan Airforce Base in Tucson that held thousands of old planes and choppers.

Navy and Marine investigators were all over the place, taking pictures of the smoking guard tower, putting sheets over dead bodies, and drawing chalk circles around shell casings.

Lara went over to one of the shell casings, crouched to examine it without touching, then rose.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“This way,” Calderón said.

The Madrid bureau chief led them to a small storage shed. Two Navy sentries lay under white sheets on either side of the door. Ridley saw the mark of a flashbang grenade that had detonated between them. The door to the shed hung open, and behind that, to Ridley’s surprise, was an elevator door.

On second thought, he realized he shouldn’t have been surprised. There had to be more to this place than meets the eye, otherwise no one would have risked attacking it.

Calderón hit the button to open the door. Two huge Marines stood inside, their assault rifles sloped. They nodded to him and he pushed the lower of two buttons.

Ridley felt them going down and down.

"Before the assault, someone switched off the power to the base at the main power plant," Calderón explained."That didn't cut off power here. They have an independent source. It also didn't cut off power to the security cameras. They have backup batteries. They're reviewing the footage downstairs."

“And what’s downstairs?” Ridley asked.

The elevator pinged and the doors slid open.

“This.”

Ridley’s eyebrows went up as they beheld a vast underground workshop and laboratory. Workbenches were covered in electronics and engines. He spotted some small propellors as well as tanks of jet fuel. As they began to walk along one of the paths through all the workbenches and storage shelves, he puzzled out the parts and realized he was looking at a construction and design center for underwater drones.

He was no engineer, however, and couldn’t tell what these drones were for, or if they were more advanced models than the ones he had seen in action.

Here, too, were bodies draped in white sheets. He stepped around a bloodstain, and they walked toward the far end of the underground chamber. The salty tang of seawater tickled his nostrils.

Thomas jerked to a stop. Up ahead stood a teenage boy.

He was a gangly kid, no more than fourteen, with an unruly shock of blonde hair. He turned, blue eyes going wide and a grin spreading across his face.

“Lara!”

He ran over to Ridley’s new partner and gave her a hug.

“Hey Kayden, what are you doing here?” she asked, hugging him back. And she was actually smiling. Ridley didn’t think she did that.

“They needed an expert set of eyeballs to look at this stuff.”

“Wait, he’s on the team?” Ridley asked. There was a body covered in a sheet just two paces away.

Lara looked uncomfortable. “Kayden, this is Agent Thomas Ridley. He’s … working with me on this mission.”

Kayden turned to him and froze. The boy closed his eyes, took in a long breath, and released it slowly.

He opened his eyes but did not quite look at Ridley. “Pleased to meet you.”

“Pleased to meet you, too.”

But Kayden had already turned away. “They got a lot of neat stuff here, Lara. And they’re letting me see it all!”

“Of course they are.”

“Did you get those traffickers?”

“Yes, thanks to you.”

What the devil is going on here?

Kayden got a sly smile. “Did you bring me anything?”

Lara smiled back. “Of course.”

She reached into her pocket and pulled out a black beret. Ridley recognized it as the one Spiros wore.

“This belonged to Alexis Spiros.”

"Cool."

Kayden admired it for a moment, stuffed it in his pocket, and then grabbed her hand.

“Check out the workbenches over here!”

He pulled her over to a row of workbenches. Ridley and Calderón followed. On the workbenches were various bits of engineering and electronics Ridley couldn’t identify.

“Gyroscope. Sonic sensors. Motherboard. Power cell.” The kid pointed to each item in turn.

“Who is this?” Ridley whispered to Calderón.

“Kayden is a very special young man,” the Madrid bureau chief replied. “To call him a genius would be an insult to his intelligence.” 

“So he … works for us?”

Calderón nodded.

“He’s a kid.”

“No, he’s just young.”

Thomas stared at Calderón, and got a blank expression in return that he knew from experience meant he wouldn’t get any more information. 

Thomas Ridley took in a sharp breath and moved closer. Kayden didn’t seem to notice his presence, wrapped up entirely in what he was explaining to Lara.

“You know what these go into? The new X5-B! The most advanced submarine drone ever! The Russians and Chinese have nothing to compare with this.”

“I’ve never heard of the X5-B,” Lara said. Neither had Thomas.

“Of course you haven’t,” the kid said, with one of those laughs teenagers use to make fun of each other. “You’re on a need-to-know basis, but I need to know everything.”

“Well, I need to know now,” Lara replied, tousling his hair.

We need to know, Thomas silently corrected. We.

Kayden pressed his thumb and forefinger together and shut his eyes. “The X5-B is the latest U.S. Navy research attack drone. It has a range of 1,000 nautical miles using highly refined jet fuel and a GM D6QI engine with a maximum torque of—”

“Just the basics, buddy.”

"It's capable of carrying a conventional, biological, or nuclear warhead and can be programmed to select a range of targets with its A.I. processor based on desirability, risk, and potential damage to the enemy." He opened his eyes. "In other words, these things are badass. Spoiler alert: we don't have them anymore."

“They got stolen?”

The boy nodded. “Sailed right out from the pier and through the underwater tunnel for parts unknown. The geolocators were removed first. We found them in a heap on the pier. And the Navy can’t search for them any other way because they’ve got stealth technology, quiet running, and go way deeper than conventional subs. They’re gone.”

“How many?”

“Four, plus parts for five more.”

“How could you know they took parts for five more?”

Kayden rolled his eyes. “Jeez, Lara. It’s called subtraction. I looked at all the parts on all the workbenches and storage shelves, and figured out what was missing.”

Thomas looked around. He counted everything in this place in just the last couple of hours?

Thomas cleared his throat and turned to Lara.

“Well, this is all very interesting, but perhaps the boy wonder could get on the computer and call them back? We must have a security override.”

Kayden stared at him for a second, his jaw slack. Then he put his fists up to the side of his head and screwed up his face.

“Jesus Christ? You’re a CIA agent? It doesn’t work like that! Of course, it doesn't work like that! Don't you know Ada programming language? Haven't you read the U.S. Navy's Classified Developmental Protocols? Don't you know the limitations of Very Low Frequency transmission? Don't you know anything? Why does everyone have to be so stupid!”

Thomas Ridley stood back and stared as the kid stormed off, too shocked to be insulted. Instead, he felt a prickling all over his skin with the realization that he was in the presence of something extraordinary and tragic.

 

 


 

 

 


CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

It took several minutes to calm Kayden down. Lara stood with him in a far corner of the underground lab. He stomped around, muttering to himself until he got tired, then slumped down, his back to the wall, face resting on his knees and his fists by the sides of his head.

“Stupid. Everyone’s so stupid.”

Lara sat down next to him and put an arm around his shoulder.

“Everyone is stupid compared to you, Kayden. You just have to accept that.”

“I want to go home,” he mumbled.

“We need you here.”

He stomped his foot.

“I want to go home!”

“Soon. We just need you to go through everything in the lab and tell us what they took and what the capabilities are. You need to explain it to us.”

"Just you. Everyone else in the CIA is a jerk. And who is that loser with the fake English accent?"

“Thomas Ridley. He thinks he’s my partner.”

“You don’t have partners.”

“Hell no I don’t.”

“I’ll look him up.”

“Tell me what you find.”

Kayden nodded.

This adolescent boy had a higher security clearance than she did. The higher-ups in the CIA understood that he needed access to all pertinent information in order to make quality assessments, and his assessments were always right on the money. What they didn’t know was that he told Lara everything she asked.

The survivors of Project Phantasma stuck together, because who else did they have in the world? Raised in the CIA, trained to the limits of their talents, they had everything they could possibly want except true human contact.

"So what's going on here? Ignore that idiot and tell me."

Kayden took a deep breath and let it out slowly, one of the many relaxation exercises his handlers had taught him.

“OK. This has been a secret lab for the development of experimental Naval technology since 1993. Most of the goons up on the surface think it’s a processing center for radioactive materials from old ships, which is why there’s a pile of containers in the far corner over there with radioactive labels on them. They’re full of harmless junk. The containers are just camouflage that the workers down here bring in and out every now and then. Keeps the soldiers on the surface fooled and scared. No one wants to sneak into a radioactive lab, right? Dummies. They’ve done a bunch of projects here. The only thing missing are four X5-Bs and the parts for five more. They removed the hard drive from the mainframe computer. That will have the schematics. Once they break the code, any decent engineer will be able to put those parts together.”

“It’s got to have some serious encryption. It will take some time to break.”

Kayden snorted. “Easy for anyone with two brain cells to rub together.”

Lara wasn’t so sure of that. Kayden went on.

“Whoever has nine X5-Bs could cause some serious damage. They could use them as torpedoes against a carrier group. They could load them with radioactive material and blow them up as dirty bombs in important harbors. They could even fit them with full-on nukes if they can make or steal a warhead small enough.”

“And they’re undetectable?”

“Pretty much, yeah. They’re so advanced the government hasn’t developed countermeasures yet.”

Lara nodded. Ever since the first warrior had donned armor to protect himself from clubs and flint arrowheads, there had been a never-ending race between developing means of attack and means of defense. The means of attack always had a slight edge.

In these experimental labs, they aimed to make weapons that could bypass enemy safeguards. Then, they developed defensive mechanisms so those new weapons couldn't be turned on the user.

They obviously hadn’t gotten to that point yet.

“Have these things ever been deployed?”

“No.”

“Are there any glitches in their design?”

“Nope. They’re in the late testing stage. No major bugs. Whoever did this knew their production schedule and waited until they were almost done. All this stuff would have been shipped off to Rota in a month or so to clear room for the next project.”

Lara nodded. Rota, on the Atlantic coast just past the Strait of Gibraltar, was a huge naval base shared by the American and Spanish naval forces. A lot of secret projects were launched out of there.

Who did this? Finding that out was the first priority.

“I need to review the security footage. Will you be all right here?”

“Yeah. I’m going to take another look around. Get them to leave me alone.”

“I will.”

“Then get them to take me home.”

Home was a one-bedroom apartment in Berlin filled with computer gear and satellite communications. It was like a military ops center in miniature, except that the only resident and employee was this brilliant, sad, fourteen-year-old boy. CIA operatives came on a daily basis to do his cooking and cleaning. When they did, Kayden locked himself in his room until they left.

“I will, Kayden. Are the others doing OK?”

“No. When have they ever been OK?”

Lara gave him a reassuring squeeze. “We’ve got to keep trying.”

“When will you visit me? It’s been ages.”

“As soon as I can.”

He rolled his eyes. “So, forever.”

“If I pass through Berlin on this mission I’ll visit you.”

“Promise?”

He looked at her, the genius gone, replaced only by the insecure boy.

“I promise. You take care.”

Lara left Kayden where he was and headed back to Ridley and Calderón.

Ridley glared at her. “Is he done with his temper tantrum?”

“Quiet,” she snapped, then turned to the Madrid bureau chief. “I need to see the security footage.”

“Right this way,” he said.

She and Ridley followed him. She gave her supposed partner a sidelong look. What an idiot. Couldn’t he see that Kayden was just a kid?

Of course, finding a teenager here must have been a shock. That would have filled Ridley’s head with all sorts of questions. 

It did with her, too. Project Phantasma was always very careful about not revealing the fact that they trained children. When Lara was growing up, she had never been introduced to a random agent like Ridley. Everyone was properly vetted.

Wait. Did that mean the higher-ups wanted Ridley to know about the project? Why?

He hadn't brought it up, so perhaps he hadn't been told. But then, why reveal Kayden to him? Didn't they know adding a stranger to the mix would upset him?

If they did, they didn't care. None of those bastards cared. He was just a tool, a walking adolescent A.I. who could outthink everybody, and that made him too valuable for them to care about his feelings.

Or any of the others.

They didn’t care about her feelings either. She was nothing but a walking weapon.

They came to a computer bank operated by a Navy SEAL. They had been the first in after the attack, and found the attackers long gone. Lara recognized him as a scuba and underwater demolitions trainer for Project Phantasma.

Their eyes briefly met, but he didn't acknowledge her. He gave Ridley a once-over and kept a poker face.

“Lieutenant, show us the footage,” Calderón told the man at the computer.

The man brought up a clear camera image of the loading dock gate, a bit to the south of the main gate. Lara could see the gate and the narrow road beyond the walls. Nothing moved. Then the lights on the base went off, and the camera automatically switched to infrared.

“The base has its own power supply,” the lieutenant said. “It was cut off at the main generator.”

A series of glowing figures advanced into the frame, guns leveled. They passed over the road, tongues of light appearing from some of their weapons. Lara always found it surreal to watch a firefight in silence. The radiant phantoms made it even more surreal.

A male figure appeared at the inside of the loading dock gate. He cranked a lever next to the control panel, and the gate began to open. When the gap got wide enough for a single man to pass, the figure stopped cranking and disappeared out of the frame, staying hunched so his face remained out of view.

“Could the same man who cut off the power have made it to the gate in this amount of time?” Lara asked the Navy SEAL. She didn’t address him by name because she didn’t want Ridley to know that they knew each other. The name she knew him by was probably fake anyway.

“Yes,” the Navy SEAL replied.

“Stop the footage here. We’ll come back to it. I want to see the footage from the generator.”

"It's missing. Someone disabled the camera, and we can't see who."

“Never mind. Keep showing this.”

She studied the formation as the attackers filed through the gate and spread out on the other side. The SEAL showed them various angles, with the attackers breaking into three squads, each with an objective. They obviously knew where most of the personnel were based, and the two flanks gunned down the Navy men and women with ruthless efficiency. The central squad made a beeline for the research center, took out the sentries, and punched in the key code to open the elevator. 

Within minutes, every American they encountered on the base was dead.

The SEAL fast-forwarded through several minutes where the attackers who remained above ground kept watch. Then the people who had gone into the basement returned to the surface carrying several large crates on a dolly. They went straight to the garage where one of the attackers had backed up a Navy truck and loaded the crates. Just as they finished, a second group came with unpacked machine parts, no doubt those that Kayden had spotted were missing from the workbenches. They loaded those up too, opened the gate fully with the manual winch, and drove out.

All the attackers wore masks. While Lara was pretty sure that all of them were men, she had no ideas about their features beyond basics like their approximate height and weight.

She did know one thing, though.

“These are Spetsnaz,” Lara said.

“Russian special forces?” Ridley asked. “How can you tell?”

“Their tactics.”

“Lots of people imitate their tactics. The Chechens, the Wagner group, various terrorist cells—”

“These guys do it too well, and they all do it equally well. The Wagner Group has some former Spetsnaz, but not all of them are, so they wouldn’t all be equally good like these guys even if they had trained up. And the Chechens and Russian-trained insurgents wouldn’t do it to this level.”

Calderón turned to her, grave concern on his face.

“Are you saying this base was the victim of a Russian attack?”

“Not necessarily. They could have been former Spetsnaz who did this for their own reasons. The Russians are too smart to have dared this. This team obviously had a contact on the inside, someone who turned off the lights, opened the gate, and gave them the key code. That could have been one person, two, or more. If the Russians had gotten that much intel, they would have asked their inside people to steal the plans so they could make their own. No, we’re looking at a group that has the intel but not the resources to build drones from scratch.”

Ridley thought about this for a moment and nodded. “Yeah, I think you’re right. Good assessment.”

I don’t need your approval.

Ridley turned to the Madrid bureau chief. “Did anyone survive the attack?”

“Three. Two are in critical condition, one of whom isn’t expected to survive the night. The third is in serious condition and undergoing surgery for two gunshot wounds.”

“Can we track the movements of the man who opened the gate?”

The Navy SEAL who had showed the footage shook his head. “I already checked. There are blind spots in the internal cameras and he used them for most of his trip. We can’t distinguish him from a dozen other personnel. We don’t even know if it’s only one person.”

“We should talk to the survivors if they’re able,” Ridley said. “Where are they?”

“At the local hospital under guard.”

“Let’s go.”

“Agreed,” Lara said.

As they headed to the elevator, Ridley lifted up the sheet from the first body they came to. A female engineer lay beneath, her chest pulped by half a dozen rounds. After a few more paces, he lifted another blanket. A middle-aged man had taken a single shot right between the eyes.

Then they were heading to the elevator. Lara looked around the room for Kayden and spotted him peeking through a gap in the storage shelves off to their left. Lara touched her heart and pointed to him.

Kayden smiled at her, and she smiled back.

She’d keep that smile. She didn’t think she’d get many more for a while.


 

 

 


CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Lara was impressed by the hospital security. The Spanish, close allies of the United States and nervous about restless elements just across the Strait of Gibraltar in Morocco, had placed National Police dressed in Kevlar and toting assault rifles at every entrance. In the ward where the three Naval personnel were being taken care of, a contingent of Guardia Civil in their characteristic green uniforms and tricorn hats stood on guard. These were Spain’s elite, a branch of service that was a combination of the National Guard and FBI. They, too, carried assault rifles.

Calderón flashed an ID at both checkpoints and got them in.

“I want to speak to the head surgeon first,” Ridley said.

Lara wondered why he said this, and also why he took a peek at every body they had passed both underground and on the base.

The surgeon, an older Spaniard with swept-back salt and pepper hair who spoke careful but correct English in a soft voice, met with them.

“We have three of your people, all suffering from serious injuries. The two in critical condition both have head injuries. One is in better condition. He has a bullet wound to the left leg, one to the right shoulder, and one to the right arm.”

“Is this last man conscious?” Ridley asked.

“He has just come out of surgery. He is in no condition to be questioned.”

“I understand your concern, doctor. Is he conscious?”

“Well, yes, but … ”

“Please bring us to his room.”

The surgeon gave the assembled Americans a reluctant look, sighed, and led them down the hall. They seemed to have cleared the wing for only the three Navy personnel. A Guardia Civil stood guard at each door.

We’re not the only ones who think one of these people is the mole.

The surgeon stopped at one of the guarded doors.

“This is Lieutenant Junior Grade William Biggs. He only recently got out of surgery and is still feeling the effects of sedation. He may be sleeping right now,” the surgeon said in a voice softer than usual.

They tiptoed in. Biggs, true to his name, was a hefty man in his late thirties. He looked pale. An IV drip put blood in his system. The heart monitor showed his pulse to be steady. His eyes were closed and his breathing regular.

“Yep,” Ridley said, “This is the guy on the gate camera.”

Briggs’s eyes snapped open. They took a moment to focus.

“W-who are you?”

“I’m Agent Thomas Ridley of the CIA. How are you doing, Lieutenant Junior Grade Williams Biggs?”

Lara decided not to introduce herself. She tried to do that as little as possible, plus she was interested to see how Ridley would handle this. 

The lieutenant’s eyes hooded over. “I’m … all right. Tired, though. So tired … ”

Ridley put a hand on the officer’s uninjured one. “Stay with me, Biggs. I know it’s hard. But this is a very serious attack and we need to get on this as quickly as possible.”

Biggs gave a weak nod.

“Good man. Now we just have a few questions.”

No reply. His eyes glazed over.

“Biggs? Biggs! We need to talk.”

Ridley squeezed his hand, the CIA agent’s knuckles going white. The wounded officer’s eyes opened again and focused.

"We just have a few questions. This is a major attack on American interests. As a patriot, I know you'll want to help. Stay with me now."

Ridley was leaning in close, filling up the man’s field of view.

“I’ll … I’ll try.”

“Now tell me what happened.”

“I can’t really remember. It’s all a haze.”

“Try.”

“Well, I was off duty. I knocked off at eight. And … uh … ”

“Go on.”

Another squeeze to the hand.

“I heard shots.”

“Where were you when you heard the shots?”

The eyes began to hood over.

“Biggs?”

“Wha?”

“Where were you when you heard the shots?”

Ridley had an iron grip on the patient’s hand now.

“I … I was walking.”

“Walking where?”

“Hard to remember. I think I had left the canteen and was getting some air. Then the shots came.”

Pause. Biggs took a deep breath and turned his head away, closing his eyes.

He’s faking it.

Lara had suspected before, and now she was sure. Of course, he really was sedated and in shock from a heavy loss of blood, but his lapses into near-unconsciousness were far too conveniently timed.

Ridley grabbed his chin and turned his face toward him again.

The surgeon stepped forward. “I must object. This—”

Lara got between him and the hospital bed and gave him a hard look. To his credit, the surgeon held her gaze for a moment, something most men and women couldn’t do. In the end, though, he stepped back. Smart people always did.

“This is against my instructions and my wishes,” he said. “It is against medical procedure and what is in the best interest of the patient.”

Lara nodded. “Noted.”

“What did you see?” Ridley demanded. His voice had gone from soft and supportive to hard and demanding. Biggs seemed to shrink.

"I, uh, I was getting some air and I was near Road C. We name the paths through the scrap. I heard the shots, and I was trying to get to the armory. Get a gun. Then some guys came around the corner and shot me."

“What did they look like?”

“I didn’t get a good look. Face masks. Camo. Assault rifles.”

His eyelids began to droop. Ridley squeezed his chin so his lips pursed like a fish.

“You did get shot in the scrapyard. And those guys did look like you say, but the rest is bullshit.”

“Wh-what?”

“You opened the gate.”

“What gate?”

“Don’t play with me,” Ridley snarled. “You opened the gate and let them in.”

“I wouldn’t do that!”

“You did. They paid you good money, didn’t they? Or are you part of their group?”

“I’m no terrorist!”

Lieutenant Junior Grade Williams Biggs was certainly awake now.

“You let them in. You aided a hostile group in an attack on an American base. That’s treason. You’ll get the gas chamber.”

“N-no!”

“Yes.”

“I didn’t do anything. You can’t prove anything.”

“You’re the only one who didn’t get shot in the vitals. Everyone else took a bullet to the head or, once they were down, got double-tapped.”

Lara nodded. So that’s why he had been peeking at all the bodies.

“They were running. Looked like they were in a hurry.” 

"They never ran. Not once. It was quick, calm, and methodical. A bunch of pros. They would have double-tapped you but in exchange for your help they let you live."

“No.”

“Yes, and if you don’t help us right now, right now, you’re going to the gas chamber and I’m going to cook up some popcorn and come watch.”

“I-I-I need a lawyer.”

“No lawyer.”

“I got a right!” Biggs wailed.

“This has gone too far!” the surgeon shouted. Calderón gently but firmly escorted him out of the room. He did not come back. He probably wanted to avoid being a witness to this.

“You got a right to tell me everything you know right now or you’re going to fry,” Ridley snarled. The poised, overeducated English mannerisms had vanished. His voice had taken on the harder tones of an American. Kayden had been right. While the English accent wasn’t entirely fake, the upper-crust personality could be switched on and off.

“I didn’t do anything.”

“You let your colleagues, people who called you friend, all die so some group could steal secret technology from the lab beneath the scrapyard. They’re all dead, Biggs, everyone in your unit. The whole base is dead!”

“They said they’d use stun guns!”

Biggs realized his mistake and caught his breath. Lara wondered if the painkillers had made him less cautious. The attackers wouldn’t have chosen someone so stupid. He had disabled the lights and opened the gate without getting noticed, after all. They needed to get this information now before he recovered enough to be the crafty, sneaky bastard he likely was.

“They didn’t use stun guns, Biggs. They used live rounds. Everyone’s dead.”

The lieutenant closed his eyes.

“I didn’t want that,” he whispered.

“Look at me!”

His eyes snapped open.

“Who were they?”

“I don’t know. I swear I don’t know.”

“How did they get in touch?”

“Through a guy I know in London.”

“London?”

“I was based in Portsmouth for three years. That’s not far from London. Used to go to London on the weekends to party. I met this guy there. He was always hanging around the pubs the Navy boys went to.”

“Go on.”

“We got to be friends. He’d treat me to coke. Introduce me to girls. I knew he was playing me, that he wanted something, but he was showing me the high life. You sure can’t enjoy that on a lieutenant’s salary.”

“So what did he ask you to do?”

"He offered me a load of money to smuggle weapons and ammo out of the armory. The gunnery officer was a friend of mine and I knew he had some gambling debts so we made a deal. He changed the records, and I snuck the stuff out of the base. He did most of the work, though. His name's Roger Updon. He's the one you should arrest."

“Yeah, you’re a real saint. So this arms dealer and you had a working relationship for how long?”

“Only about eight months, then I got transferred here. I hadn’t heard from him for ages and then one day he just shows up.”

“Where?”

"At this bar I go to in Valencia. Just showed up there. I knew right off the bat that he wanted something."

“What did he say?”

“He said these guys wanted to get into the lab beneath the scrapyard. We all knew about it but none of us had any idea what went on in there. The dealer said he was acting as a go-between with these thieves. Would put a million dollars into a Panamanian bank account for me.”

“Did he say who these people were? Where they were from?”

“Nothing,” Biggs sighed. He appeared to be weakening, and Lara guessed it wasn’t a sham this time. He had taken three bullets, after all.

“What did they take?”

“He didn’t tell me anything, just to … to let them in.”

“What’s his name?”

Pause. “Huh?”

“What’s the name of your contact in London?”

“Pavel.”

“Pavel what?”

“Pavel Kowalski. His front is a plumbing business in Islington.”

“Is he in London now?”

“Dunno.” The word came out faint. Slurred.

“Biggs? Biggs!”

His eyes were hooded to glassy slits. He whispered, “It’s all I know. I’ll … I’ll go free, won’t I?”

Ridley gave him a contemptuous look and turned to Lara.

“Looks like we’re going to London.”

They headed out the door. Biggs whispered something else. The only word Lara caught was “pardon.”


 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Thomas Ridley tailed the plumber’s van from a discreet distance. It was the afternoon of the following day and they had been tailing Pavel Kowalski for a couple of hours now. Ridley drove because Lara had never driven on the left before. You’d think the CIA would have trained their killing machine to do something as basic as that.

She was a strange one, that was for sure. Just as strange as Kayden. They acted like brother and sister although there was no family resemblance. What the hell was he doing on this mission? Calderón hadn’t told him anything, and he sure wouldn’t get anything from Lara. 

That kid couldn't have been more than fourteen, and he was wandering through the site of a massacre? He didn't even seem bothered by it, like he'd seen that stuff a dozen times before.

Probably had. The kid was obviously deeply troubled, genius or no genius. How could he help it, growing up and working for the CIA?

He felt his stomach churn. The CIA was recruiting kids now? What was this—Russia? North Korea?

And why did Lara give him the beret from one of the smugglers? It was like some sort of weird trophy. Did the kid have a whole collection of stuff like that?

Ridley looked at Lara King out of the corner of his eye. She’d been deadly in that fight, deadlier than any Special Forces he’d ever worked with, and right now she was sitting intent, poised to strike, eyes focused on the van with a predator’s stare. It gave him the shivers. She didn’t even look human right now.

She had hardly said a word to him the entire flight. They had both caught some sleep, then were met by a local London agent with MI5, the internal security wing of the UK's secret service, who had informed them that they had Pavel Kowalski's plumbing shop under observation.

“The home address on his business and tax forms is false. All correspondence goes to the shop. We’re just going to have to hope he shows up for work today.”

He had, and they had been prepared to strike when a line of kindergarteners had passed by, each holding onto a rope carried by a middle-aged woman walking in front, and followed up by a second teacher.

Thomas and Lara had watched from their unmarked car down the road, frustrated, while the kids moved with agonizing slowness past the plumber’s office and entered the kindergarten building just two doors down.

They couldn’t risk an armed confrontation so close to the kids, so they waited until Pavel’s van moved out of the driveway and headed down the road. 

He had driven for a while through morning rush hour. They kept back, waiting for their chance.

They thought they had it when he stopped at a supermarket to grab some food, but once again there were kids around so they decided to wait. This was an arms dealer, after all, so he was bound to be carrying.

Plus, Ridley was curious to see where he was going. Pavel sure didn't look like he was going on a call. He just seemed to be driving around central London.

He was doing something else weird, too. He kept hunching down in his seat. Ridley couldn’t see much because he could only get glimpses of Pavel in his side view mirror, the back of the van having no windows, but it appeared that he kept ducking down and taking his left hand off the wheel, leaving only his right hand to steer. He’d do this for a few seconds, straighten back up, and drive with both hands on the wheel for a few minutes before repeating the motion.

Lara couldn’t see this at all, being on the other side of the vehicle, and when he described it to her she was equally stumped.

"Doesn't sound like he's preparing a weapon; that wouldn't require repeated movements," she said.

“Unless he’s assembling one,” Ridley replied. “We better be careful.”

“Maybe texting?”

“No, people do that sitting up. It’s like he’s trying to hide something from view.”

Lara didn’t reply. They kept driving.

Pavel headed west through King’s Cross and got on the M40.

Ridley chuckled. “Maybe he’s going to Oxford.”

“Is Oxford a center for gun running?”

Ridley blinked, unsure if she was being serious.

“Um, no. It’s a university town. I’m sure there’s a fair bit of low-level drug dealing. I never indulged myself during my time there.”

“I’m not impressed that you went to Oxford.”

“I wasn’t saying it to impress you,” Thomas replied, nettled. “I’m saying it because that’s where the M40 goes. Of course, you can carry on to Birmingham. Lots of gang activity up there and a big demand for handguns.”

“Maybe he’s making a delivery.”

“Perhaps. Good thing we have a full tank of petrol.”

“Gas.”

“Here we call it petrol.” 

“You’re not English. Your file says you were born in Chicago.”

“Yes, but my mother is English and I spent quite a bit of time here.”

When did she get time to look at my file? We only met less than two days ago, and we've been running around ever since. She must have gotten someone to send it to her and then read it while I was napping on the plane.

For some reason, that bothered him. Of course, he had read her file, too, but that was different. If he was going into dangerous situations, he had a right to know her capabilities and the dangers involved with her coming along.

And that file had told him so damn little. Of course, any file on an agent given to another agent is only going to have the basics of qualifications, language, etc. Field experience is generally left vague.

Her file barely contained any field experience at all, except he knew she must have more than even he did. The government wouldn’t leave a deadly weapon like her on the shelf.

Apparently, most of her missions were too classified for someone with his security clearance to hear about, even in the vaguest terms. 

Ridley glanced at her again. What had this woman done?

She still sat there, coiled and focused like a cobra. It gave him the chills.

Why did they pair me up with her? To keep her in line? Her file made no reference to her ever having another partner, and she herself said she always worked alone.

So why the change? And why did they let me see that they have a teenager on the payroll?

Just what is going on here?

Pavel made that strange ducking movement again, this time only briefly, and then he got on an exit ramp. They were driving through the fringes of London now in an area of light industry and cheap high-rises. In another mile the buildings began to give way to patches of farmland and forest, but not here. Here it was all concrete.

While Ridley had been careful to drive several cars behind, following at a discreet distance, he worried that his tailing was a bit too obvious. In central London he had to follow too closely or it was far too easy to lose him in the bustling streets. And now he had followed him on the highway for half an hour.

Getting off the highway, Pavel led them down a side street lined with warehouses, a metal sheeting company, and a delivery yard filled with vans. Then he turned off into a large yard filled with shipping containers. Ridley drove past.

Beyond the yard with the shipping containers stood a warehouse. No one was in sight except for a couple of people with their backs to them, walking in the other direction on a nearby empty lot. Ridley parked around the corner of the warehouse.

Lara got out the moment he parked.

“Wait a minute,” he said.

But Lara was already heading around the warehouse, her hand checking the pistol slung on a shoulder holster inside her vest. Ridley jogged to catch up with her, tucking his own piece in his waistband and covered by his jacket.

“Wait up.”

“We need to grab him now before he slips away.”

“That yard has a chain link fence all around it. He’s not going anywhere. Let’s observe him for a bit.”

“I want this done,” she said, still walking. “We’re not going to learn anything by observing. He’s probably picking up some weapons and heading up to Birmingham like you said.”

She got to the far end of the warehouse, stopped, and peeked around the corner.

“Do you see him?” he asked without exposing himself. No point making them even more conspicuous.

“No. Hard to see anything. Let’s go.”

“Let’s wait a bit and see if he’s alone.”

But Lara was already jogging toward the open gate to the storage yard. Ridley cursed and followed.

He got beside her and grumbled, “Let’s slow to a walk. At least let’s look like we’re together.”

“Why?” she asked with a wry smile.

“Because it makes us less suspicious looking.”

“Two people, obviously not workers, walking around in this place? You think an arms dealer is going to shrug his shoulders and not get suspicious? We need to hurry.”

They got to the open gate and paused. The lot was arranged in three rows of shipping containers. A truck was parked to one side. On the other side was a small concrete one-story office building, closed and with its lights off, a radio dispatch antenna on the roof. They couldn’t see Pavel’s van, but they had seen him drive down the center row.

Lara ducked to the right, got behind the shipping containers, then peeked down the right-hand row. She pulled her head back an instant later.

“He’s parked at the far end,” she whispered. “I can just see the nose of his van.”

There was a thud from that direction, as if something heavy and wooden were placed on a metal surface. Ridley and King drew their weapons.

Lara peeked again, nodded, and they moved around the corner, guns leveled.

The line of shipping containers ran for about thirty meters with gaps between them just wide enough to walk through. Thomas and Lara checked each gap as they passed.

As they drew closer, they heard another thud. A crate being placed in the back of the van? 

Then they heard another sound—the metal creak of one of the heavy shipping container doors being opened.

That sound came from right behind them.

 


 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Lara spun around and took out the lead gunman before she had really focused on him, her reflexes a millisecond ahead of her mind. She fired at the man right beside him, then at a third man who became visible as those in front fell. All headshots.

Another man appeared, leveling a submachine gun. Lara's shot missed as Thomas yanked her into the narrow gap between the two shipping containers. A hail of bullets rattled against the container.

“Damn it, you ruined my shot!”

“I saved your life!”

Thomas rushed the ten feet to the other end of the narrow passage and blew away a gunman who was just rounding the corner.

Lara went prone as the submachine gunner reached around the corner with his weapon, exposing only his hands and forearms.

“Drop!” Lara shouted.

Thomas didn’t question the order. He threw himself down and a flurry of bullets passed right where his chest had been an instant before. Lara fired at the submachine gunner’s arms, who hadn’t dared expose more of himself.

It didn’t save him. Lara fired twice, piercing each of his wrists.

As he cried out and staggered back with his useless limbs, Lara rushed forward. She heard Ridley’s gun firing behind her but she had no time to look at what was happening. She ducked low around the corner, fired at a man who got back inside the shipping container in the nick of time, and then Lara flinched as a bullet panged off the metal inches from her head.

She got back out of sight. That shot had come from the direction of Pavel’s van.

The arms dealer had obviously led them into a trap. That hunching over Ridley had noticed was probably him getting onto a walkie-talkie he didn't want anyone to see him using. He had been signaling his men to get ready.

When had he spotted them? Or had he gotten prior warning somehow?

It didn’t matter at the moment. Right now, all that mattered was getting out of this crossfire.

“Keep an eye on your flank,” she called to Thomas, who was firing at someone from the other end of the small space between the two shipping containers.

Lara holstered her gun.

“What are you going to do?” Thomas asked.

“Change the odds.”

She braced her hands and feet on opposite sides of the little alleyway formed by the two containers and started climbing up. Rock climbers called it “chimneying”. When she was a teenager at the training base, her head tutor, Markus “Doc” Holliday, had shown her how to do this on an especially narrow hallway in the basement. He had her move up and down the hallway, chimney up to the ceiling and back down. After she had mastered that, he took her rock climbing for real. Within a couple of months, she knew all the moves, all the rope work, and could climb a sheer cliff as good as a fully grown man with twice her years and experience.

Now she moved up the gap with no problem, her only fear being that Pavel or one of his friends would come around the corner and find her splayed out, making the perfect target.

Within a few seconds she got to the top. Pushing off with one leg and arm, she launched herself toward the shipping container closer to Pavel’s van. She clamped onto the edge, hauled herself up, and kept prone as she drew her pistol.

The firing continued below. It sounded like poor little Thomas Ridley was getting shot at by at least three gunmen.

Regretting wanting to be my partner yet? Maybe you’ll ask for a reassignment after this. I sure won’t stop you.

Lara crawled over to the edge of the shipping container and dared a peek. From this angle she could see nothing. Pavel and the gunman coming from the other end of the row must be wondering by now why she wasn’t shooting back.

The ringing in her ears from the gunshots was too loud for her to hear footsteps, so she wormed her way over to the corner and back a bit, focusing on the opening to the alley where she had stood a few moments before. She aimed her gun and waited.

She did not have to wait long.

A shadow appeared in the dirt just around the corner from the gap. She aimed. If she didn’t get this just right, Ridley might take a bullet in the back. She had told him to look both ways, but there was a good fifty-fifty chance he wouldn’t be looking the right way at the crucial moment. She wanted the guy gone, but not dead.

The shadow paused, and then swung around the corner with a sub machinegun.

Lara put a bullet through his skull.

Lara pulled back a bit, stood, and leaped over the gap to the other shipping container. She got prone again, crawled over to the side, and peeked over and down.

Just in time to see a second gunman edging toward the gap, looking nervous as he clutched an UZI. He extended his weapon arm. He was probably going to reach around and spray the narrow area with bullets, knowing he was bound to hit something.

Lara shot straight down, the bullet punching through his skull and burying itself in his upper spine. He collapsed like a house of cards.

Gunfire was getting louder on Ridley’s side of the battle, so after a quick check to make sure no more nasty surprises were coming from her end, she crawled over to his side.

From the direction of the shots, it seemed that he was taking fire from Pavel, someone on the other end of the shipping container she was currently on, and someone firing from the opposite row across the road.

That made things tricky. If she exposed herself to shoot down on anyone like she had before, the guy across the road would see her and pick her off.

That man fired again. Lara could tell from the sound that he had a rifle.

All she had was a pistol. She wasn’t going to go toe to toe with those odds. At least not yet. 

She crawled over to the far corner of the shipping container as the gunfire continued. Ridley was in a tough spot. While he seemed like a good enough fighter to deal with Pavel and the gunman on the other end of the shipping container, that rifleman had him zeroed in and Ridley took a terrible risk every time he exposed himself to fire.

She got to the corner where the gunman hid. Edging a little way from the roadside so the rifleman wouldn't see her, she peeked over.

The guy was reloading his pistol just below her.

She didn’t leave him time to snap in a new clip, giving him a shot to the back of the head.

She reloaded her own weapon and vaulted down into the gap between the two shipping containers. Then Lara moved to the side opposite of where the rifleman was firing.

Glancing either way, she saw no one. Pavel was busy with Thomas, and everyone else who had been fighting on this side was dead.

At least she hoped.

She had to take the chance.

Lara dropped down softly into the space between the shipping containers, gave another glance to either side, and then sprinted toward the entrance to the lot. Once she got to the far end of the row of containers, she glanced across the lane and spotted the rifleman’s position. He was across from and a bit behind Thomas, only the end of his rifle barrel visible. Thomas couldn’t shoot at him without exposing himself to Pavel, and couldn’t shoot at Pavel without exposing himself to the rifleman.

And both enemies knew it.

Lara sprinted across the gap, keeping her pistol aimed at the rifleman, intent on getting around him and coming up on him from behind.

Just at that moment, Pavel peeked around on the other end of the lane to take another shot at Ridley.

He spotted her and ducked back out of sight, chased by one of her bullets.

Pavel shouted out something in Polish.

Damn it!

Lara picked up speed, rounding the other row of shipping containers and sprinting down the back side. She kept her eyes on the gap where the rifleman had been hiding, hoping there was no one else around.

When she was halfway there, he peeked out from his cover. Lara fired and he cried out, ducking back.

Had she hit him? She thought so but couldn’t know for sure.

She skidded to a stop just shy of the alley in which the rifleman hid. Getting to one knee, she paused for a second. A fusillade of shots came from across the lane. Thomas and Pavel were getting into it.

Lara edged toward the corner. Just as she was about to swing around, the rifleman did the same, swinging that barrel around to point at her.

But a rifle took longer to turn than a pistol. The man was prepared for sniping, not close fighting.

Lara’s first bullet took him in the gut. The second took the top of his head off.

Lara leapt up, checked the gap, and found no one else; then she paced down the back of the row of shipping containers, checking each alley as she advanced to Pavel’s end. She and Ridley could get him in some nice crossfire.

The shooting had stopped. She hoped Ridley hadn’t gotten hit. 

She got to the far end of the row and dared a peek. Pavel lay behind the shipping container on the opposite side of the lane, blood staining the dirt around his head.

“Ridley! You all right?”

“Yeah! You got him?”

“No, you did,” Lara growled.

Silence. After a minute, Ridley came around the far corner of the opposite row and looked down at the arms smuggler. Then he checked the open container and the van.

“Damn it!”

Lara ran over to him.

“I think we got them all,” Ridley said, not looking too happy about it.

“Yeah, unfortunately we did.”

They both looked down at Pavel Kowalski.

“He was our only lead,” Lara said and sighed.

 


 

 

 


CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Admiral Yuri Volkov stood on the shores of the Black Sea, the overcast sky making the night almost as dark as the sea’s name. Although he stood on the soil of the Motherland, he was close enough to the border to see the flickering lights of the big guns on the horizon. They were hitting the Ukrainians hard tonight. If the men around him weren’t talking to each other in nervous anticipation, he guessed he would be able to hear the distant rumble.

He felt tempted to tell them to be quiet. He missed that sound. The sound of old wars.

But he let them talk. They were good men, loyal patriots, and they didn’t get many chances to unwind. He had broken out some expensive vodka for them, because this was a night to celebrate.

The man beside him, Major Miron Evgeni, formerly of the Red Army Engineering Corps and a veteran of Afghanistan and Chechnya, studied his tablet.

“Just one more minute.”

Admiral Volkov nodded. While Major Evgeni was in his sixties and looked as old as Volkov's 72 years, he was an addict when it came to modern technology. He had been staring at that tablet like Volkov's grandchildren stared at their smartphones.

Decadence. At least he had gotten his grandsons to watch some good military history channels. But there was too much Western influence on the internet, too much weakness. Too much talk of freedom and multiculturalism.

Pure nonsense. They thought freedom and so-called diversity would bring them happiness and a sense of fulfillment. The idiots in the West were too addicted to TikTok and Instagram to realize that the only way to true happiness was being part of one culture, united under a single purpose. Discipline. Unity. Striving together for the glory of the Motherland. That brought true fulfillment.

That was how the Soviet Union had been. Oh, there were problems, he wasn’t blind to that, but those had been proud days, strong days when the world trembled at the very mention of the Red Army.

And now? They couldn’t even defeat a second-rate power! They should have taken Kiev in a week, and the rest of the country in a couple more. Well before the U.S. and the EU got a chance to flood the upstart country with weapons. The FSB had estimated the invasion would only take two or three weeks. Even the CIA admitted they thought Ukraine would fall in three weeks, and yet they had held on. They had stopped the armored columns on the road to Kiev with simple rocket-propelled grenades, more often found in Third World armies.

They weren’t even heavy models that could take out tanks, so the Ukrainians had targeted the trucks, knocking them out and blocking the roads, then sniping at the crews trying to clear them.

The Russians had dominated the skies, pummeled the cities, and yet couldn’t take enough ground. And now, stalemate.

Russia had become a mockery. Putin had thought he was strong enough to bring the Motherland back to its former glory and only showed himself to be a bumbling fake.

When he saw that, Admiral Volkov vowed to be the man to raise Russia from the ashes, and bring the West to its knees.

“Here they come,” Major Evgeni whispered, his voice trembling with excitement.

Everyone stopped talking and looked toward the dark waves that lapped against the sandy shore.

A splash. Admiral Volkov squinted out into the darkness. His eyes weren’t what they used to be, especially in bad light.

Then he saw it—a sleek black form, a darker shape against the faint foam of the waves. It looked like a missile made of the darkest night, aimed right at the shore, right at them.

Another splash, and an identical form rose up out of the water a few meters to the right.

Then two more came up simultaneously just to the left.

After crossing the Mediterranean, these four drones had emerged at the precise spot Major Evgeni had programmed for them. Admiral Volkov had been scanning the entire coastline. He needn’t have bothered. They had risen up, The Four Seamen of the Apocalypse, directly in front of them.

The men cheered, slapping each other on the back. A few of them lifted up Major Evgeni and danced around with him on their shoulders. Another man, Vitold Anatoli, began to dance the kazatsky, squatting down low and kicking his legs out. The others began to clap in time, increasing the tempo, urging him to go lower and faster. Someone handed him a bottle and he drank as he danced.

“To Admiral Volkov!” he said, raising the bottle high.

“To the admiral!”

“To you!” Volkov said, raising his glass with a toast and knocking it back. The fiery liquid felt good going down. “You caught the Americans with their pants down, the major has guided the drones here, and we will be just as successful in Phase Two.”

Vitold Anatoli leaped up and landed at attention.

“Ready for duty anywhere, anytime, sir!”

The admiral smiled. This was the kind of Russian he remembered. The kind he would make commonplace once again.

Admiral Yuri Volkov extended his glass. “Your first duty is to refill my glass. Then your duty is to celebrate for another hour while the major programs these drones to sail onto their next destination, the safe harbor we have on the other side of the Black Sea.”

“And then what, sir?”

He knew it was the question on everyone’s mind. They had four of the most sophisticated underwater drones ever manufactured, and the parts for his engineering team back in Russia to construct five more.

But he had nothing to put in the warheads. 

“We go to Belarus, my fellow patriots.”

Everyone stared at him. Belarus, one of Russia’s few true allies?

Sergeant Anatoli refilled the admiral’s glass. “We will follow you anywhere, sir.”

While the words were sincere, his tone held a note of confusion.

The admiral smiled. “Don’t worry, my men. There is something waiting for us in Belarus that will bring the West to its knees.”

He looked out at the four slim shadows bobbing a few dozen meters out to sea.

“Yes,” he whispered to himself. “A small installation in Belarus has what we need, and while it will be a tricky operation, these good Russians can pull it off. And then it will only be a matter of days before we can put my plan into operation. The West will tremble at our power, and Russia will rise up once again.”

 

***

 

Lara King was seriously pissed off. That idiot had killed the one lead they had.

It was night, and they had just gotten through a ridiculously long debriefing. London’s Metropolitan police had shown up first, followed quickly by the Terror Squad, and hot on their heels came MI5.

Typical British disorder. If MI5 had shown up first, they could have smoothed things over with the local cops, but no, the police had to show up first, which meant hours of wrangling over jurisdiction and procedure. Lara and Thomas’s credentials were checked and rechecked, the bodies looked over, a million photos were taken, and a couple of witnesses in a nearby industrial park were told to keep their mouths shut.

All this, and they never even got a suspect to question!

And all because Thomas Ridley couldn’t control his shots. Had to land one right between Pavel’s eyes. Couldn’t he have hit an arm or the lower torso?

At last, they were let go, and they drove together in seething silence back into central London. The traffic was still heavy despite it being well past dark, and the trip was taking too damn long. Lara wanted to get back to her safe house and unwind alone for the rest of the night. Thomas could go to a hotel. Or sleep on the street. Either way was fine by her.

“I don’t know why you’re so angry with me,” Thomas growled. “I was in a gunfight. It’s not like you can pick your shots in a situation like that.”

“It’s not like you can.”

“Well, excuse me for … never mind.”

Lara shot him an angry glance. She knew what he had almost said. “Well, excuse me for not being a killer robot. Excuse me for not being a CIA-made killing machine.”

Something like that.

“We needed him,” she grumbled.

“Yes we did, but he was shooting at me. And it’s not like you spared any of the people you shot.”

“They were less important. An operation this sensitive wouldn’t have been shared with the rest of the gang. Only Pavel would have known.”

“You don’t know that.”

They were in central London now, almost to the place where she had told him to drop her off. She could at last be by herself.

“Yes, I do know that,” Lara shot back. “I’ve dealt with characters like this before. Way too many times.”

“It’s not like I’m fresh into the field.”

“Then act like it!”

Thomas shot her an angry look and Lara realized she had overstepped. She had looked at his file and seen that he had extensive experience in military intelligence as well as work on missions all over the globe, especially Europe, a region where she was weak.

The CIA usually sent her to the Middle East or Latin America. They always wanted to get her away from the others in Project Phantasma. The CIA had based all the kids in Europe, friendly countries but not American soil. Bastards.

So yeah, Thomas Ridley was useful in his own way. He had seen right through that turncoat guard at the Navy research center. But she wasn’t about to give him an inch. He’d only think he was her equal. Hell, he had even tried to give her orders back there!

“Let me out here,” she grunted. “I’ll call you in the morning.”

Without a word, he stopped and she got out. He drove off. Lara waited until he was out of sight and then headed for her London safe house.

It was a small, one-bedroom apartment near King’s Cross. It was a quiet side street except for a local pub just across the way.

Lara locked the door and opened the blinds to let the streetlights shine in. She didn’t turn on her own lights. She didn’t feel like it.

She slumped down in an armchair, suddenly feeling very tired. Looking around the dimly lit living room, she studied the sofa, the TV, the countertop dividing the open kitchen. There would be canned food for her in there. Some pasta. Milk in the fridge. All the essentials.

There was nothing on the walls. No personal items. It was as functional and sterile as a hotel room.

All her safe houses were like this. She never spent enough time in any of them to decorate them. And, she had to admit, she didn’t really know how. Lara had never had a place of her own.

A burst of laughter from the street outside. Lara got up and went over to the window, instinctively keeping a step back from the glass to make herself less visible.

A group of men and women her age stood outside the pub, enjoying an unusually warm springtime evening. She watched as one man told a funny story she couldn’t quite hear, his friends nodding and grinning. One young woman seemed especially interested. Even from across the street Lara could see her eyes sparkle as she watched him. He mostly spoke to her.

He got to the punch line of the story and everyone burst out laughing. The woman put a hand on his arm and said something. He drew a bit closer.

Lara turned away and sat back down.

She should make some dinner. She felt restless, though. Eat out? She hardly ever ate out unless she was spying on someone.

Eating out required dealing with people and, even worse, sitting alone and conspicuous in a restaurant where everyone else would be sitting with someone.

Lara pulled out her phone and sent a text to a local number.

“How is she?”

She got up and went back to the window. The group had gone back inside. The windows glowed with a warm light and she could hear the muffled sounds of conversation and laughter.

After a minute, her phone pinged.

“Fine.”

She frowned and texted back. “Details?”

“Her training is going well and she’s better adjusted.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I live with her, that’s how.”

Like that means anything.

“Can I see her?”

“She’s training.”

“Just for a minute.”

“She’s really busy. Maybe the day after tomorrow?”

Lara snorted. An easy way to put her off. Lara probably wouldn’t even be in the country the day after tomorrow, and the woman she was texting knew that.

“What’s she practicing right now?”

“Pistol.”

Lara smiled.

You just messed up.

Putting her phone away, she hurried out the door.

 

 


 

 

 


CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Sergeant Vitold Anatoli felt naked without his weapon. As he and his squad drove up to the gate of the Ostrovets Radioactive Materials Storage Facility, he sat in the passenger’s seat of a truck as one of his comrades drove. The rest of the squad was hidden in back.

Anatoli fingered the stun gun and the flashbang grenade he had hidden under the dashboard. As they approached the heavy iron gate, he could see a pair of Belarusian guards toting AK-74s, the update to the classic AK-47. While the Spetsnaz carried better weapons than that, the AK-74 could still shoot him dead. And here he was with barely enough offensive capability to disperse a gay rights rally in Moscow.

Well, once men like the admiral were in charge, there would be no more rallies of that nature. They’d be met with live rounds rather than truncheons.

But in the meantime, he was going into a potential gunfight with a taser and a stun grenade. His comrades were armed similarly.

Not that he was complaining. The Belarusians were fellow Slavs, true allies in the war with the West, and he would not kill them unless he absolutely had to.

One of the sentries held up a hand, commanding them to stop. The driver slowed and stopped just ahead of them. Anatoli’s expert gaze roved over the front of the compound. Two relaxed and slightly bored-looking guards at the gate. Security cameras well placed in all the right locations. No watchtowers.

There would be more guards inside, of course, but this was not the kind of place people generally broke into.

The guards knew that, and seeing a truck with the markings of the nearby nuclear power plant, they assumed this was just another delivery of radioactive waste.

One of the guards circled around to the driver’s side to see the papers. Unfortunately, the other guard stayed where he was; his gun remained casually sloped but could be brought to bear at a moment’s notice.

As the driver delayed for a second, muttering about where he had put that damn invoice, Anatoli stepped out. A flicker of suspicion ran through the other guard's features. Anatoli did not bring his taser or his flashbang grenade.

Instead, he pulled out a cigarette pack from his breast pocket.

“Got a light? That Ukrainian lighter my brother captured on the front lines for me doesn’t work.”

“All their stuff is crap,” the guard said. “We’ll have victory by spring.”

Not on Putin’s watch. A weak man pretending to be strong with his chest thumping and ridiculous Judo moves.

The guard pulled out a lighter—a proper Russian make—and cupped his hand against the wind as he lit Anatoli’s cigarette.

Anatoli brought up his fist in a tremendous uppercut that sent the guard flying to land on his back, unconscious before he hit the ground.

Before Anatoli even had a chance to turn, he heard the electric sizzle of a taser being ground into flesh. His driver had just taken care of the other guard.

Anatoli raced over to the gate and pressed a button next to it. The gate began to open. Then he ran back, using zip ties to secure the hands of the two guards lying motionless on the ground.

“Sleep well, comrades. And wake up to a new world.”

They drove through the gate and into the compound just as an alarm blared.

“Crap. Someone was looking at the security cameras!” the driver shouted.

“Don’t worry. We expected this.”

They drove through. Another pair of guards came rushing out of a small barracks just inside the gate. For a fatal moment they paused, confused by the familiar truck. They obviously weren’t the ones who spotted trouble on the security camera and raised the alarm.

A tinny loudspeaker squealed to life. Anatoli tossed a flashbang grenade at the two guards and closed his eyes. It detonated, a flash turning his shuttered vision from black to red for a brief moment. He opened his eyes again and saw the two men moaning on the ground.

“Alert! Intruders driving an Ostrovets Nuclear Power Plant truck have broken into the compound and attacked the sentries. Open fire on sight!"

“Too late for you two guys,” Anatoli said to the moaning guards.

The back of the truck opened and his squad poured out, all armed with stun rifles and grenade launchers loaded with flashbang grenades.

The Spetsnaz got to work. Even though they fought with riot gear against fully armed soldiers, the fight was short and bloodless. Soon the squad of Belarusian soldiers who guarded the place was all tied up, many of them unconscious. Anatoli nodded with satisfaction to see that while some of them had gotten pretty battered, none had any serious or life-threatening injuries.

He clapped his hands. “Come on, men. We have to work fast. We can’t say for sure these guys didn’t raise the external alarm before we knocked them out. We have fifteen minutes at the most. You know what to do, so go do it!”

The team’s second truck backed through the front gate as the attack force spread out into the radioactive waste facility. Anatoli jogged along with three comrades to one of the warehouses. One of his men snapped the lock off with a crowbar and they entered. Facing them were long rows of sealed lead barrels. He pulled out a piece of paper on which were written serial numbers and walked quickly down the row, checking the numbers. One of his team cut to the right of the entrance and retrieved a dolly.

“Here’s one,” Anatoli said, pointing to a barrel that looked like all the others.

Having determined the pattern to the ascending numbers and prefixes, he cut across to the other side of the room and a little further on and found the next barrel.

“And here’s the other,” he said. “Get another dolly.”

The first man had already left the building. The remaining two Spetsnaz split up down side alleys and within a minute had returned with a dolly. They loaded the second barrel onto it and hurried out.

“Careful now,” one of the team members said to the man pushing the dolly.

“Don’t worry,” Anatoli said. “You could roll these things down a mountain and they wouldn’t break open.”

“I hope so.”

Anatoli snorted. These guys had been in a hundred firefights and yet the fear of radiation, the terrible invisible killer, remained strong.

It remained strong with the general population and with politicians, too. That’s why they were raiding this place.

By the time Anatoli and his men got the second barrel to the waiting truck, the rest of the team had already loaded their barrels or were within sight, moving them to the truck.

Anatoli checked his watch. Still a good ten minutes to go. Perfect.

“Load them up, men. We’ve got to get out of here!”

Anatoli watched as eighteen barrels were loaded into the back of the truck, all packed with radioactive material chosen for its ability to spread far and wide. Sand. Ball bearings. Gravel. The irradiated detritus of nuclear power generation, the inevitable waste that came with the industry. Radiation that would last thousands of years.

The perfect materials for a dirty bomb.

 

***

 

“Yes, I am coming in!” Lara snapped.

The middle-aged woman at the door to what looked like a garage in Canary Wharf in East London hesitated.

“She shouldn’t be disturbed while she’s training.”

“I’m not disturbing her. I’m helping her.”

The woman still stood in the door. “That’s not what Director Bainbridge thinks.”

Director Clark Bainbridge of the CIA. The very top. The man who started Operation Phantasma and had recruited Lara as the first test subject.

Lara had been an orphan, her parents killed by terrorists. With no other family, Bainbridge had managed to get custody over a confused five-year-old Lara and raised her within the Company. Raised her to spy and to kill.

“I don’t give a damn what Director Bainbridge thinks.”

“I’m going to have to call him.”

“You go right ahead,” Lara said, shoving past her.

While the woman guarding the door was a black belt in Karate, it took more than that to stop Lara King, and the agent knew it.

Lara stepped into what looked like a garage. Two cars were parked side by side. The woman shut the door and Lara strode to the other side of the garage where a fire extinguisher hung on the wall. She squeezed the handle, but instead of releasing a stream of foam, it clicked open a portal in the concrete wall. Despite being bombproof, well-oiled hinges made it open as if it weighed nothing.

Lara descended the steps beyond, harshly lit by bare lightbulbs. The other CIA agent followed.

The stairs ended at a landing and a metal door. She punched a number into the keypad and entered.

The door was soundproofed, and as soon as she opened it she heard the sharp crack of a 9mm pistol.

Lara entered a firing range. It had three firing lanes, and only the central one was being used.

A ten-year-old Pakistani girl was firing a 9mm and hitting bullseye after bullseye at 20 yards.

She handled the gun flawlessly, her arms, unusually muscular for her age, keeping the gun steady.

A female firing instructor stood behind her, taking notes.

When the kid emptied her clip, Lara walked up to them.

The instructor frowned as she took off her ear protection.

“What are you doing here?”

“What do you think?”

Lara put a hand on the girl’s shoulder as she took off her ear protection.

“How are you doing, Ayesha?”

“Pistol practice,” she said in perfect English with a London accent. “What are you doing here?”

“I wanted to check on you.”

“Are you going to be one of my instructors?”

“No.”

“Then why are you here?”

The girl looked puzzled.

“I came to check how you’re doing.”

“I don’t know why you always do that. My training is going well. Doesn’t Director Bainbridge get regular updates on my progress?”

“He does. But I wanted to check for myself.”

“My training is going well.”

“Are you eating right?”

“My instructors make sure I do.”

“Are you getting some time outside in the sun?”

“I had wilderness survival training last week.”

“Are you making any friends?”

“Friends don’t help the mission.”

“Any bad dreams?”

“I don’t dream.”

“You see?” the instructor said with a smug smile. “You’re not needed here.”

Idiot. This girl needs me. All the children of Project Phantasma need me.

She forced a smile and squeezed Ayesha’s shoulder.

“You want to go out for some ice cream?”

“Empty calories.”

Every response in that same robotic tone. They’re getting better at brainwashing the kids. Except for Kayden, who’s too smart to be brainwashed, and me. Early model. Faulty.

“I think you should leave,” the door guard said. She stood right behind her, as if to threaten her. Lara didn’t feel threatened by anything in the room except this sad little girl, too far gone to know she was sad.

Lara’s smile faltered, she gave the girl’s shoulder a pat, and went back out to the stairs.

The door guard followed her.

“She’s a lot better off here than where she was headed,” she told Lara.

Born to British-Pakistani parents, Ayesha had been shipped off to Pakistan for a “family holiday” that was in fact an arranged marriage, a sadly common crime, although not a crime in Pakistan. Her parents were put under arrest and Ayesha was made a ward of the state. A recruiter spotted her exceptional sports ability and made arrangements for her to join Project Phantasma.

She had been spared being married to some elderly tribal leader, only to have her childhood stolen in another way.

“Don’t you have a mission to keep you busy?” the agent asked.

“That’s classified.”

“So is what we’re doing here,” she replied, showing her the door.

“I need to check on the kids.”

“They’re not your responsibility. You heard Ayesha. She doesn’t want you around.” The agent leaned forward, a smug smile on her lips. “She doesn’t want you.”

Lara almost smacked that smile off her face. With a supreme effort of will, she kept her hands by her sides.

Instead, she wheeled about and stalked out of the garage.

She doesn’t want me, but she needs me.

They all do.


 

 

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

Lara woke early the next morning to her phone pinging. She always kept it on silent when she slept except for emergency messages.

She sat bolt upright and was already punching in the code to her phone before she saw that the sun wasn’t even up yet. It didn’t matter. She was fully awake now.

“Go to London briefing room.”

A moment later she got a second text, this time from Thomas Ridley.

“See you there.”

I’d rather not.

And why was he sending her that useless text anyway? Waste of time. Of course he got the message too, and of course he’d answer the summons. Even an idiot like him knew what it signified.

She was fully dressed and armed and out the door in less than two minutes.

 

***

 

The briefing room was part of the CIA head office in London. Unlike what most civilians thought, it wasn’t like the inner, soundproofed and electronically shielded rooms deep in the interior of the U.S. embassy. Too obvious.

Instead, it was a nondescript building labeled Statistical Records Office. This was not a UK government building, despite having the same architectural design as many of the more modern government buildings, right down to the exact same font on the sign. In reality it was a branch of the U.S. embassy, and as such was legally U.S. soil. The burly security guard at the front gate was a U.S. Marine in the uniform of a security company that was in fact a Marine platoon.

She showed her passport at the door. The Marine scanned it and let her through to a second door that scanned her retina. This door automatically slid open and she entered an echoing marble lobby. A receptionist sat behind a long metal desk that Lara knew for a fact was bulletproof.

“Briefing Room One, Agent King,” the woman said. The two scanners had brought up a note on her computer identifying her and saying where she needed to go.

Lara nodded and went up a sweeping staircase past an American flag and photos of past CIA directors. She had to resist the temptation to spit on the photo of Clark Bainbridge.

As she passed it, she caught a whiff of cigarette smoke. Pure mental suggestion. This was a nonsmoking building, and Bainbridge was polluting the air in Washington, not here.

She hoped.

On the upper floor, she went down a quiet corridor past silent offices with closed doors. All rooms were soundproofed here, the walls fitted with an electronic mesh that stopped any known form of electronic eavesdropping. She got to Briefing Room One and knocked.

A pointless gesture. Whoever was inside could see her through the camera fitted above the door.

 Still, she had learned normal people liked it when you knocked and she was trying to accommodate their feelings, at least when she remembered, which wasn’t often.

The door opened, and she was surprised to see the CIA’s Deputy Director Helen Carmichael.

“Good morning, ma’am,” Lara said, unconsciously coming to attention. “I didn’t know you were in London.”

Carmichael was a small woman in her fifties with a stern, pinched face, glittering gray eyes, and sandy hair pulled back into a tight bun. She was one of the best spymasters of her generation, and had cut her teeth as a young agent dealing with the Yugoslav civil war and the complex rearrangement of powers of the newly free Eastern Europe. The Soviet Union had fallen, democracy gained a hold under American and Western European influence, and the Russian mob moved into the power vacuum, fought tooth and nail by the rising force of local organized crime.

Thirty years later, the situation was still complex and shifting, and Helen Carmichael knew every faction, every important figure.

“Good morning, Lara. I just flew in from D.C. after the naval base got hit. I think I’ll be here for some time.”

Oh, great. The slave driver is going to be breathing down my neck this whole mission.

Lara took a sniff but didn’t smell any cigarette smoke.

Thank God for small favors.

She entered and felt a flicker of irritation to see that Thomas Ridley had made it before her. He gave her a curt nod and they all sat down around an oval table surrounded by comfortable leather chairs. A screen took up one wall.

Carmichael looked at the two agents. “How is the new collaboration going?”

“Fine, ma’am,” Ridley said.

“Fine, ma’am,” Lara parroted. She managed to keep the sarcasm out of her tone. At least she thought so. 

“Good. You’re going to have a lot of work together. There’s been a new development. The Ostrovets Radioactive Materials Storage Facility in Belarus was broken into last night. Details are sketchy, but our source says that a group dressed in the uniforms from the nearby nuclear power plant drove up with a delivery truck of supposed nuclear waste. They then overpowered the guards and left shortly thereafter.”

“Presumably having stolen some nuclear waste?” Ridley said.

“That’s the assumption, yes. We have no confirmation of that and no details as to what they might have taken. Our source isn’t close enough to get that sort of information.”

Lara thought for a moment. “Wait. You said the intruders overpowered the guards? They didn’t kill them?”

“No. They used tasers and stun grenades.”

“A risky thing to do when the guards had guns,” Ridley said.

This was significant. At the moment, though, Lara didn’t have enough intel to figure out just how it was significant.

“We don’t know if this is related in any way to the assault on the Navy base,” the deputy director said. “But it is suspicious that two military installations in Europe were attacked in the same week.”

“So someone breaks into a nuclear waste facility,” Lara said, working through it in her mind. “But they don’t kill anybody. That increases the risk to themselves. That means it was important to them not to kill the Belarusian guards. Why? They’re already committing a capital offense.”

“A sense of patriotism?” Ridley suggested.

“You mean … oh, they were Belarusian or Russian?”

Lara felt annoyed for not thinking of this herself.

“Maybe Spetsnaz,” Ridley said.

“Can we get security video?” Lara asked the deputy director. If she could see how they moved, she could tell.

“Unfortunately, no.”

“But why would the Russians or Belarusians break into their own facility?” Lara mused.

No one had an answer to that.

After a few seconds, Carmichael spoke.

“This isn’t why I called you in here today. We’ve been investigating Pavel Kowalski and those gunmen you came up against and we’ve found some interesting connections. We want you to speak to our intel expert about what he’s found.”

Carmichael typed in a code on the laptop and Kayden appeared on the screen. The video link didn’t show where he was, but instead had a background of an arid red plain of rocks and jagged hills under a ruddy sky. It took Lara a moment to realize it was an image from the Mars Curiosity Rover.

No, not an image. The camera jerked a little to the right and zoomed in on a geological feature. Kayden had hooked into the live stream. She wondered if it was public or if the kid had hacked into NASA.

Kayden’s face lit up when he saw Lara, then switched to the usual guarded expression he wore when around others.

“Hey, Lara. I’ve been grinding on the intel for the arms smugglers you bagged. Did you get me something?”

Lara held up a shell casing.

"Cool."

“This one almost got me,” Lara told him.

“Dude, that’s dark.”

“Not at all. It’s a good luck charm.”

“Then you should keep it.”

“No, you should. You always bring me luck.”

Kayden grinned. 

“Well, you’re gonna need it because I’ve found you a serious freak zone just down the street from me. Old Lady Carmichael is gonna make you bust in.”

Lara saw Ridley’s eyes bug. Calling the deputy director of the Central Intelligence Agency an old lady to her face was unthinkable.

Unthinkable unless you’re irreplaceable.

You have no idea what the graduates of Project Phantasma can do, she thought with pride.

“Your eyes are all bloodshot,” Lara said. “Have you been getting enough sleep?”

Kayden rolled his eyes. “Jeez, Lara. We got to get on this thing.”

“You still need your sleep.”

“Sleep is for wimps.”

“I hope you’re not taking energy drinks,” Ridley said. “Those are really bad for you.”

The look of hostility Kayden shot him made the CIA agent blink with surprise. Even through a computer screen it must have felt venomous.

“Don’t tell us what to do,” the teenager snapped.

Us. The kids of Project Phantasma. The family that wasn’t allowed to be a family and had to fight for every connection, every moment of private time.

Deputy Director Carmichael cleared her throat.

“Time is pressing. Let’s get to the matter at hand.”

“Right,” Kayden said, shifting from furious to professional in half a second. “So we tracked their burner phones and found a connection to a group in Weimar that—”

“How can you track burner phones?” Ridley asked.

Kayden looked at him like he was the dumbest old fart in the world.

“You check the serial numbers on all active burner phones, crosscheck them with facial recognition software of the dead suspects, find a match for when they were using phones within sight of a security camera, then crosscheck those with phone records to see what burner phones they were talking to and where. Then you hack into that city’s security system to crosscheck with facial recognition software to find who they were talking to and when. Then you track those suspects to find who their associates are and where they hang out. You also check for them in local, national, and international police files.”

“And you did all that last night?”

“No. Ronald McDonald did. I just knocked back energy drinks and played Minecraft.”

The look on Ridley’s face was priceless. No one liked getting humiliated by a fourteen-year-old, even if that fourteen-year-old had the genius of an Einstein.

“What were your findings, Kayden?” Carmichael asked, getting the conversation back on track. Never any fun with that woman.

“As I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted, the gang of thugs Lara blew away was making lots of calls to the New Reich, a Neo-Nazi group in Weimar here in Germany. The New Reich has flown under the government radar because they act like a men's association. They’ve got a gym and a rowing club and a shooting range. That kind of stuff. But actually, they're a group dedicated to kicking out immigrants and Jews. They never advertise their actions. Their website is mundane as hell. But they've had lots of street fights with the local Sharia Patrol."

“Sharia Patrol?” Lara asked.

“Yeah. There’s a big immigrant Muslim community in Weimar and the more radical among them have decided to make sure everyone follows the rules from the old country. So they established a Sharia Patrol. Make sure no one is drinking and the girls all wear headscarves. They only harass other immigrants, so the government hasn’t paid much attention. Everyone in the neighborhood is so scared of them they never report them. The New Reich hates them, though, so they go attack them whenever they can.”

“With guns?” Lara asked.

Kayden shook his head. “Too smart for that. They know firing a single round in Germany brings the cops down like a ton of bricks, so they just fight with knives and pipes.”

“So what’s the link with the gun runners?”

“No idea. They sure are talking a lot on the phone. Burners only. I hacked into the new Reich’s computer system but there wasn’t anything of interest. They run a tight ship. If you go in, check for any computers that aren’t linked to the internet. External hard drives, too.”

“What kind of numbers are we talking about here?”

“The club officially has 150 members. They’re not all there at the same time. They run a hostel for members to stay over when visiting from other cities. Expect people there no matter what time you go in.”

“You said they have a shooting range?”

“Yeah. German law allows gun clubs for sports shooting and hunting. Oh, they have a hunting club, too. I’ll bet you a thousand Euros they’re practicing maneuvers out in the woods.”

"I'm not taking that bet. Any ties with other right-wing groups?"

“Probably, but I haven’t had time to chart that. Do you want me to?”

“No need. Any chance we can infiltrate as visitors?”

“Nope. Germans only. Oh, but you might be able to get close to them off the premises. There’s a beer hall just down the street they go to. Pretty rough place. Lots of football hooligans, although the New Reich turns up their noses at them. Think they’re a bunch of losers, which they are. Imagine fighting over sports. Booooriiiiing!”

“Send me the address to this beer hall.”

Kayden looked unsure of himself. “You two won’t fit in.”

Lara smiled. “You’re too young to know this, but a lady is always welcome in a bar.”

Ridley turned to her. “Wait. You’re not suggesting that you go in there alone?”

“I’ve been in rougher places.”

“Trust me. She has,” Kayden said.

“But then what? Try to get invited back to their building?”

“Sure.”

Her wannabe partner shook his head. “I got a bad feeling about this.”

Lara shifted in her seat.

I’m not too happy about it either, but I don’t have a better plan.

 


 

 

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Lara took a deep breath and walked toward the entrance to the Heimat Bierhalle. It stood on the edge of Weimar where the buildings began to give way to flat, open fields. Weimar was a small city of some 65,000 people in central Germany, a three-hour drive southwest of Berlin. It was a pretty little city with a lot of historical buildings that survived World War Two. The old city center attracted a fair number of tourists.

This neighborhood, however, had none.

She had walked past some ugly apartment buildings and a few obvious drug dealers to this beer hall, a tidy white building with a gabled roof, frosted windows, and a large German flag hanging over the front door. The parking lot had as many motorcycles as cars. The sound of laughter and clinking glasses came from within. It reminded her of the pub across the street from her London safe house. That sound always made her feel lonely.

Ridiculous. She didn’t like drinking. People only became stupid when they drank.

Stupid or violent. She needed to watch out.

Lara wore hiking boots, shorts, and a wool shirt. A small backpack was strapped to her back. A foreign hiker wandering into the wrong bar. Sounded like the beginning of a dirty joke.

She entered and found the interior a lot more crowded than she thought it would be. Germans packed the tables and stood in tight knots in the spaces in between, hefting giant beer steins. Most were young men, some with shaved heads, others with football jerseys from some team Lara didn’t recognize. Like Kayden, she hadn’t been raised to pay attention to team sports and the regular conversations of most people who seemed obsessed with all that stuff mystified her.

She felt relieved to see she wasn’t the only woman there besides the buxom waitresses carrying half a dozen beer steins in each hand. In one corner, some leather-clad girls were hanging out with the bikers. A few other tables had a mix of people, men and women, most in regular clothes, some in leather or camouflage, some even in business suits. Lara got the feeling these were the members of the New Reich trying to look respectable. The only crowd that didn’t seem to have any women were the football fans. Maybe she wasn’t so different from other women after all.

She went up to the bar and called over to the skinny bartender with the tattoo of a Teutonic knight on his neck, “EineMaß, bitte!”

The guy looked annoyed as he poured her a beer. She looked at the two chunky men sitting on barstools to either side of her and smiled at both of them. Both of them ignored her.

Had she not smiled at them right? Was there a right way and a wrong way to do that?

Or maybe they heard her American accent and lumped her in with the immigrants.

She got her beer and paid, turned around to look at the crowd, and had her vision blocked by about ten square feet of chest.

Lara looked up. And up.

A huge football hooligan looked down at her with a face that a mother would have to think twice about loving. His nose had been mashed to a pulp. Numerous scars cratered and seamed his chin and cheeks. Small, beady eyes studied her from between cauliflower ears.

He smiled, which didn’t make him look more attractive.

“Ein Maß, bitte.”

“Huh?”

“Ein Maß, bitte," he switched to English. "Not mine."

“Oh, I’ve never been very good at languages.”

That was true. She wasn’t sure why. She was good at almost everything else.

“Meine English is nichtsehr gut. But this is Germany so I speak German.”

“To Germany!” she said, raising her beer stein high.

The football hooligan automatically drank. Lara took a big gulp too.

She hated beer. She rarely drank alcohol at all except to blend in with the crowd.

The hooligan wiped the foam off his mouth with the back of his hand. “You American?”

“Yes. From Mississippi.”

One of his buddies in the crowd behind him nudged a guy he was talking to and pointed to them. The other man said something and they laughed.

“Mississippi is in the south, ja?”

“Deep south. We know how to run things there.”

The man’s eyes lit up. “Oh, you keep the blacks in line, yes?”

He didn’t actually say “blacks.” Lara’s mind translated it from what he actually said to “blacks” to keep from smashing her beer stein in his face. She was supposed to be undercover, after all. 

“You bet.”

“Sehr gut. To Mississippi!”

They clinked their steins together and both drank.

Lara noticed a man had sat down on a barstool a couple of places away. He was older, rugged, and she recognized him as Lars Eckhart, the head of the New Reich. Kayden’s intel indicated he actually lived fulltime in their headquarters.

Just the man she needed to meet.

The conversation continued, with the football hooligan spouting racist crap and Lara one-upping him with her own comments. The guy seemed to think he was getting somewhere, moving in a bit closer. Lara moved away. She didn’t like guys coming onto her even when they weren’t thugs with an IQ of 70. She made sure she backed away in the direction of Lars Eckhart.

She could tell he was listening, and she noticed that he kept looking over at them. Once when he did, Lara looked at him and smiled with what she hoped was an expression of interest. How did women do that, anyway? Dating was another subject that had never come up in her Project Phantasma training. She had never gone to a regular school, never been allowed out alone, and never got to mingle with normal kids her age.

Of course, once she was an adult and out in the world, guys had made passes. They usually came on to her without her having to do anything. Eckhart wasn’t making any moves, though. How did she initiate when she was in a conversation with someone else?

She got an idea.

“You know what this evening needs?” she said, interrupting the football hooligan’s tirade against mass immigration. “Some schnapps!”

The hooligan’s eyes lit up. “Good idea. I’ll get some.”

Lara put a hand on his arm. Men always paid more attention when you touched them. She knew that, at least.

“No way. My treat. You wait here.”

She turned away before he could respond and sidled up to the bar, moving between a mountainous beer guzzler and Lars Eckhart. She brushed against the New Reich leader and caught his eye.

“Good ideas, bad company,” she said in English. His dossier said he had lived in England for a time and had made contacts among the far-right parties there. Then she feigned surprise and changed into German. “Sorry. I forgot. I’m hiking through Germany. You have such a beautiful country.”

Eckhart turned to her and sized her up. She’d been told before that she was attractive. She wasn’t so sure. The men she worked with all seemed intimidated by her. Except Ridley. He just kept up that smug confidence. Irritating.

Lars Eckhart addressed her in English. “Germany is the most beautiful country in the world.”

“Well, the countryside is. I’m not too happy with what I see in your cities.”

“That’s a new problem,” Eckhart said and frowned. “And it won’t last long.”

“I don’t see how you can fix it.”

“Well, in America you’re stuck with yours. Ours are mostly not citizens yet, so we have options.”

“Options?” Now she was getting somewhere.

The football hooligan butted into the conversation. “Got lost on your way back?”

At just that moment, the bartender served their schnapps. He didn’t scowl this time. Maybe he had been listening in too.

“Here you go,” she said brightly, holding them up.

The hooligan gave Lars Eckhart an annoyed look and took his little glass.

“Prost!” he said, raising it high.

“Prost,” Lara replied.

They both slugged their drinks back.

Suddenly Lara felt like her entire digestive system was on fire. She gagged, coughed, gulped for air, and coughed some more. With the beer she had taken little sips while her unwelcome companion had taken big gulps. There had been no way to sip this stuff, though. She knew you were supposed to shoot it. She had looked it up before coming to the beer hall.

How could such a little glass have such an effect? She felt like she'd been tear-gassed!

"Easy, easy," Eckhart said, slapping her back as she continued to cough. Lara took the opportunity to lean on him. Men liked that. Didn't they?

Lara wiped the tears from her eyes and looked at Eckhart and the hooligan. Both were laughing at her expense.

“You got to be careful. You’re drinking real drinks now,” the hooligan said and guffawed.

Eckhart addressed him in German. “Thank you, Claus. Why don’t you go join your friends.”

The hooligan looked from Eckhart to Lara and back to Eckhart. Anger flashed across his face, but only for a moment. Then he averted his eyes, nodded, and left.

Lara raised an eyebrow. Claus could have torn Eckhart in half. The head of the New Reich didn’t move like a trained fighter, although Lara was sure he could hold his own in a barroom brawl. So without any training, he wouldn’t stand a chance in a fight with a heap of muscle like Claus. It was Eckhart’s power that had intimidated him.

Lara turned and smiled at him, still leaning against him. Eckhart rubbed her back.

“Feeling better?” he asked in English.

She felt a strange sensation. She never let men touch her like this. Lars Eckhart was a handsome man, a bit too old and way too Nazi, which totally killed it, but that gentle hand on her back sent tingles all over her.

Lara reminded herself what that hand would be doing if she was any color but white.

Jesus. Am I so starved for affection that I get turned on by a Nazi?

She shifted a little. Eckhart took that as a signal to pull his hand away.

“L-looks like I came into the right p-place,” she said. She gritted her teeth. Stuttering again! She took a deep breath and fixed him with what she hoped was a sultry stare. How do women learn all this stuff?

By having a normal adolescence. That’s how.

Focusing on her words, she looked around and gave an approving nod. “All real Germans here. You should have seen some of the places I went to in Berlin. I felt like I was in Turkey or Syria!”

Eckhart grimaced. “It’s a shame our great capital isn’t a decent place for Germans anymore.”

“You should see the States!”

They fell into a conversation about race and immigration, Lara feeling like she wanted to throw up. She put on a good front, however. She had dealt with far-right groups before and knew how they talked. It was easy to imitate them. They just complained about the same things over and over again.

Throughout the conversation she kept close to him, occasionally emphasizing her point by putting a hand on his forearm, or laughing at some racist joke and playfully punching him in his hard chest. While she stuttered a few more times, she managed to keep it mostly under control.

At last, after another hour, Lars Eckhart made a show of looking around the room and said to her, “It’s too noisy here. Maybe we can go to my place for our next drink?”

Lara hadn’t even finished her first beer, but even with her lack of experience with men she knew what he was offering.

Good, that would get her into the headquarters.

Lara felt a shiver go through her body and had to take a gulp of beer to wet her throat, which had suddenly gone dry. It took her a moment to realize that she was feeling fear—an unusual emotion for her.

Fear? Why the hell was she feeling fear? She’d infiltrated a lot worse places than some dumbass racist men’s club.

As Lars Eckhart put an arm around her and led her out of the beer hall, she knew that her real fear was that he might try something before she got him isolated and could knock him out.

 


 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Lara knew she had screwed up. 

As soon as they got into Eckhart’s car he had turned and planted a kiss on her lips. She had frozen for a moment, felt an arm going around her, a tongue trying to push past her lips and she pushed him away.

Too hard.

He had gotten a shocked look on his face, not angry, more surprised and confused.

“What the hell?” he had asked.

“I-I only d-do that stuff in p-private.”

“That stuff?”

“Like … you know.” Lara blushed.

Jesus. I’m twenty-five and I’m acting half that.

Of course, most girls half her age had already had their first kiss. Lara hadn’t, and she wasn’t about to give it to this scumbag.

“Americans are strange,” was all he said, and drove toward the New Reich’s headquarters.

“Sorry,” she said, putting her hand on his thigh and quickly pulling it away. “We’re shy.”

“Not the Americans I’ve met.”

“Take me to your room and you’ll see a completely different person.”

That reassured him a bit. He looked at her, gave her body a once-over, and looked back at the road.

She turned away and surreptitiously wiped her lips with the back of her hand. Ugh, her very first kiss and it was with a neo-Nazi!

It didn’t take long to pull up to the headquarters, which was an unassuming four-story stone building that looked like it dated to the early part of the last century. She didn’t see Agent Ridley waiting nearby. Good. He was being subtle for once. Perhaps the squad of counterterrorism police he was with had taught him how to do it right.

“This is our local men’s club. I’m the director and I have an apartment on the top floor. There’s a great view of the town.”

“I’d rather see you.”

I’d rather see you beaten to a pulp at my feet.

Eckhart chuckled.

The building was mostly dark except for a couple of windows.

“All closed up for the night?”

“Yes, just me and a private meeting. A planning committee for some … sports events.”

Eckhart unlocked a side door that led to a staircase. They went up. The far-right leader put an arm around her shoulders and tried to draw her to him.

“Once we get to your room.”

“You’ve got a lot of muscles,” Eckhart said, feeling her shoulder.

“I do a lot of hiking.”

“That’s not going to give you good shoulder muscles.”

“Oh, I do gymnastics as well. Good strength and balance training.”

He chuckled. “Gymnastics. I like the sound of that.”

They ascended the stairs to the fourth floor and went down a quiet hallway. Lara’s senses were on high alert. She was alone with this guy, unarmed except for her hand-to-hand combat training. 

They came to a door and he unlocked it.

“Home sweet home.”

He flicked on a light and Lara saw a plain living room with a sofa, a couple of chairs, a TV, and not much else.

“It needs a woman’s touch,” Eckhart said, locking and bolting the door behind them. “I think you’ll like the décor of the bedroom more.”

They crossed the living and through an open doorway. When Eckhart turned on the light there, Lara gasped.

A full-length portrait of Adolph Hitler hung opposite the door. Above the bed was a Nazi flag.

“Where did you get these?” she asked, her eyes bugging.

“There are antiques dealers who still have pride in their country.”

“I don’t know about the painting, but it’s a felony to have that flag in Germany.”

“In the corrupt Germany, yes. Not the Germany we will build.”

Lara reminded herself to check out the rest of the room—the flag and portrait had been a bit distracting even for her combat-honed senses—and saw an old cavalry saber hanging above a bookshelf on another wall, a heavy lamp that could be used for a weapon, and nothing else of note.

“So … ” Eckhart moved toward her. “You mentioned that you turn into a completely different person?”

Lara looked him in the eye. “I have a confession to make. I’m not sure why I want to share this with you. Maybe it’s because you’re cute and an asshole at the same time, but I’m a virgin. I’ve never even kissed a man before.”

“Huh? You’re joking, right?”

“No, I’m not. I guess I decided to tell you because you’re the closest I’ve ever gotten. Sad, isn’t it?”

“Why did you call me an asshole? I thought you were interested.”

“If you weren’t a Nazi and a criminal, I might have been. I’ve wanted to—”

Eckhart got the picture quicker than she thought he would. He bolted for the saber hanging on the wall.

He didn’t make it two steps.

Lara flew at him and landed a kick behind the knee that threw him to the floor, his forehead connecting with the bookshelf just below the saber. A shower of books, including a copy of Mein Kampf and several volumes on race theory, thudded down on him.

That was a bad bit of luck, because the impact slammed the bookshelf against the wall and made the saber fall off the nails holding it. It banged off the bookshelf and landed right on top of Eckhart.

He fumbled for it, but Lara kicked it away, then planted a foot in the neo-Nazi leader’s stomach.

Eckhart let out a satisfying “oof” and then Lara really laid it on him.

Another kick to the right hand to break the bones there, then a series of hammer blows to subdue him. Within three seconds he was bloodied and half-unconscious on the floor.

“I told you that once we got to your room, I’d be a completely different person.”

Lara frisked him to make sure he didn’t have any weapons, kicked the saber out of reach under the bed, and did a quick search of the room.

She found a 9mm automatic in the bedside table, checked the magazine to make sure it was full, and put it in her waistband. Other than that, there were no weapons or evidence.

Lara put a knee on Eckhart’s chest and slapped him to get him more awake.

After listening to a litany of sexist insults and suppositions about the racial impurity of her bloodline, she slapped him again and asked, “What’s your business with Pavel Kowalski?”

“W-who?”

Another slap.

“Pavel Kowalski. The Polish arms dealer from London. He and his people have had a lot of phone conversations with you and your people.”

“Who are you?”

“Never mind that. Tell me what I want to know.”

“Am I under arrest?”

“I’ll give you to the police if you live.”

“Are you a cop? I want a lawyer.”

Another slap. “You don’t get a lawyer until I know what I want. What’s the deal with Pavel?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Lara raised her hand to hit him again. Eckhart glared at her.

“You don’t scare me, bitch.”

Lara could see that she didn’t. He wouldn’t buckle except under torture, and she drew a line at that.

Grumbling, Lara flipped him over, used some zip cuffs to secure his wrists and ankles, and stuffed a sock from his dresser into his mouth.

“Stay put,” she said, patting him on the head.

She got up and was about to leave the room when she remembered the saber. Lars Eckhart was just clever and tough enough to crawl over to it and maybe manage to cut his bonds. She grabbed it, drew it from its sheath, and took it with her.

Feeling a bit old-fashioned wielding a saber, she crept down the hall. The only other lights she had seen on had been on the second floor. The meeting Eckhart had mentioned?

She checked the third floor and saw no lights shining under any doors, then moved down to the second floor. This was a more public area, not like the top two stories that seemed to be given over to apartments, most of them apparently empty. Perhaps they moved a force here as a base before launching operations in Weimar or Berlin.

The second floor, however, looked more like the activity center that the owners of this building claimed it to be. There was a bar with pool table and dartboard, all dark except for the red glow of the emergency exit light. There was a decent-sized movie theater. Lara could imagine the kind of films they showed there. She also found a bank of computers the police would have to analyze later.

That reminded her that Ridley and the counterterrorism squad were still out there, waiting for her signal. Let them wait. She worked better alone. Bainbridge, that control freak, was just trying to cramp her style by saddling her with a partner.

She’d show up the CIA director by taking care of this by herself.

Lara crept down a lit corridor, saber in hand, with doors leading to several meeting rooms. Light came from beneath one door. She tiptoed up to it and pressed an ear against the wood.

Voices within. The door was thick and muffled the sounds, plus her German wasn’t that hot anyway. She took out the directional microphone that looked like a cell phone and placed it up against the bottom crack of the door. Hopefully they were planning another attack on a migrant camp or a street battle with the Sharia Patrol. That would give the German government something to charge these people with. Lars Eckhart was already going to jail for the pistol and the Nazi memorabilia.

She waited for a couple of minutes as the voices continued. Hopefully they’d go on for a while. The longer they spoke, the more likely they would say something incriminating.

That plan got tanked a few seconds later when she heard the flush of a toilet a few doors down the hallway. Lara grabbed the directional microphone and stuffed it in her pocket. She was about to duck into one of the darkened meeting rooms and hide when the door to the bathroom opened. The guy was still zipping up and had obviously not stopped to wash his hands.

A big lump of a man who looked like a pyramid thanks to his big beer belly tapering off to narrow shoulders and a small head, blinked and stared at her.

He shouted something in German she didn’t have time to understand. Probably some variation of, “What are you doing here and why do you have a saber?”

Fair enough. That’s what she’d ask, too.

Lara raced down the corridor. The man cut off his questions and was about to shout a warning when a roundhouse kick clocked him on the side of the head and he slammed against the wall so hard that he left an imprint. He thudded to the floor and lay still. Lara winced at the sound.

She tiptoed back toward the meeting room door, hoping nobody inside had heard.

No such luck. Before she had made it halfway down the hallway, the door opened and a burly young man with callouses on his knuckles looked out. He spotted the strange woman with the saber instantly.

Unlike his buddy who didn’t wash his hands when he went to the bathroom, this guy was on point.

“Intruder!” he shouted, then slammed the door.

“Damn it!”

Shouts and the sound of movement came from inside the meeting room. She ran back down the hallway, kicked in the door, and found herself faced with five men who had just gotten up from a round table. A screen showed a Google Earth image. Of more immediate interest was the fact that they all had knives out. They probably carried them at all times in case they felt like stabbing someone with too much melanin. Closing that door had given them the extra couple of seconds they needed to get ready. These guys knew basic tactics. They were also smart enough not to underestimate a lone female sneaking around their clubhouse.

Since they were armed and converging on her, she decided that it was fair to use the saber. Lara liked to keep her fights fair. More fun that way.

She stepped into the room and slashed the knife arm of the nearest opponent. He cried out, clutching his nearly severed limb, and stumbled back against the man behind him. Lara whirled and cut a deep furrow diagonally across another man’s chest. He fell, and Lara had to drop down right beside him as a knife flew through the air straight for her heart.

Lara cut the legs out from underneath the next man, rose, ducked to the right as another knife flew at her, and stabbed the nearest guy through the abdomen.

That left two. One picked up a chair to shield himself as the other dove for a bag at the far end of the table. 

He probably had a gun in there. She had to get to him, but there were two flailing bodies blocking the way between the table and the wall, and the guy with the chair was covering for his buddy by charging at her.

She dodged a thrust with the four heavy wooden chair legs, tried to cut him and only hit wood, then tried to circle around.

The guy was smart. He kept himself between Lara and the man opening the bag.

Damn. Only another second or two and she’d be facing a gun.

The next time the chair came thrusting at her, she stepped back, grabbed one of the legs with her free hand, and shoved at it with all her weight and force. The man with the chair staggered back a couple of steps before regaining his balance.

That was all she needed. She tossed the saber up, grabbed it by its blade like a spear, and threw it with all her might at the man standing at the far end of the room just as he brought a compact .38 to bear on her.

The sword pierced him right through the heart. He let off a shot that whizzed by Lara’s head, then slowly sank to the floor.

A sharp pain on the back of her head made her see stars. She stumbled forward and tripped over one of the writhing bodies, going down in a haze of enveloping darkness.


 

 

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Falling probably saved Lara’s life, because the neo-Nazi with the chair missed his backhand swing.

Still struggling to maintain consciousness after blacking out for a moment, Lara flipped onto her back saw the man heft the chair over his head to bring it down in a crushing blow, and kicked out with both her feet.

She got him in both knees, more out of luck than skill. He gasped, eyes tearing up as he fell to the floor.

For a moment, he and Lara remained where they were, trying to recover.

She recovered first.

A right cross to the jaw knocked him out.

Rubbing her head and staggering to her feet, she surveyed the scene. One neo-Nazi dead. The rest unconscious or so severely cut they weren’t a threat. She grabbed the gun, did a quick survey to make sure there weren’t any more in the room, and headed out, stumbling a little, worried that the sound of the fight had alerted the entire building.

It turned out to not be an issue. Lara methodically went through every floor, room by room, and discovered no one else in the building. Only then did she call for back-up.

She could have brought in the counterterrorism squad and Ridley the moment she subdued Eckhart, but she wanted to do it alone. Easier that way. All she had to worry about was herself and not some guy getting in the line of fire. 

The German counterterrorism police came swarming into the building, all Kevlar and bravado. Thomas Ridley came strolling in after them, looking casually around him. He didn’t even have his gun drawn.

“Why aren’t you in formation?” she asked.

“Because there’s no threat. You’ve already neutralized it.”

“You’re beginning to get the picture.”

Ridley looked at her with concern. “Are you in pain?”

“I-I beg your pardon?”

Damn it, stuttering again! Why the hell is he asking me how I feel?

“Did you get wounded?”

Oh.

“Got smacked upside the head by a chair. I’m fine.”

Except for the throbbing headache I'll probably suffer all night. Not as bad as being shot, but still not my favorite way to spend an evening.

“Let me see.”

“I said I’m fine.”

“I have my Army medic’s qualification. I’m sure you know that from my file.”

“It’s only a bad bump.”

“I’ll be the judge of that. If we’re working together on this mission, I have to make sure you’re in top health.”

“Oh, all right,” she grumbled.

Ridley got behind her and gently touched the back of her head. He was so careful he didn’t hurt her at all. In fact, his fingertips gently brushing her hair aide and touching the bump sent tingles down her spine.

“Quite the bump, you’re right. Just a bit of bleeding. Any other injuries?”

“A couple of scrapes and bumps. Nothing serious.”

“Do you feel thirsty? Dizzy?”

“I don’t have a concussion.”

"It's oozing blood, but nothing too bad. I think you'll be fine."

She turned around. “Good. I mean, um, thank you.”

Ridley inclined his head toward the entrance.

“What did you find in there?”

“Some computers we need to check out. Only one gun. I didn’t do a thorough search, though.”

“I’ll start grilling them once these chaps have booked them.”

“We’ll start grilling them. And we need to do it quick. I have a feeling whoever took those underwater drones isn’t going to wait long before using them.”

“None of them had warheads.”

“This raid was planned well in advance. I’m sure they’ve already made warheads or are in the process of making them.”

“Let’s hope the deputy director’s hunch that the Belarus raid isn’t connected, or we could be looking at something very nasty.” 

Lara let out a worried sigh. She had been thinking the same thing.

 

***

 

Admiral Yuri Volkov breathed in the salty air of the Mediterranean and felt at home. It was good to be commanding a ship again, even a rusty old tub like this freighter.

It dated from the Soviet era and while it had once been a good ship, a proud member of the Soviet Union’s glorious merchant marine, it had seen better days.

Sold off after the fall of the Soviet Union like many other ships in a desperate bid to keep the government financially afloat, it had sailed for a Yemeni company before being bought by a Thai fish exporter until he had used a go-between to purchase it. The hold still smelled of fish.

Even so, the decks below had been entirely transformed. The engine had been completely overhauled. Where once there had been stacked frozen fish there was now an advanced machine shop and electronics laboratory, manned by a dozen top engineers, patriots every one of them. They were busy assembling the five submersible drones. The four completed drones sailed a hundred meters below the waves a kilometer behind them, a hidden convoy of destruction.

Well, it would be once the nuclear lab on the lowest deck finished their work. Four scientists, formerly retired, were hard at work putting the radioactive waste stolen from Belarus into the drones’ warheads. These were sealed against radiation leaks, he had been reassured, and they could easily be attached to the drones.

He was told the warheads would be done in two days. The drones would be assembled in slightly less time. After that, he would have a fleet of nine drones, nine undetectable dirty bombs he could set off wherever he wanted.

And he knew just where he wanted to set them off.

The admiral smiled as he looked out into the night. They had departed the Black Sea not long ago, and he could see the distant lights of Greece off to starboard. In another day they would pass through the Strait of Gibraltar.

Major Miron Evgeni came up to him.

“The work on the drones is proceeding well. We’ll be done on schedule.”

“Good. I know I can always rely on you.”

“The radio operator intercepted some chatter from the Russian Navy. Chatter about you.”

“About me?”

Admiral Volkov was not surprised, but he was a bit concerned. They were so close.

“You have been declared an enemy of the state.”

The admiral barked out a laugh. “Enemy of the state? I’m trying to save the state!”

“We all understand that, sir.”

“I wish those fools in the Kremlin did,” the admiral grumbled.

Inside the Navy, he had long been known as an advocate of a more aggressive foreign policy, not just with troublemakers on Russia’s borders—former Soviet republics who thought they could thumb their noses at the Mother Country—but also against the serious enemies—the West and China. Especially the West. The Chinese were proving themselves useful by undermining the West’s economy and stealing their intellectual property. They were a rising power and needed to be watched and curtailed as much as possible, but the West had always been and would always be the main threat to Russian power.

Most of the officer corps didn’t listen. “It’s too soon,” they’d say. Or, “Let the Chinese weaken them. They’re doing our job for us!” The younger ones, the ones who didn’t remember the Cold War and its countless proxy wars, would say, "The Muslims and the Chinese are the real enemies. We should work with the West."

Work with the West? What a ridiculous idea. The Russian mind and the Western mind were almost as different as those two were from the Muslim mind. The differing world views could never be reconciled without losing what was fundamental to each.

When he couldn’t get heard in the Navy, he took his opinions to the wider armed forces and the Kremlin itself, attending every conference and ceremonial function he could. He found the same opinions everywhere. Frustrated, he went to the press. 

He had never liked the press, especially not the new press that said whatever it liked, but at least they gave him a platform.

Until Putin crushed the independent press and Admiral Volkov found he could no longer get interviews.

Then, four years ago, he had turned 68 and it was suggested that he retire. He respectfully declined, citing his good health and sterling military record. A month later that suggestion turned into an order.

He was given a generous pension, a beautiful dacha, a medal, and was told to keep his mouth shut.

And so there he was, sidelined, thrown out like the scrap from that American base his men had raided.

It was then that he realized he needed to take matters into his own hands. If Russia was ever going to become a superpower again, it would take men like him, and men like those who were on this boat, to do what needed to be done and damn the consequences.

Because they all knew they had very little chance of getting out of this alive.

It didn’t matter. They would live on in the story of Russia. One day, when Russia was a great nation once again, there would be statues dedicated to them and their names would be taught in schools.

One day, as long as they survived to complete the mission. It sounded like their own nation was fully against them now.

“What did the transmission say?” the admiral asked.

The major shifted uncomfortably. “That any Russian military or police personnel are ordered to arrest you on sight or, failing that, to try and kill you.”

The admiral gripped the railing and let out a sigh, a rare sign of emotion for him. While this had not been unexpected, it still hurt. His own nation turned against him. His own colleagues hunting him. He wondered how many of them would carry out the order.

Most. It was the way with military men. They followed their leader, even if their leader was wrong. 

“I have taken the liberty of telling the men. They are unanimous in supporting you.”

The admiral nodded. He already knew they would. That, at least, was some comfort.

The major went on. “The transmission did not give any indication that they know our present location or that this is our ship. It also didn’t admit that we were behind the two attacks. It only says that we have committed crimes against the state.”

“How many others were mentioned in the dispatch?”

“I was, sir. And eight of the men.”

The admiral turned and looked at him with renewed appreciation. If he hadn’t asked, Major Evgeni would have probably not even mentioned that he had been sentenced to death for treason. Here was a man who knew the importance of duty.

It was good that not too many had been named. Not only would that make things easier for their families, but it would make them harder to trace. One could never assume that even the most loyal man hadn’t let something slip, or hadn’t covered his tracks well enough.

He and the major had carefully picked cover stories for them all. Some had gone on extended hunting trips. Others had taken false jobs overseas. That had fooled the authorities at the time, but now he worried that the government’s investigation would uncover more of the men’s connections with him. They would try to use threats against their families to turn them away from this great patriotic adventure.

No matter. They were out to sea now, and only the radio operator and his assistant were monitoring communications. Only they would hear the threats, and both men were solid as a rock. As long as they didn’t crack, all would be well.

And it wouldn’t be long before their first victory. After that, there would be no more doubt. No threats would work.

They would strike the first blow in Russia’s new war for global dominance.


 

 

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

Lara was losing patience. She and Thomas Ridley, along with the German police, had had been working on the neo-Nazis all night, interrogating them, boxing them in, trying to find a slipup in their stories.

They all claimed not to know a thing about Pavel Kowalski, even the ones who had been caught on camera speaking to him and his crew on burner phones. Of course, she and Ridley couldn’t show them proof of that, because Kayden had hacked into the German police camera system to get the information. Waiting for permission from the Germans would have taken too much time, and time was not something Lara thought they had a lot of.

She and Ridley stepped out of one of the interrogation rooms and into the hall, rubbing their eyes and yawning. The clock said 3:17 am. A pair of German interrogators remained in the room, grilling one of the members of the New Reich.

"This is a waste of time," Lara said. "There's nothing on those computers to indicate they were involved with the drone heist. Plus, the police only found half a dozen illegal firearms in the whole place. I'm thinking all that chatter was to set up a shipment that hasn't arrived yet."

Ridley nodded. “I think you’re right, but they were involved with Pavel, and that’s enough of a connection to keep at it. Is anyone with Lars Eckhart at the moment?”

“No. He’s still handcuffed in Interrogation Room One.”

“Righto. Is there anyone in the control room?”

Lara took a few steps down the hallway, peeked in a doorway, and said, “No.”

“Sloppy. There should always be someone in the control room. Who’s to stop a foreign agent from going in there and turning off the recording equipment for Interrogation Room One?”

Lara stared at him for a moment. Was he saying what she thought he was saying?

Thomas Ridley nodded, turned, and headed for Interrogation Room One.

Lara ducked into the control room, got on the computer, and looked at the camera readout for Lars Eckhart. He sat slumped in the chair to which he was handcuffed, along in the brightly lit room. The bruises on his face were clearly visible.

Lara took a deep breath and turned off the recording equipment.

We could get in some serious trouble for this. But then again, we probably won’t even be here by the time they find out.

She stepped out into the hallway, checked that the coast was clear, and moved over to the door to Interrogation Room One.

The door was a heavy one, intended to muffle sound. She pressed her ear against the wood.

She heard a laugh, then what sounded like a cry, and then more laughs and what sounded like feet tapping on the floor.

Was he dancing in there?

“Um … ”

She stepped away from the door and kept a nervous vigil. After a couple of minutes, a police officer strolled down the hallway, coffee cup in hand. Lara passed on a nervous smile. The cop nodded as he passed, not really looking at her. Just then, there was a faint singing from the interrogation room. The cop didn't seem to hear and passed down the hallway and out of sight.

After another few minutes, Ridley came out, his face red and sweaty from exertion.

“Did I ever mention my grandfather was at D-Day?” he asked.

“Um, no.”

“Lost an arm to a German grenade, poor chap. Anyway, I got a name. Gavriil Kolya.”

“Who?”

“When Eckhart was in London a month ago talking with Pavel Kowalski, the arms dealer stepped away for a moment to take an urgent call. Eckhart eavesdropped, wondering if this was about him, but it was about some sort of other shipment. He couldn’t discern the details, only that it involved someone named Gavriil Kolya.”

“That’s a Russian name.”

“Yes, it is.”

“I’ll call Kayden.”

“Isn’t it past his bedtime?”

“Don’t be condescending.”

“I’m not being condescending. He’s fourteen.”

“Well, fourteen next month.”

Ridley clicked his tongue. “Bloody hell.”

Says the man who just beat a suspect.

Had he? His knuckles weren’t raw.

“Did you … ” Lara glanced each way down the hall. “ … hit him?”

“Goodness, no.”

Lara stared at him. “Was that sarcasm?”

“No. I merely acted like I was gay and told him about all my friends in the local prison. I said he’d be put in a cell with them. Then I made up some details about what they’d do.”

“You played on a neo-Nazi’s homophobia?”

“Or his deepest desires. I really do have some queer friends, although they aren’t in prison, and they say the most phobic people are usually hiding something from themselves.”

“I see,” Lara said, although she didn’t. “So are you … ?”

“No.” Again, that annoying smile. “Why do you ask?”

Lara pulled out her phone.

“Kayden should be asleep,” Ridley said.

“I’ll text him instead of calling. If he’s asleep, he won’t pick up, but he’s probably awake.”

“It’s 3:30 in the morning.”

“He usually sleeps during the day.”

“That’s not healthy.”

“You’re not responsible for his wellbeing.”

“Are you?”

“I should be,” Lara grumbled, turning away and pulling out her phone.

Who does this guy think he is? Why can’t he mind his own business?

“About Kayden … um … why is someone so young on the CIA payroll?”

“That’s classified,” Lara snapped. “And none of your goddam business.”

A flicker of anger passed over Ridley’s features. Lara stared at her phone so as not to see.

He was right, of course. Kayden had no business working for the CIA. None of the kids of Project Phantasma did. 

But they were trapped, and Ridley couldn’t help because he couldn’t know.

Kayden got back to her in less than a minute. His face appeared on her phone, and he gave her a happy wave. She wondered how much he smiled when she wasn't around. Probably not much.

“Welcome to Germany, Lara. How did it go?”

“Great. Neutralized the entire outfit. We have them in the hot seat right now. It looks like they aren't associated with the drone heist, but we did get a name. You ever heard of Gavriil Kolya? Probably Russian and making some sort of a deal with Pavel.”

“Nope. Never heard of him. But I’ll get to work. Did you have any trouble taking those guys out?”

“None at all.” She decided not to mention the chair to the back of the head. Kayden worried about her sometimes, and he had enough stress in his life.

“Did you get me anything?”

“I thought about taking the World War Two era Nazi flag but it was needed as evidence.”

“Whoa. Bad vibes. The losers who clean my place would have confiscated it anyway.”

“Instead, I got you an antique regimental beer stein from the First World War. Before the Nazis. Those aren't illegal. When you're old enough, you can drink out of it."

“Cooool. Until then, I'll keep jelly beans in it. OK, I'll get to work. This might take me a bit. Go get some rest. Ask Old Lady Carmichael about this. She knows a lot about Eastern Europe."

"I'll send her a text, but she's probably asleep."

“Wimp.” Kayden laughed and hung up.

 

***

 

The next morning, after three hours of sleep, Lara and Thomas sat in their hotel room in Weimar on a conference call with Kayden and Deputy Director Helen Carmichael. Carmichael was still in Spain while a sleepy-eyed Kayden was yawning in Berlin.

“So I’ve found out about this Gavriil Kolya loser,” Kayden said. “He’s an old fart. Used to be a submarine captain in the Soviet times. After the fall he got involved in the power struggles to take over the new Russia and his faction lost. He fled Russia and cut a deal with NATO, trading secrets for a Western visa. He's moved around a lot. The last sighting was in Copenhagen last year. He's gone real quiet. I can't find out any more about him. He doesn't have an apartment or house under his own name."

This seemed to annoy and confuse the kid. He was used to getting all the answers he wanted.

Carmichael spoke next.

“Gavriil Kolya is like many ex-Soviet military emigres. He traded secrets on his political enemies to the West to get shelter and a pension. Most of that intel is way out of date now. Many of the players aren’t even alive anymore. None wield any real power in Putin’s Russia. Kolya was once a highly decorated submarine captain although he never rose in rank above commanding a single submarine. He’s 78 now and in poor health. I can’t imagine he’d be of any help in the two attacks we’ve seen.”

“Never underestimate an enemy,” Lara said.

“We don’t know if he’s an enemy yet,” Thomas replied. “Just because he was maybe doing business with Pavel doesn’t mean he’s tied up in the drone heist or that attack in Belarus, assuming those two attacks are connected. The New Reich had nothing to do with either of those operations. So we don't have any idea if this retired sub-commander is involved."

“No, but he’s the only lead we got,” Lara replied.

Ridley looked grim, which mirrored how she felt. Time was still ticking, and they weren't getting very far.

“He’s not the only lead,” Deputy Director Carmichael said.

They all turned to her.

“We’ve intercepted and decrypted some coded transmissions from the Russian military that announce that retired Admiral Yuri Volkov, military engineer Major Miron Evgeni, and several lesser-ranked individuals have been named enemies of the state. They are to be detained by any military or police officials who spot them and killed if they resist.”

“Whoa, this is getting good,” Kayden said. “What did they do?”

“The Russian communique didn’t mention that, which I find highly significant.”

“Any of the lower ranks former Spetsnaz?” Lara asked.

“Three of them. The others are civilian engineers.”

“Uh-oh,” Ridley said.

“Big time,” Kayden agreed. “Why didn’t you give me those names, dummy! I need to get to work on this.”

Carmichael frowned. “I’m sending those over now. In the meantime, Agents Ridley and King, you need to get up to Copenhagen.”

“You found out where Gavriil Kolya is?” Lara asked.

“Danish authorities are still trying to track him. But we need to you take a look at Major Miron Evgeni’s residence. He rented a short-term apartment in Copenhagen three months ago. It's still in his name, although not currently occupied. We haven't told the Danish authorities because we felt it better to take a look at it ourselves."

“We’ll get on the first flight up there,” Lara said. “Kayden, want to come to the airport and say hello?”

“Sure!”

Carmichael shook her head. “You won’t be going through Berlin. Weimar has a private airport and we’ve arranged for a plane to take you to Denmark.”

Kayden’s jaw dropped. “Wait. She’s not coming through Berlin?”

“There’s no time for a social call,” Carmichael said. “You both have too much work to do. With engineers involved and nuclear waste missing, Admiral Volkov might be making a set of dirty bombs. You know the devastation that could cause.”

“But she has to come up! Lara, tell her you have to come up.”

Lara’s heart sank. This wasn’t going to end well.

“I don’t think I can, buddy. Sorry.”

“But you promised!”

“I know. I’m sorry. I want to see you too, but—”

“You promised!”

Damn it. She had. She was the only adult who didn’t constantly disappoint him.

“Maybe we can pass through Berlin on our way, deputy director.” 

Carmichael shook her head. “We have work to do. Neither of you has time for socializing.”

“Nobody’s asking you, bitch!” Kayden shouted.

“Hey!” Ridley cut in. “You don’t talk to people like that! Apologize right now.”

“Don’t tell us what to do.”

Kayden cut off the video.

Lara slumped back in her chair, letting out a long, slow breath.

She had just disappointed someone in the family.


 

 

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Thomas Ridley had been against the whole idea of a child working for the CIA as soon as he learned about it. Now he hated it ten times as much.

Kayden was obviously unstable, obviously coddled to the point of insulting a boss he shouldn’t have been working for in the first place, and now he wasn’t answering anyone’s calls.

The boy genius, their back door into all the world’s intel, was sulking like the teenager he was.

And who could blame him? He was being used as a tool, denied a childhood, probably denied friends and family. It’s amazing the kid didn’t go completely mad.

Lara had spent the entire trip to Copenhagen trying to contact him. He hadn’t answered her, and apparently he hadn’t answered anyone else who tried to contact him either.

Damn it, they needed him. That was the worst part. They might not be able to complete the mission without him.

Oh God, that makes me as culpable as the rest.

Now Lara sat in the back seat of a cab as they headed from the airport into downtown Copenhagen on a dreary afternoon, passing lovely Danish style homes painted in bright colors as if to ward off the slate gray sky.

“Drop us off here, driver,” Thomas said. He said this in English. He had never learned Danish, because it wasn’t exactly a useful language and they all spoke English anyway. They all spoke German too, but addressing them in that language tended to be taken as an insult. World War Two had not been forgotten here.

They got out three blocks from the major's house. The weather was cool for spring, and it smelled of rain.

“Let’s get this done,” he said.

Lara didn’t reply. She wasn’t even all that alert like she usually was.

“Hey,” he snapped. “We’re on a mission here.”

“Yeah,” she grumbled. “A mission.”

In a softer tone, he said, “Give me his number.”

“He doesn’t want to talk to you.”

“I’ve noticed. But if he’s going to be the intel man on this mission, I should have his contact information. We're dealing with a possible nuclear strike, and I need to access all the intel independently.”

His new partner hesitated, torn between her obviously protective feelings for the boy and the logic of his request.

After a few seconds, logic won.

“Here.”

She showed him Kayden’s number, and Ridley copied it.

As they continued on toward Major Miron Evgeni’s apartment, Ridley reviewed in his head the thin dossier Kayden had managed to create about him before he had gone silent. Sixty years old. Had served in the Red Army Engineering Corps in Afghanistan and later in the post-Soviet army in Chechnya. While his had not been a combat unit, he had been in two of the bloodiest conflicts in the modern world.

He had probably seen a lot, survived a lot. Civilians tended to be unaware of how much units like the engineers and signals got in the line of fire. In the latest war in the Ukraine, the Russian engineering corps had taken huge losses, being on the front line building bridges and clearing roads under fire.

The chap might be getting a bit long in the tooth, but he was tough and would be ready to take on any mission.

Evgeni had left the military at age fifty and worked for a mechanical engineering company. Kayden couldn’t find out the details of his job, plus there was no record of his having quit or asking for a leave of absence. The details were sketchy, however. Kayden had spent more time researching the admiral.

He hadn’t had time to research the eight others at all, the lower ranked Spetsnaz and the civilian engineers.

Damn it! Why did he have to go on a sulk when they needed him?

Needed him? Good Lord, now he was thinking like the upper echelons of the CIA using a half-child as a military tool.

He glanced at the woman walking beside him, striding along with a single set purpose. Lara and Kayden obviously shared a bond. Was that bond forged because she, too, had worked for the CIA as a minor? The early part of her CV was vague and unconvincing, and Thomas suspected it was all fake. Had she been a child soldier?

God, he sure as hell hoped not!

How old had she been when she went on her first mission? How old had she been when she had made her first kill?

Thomas Ridley shuddered at the probable answer.

If there’s some sort of program that does this, it needs to be shut down. Find out as much as you can about it, gather solid evidence, and then go public. To hell with your career. This is far more important.

As soon as he had this thought, doubt rose up in him. Could he really turn against the country he had pledged his loyalty to? Of course, he was half British, but that nation was probably in collusion with the United States about this as it was with so much else.

And if he did go public, what then? That his career would be ruined was something he could bear. He had always done his duty. Very well, this was a higher duty. But what if they turned it around on him? What if they convincingly refuted all his evidence? What if they made up lies about him?

The CIA had done it before, all in the name of national security.

So, he might be throwing out all the good he could do in the future for a hopeless crusade.

Or maybe he was just letting his imagination run wild. They had recruited Kayden because he was a genius. A crime in and of itself, but that didn’t mean they made a habit of it. Lara was the most talented agent he had met. That didn’t mean she had been recruited while still a minor.

Don’t decide now. Watch. Gather evidence. Try to find allies. Once you do, then you can make a decision.

He had to put those disturbing thoughts away for the moment because the apartment building had come into view. It was a tidy little three-story building in a modern style, looking so respectable yet possibly hiding horrible secrets. The entire world felt like that sometimes.

Kayden had already hacked the security company’s key code for the building, so they let themselves in. Climbing two flights of stairs, smiling and nodding at an older woman heading downstairs with a shopping bag, they came to Major Evgeni’s door.

Thomas looked both ways, then pulled out a set of lockpicks.

“Hold on,” Lara whispered.

She crouched down, pulled out a mini Maglite, and shone it all around the edge of the door. Thomas took a sharp breath as he saw a wire just above the door latch.

“Well done,” he husked. Lara pulled out a thin set of clippers and snipped it.

Thomas got to work on the lock and opened it in a few seconds.

They cautiously opened the door and saw a dimly lit living room. The blinds were down, and not much light came in from the windows. Enough shone in from the hallway for them to see a Spartan living room and the grenade taped to the door frame. Pushing open the door would have made the wire pull the pin. Boom.

“I owe you one, as the Americans say.”

“You are American.”

“I am half American.”

Why couldn’t she recognize these important distinctions? Poorly socialized, obviously.

They closed the door behind them, turned on the light, and looked around. It was your typical short-term let, catering to traveling businessmen or tourists who wanted to stay in a particular place for a while. The furniture was Danish modern of a lower quality, the artwork on the walls bland, and the television enormous. Ridley had never understood why people experiencing a new city would want to watch television. Indeed, other than some of the documentaries on BBC 4, he never understood why people would want to watch television at all. America’s worst invention, worse even than the atomic bomb, which at least had kept the Cold War from turning into World War Three.

That may no longer be the case. He gave the living room a thorough search.

Nothing. Absolutely nothing. Major Evgeni had cleaned his place out.

They went to the well-appointed kitchen, which smelled faintly of spoiled food. There they found a nearly empty bottle of vodka, a half-full packet of ground coffee, some rotten fruit, and in the refrigerator a carton of spoiled milk and some sad-looking lettuce.

“The good major seems to have left a while ago,” Thomas said.

Lara nodded, and they headed to the bathroom. There, they found nothing except evidence that the major didn't aim too well when taking a pee. Frustrated, they went into the bedroom.

Another bland and functional room with nothing in the place except in the top drawer of the bureau where they found an empty packet of socks with a label for a clothing shop in Roskilde. Thomas hadn’t spent much time in Denmark but knew it as a historic port half an hour’s drive from Copenhagen and popular with tourists for its Viking Ship Museum featuring five remarkably preserved Viking ships dredged up from the silt of the harbor.

They took the label along, not knowing its significance, if any.

“Let’s brave the kitchen again,” Thomas said. “We neglected to rummage through the rubbish bin.”

“Trash can.”

Was this a joke? Was she trying to bring an air of levity to the investigation?

Probably not.

They opened the lid to the trash can and got a whiff of spoiled food. Grimacing, Ridley rummaged through the unidentifiable contents and found a circular for a local supermarket that carried the impression from a ballpoint pen. He could feel it, like Braille on the newsprint.

Holding it every which way, he puzzled out a street name and number. Number 15 Strandgade.

“If my Germanic linguistics are not entirely wrong, that translates to Beach Street.”

Lara got on her phone and looked it up on Google Maps.

“A café next to the harbor in Roskilde.”

“Roskilde again. Drinking coffee and buying socks? Well, it’s a lead.”

“Let’s go,” Lara said, heading for the door.

“May I wash my hands first?” Thomas said, holding up.

“Hurry up.”

He washed and then pocketed the grenade. Waste not, want not.

As soon as they got to the street, Thomas stopped. Lara turned to him, impatient. 

“Hold on,” Thomas said. “I won’t be a minute.”

He moved half a block down the street from Lara so she couldn’t see his phone and texted Kayden.

“Lara is hurt. Call me.”

He wondered if the kid was even looking at his phone. He didn’t have to wonder long.

An incoming video call from Kayden’s number came less than a minute after he had texted. He answered.

Kayden’s face appeared close-up, eyes wide, face pale, skin sheened with sweat. Briefly, Thomas felt bad about tricking the kid, but it was necessary.

“What happened? Is she OK?”

“She’s fine.”

“What? Was this a trick. You idiot! Why—”

“She is hurt. Emotionally. She feels terrible about breaking her promise and how you got so angry. She’s been brooding about it all day. Haven’t you seen her trying to call you?”

“She broke her promise.”

“She shouldn’t have made a promise she couldn’t keep. You’re right. But it wasn’t her fault she couldn’t keep it. You guys should talk. She’d feel so much better if you called her.”

Kayden looked away from the camera and muttered something Thomas couldn’t make out.

“Please?” Thomas said. “Do it for her. She feels really bad.”

“All right,” he moped.

The kid hung up without saying goodbye.

You’re welcome.

A moment later, Lara’s phone buzzed. She pulled it out, eyes going wide when she looked at the screen, and then immediately turned her back on Thomas and walked away.

He waited. For ten minutes, Thomas stood there. They had things to do but this needed to get sorted first. They needed their intel operator and they needed Lara in top shape.

Finally, Lara came back and gave him a curt nod.

“Let’s go,” Thomas said.

She didn’t reply. Ridley suspected that if she did she would stutter, and she was obviously self-conscious about that.

They headed out, Ridley confident that their team was, for the moment, back together.


 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Lara felt so relieved she was on the verge of tears. She sat looking out the window as Ridley drove their rental car past flat farm fields under a leaden sky.

When Kayden had stopped taking her calls, she had felt something close to panic. The logical part of her mind knew that he was just having one of his emotional episodes. Sometimes, if his handlers showed him disrespect or tried to get him to do something he didn't want to do, he'd lash out at them with nasty insults made doubly withering by the fact that they came from a child who was more intelligent than them. Then he'd lapse into a sullen silence that could last for days, even weeks.

But he had never done that with her. He was one of the few children in Project Phantasma who she had gotten close to, not like that cold child Ayesha. Lara hadn't given up on her or the few other children she knew, but she had come to rely on Kayden being there.

Strange that she relied on a maladjusted teenager as much as he relied on her.

But of course she would. Kayden was the closest thing to family she had ever had since she lost her parents at six.

She had known Kayden since he was small, one of the many Project Phantasma children she had managed to track down and try to create a bond with. Carmichael said it “distracted her from her work.” Director Clark Bainbridge said it was “damaging to the project.” She didn’t care. Her work wasn’t as important as her family. And the “project” wasn’t important at all.

She hated the project, and she hated Bainbridge for starting it.

And she hated herself for being the first guinea pig. If she hadn’t turned out to be such an effective agent, they wouldn’t have recruited more children. It should have ended with her.

But since Project Phantasma had been around for almost twenty years and had processed at least half a dozen children that she knew about, it was obviously not going anywhere. So it was her responsibility as the eldest to reach out and make sure these kids and young adults had someone they could talk to.

Kayden was the only one who had reached back. His genius-level intelligence had made him immune to their brainwashing, if not their manipulation.

God, how she wanted to kidnap them all and run off to an island somewhere and live a life away from all this!

But she couldn’t. She and Kayden and some of the other kids had saved tens of thousands of lives. They had stopped terrorist attacks, crushed organized crime rackets, and in one recent operation busted a human trafficking gang and freed almost a hundred women.

All while not being free themselves.

So they were trapped, saving a world that didn’t know they existed.

And they were all addicted to it. The older ones, anyway. When she was on a mission Lara felt in her element, able to outperform anyone. A gunfight was a lot simpler than trying to get a man to flirt with her in a rightwing beer hall. And it was way easier than going across the street to a friendly pub for no reason other than to get a drink and maybe meet some people.

And for Kayden, he got to manipulate his world in a way he was incapable of doing otherwise.

The younger ones scared her. They were all like Ayesha, mindless machines ready to follow orders through with ruthless efficiency. Project Phantasma’s methods had improved over the years. They had become better at blotting out feelings, increasing focus, creating the perfect operatives. In a few years, Ayesha and the other young ones would be terrifying.

It was terrible. Criminal. And yet they had saved so many lives, even stopped a few wars. And if her suspicions about the two attacks turned out to be correct, they might even stop a nuclear holocaust.

Sacrificing a few to save many. Bainbridge had used that logic on her so many times. She hated it that a part of her agreed with him.

They came into Roskilde, a tidy little town on an inlet of the North Sea. Orderly rows of houses painted yellow and white with gabled tile roofs. Above them rose the twin brick towers of the cathedral topped by tall bronze spires, their crosses silhouetted against the clouds.

Ridley drove down Strandgade, a two-lane street with the harbor to their right—the yachts and fishing boats bobbing in the water, with Danish, German, and other flags snapping in the wind—and a row of shops, cafés, and seafood restaurants to their left.

Ridley drove slowly. They passed the café. Despite the poor weather, there were a few people sitting at the outside tables. None of them matched the intelligence photos of the retired submarine commander Gavriil Kolya. The interior was too dark to see within.

They found a parking spot and retraced their steps. As they approached the café, Ridley took her hand.

“What are you doing?” she whispered, trying to pull away. He gripped it a bit harder.

“We’re married tourists. We can blend in better that way.”

Lara didn’t like it, but it was a standard procedure with male/female teams. No one noticed couples as much. This was one of the reasons she liked to work alone. Then she didn’t have to pose as part of one.

Leaving her hand as a dead weight in Ridley’s, they came to the café.

“Look at this nice view of the harbor, honey. Let’s get a coffee.”

“Sure,” she replied, trying to sound chipper.

They went inside and found an old-style café. The place looked early nineteenth century at the latest, with a low ceiling and heavy oak support beams. Several circular tables were scattered around and a counter ran along part of the back wall. The smells of baking and coffee roasting filled their nostrils.

Lara scanned the room and decided they were probably wasting their time. Gavriil Kolya wasn’t here, just a mixture of Danes and foreign tourists.

It had been a longshot, their only shot, and it looked like they had missed.

Nevertheless, they took a window seat and Ridley ordered them coffee and rolls. Lara looked out the window at the boats and spotted two yachts flying Russian flags she hadn't noticed on their drive past. One yacht looked modest, and the other luxurious. As Ridley sat down, she could tell from his gaze that he had spotted them, too.

“What a nice view,” he said. “Isn’t it a nice view, honey?”

“I always find the sea interesting.” Stop calling me honey.

No sign of life on the boats. The piers were open and anyone could walk down them, but they would be conspicuous.

“Probably the smaller one,” Ridley said under his breath.

Lara nodded. While NATO had paid him off for his intelligence, that had been a long time ago and there was no evidence Kolya had struck it rich in the years since then.

They sat for several minutes, nursing their coffees and nibbling their rolls. Lara grew impatient. They didn’t have time for an extended stakeout. They didn’t even know if the target was in this town. They had come here on the slimmest of evidence. So there were two Russian yachts here. So what? There were plenty of rich Russians sailing around northern waters. Lara tried to think of an alternate course of action. Maybe Kayden would come up with something.

Ridley stood. “Sorry. Just a quick trot to the washroom. Back in a tick.”

He left. Lara continued to look out the window, her sharp eyes taking everything that moved in the road, the sidewalk, and the port.

After about a minute, someone emerged from the cabin of the smaller Russian yacht. He was an older man wearing a Navy peacoat and black cap. Lara couldn’t tell for sure from this distance, but he looked like Gavriil Kolya.

Lara pulled out her phone, turned on the camera, and zoomed in. The figure had stepped off the yacht and was walking down the pier in the direction of shore.

As the figure enlarged on her screen, she recognized the retired submarine commander.

Lara glanced in the direction of the bathroom.

What a time to go take a leak. Idiot.

Well, that idiot got Kayden talking to you again. Props for that. But he’s no good on these missions.

Or as Kayden put it, “At least that loser figured out I’m more important to this mission than he is.”

She got up and walked out of the café.

Jogging across the street and getting an angry honk from a driver who had to slam on the brakes, she got to the pier. Gavriil Kolya was only about twenty yards away, still walking toward her.

Then he spotted her. He stopped, looked around. Lara looked around, too. There were a few people on the decks of various boats, and a pair of dockworkers winding some rope two piers over, but no one too close.

She continued to walk along the pier, putting on a serene smile and gazing out across the harbor, pretending to be a sightseer but all the while keeping Kolya in her peripheral vision. 

He started walking again, his gait hesitant, his hands in the pockets of his pea coat.

Lara pretended to admire a motorboat that was just heading out, churning up water as its powerful engine shot it away from the pier. She wanted to take her phone out and pretend to take a picture to make her movements more convincing, but decided against it. Putting her hands in her pockets might make him pull out whatever he had in his.

They continued to walk toward each other.

Just as they had almost closed on each other, Lara turned to face him.

Something in her expression gave her away. He pulled his hand out of his pocket. It gripped a snub-nosed automatic. 

 


 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

Lara leapt forward, extending her hand in a karate chop, and smacked the gun out of his hand. It spun away to splash in the water.

Gavriil Kolya backed away, eyes wide, hands out as if to push her away. He said something in rapid Russian that she didn’t understand. Her Russian was as bad as the rest of her essential languages.

“Stay calm. I’m not going to hurt you,” she said in English.

Kolya looked beyond her shoulder. Just then, Lara heard the sound of running feet.

She stepped back from Kolya and glanced behind her. Ridley was running up the pier.

Lara turned back to the former submarine commander, who she had taken her eyes off of for less than a second; she found him already running back toward his boat.

“Damn it!”

She went after him. Darting a glance to either side, she saw a few people staring. She hoped they hadn’t spotted the gun. She didn’t want anyone calling the police. The last thing she needed was to have to tangle with local bureaucracy. Her partner slowed her down enough.

Lara chased Kolya down within a few steps. 

She cut him off, and he stopped panting.

“I’m not going to hurt you!” she said as she grabbed him by the collar of his coat. “I just want to ask you a few questions.”

This guy seemed more afraid than hostile. Smacking the gun out of his hand hadn’t improved his feelings.

“Who are you? What do you want with me?” Kolya asked in heavily accented English.

“I’m CIA, and I want to ask you about Major Miron Evgeni.”

Kolya paused, then let out a long, slow breath and sat down on a bench by the gunwale.

“All right,” he said in a soft voice.

The change was immediate and total, and left Lara wondering.

Ridley had finally arrived. Just as he did, two sailors from a nearby boat came over.

They asked a question in German and Ridley pulled out a badge. Both Ridley and Lara routinely carried Interpol badges. It smoothed things over with the locals.

As Ridley talked to them, Lara addressed Kolya in a low voice so the others couldn’t hear.

“Do you know him?”

The submarine commander gave the three men on the pier a wary look and nodded.

“Did he visit you here?”

“Yes, several times. We would meet on the boat.”

That address for the café was probably so Evgeni could find the boat. Kolya is moored right opposite.

“Why did he want to meet?”

Kolya gave the men another worried look. Lara kept an eye on him. He didn’t look like he was going to bolt or try to fight. He did look nervous, though.

The two sailors Ridley was speaking to nodded and walked away, giving Kolya a last, curious look. Ridley climbed aboard.

“This is my partner,” Lara said, eliciting an annoying smile from Ridley. “So tell us why he wanted to meet with you.”

Kolya let out a sigh. “I am sorry I pulled a gun on you. I fear for my life. I was worried you were agents sent by Putin, or perhaps by Admiral Volkov.”

“Why would they want to hurt you?” Ridley asked.

Kolya barked out a laugh. “You should have figured that out by now.” He gave another nervous glance around. “Let’s go inside the cabin. Living in a harbor is like living in a village. Everyone knows the gossip.”

"Wait," Ridley said. He pulled out his gun and entered the cabin. After a moment, he stuck his head out the door. “All clear.”

They entered. As soon as they were out of sight, Lara patted him down. No weapons.

“I was only allowed that one pistol,” he told them. “You can check with the authorities. It’s legal. Although I suppose you are arresting me for something more important than that.”

“It depends on your cooperation.”

Kolya nodded. “I think I have made a terrible mistake.”

“Tell us more,” Lara said.

He seemed to be in a talking mood, although Lara studied him closely, wary of any attempt at deception. She had been trained in body language and could usually tell when someone was lying.

“I have been living in Roskilde for some time now. I have moved around a lot since coming to the West, always the ports. NATO gave me a stipend and while it wasn’t as much as I would have liked, after saving I was able to buy a boat. Leaving the Navy was the hardest thing I ever did, but I could not stand what Russia had turned into. You are too young to remember, but after the fall of Communism, Russia all but collapsed. The Soviet network of industry fell apart. The ruble sank to nothing. Pensions dwindled to pocket change, and many young men and women found themselves without a job. 

"I could have stood that. Russia had been through hard times before, and I am a patriot, but it was because I was a patriot that I had to leave the Motherland. It was the time of the oligarchs when oil barons and gangsters took over. Former Party officials now dressed up in Armani suits became the politicians and were nothing more than puppets for the criminal element. I could no longer serve in the armed forces of such a country. So I decided to do the only thing I could do—leave to the West and reveal to you people all the dirt that I knew about everyone in power. Oh, I had learned a lot. I had been courted by the new order, you see. They thought they could buy me, and what I learned over vodka and caviar I decided to use against them.

"How disappointed I was at how NATO used my information! They didn't care about Russia's corruption. They reveled in the Motherland's weakness. All they really wanted to know was our military capabilities. I gave it to them, thinking that they would never dare invade even a weakened Russia. Look how bad off we were under Stalin, and we were still able to defeat Hitler's Panzer divisions! Plus, we still had our nuclear arsenal. So no, they did not invade, but they hemmed in Russia on all sides, expanding NATO to the Baltic states and all of Eastern Europe.”

While Lara wondered when he’d get to the point, she decided not to interrupt him. She had seen with interrogation subjects that it was best to let them talk once they got into a talkative mood. They often gave out details they wouldn’t otherwise.

Kolya went on.

“We had been defeated. I had been defeated. Betrayed. I didn't harbor any ill will against NATO. They were only looking for advantage. They know the struggle between East and West is never ending. I was a fool to believe in their talk of rapprochement. When Putin came to power, I put my faith in him. Finally, we had a strong leadership again. He retook Crimea, crushed the Chechens, rebuilt the armed forces into something we could be proud of. But he was another disappointment. He put too many good patriots in jail for no other crime than they thought differently than him. And then he invaded the Ukraine. A foolish move. Why fight our brother Slavs when we should be uniting with them?”

“And you’re not the only one who feels this way,” Lara said. She saw where this was going.

“No. Many others did and … ” he took a deep breath “ … and I will tell you who. Because they, too, have become a disappointment. I thought they would renew Russia. They still think they will, but not like this. No, not like this.”

He bowed his head.

“So tell us what happened,” Ridley said in a gentle voice.

Gavriil Kolya sat up straight and snapped his fingers, pointing to a cabinet. “Fetch me the vodka you’ll find in there, young man, and three glasses. It is not easy to betray one’s country.”

“No, I suppose it isn’t,” Ridley whispered.

He went for the cabinet, then paused, pulled out a mini Maglite, and shone it around the edge of the door.

Kolya chuckled. “You think I would blow you up and myself as well? It is tempting, a final blow against old enemies. But no, there are greater enemies, and sad to say they are my own countrymen.”

Ridley checked the door anyway. Once he felt satisfied it was safe, he opened it and fetched the vodka and glasses.

Great. More drinking.

Kolya popped open a little folding table set into the wall and poured them each a drink.

“I have drunk with CIA agents before, when I first left Russia.”

“Why did you believe me when I told you we were CIA?” Lara asked. “We are, it’s just that I don’t understand why you accepted that so quickly.”

“Because you didn’t kill me. The admiral’s men would have killed me, thinking I talked like I am about to talk now. Putin’s men would have killed me for helping them. Nazdarovya.”

Kolya raised his glass.

“Nazdarovya,” Lara and Ridley said together.

They drank. This time Lara was expecting it and didn’t sputter and cough like in the German beerhall. It still felt like acid.

“So yes,” Kolya said, putting his glass down on the table with a soft clunk. “Major Evgeni did come to see me. Several times, in fact. I was under the impression that he was staying here in Denmark. Copenhagen perhaps. He had some intelligence on some new underwater drones he wanted my advice on. The X5-B, an experimental model your country is developing.”

Lara nodded. The old submarine commander poured them all another round and went on.

"He is a good engineer, but he has no knowledge of submarine warfare, so he wanted to speak with someone sympathetic who does. He revealed to me that they were going to steal these drones and use them to attack the West. I thought this was a risky plan but a good one. They would not do it in the name of the government, and they would not be terrorists because they would strike military targets. Because of this, I advised them. They already had the details of the drones and wanted to make sure they had the capabilities they wanted before breaking in and stealing them.”

“They didn’t ask you to join them?”

Kolya took another shot. So did Ridley. Lara held onto hers. “No. They know that the Danish police keep an eye on me, so I would be a security risk. Perhaps they thought I couldn’t be entirely trusted because of the secrets I gave to NATO. I don’t know. But I am glad they didn’t ask me to join. I heard from a contact about the raid on the nuclear waste site in Belarus. When that happened, I knew they were planning on turning those drones into dirty bombs. No good can come of that.”

Lara felt a shiver go down her spine.

So this is really happening.

“But you didn’t inform the authorities,” she said, her voice wavering.

Kolya smiled weakly and poured himself a third shot. “I thought about it. My conscience was torn. I did not want to betray my country a second time, and now here I am, doing just that.”

"Do you know what their targets are?"

"No. The major asked many questions about using subs to approach ships and how to navigate into busy ports. If I was them, I would attack the U.S. Atlantic fleet on my way to New York and Washington. There is a U.S. Army base right at the entrance to the Hudson River, and the U.S. Navy Yard on the Potomac right at Washington, D.C. Blasting those would seriously damage U.S. military capabilities and poison the two most important cities on the East Coast."

“Did you suggest this?”

“No. I didn’t realize they would arm them with nuclear waste. I thought they’d just use them to take out a few ships, weaken American reach, and fire the zeal of Russian patriots. But this? This is madness. Even at the height of the Cold War, our leaders never thought of making a first strike with nuclear weapons."

The submarine commander poured himself another shot.

“Well, at least it will take time,” Ridley said. “They’ll have to make the warheads in some safe location and then send out the drones. But they only have a range of 1,000 nautical miles. The Atlantic is more than 3,000 nautical miles wide. Perhaps they’ll hit bases in Europe.”

“They already thought of that,” Kolya said, his words slurring a bit as he knocked back another drink. “They bought a ship, an old freighter. I think they’re going to cross the Atlantic and launch the drones from international waters.”

“This ship, do you know its name?”

“No.” He poured another shot. “Evgeni mentioned it was an old freighter from ‘the glory days.’ I suppose that means it was built in the Soviet Union. That’s all I know. I wish I could tell you more.”

He took another drink.

Ridley stepped forward and put a hand on his shoulder.

“You did the right thing.”

“Did I?” Kolya mumbled into his glass. "Twice now, I've become a traitor. I've done it because I thought it was the right thing to do. Perhaps it was, but I am still a traitor."

Lara saw a strange expression cross Ridley’s face. He looked just as hurt as the captain. Why?

“You sure there’s no other detail you’ve forgotten?” Lara asked. “Anything, no matter how small, that might be of help?”

“No,” Kolya sighed, pouring another drink. “I’ve told you everything. God help me, but I’ve told you everything.”

Lara handed him a card with the number of the CIA hotline. “If you think of anything or hear anything, call this number.”

Kolya didn’t even look at it. She set the card down beside his bottle.

“Thank you,” Lara said.

They left him in his boat with his bottle and climbed up on the pier.

The moment they did, a shot rang out inside the boat.

They rushed back and found Kolya lying on the ground next to an open drawer, a pistol in his hand and a widening pool of blood around his head.

 


 

 

 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

A few hours later, Thomas Ridley sat next to Lara King in the back of a CIA vehicle speeding into downtown Madrid. They had taken a CIA charter flight from Copenhagen back to the Spanish capital. When they had called in their findings, NATO had gone into high alert and called an emergency meeting. Several national intelligence agencies had decrypted the Russian message calling for the arrest of Admiral Volkov and his men and had decided it must have something to do with the Spain and Belarus raids. The U.S. government had admitted some underwater drones had been stolen. From there, it was a quick jump to using the drones for dirty bombs.

That got everybody in a panic.

It was decided to do this in Madrid rather than NATO headquarters in Brussels because the Belgian capital, unlike Madrid, had a navigable river. Admiral Volkov might try to send one of his drones up the river and blast the city. 

Plus, Madrid was closer to the initial attack.

“Any updates?” Thomas asked the driver, a young and low-ranked CIA agent.

“Nothing I’ve been told. All I know is that all the top brass are showing up. America’s European command. NATO. National armed forces. European Union representatives. People are flying in from all over. You’re the fifth ride I’ve given today. We have a whole team picking up people at the airport.”

“I hope it isn’t a case of too many chefs in the kitchen,” Thomas muttered, sitting back in his seat and looking out the window.

 

***

 

It turned out to be exactly that. The assembled dignitaries met in an enormous conference hall that was part of the Congreso de los Diputados, the Congress of Deputies, the lower branch of the Spanish parliament. Thomas and Lara sat near the back next to one of the doors and stared at the buzzing crowd of at least three hundred politicians, ambassadors, generals, and admirals from a dozen different nations. Giant screens showed another two hundred faces of those who couldn’t get there in time, including the Prime Minister of Canada and the Vice President of the United States. The speaker of the Spanish parliament was trying to call for order but kept getting interrupted as more dignitaries filed in and had to be introduced. The Japanese ambassador had just shown up, as had the Brazilian military attaché.

When the speaker finally got some semblance of order, the first item on the agenda was whether or not to allow the Belarusian president to attend via video call. This led to a debate on whether or not to grant this request. Those against argued that Belarus was one of Russia’s few allies and this could be a trick to learn the West’s intentions, while those who wanted Belarus in the conference pointed out that they had been a victim just like Spain and the United States and might be able to supply key information. Those against countered that any information they provided might be false and intended to mislead. Some even suggested that the raids had been done at the behest of Moscow.

And around and around it went. The actual meeting hadn’t even started yet.

Thomas leaned over to Lara. “Has Kayden gotten back to you yet?”

"No. I would have told you. He's analyzing all sales of former Soviet ships, but he doesn't know when the sale happened and a lot of ships change their names as they end up being owned by different nationalities. Plus, he has to send out documents for translation."

“We could narrow it down. They’re probably still in the Mediterranean.”

“Why do you say that?”

“The drones got sent out under their own power. They have just enough range to go to Portugal or northwest Africa. Or more likely they went to the Black Sea or the Aegean. More likely the Black Sea. Closer to Belarus so they can link up with the raiders who took the nuclear waste. You don’t want to travel far when you have a load of that stuff.”

“You’re right, but there must be dozens of former Soviet ships in those waters.”

“Hundreds, more likely. But it gives the lad a start.”

“I’ll text him.” She got on her phone.

As she sent the text, Thomas thought for a moment.

“You know,” he said, “they probably haven’t gotten very far yet. If they’re in a freighter, they couldn’t be more than a third of the way across the Mediterranean. They’ll need at least another couple of days to make it to the Strait of Gibraltar. All we have to do is block the Strait. The Spanish, British, and American navies have bases right there.”

“Excellent idea,” Lara said, then jabbed a thumb at the squabbling dignitaries. “Do you think these people can get organized in the next day or two?”

“They could at least get the navies on alert.”

“They already have. But they’re not going to stop all the traffic going through the Strait. A quarter of the shipping in the world passes through there. Impractical and politically impossible.”

“Hm. I guess you’re right.”

The dignitaries were still debating about whether Belarus should be allowed to attend by conference call. To add to the confusion, the Belarusian ambassador to Spain had shown up at the entrance to the Congreso de Diputados, and now there was a debate about whether or not to allow the man in.

The UK military attaché stood and shouted down the Greek ambassador, who was droning on about how they couldn't trust the Belarusians. 

"We need to streamline this discussion! Time is of the essence here. We have a rogue admiral with highly dangerous drones, perhaps filled with nuclear waste. We must find him and we must find him now. All other discussions are irrelevant. We—"

The Turkish prime minister, speaking from a video monitor in Ankara, interrupted him. "We don't even know this is happening. This is all supposition. There was a theft of drones, yes. There was a break-in at the Ostrovets Radioactive Materials Storage Facility in Belarus, yes. And now we have this Russian announcement of several individuals being charged with some unspecified crime. We have no evidence that these three events are connected. In fact, we—”

The UK military attaché cut him off. “We have valid intelligence from operatives in the field that these events are connected.”

“Can you give us this evidence?”

You mean will the chap point us out in the crowd? Certainly not, old boy.

“That’s classified.”

“Bah! You and your American masters won’t share all the information. This is yet another example of how you want to unnecessarily stoke tensions with Russia.”

“Russia wants these people, too.”

“Yes, but you have already asked us to search all Russian vessels, harming their economy and violating international law.”

“We must do something and we must do it now!” the UK military attaché thundered.

“This is a circus,” Thomas grumbled. “Has that boy gotten back to you yet?”

“Give him time. He’s not a miracle worker.”

“You could have fooled me.”

The Polish prime minister spoke up. "Why hasn't the Russian ambassador or president been invited to this meeting? We need to hear from them."

The Spanish speaker of the house cut in. “I was about to announce that we have received a message from Vladimir Putin on this issue. Please all be silent and don’t interrupt while I read it.”

At last. Perhaps we’ll actually learn something.

The speaker cleared his throat and read from a note he held.

“To all the governments of the world,

The Russian government has declared Admiral Yuri Volkov, Major Miron Evgeni, and several others whose names will be attached to this document as enemies of the state. They are charged with performing a rogue operation on the U.S. Navy Scrapyard near Valencia, Spain. As is typical of the United States, there was a secret military laboratory beneath this scrapyard working on new weapons on Spanish soil without the knowledge or permission of the Spanish government. We understand that valuable military technology was stolen from this laboratory.

“This was done without the knowledge or permission of the Russian government, and because of the danger this puts all the world into, we have declared these individuals enemies of the state.

“These individuals are not agents of the Russian government and we denounce this action. Despite this, the U.S. government has used this raid as an excuse to send a team of U.S. Navy SEALS to raid the Ostrovets Radioactive Materials Storage Facility in Belarus. This shameful act on a close Russian ally is a clear act of provocation that should and must be denounced by every civilized nation in the world. Despite this provocation, we will share any and all information we get on the movements and intentions of Admiral Volkov and his men. I call on the world to unite against these bandits and the American gangsterism it has caused.

Vladimir Putin”

The assembly broke out into an excited babble. Several people tried to speak at once and the speaker banged his gavel, pleading for order and getting totally ignored.

“Well, that told us absolutely nothing,” Thomas grumbled.

“We need to get out of here,” Lara said, getting up.

“I agree, but where?”

“Let’s try to intercept that ship ourselves.”

“All right,” Thomas said, eager for action. Any action. “The CIA station here can gear us up, but we need a boat and we need to know which ship to target.”

“By the time we get our gear, get to the coast, and get a boat, perhaps Kayden will have found our target.”

Thomas smiled. “Or maybe these fine individuals will have organized a concerted response and dealt with the issue.”

Lara stared at him for a moment, then something clicked. “Oh, that was sarcasm.”

Thomas raised an eyebrow. “Yes. That was sarcasm.”

Lara shook her head and headed for the door. “Let’s go.”

“Don’t get out much, do you?”

“Shut up.”

Thomas glanced over his shoulder as they left the assembly hall. The speaker was still striking his gavel, calling for order, and the dignitaries were still squabbling.

Looks like we’re on our own for this one.

 

 


 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Lara tried to control her frustration. It was already late morning of the following day and they still weren’t out on the water.

After leaving the assembly, they had rushed to the embassy where the CIA station was and found no one there of any authority. Everyone was at the assembly. They had to call Luis Calderón back to get the weapons locker open and each took a CQBR Carbine, a type of compact assault rifle good for urban or shipboard combat. They also took a number of flashbangs and tear gas grenades. Sadly, with Madrid being such a usually quiet spot, the weapons locker didn't have any heavier weaponry. They tried to get the Marines who guarded the embassy to give up a rocket launcher or at least some fragmentation grenades, but their commander insisted he wasn't authorized to do so.

More bureaucracy. God, she hated bureaucracy.

At least Calderón got them a private jet back to the U.S. Navy Scrapyard at Valencia. She had an idea that they could use something there.

In addition to the underwater drones, the lab under the scrapyard contained the 2M Class D, an advanced minisub that could carry two crew members. While it lacked weaponry, it was designed for speed, silence, and range and was tailored for recon missions. It would be the perfect vehicle to sneak up to the freighter so they could climb aboard and take over the ship.

Except for four problems.

First, the soldiers down here were as stubborn as the soldiers back in Madrid. They wouldn’t give them any weaponry.

Second, they didn’t have any authorization to go on this mission. Calderón was trying to get it, but with everyone in the U.S. government haggling with representatives of other governments, it was hard to even get anyone on the phone.

Third, Kayden still hadn’t found the ship. He had narrowed it down to nine possibilities. Nine. Two were in the Black Sea, and the rest were in the eastern Mediterranean.

Fourth, while the minisub was fully operational and ready to go, there wasn’t enough fuel for the damn thing to go more than about a hundred miles. That wouldn’t be nearly enough to track down freighters in the middle of the Mediterranean.

The lab techs had been using it to ride alongside the drones for short distances or to serve as a target in mock operations. They had never needed to use it on the open sea.

The 2M Class D used a special kind of fuel and there wasn’t any extra at the lab. The naval base at Rota had that kind of fuel, but that was 350 miles away. Calderón was currently on the phone trying to get some airlifted over.

In the meantime, they were stuck twiddling their thumbs.

The lab was an eerie place now. The bodies had been taken away, replaced by chalk outlines and dried bloodstains. Most of the machinery and computers had been switched off, and except for a single Marine standing guard outside the door, they were alone in the lab’s vast silence.

Lara didn’t like wasting time. It was against her nature to just sit around doing nothing. Since she had never been to this lab before—she hadn’t even heard of it—she decided to look around.

She strolled up and down the aisles of spare machine and electronics parts, wondering how someone could know what all these gadgets were for. While she had a good grounding in basic electronics and had been trained to drive or fly just about any vehicle, including miniature submarines, this stuff was on another level. It took a genius like Kayden to walk in here and not only understand everything, but be able to tell what was missing.

Lara turned to go back to the workshop area and found Ridley a few paces behind her. She jerked to a stop, shocked that she hadn’t heard him.

“What are you doing?” she demanded.

“I was about to ask you the same thing.”

“Just looking around.”

“For what?”

Lara shrugged. She had no answer to that.

She headed over to the workshop, Ridley tagging behind. There she came across another bewildering array of machines and parts. She knew that the most important parts for the drones were gone. She didn’t think she could learn anything here.

Learn what exactly? She didn’t know. But having been raised inside the Company, having been raised on lies and deception, Lara King never passed up a chance to snoop.

Casting a glance at the entrance to make sure the guard was still on the other side of the door and not watching her, she moved over to a row of computers all arranged in a tidy line, the one stolen by the intruders leaving a gap like a pulled tooth.

The computers, like the machine tools, were switched off. She felt tempted to turn them on and see what they had on their hard drives but that might be detected and she didn’t have the passwords anyway. Instead, she started rummaging through the desk drawers.

She found various personal items and some memory sticks. Briefly, Lara considered taking one and then wondered what she would do with it.

Find out more about what’s going on. For someone with such a high security clearance, I sure do get left in the dark a lot. The more I know about the people controlling me and the other kids, the more I can try and get free of them.

That still wasn't a good enough reason. A new engineering team would have to come in here to replace the one that got slaughtered, and they'd need all the resources they could get. She didn't want to be a hindrance to her colleagues just so she could look through a bunch of engineering and computer programming files she would barely understand.

Nevertheless, she kept searching. She had done this all the time growing up—eavesdropping on her trainers' conversations, peeking out the window as they came and left, looking over their shoulders as they dialed numbers or made notes. A couple of times, they were so careless that she got a chance to rummage through their purses. Anything that might teach her something about the people she relied on and hated.

As she grew older, her snooping became more expert, the cues she could pick up on more subtle. But she was always under a watchful eye, and those opportunities came few and far between, rare treats in a grueling upbringing of constant training.

Once she was made a full agent and given quarters of her own, she was kept too busy to do much snooping. Her life was one mission after another. 

So even though she had no idea what she could find here that would be of any interest or use to her, she kept on looking.

Ridley’s soft voice interrupted her search.

“May I remind you that what you are doing is illegal?”

“Is it?” Lara opened another drawer.

“I do believe so, yes. Unless there’s a level of security clearance of which I am unaware that allows an agent to ransack a secret weapons lab.”

“I’m not ransacking. I’m exploring,” she said without looking up.

“Until you find something you want. Then the ransacking will begin.”

“If you’re so concerned about the legality of it all, why did you only bring it up now?”

Ridley made a noise like he was about to say something, then stopped.

Good. He talked too much anyway.

She went down the line of computers, systematically checking all the drawers. When she got to the desk at the center of the line, the one where the computer had been taken, she noticed that there was a locked drawer that had been forced open.

Inside were about forty memory sticks tucked in a plastic holder case. Nothing else. Judging from the contents of the other drawers, there had probably been at least one external hard drive. All the others drawers had contained one.

She checked the memory sticks. There were a lot more of them than in the other drawers. All had labels written on them with a fine-pointed Sharpie.

Most of the labels didn’t tell her anything. They were acronyms she didn’t recognize with dates from the last few years. Lara decided to go through them all. Ridley stood just behind her, looking over her shoulder. Lara ignored him.

As she went through the row of memory sticks, she noticed the dates were going back in time. There were back-ups of files stretching back years and then decades.

At the last one, she stopped cold, staring at the label, her breath caught in her throat.

It bore the label “Project Pulse” and a date that was forever engraved on her memory.

The date was twenty years ago when her parents had died in a car crash.

This has to be a coincidence. It has to be.

She forced herself to breathe.

“You all right?” Ridley asked.

Jesus. Is it so obvious?

She glanced in the direction of the door again. The guard wasn’t in sight.

Lara cleared her throat, focused on her speech and said, “Nothing here.”

She packed the memory drives away and palmed the one with the fatal date.

Then she closed the drawer and stood.

As she turned, Ridley stepped in front of her and met her eye. He didn’t say a word, just maintained eye contact.

Oh, crap. He saw that.

Neither agent said anything. The silence extended like a physical thing stretched to its limit and bound to snap.

“I hope Kayden calls soon,” Ridley said in a level voice. “There’s nothing more to do here.”

Lara blinked. “N-no. l-let’s … ”FOCUS “let’s go check out the submarine again.”

They walked to the pier together in silence.

Just as they made it, their phones buzzed simultaneously.

It was a message from Calderón.

“Got the fuel. Flying it to you within the hour.”

“Good,” Lara said. “Let’s take this thing for a spin. I want to get used to the controls before we set out for real.”

“I hope we don’t have to search all nine ships.”

“Kayden will narrow it down. We always figure it out in the end.”

I wonder what I’ll have to figure out on that memory stick.

The little piece of electronic equipment felt like it was burning a hole in her pocket. She tried not to think about it. This mission was far more important. Her own feelings would have to wait.

Why is it always that way?

 

 


 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

As the sun set over the Mediterranean, its rays casting a golden path in front of the repurposed freighter, Admiral Yuri Volkov stood at the prow, mulling over his options.

The announcement over Russian military radio that he and several of his men were being hunted frightened him not at all. He had known it would come. It did concern him, though. He had hoped that Putin’s corrupt and shortsighted regime wouldn’t figure out who had made the attacks so soon. And now they had broadcast the information to the world.

The general communication frequencies they had used to broadcast the information were the least encrypted of Russian military communications. The Americans, British, and several other powers were capable of decrypting them. It took time, however, and the sheer mass of data passing over the airwaves meant that the message, although repeated several times, might get lost in the shuffle for a while.

Eventually, however, the Western powers would decrypt it. It would not take a genius to link up that message with the attacks in Spain and Belarus. 

They might already be after them. 

Could they discover that they were on this ship? It was possible. While they had used various shell companies and false documents to make the purchase, someone might be able to untangle that web of secrecy and learn the name of the ship.

That, too, would take time. So as with all military operations it came down to a question of how much the enemy knew and how quickly they could act on that knowledge.

He scanned the sea with a powerful pair of binoculars. While he saw an oil tanker, a cargo ship, and three freighters scattered from the middle distance to the horizon, there were no warships in sight, and his man at the radar had spotted no movements toward them. How long would that last?

If they were lucky, they might get out onto the high seas and be able to attack the U.S. Atlantic fleet, or maybe even make it to the eastern seaboard of the United States itself.

That would be ideal, but it wasn’t necessary to complete his plans.

If they could get past the Strait of Gibraltar and found the enemy closing in, then it wasn’t far to the U.S./Spanish naval base at Rota. That could be good enough.

If they approached the Strait and found it sealed, or if the enemy intercepted them in the Mediterranean, then they’d have to settle for attacking the U.S. Mediterranean fleet or perhaps an allied port.

He did not want to settle for the latter option. He needed to hit an American target. Hitting the Italians or the French or one of the many British warships in the Mediterranean wouldn’t be nearly as effective. It was the United States that called the shots in NATO, the United States that was the symbol of Western power. He had to strike the Americans if this whole plan was going to have the desired effect.

So planning for the worst-case scenario, what should he target?

He was now in the middle of the Mediterranean, approaching Sicily. There was a Naval Air Station there, but it was inland. Further up the west coast of Italy at Naples was the Naval Support Activity Naples, a mixed Italian/U.S. base. It was home to U.S. Naval Forces Europe and Africa and the U.S. Sixth Fleet. The actual base was several kilometers inland, but the port was sure to have at least some U.S. Navy vessels. 

The problem was it was a detour. He’d have to head north when his main goal was to head west.

But would he have time to get to any of the targets to the west?

Just then, Major Evgeni came up with two cups of coffee and handed him one.

“Thank you, major.”

“The engineers worked around the clock and all the nuclear warheads are now ready, sir.”

“Good news,” he said, nodding, and took a sip of coffee. “Are the conventional warheads ready as well?”

“Yes, sir.”

“With this alert going out, we may have to use more conventional means.”

“I see.”

The disappointment was audible in the major’s voice. Like Volkov, he wanted to detonate dirty bombs in New York and Washington, D.C. Strike where the United States would feel it the most. Those twin strikes would cripple the American economy and galvanize the Slavic world. It would take years for the U.S. to recover, perhaps forever.

And the Slavs, led by the Russians, could take their rightful place as the world’s greatest superpower.

“The communications officer has been monitoring the Russian military communications,” Major Evgeni said. “He hasn’t heard of any concerted plan to pursue us. This ship hasn’t been named and while the general alert has been given out a few times since, there’s no information as to our whereabouts.”

“Have any new names been added to the list?”

“No, sir.”

“Any news on the Americans or British?” Those were by far the two biggest naval forces in the Mediterranean.

“Nothing on the Russian channels, sir.”

Admiral Volkov took another sip of his coffee. For the hundredth time, he wished he had a decryption expert on the team. Then he wouldn’t be fighting blind.

“But I know they’re out here,” the admiral said. “An American carrier group off the coast of Israel, another somewhere in the eastern Atlantic, a few ships docked in Italy, and the British at Gibraltar. The British are the most likely to intercept us.”

“And you want to use the conventional warheads to sink their ships?” the major asked. “Remember we only have nine drones, sir.”

“Yes. But that means we can use seven and still have two left over for New York and Washington. How quickly can the warheads be switched out?”

“In a matter of minutes, sir.”

“Good,” the admiral said, placing the coffee cup on the guardrail and scanning the waters with his binoculars again. “We might have to fight a good, old-fashioned naval battle before the day is done.”

 

***

 

Lara sat at the controls of the sleek minisub. There was barely enough room to sit upright, and the sub was so narrow that Ridley's seat was directly behind her. There was no room to lie down, and the chemical toilet was tucked behind the back of the second seat with no other privacy. Ridley had already taken a leak in it, and the smell had mingled with the recirculated air that already stank of machine oil and grease.

Despite the cramped interior and bad company, Lara thrilled at the machine’s speed and maneuverability. She had trained on minisubs but that training had come before the introduction of the 2M Class D. The principles were the same but the abilities were vastly improved.

She was cruising along just below the surface, the advanced periscope giving a 360-degree view. The Spanish shoreline dwindled way at a remarkable rate as she sped southeast into the open Mediterranean. She took the sub in a tight, fast curve unachievable for any normal vessel, then plunged beneath the waves and sunk faster than a stone. The sonar gave a crystal-clear picture of everything around her, and if she wanted more detail, floodlights could illuminate their entire surroundings.

If only this thing had torpedoes! Then, they could take out the enemy vessel with the push of a button.

Sadly, that was only a fantasy. This was an unarmed reconnaissance sub, and they couldn’t allow all that nuclear waste to sink to the bottom of the Mediterranean.

Besides, they still didn’t know what ship to hit.

Her radio lit up. Even though they were at a depth of two hundred feet, the radio message came through thanks to the U.S. Navy's Very Low Frequency radio network, which sent out signals at 3.5kHz, capable of penetrating water to a depth of 30 meters.

The message was simple. “1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 8”

“We got a message from Kayden,” she called over her shoulder. “He’s eliminated three of the nine ships. I’m going to surface so we can get more info.”

“All right.”

They surfaced. VLF communications had a very narrow bandwidth and so could only send out very brief messages quite slowly. Anything more substantive required getting on a more standard military communication band. Those signals couldn’t penetrate water. So she had to either surface or deploy a surface buoy with radio equipment tethered to the minisub.

It was better to surface, however. She wanted to save the sub’s reserves of oxygen.

As soon as she did, she received a coded digital message, basically an email attachment sent over the airwaves.

The shipboard computer automatically decrypted the message and put it on screen. It also came up on a screen fixed to the back of her seat facing Ridley.

It was a map of the Mediterranean showing the locations of five ships along with their current speed and heading. Clicking on the ship icons brought up data such as the ship’s name, registration, history, tonnage, and more.

The locations came thanks to shipboard transponders required by marine law. Of course, these could be jettisoned or destroyed, but to do so would set off an alert that the ship had suddenly vanished from the system. Kayden had attached a note saying that no Soviet-era vessel, or even any later Russian vessel, had done this in the past month.

“The kid’s done his homework,” Ridley said. “We should give him an A+.”

“We’re good at what we do.”

“I’ve noticed.”

She set a course at maximum speed due east. All five ships had recently left the Black Sea. The nearest had just passed Sicily. The other four were strung out behind it, each many miles behind the other. All were headed west.

“We’ll go for the first one unless he eliminates it,” Lara said.

“Makes sense.”

“I’m setting it on autopilot. The shipboard computer will avoid any surface or subsurface obstacles. I suggest we get some sleep while we can.”

Within minutes, both were asleep in their seats. As experienced agents, they, like frontline soldiers, had learned how to sleep anytime, anywhere. When you were in the field, you never knew when you’d next get a chance.

And Lara had a feeling that when they intercepted that first Russian vessel sometime late the following day, they wouldn’t be getting much rest at all.

 

 


 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

Thomas studied the view through the periscope. Above the surface of the water, it was pitch black, but the IR setting on the periscope allowed them to see the bulky freighter moving at top speed due west, heading for the Strait of Gibraltar. 

The freighter, designated Number One on their map, was supposedly carrying a shipment of wheat and machine parts to Mauritania on Africa’s northwest coast. After cruising at top speed for more than 36 hours and crossing half the Mediterranean, they had intercepted it just as the sun had set.

It had been a cramped, monotonous voyage, made restless because Lara kept tossing and turning in her sleep, occasionally crying out. She'd woken him half a dozen times, but he hadn't said a word, hadn't asked. He knew he wouldn't get an answer and he had an idea that he already knew it.

She’d had a childhood shackled to the CIA just like Kayden was having. She always said “we” as if she and the kid were not just a team but something deeper. It made him wonder if that “we” meant more than two people, and if so, how many more. 

So, gritty eyed and weary, he felt relieved that at last they had made it to their first target.

They had been following it for an hour now in the darkness, the minisub’s silent engines keeping them from being detected as they tailed the freighter about a hundred yards behind.

There was little movement on deck, just the occasional ghostly image of one or two figures passing by. They saw no weapons and no suspicious activity.

 But of course they wouldn’t. Admiral Volkov and his men were hoping to sneak out into the Atlantic, pretending to be civilians.

According to the satellite data, the ship had left from Rostov-on-Don, one of Russia’s posts on the Sea of Azov that led to the Black Sea. The easiest Russian port to get to if you drove from the nuclear waste site in Belarus.

The Don River had a shipping canal that linked it with the northwest-flowing Volga River, and from there ships could get into the Baltic and White Seas. Thomas doubted they’d take that route, however, even though they wouldn’t have to risk the bottleneck of the Strait of Gibraltar. It was a longer trip and they’d have to spend far too much time in Russian territory where they’d risk arrest and execution.

So this could very well be the ship, and that fact that it was moving at the limits of its speed added to the suspicion.

Checking the computer console once more, he found that its departure from Rostov-on-Don would have given the nuclear waste thieves ample time to get their loot from Belarus to the port.

As he checked the console, he noted something.

“Look. Ship Number Five has changed course. It’s turning south. Looks like it might be heading toward the Suez Canal.” He tapped on the icon. “Its supposed destination is Yemen.”

That had been the stated course on the ship’s manifest, but they hadn’t put much faith in any of the ships’ stated destinations.

“Good,” Lara replied. “Let’s get going.”

“Wait! Look.”

Thomas had spotted movement on deck. As he and Lara watched, three vague figures appeared on the IR scope. They moved across the stern to the starboard side. The minisub was currently on the port side and behind, and the three figures disappeared from view.

“OK, we’ll have to take care,” Lara said.

“What are they doing?”

A crane began to move. The two agents stared. An oblong shape came into view at the end of the crane’s line. The crane swung over to the starboard side and the shape lowered out of sight behind the side of the ship.

“Damn it! They’re launching one of the drones already!” Lara shouted.

“We don’t have any armaments on this thing. The best plan is to get on board and take out the crew. Once we do, maybe we can recall it.”

“We better,” Lara said. “Otherwise, that drone is going to take out a ship.”

Thomas nodded. There was no base close by, but there might be a warship they didn’t know about. If Admiral Volkov had gotten spooked by the messages, he might have decided to take out any warship that came along their path, thinking it was coming after them.

And the last communication they had received indicated that the U.S., UK, and several other fleets had scrambled into the Mediterranean. Dozens of warships were spreading out, looking for any suspicious vessels. If any came close to this ship, it would spark off a response those warships couldn’t defend against.

Hundreds, perhaps thousands of sailors could be at risk.

“I’m going to surface along the port side near the stern. Get ready,” Lara said.

Thomas checked his 9mm sidearm in its holster, the array of grenades hanging from his webbing, and the CQBR Carbine he carried. He’d love to wear Kevlar on this assault, but clambering up the side of the ship would be hard enough, and if he fell into the water wearing a bulletproof vest and helmet, his chances of staying afloat long enough to shuck them off were minimal.

He kept a close eye on the periscope, angling it up as they approached the freighter. No one was visible on deck, although he could see the crane moving back to its previous position, having completed its job of placing the drone in the water. Their radar couldn’t detect it with the freighter directly in the way. Then he remembered with the drone’s stealth technology, they couldn’t detect it in any situation.

As they surfaced, Thomas put his assault rifle to one side and opened the hatch. A cool sea breeze blew in his face, carrying flecks of foam. He took out a rubber pad, hitting a button on an attached capsule of compressed air. The pad inflated like an oversized pillow, and he hooked it into a loop on the side of the sub. He did the same with two more pads to line the side of the sub.

Lara eased the sub over and it hit the side of the freighter with a soft thud instead of a loud metallic clong. Thomas used a magnetic clamp to affix a line from the side of the hull to their own. It had an emergency release if they needed to get away quickly.

Now came the tricky part. He paused for a moment, listening for voices. Hearing none, he took out a grappling hook at the end of a handheld launcher and fired it up.

He smiled as he got it around the deck railing on the first shot. Again he paused, but no startled cry or any other sound came from above, only the myriad of creaks and groans of a ship at sea.

Slinging his assault rifle across his back, he clambered up the line hand over hand and gripped the gunwale. He pulled himself up just enough to peek over the side.

The coast was clear. He vaulted over the side of the railing and readied his weapon.

Lara flashed up the line after him.

Thomas signaled toward the prow, where the bridge was located. In the big cargo ships the bridge was usually located aft, but this was a smaller freighter with less cargo space and greater speed. Just the kind of ship Admiral Volkov would want.

They paced forward, their boots silent on the metal deck. To their right rose the superstructure of the ship. They came to a lit porthole and peered inside. They saw the back of a man sitting at the mess eating something.

Ducking below the porthole, they continued on toward the bridge.

Suddenly a door opened right in front of them and a burly sailor in a black sweater and cap stepped out.

He spotted the two intruders, eyes going wide, mouth opening to shout a warning.

Thomas slammed the butt of his assault rifle into the side of his head, and he crumpled to the deck without so much as a groan.

Thomas and Lara dragged him out, closed the door, and hid him inside one of the lifeboats. The man was still breathing so they zip tied his hands and feet.

They continued on, but barely got ten feet before having to duck behind a winch as two men came out of a doorway far ahead.

The pair spoke Russian, but the sounds of the ship and the wind made it hard to hear what they were saying. They laughed, rounded a corner, and were gone.

Thomas and Lara got up and advanced.

The bridge was just ahead, a larger superstructure topped with radio antennae and the radar unit. Light glowed from every porthole, and no other superstructure was nearby. There was no way they could sneak up to it.

Squatting in the shadow of a lifeboat, they looked around. Deciding now was the time, they were just emerging from the shadows when the two men reappeared. Thomas and Lara got back into the darkness as the sailors retraced their route, talking to each other. Thomas heard a very dirty joke.

Once they were gone, Lara asked, “I couldn’t make out what they were saying. Could you?”

“Um, yes.”

“Well, what did they say?”

“A rather unlikely tale about an ambidextrous waitress in Minsk. I could repeat it, but some of the words don’t have a precise English equivalent. That speaks well for the male English-speaking world.”

“Quit screwing around and let’s get in there.”

Thomas shook his head. “No sense of humor.”

They burst out of the shadows and rushed to the side door of the bridge. Thomas eased it open while Lara covered him. They found themselves in a narrow hallway, a set of metal stairs going up. A sign indicated that was the way to the bridge.

Thomas closed the door. Just as he was turning around, a sailor came around the corner. Both trained their guns on him.

“What the hell?” the sailor shouted in Russian.

"Silence," Thomas hissed. "One more word, and I'll shoot."

The man froze. Lara rushed over to him and gave him a karate chop to a pressure point that made him slump unconscious.

“Dimitri?” someone called down from upstairs. “Did you say something?”

Thomas nodded to Lara and they swept up the stairs, Thomas at the lead.

They came upon a sailor who was just coming down the steps.

"Pirates!" he shouted, backing up. Thomas almost fired, but the man was unarmed, so he eased up on his trigger at the last moment.

Instead, he rushed onto the bridge to find four sailors there. An older one wearing a captain’s cap swung around and reached into a drawer.

“Get cold or we’ll aim!” Lara shouted in Russian.

“Freeze or we’ll shoot!” Thomas corrected.

She really needs some language lessons.

The sailors all put their hands in the air. Thomas shoved the captain back and checked in the drawer. An old revolver lay there.

“We have nothing to steal,” the captain said, acting remarkably cool for someone with a gun in his face. “We are only carrying wheat and machine parts.”

“Pleased to meet you, Admiral Volkov,” Thomas said with a triumphant smile.

The captain stared at him. “Who?”

The open confusion, and the men’s lack of resistance, made Thomas wonder.

Other than the pistol, they had seen no other weapons, and those two guys they subdued earlier certainly didn’t have any hand-to-hand combat training. The Spetsnaz were all masters of it.

“What did you dump over the side?” Thomas demanded.

“Some trash!”

“Nonsense. You don’t need a crane to jettison trash.”

“Wait. Who are you?”

“I’m asking the questions. What did you put over the side?”

The captain paused. Thomas jabbed the gun in his vodka belly.

“Toxic waste! A chemical plant in Russia paid me to take some containers of toxic waste and dump them at sea to save them the disposal fees. Who are you?”

“You have more of these containers?”

“Yes.”

“Show us.”

Lara had already zip tied and gagged the three sailors and together they led the captain at gunpoint down the stairs.

“Don’t get tricky or I’ll shoot,” Thomas warned.

Although he didn’t think he would. He couldn’t shake the sinking feeling that they were on the wrong boat.

 


 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

“It’s definitively an American cruiser.”

Major Miron Evgeni stood on the bridge with the admiral, watching the video readout of the long-distance flying drone he had sent skimming low over the waters to avoid detection by radar, headed on a northwest bearing. Their radar had detected a ship moving their way at speed and while it was still a couple of hundred miles off, it was obviously on an intercept course.

Now the flying drone’s camera picked out the distinctive pattern of lights and silhouette of a U.S. Navy cruiser moving at full speed through the night.

Admiral Volkov grimaced. “I was afraid this was going to happen.”

“Maybe they’re searching all ships,” one of his other men on the bridge suggested.

The admiral shook his head. “They haven’t intercepted any other ships along their path. They’re heading for us and only us.”

“We are the only Russian vessel in the area,” his navigator said. “The other nearest ones are either behind us or way in front.”

The admiral turned to Major Evgeni. “Get a conventional warhead on one of the submarine drones and send it overboard. It’s time to test them out.”

The major saluted, unable to contain his smile. “Yes, sir.”

Admiral Volkov turned back to look out to sea. Somewhere, beyond the horizon, a U.S. cruiser was heading for them. They hadn’t launched any missiles yet, so perhaps they didn’t know this was the right vessel.

Hopefully that was the case. It would take time for the drone to make it to the enemy ship. So far, they hadn’t heard any chatter over the civilian marine radio band about ships getting attacked.

The Americans would be too timid to do that, always worrying about their precious reputation, unaware of just how much of the world hated them.

What surprised him was that Russia hadn’t done anything. Why wasn’t it launching strikes on Russian vessels? Was Putin unsure of his position? Did he realize how many of his people disrespected him?

Or perhaps he had finally grown a backbone and realized that what Volkov and his men were doing was right. He could allow it to happen, all the while claiming innocence.

Well, he had never liked the man, but if Putin decided to finally do the right thing after the admiral and his team showed him the way, Volkov guessed he couldn’t fault him too much.

After a few minutes, the major came back with a couple of bright-faced technicians wearing big grins.

“Sir, it is my honor to inform you that the drone has been deployed and is heading at top speed for the target.”

“Good. And did you doublecheck the failsafe belowdecks?”

The technicians’ grins faltered.

“Yes, sir,” the major said in a level voice. “Just flip open that cover next to the fuel gauge over there and hit the button underneath it, sir.”

Admiral Volkov walked over the flat rectangle of red, hard plastic. He had ordered this to be installed. It would detonate several hundred pounds of TNT in the hold packed in between several barrels of radioactive waste. If they got cornered, they could become their own dirty bomb.

“S-sir?” one of the technicians said.

The admiral turned to him and found him standing at attention, even though he was a civilian.

“Yes?”

“I’m ready for that eventuality, sir.”

Admiral Volkov walked up to him and looked him in the eye. The man’s eyes were wide, his face pale, but his gaze remained steady.

“You’re not afraid?” the admiral asked.

“More afraid of being a coward and letting down my nation, sir.”

The admiral smiled and put a hand on his shoulder. “Good man.”

“We all feel the same, sir,” the other technician said.

“I know. It has been an honor to have served with you.” The admiral clapped his hands once, loudly. “But we aren’t dead yet. If we can fight our way to the open ocean and hit the American east coast, we might be able to flee to a friendly country in the ensuing chaos. Many nations hate the United States and will rally to our banner. So don’t think of life, think of victory!”

Everyone on the bridge cheered.

Admiral Volkov looked over at Major Evgeni and saw that while he cheered too, his eyes betrayed that he did not believe they would get out alive.

The admiral glanced at the self-destruct button. He did not believe so either.

 

***

 

Lara cursed as she put the submarine at full speed, bearing down on the next Russian ship on their list.

The freighter they had intercepted turned out to be the wrong one. Their hold really was filled with wheat and machine parts, and the captain really had made a deal to dump toxic waste in the sea. They had scoured the ship from top to bottom, checking everything with a Geiger counter, and they didn’t find a trace of radiation.

They had lost precious time, and that corrupt captain would probably blab all over the marine radio band about a pair of heavily armed Americans stopping his ship.

She could only hope that they’d get to the next freighter before anything happened.

“Oh, dear,” Ridley said.

“What?”

“We forgot an important detail.”

“Jesus! What?”

“We forgot to tell that ship’s captain that one of his crewmembers was trussed up in the lifeboat.”

“Oh my God, who cares?”

“Well, he does.”

“All right, fine. But when he wakes up, he’ll cry out for help and they’ll find him.”

They had a potential Armageddon on their hands, and he was worrying about some sailor who helped dump toxic waste into the Mediterranean?

“I still feel bad about it. I bludgeoned an innocent man into unconsciousness.”

“It’s a shame, but sometimes there’s collateral damage.”

“Does that often happen on your missions?”

Lara didn’t reply. Yes, there had been times when innocent people had gotten hurt, even killed. People far more innocent than that Russian sailor trying to make a few dishonest rubles. It saddened her no matter how much she tried to insulate her feelings. She reasoned with herself that they hadn’t suffered in vain, that on her missions she ended up saving far more lives than she took, and yet that had never quite soothed her conscience.

The worst of it all was that there was no alternative. Sitting on the sidelines and allowing evil to happen was a far greater sin than stopping it and occasionally hurting some innocent in the process.

Didn’t this idiot understand that?

“Doesn’t it happen on yours?” she snapped.

Ridley sighed. “It just did. And it’s happened several times before. I always tell myself I’m doing more good than harm, and while that’s true, it doesn’t make me feel better.”

Lara blinked as she heard her exact thoughts and feelings spoken back to her. She struggled to say something.

“Well, um, we can’t avoid it.”

“If only we could.”

They were skimming a few meters below the surface to make better time, trailing a communications buoy to keep in touch.

Kayden sent an update. It was another map, showing the new locations of the ships numbered 2, 3, 4, 5, 8. Ship Number 5 was still heading toward the Suez Canal. While that didn’t eliminate it entirely, it did make it the lowest priority. Admiral Volkov would want to hit an American target, not a canal used by the entire world for its shipping.

Or could it turn abruptly to the east and head for Israel?

Damn it! It’s all so uncertain.

A note appeared on the map.

“Greek naval vessel intercepted Ship Number 8. Found nothing on board. When you catch these losers, bring me the ship’s wheel.”

Lara laughed. “How are we supposed to fit it inside this thing?”

“We’ll strap it to the top and move along the surface,” Ridley replied. “He deserves the ship’s wheel if we can get it.”

“All right, but we have to find the damn ship first. So we’ve eliminated Number 8, and Number 5 looks less likely now. That leaves ships 2, 3, and 4.”

"We'll be at Ship Number 2 in less than an hour. If that's not the right one, Ship Number 3 is only a couple of hours behind. Ship Number 4 will take nearly half a day, so I hope it's not that one."

Lara shook her head. “This is all taking too much time. What if they make a move before we get to them?”

 

***

 

“Only a matter of moments now,” Major Evgeni said.

He stood on deck right next to the admiral, watching the computer readout for the drone, hands poised over the controls.

Not that he needed to do anything. The drone was entirely automatic.

Their gaze, and the gaze of several crewmen crowded behind them, shifted from the computer readout to the long-range camera on one of the major’s flying drones. The last one had plunged into the sea, having run out of battery power. This one would, too. They were at the far limit of their range.

Thankfully, the X5-B submarine drones had a much greater range.

The flying drone hovered only a few feet above the waves, too low to be detected by the cruiser’s radar, and it was a couple of miles away from the cruiser watching it with a powerful telescopic camera. Such a small object would be invisible to anything the American seamen were using to monitor their surroundings.

The camera showed the cruiser, lit up like a beacon in the night, cutting through the waves at 30 knots.

“Impressive,” one of the men said. He was an infantryman and not accustomed to such sights. “Will the X5-B be able to sink it?”

The major chuckled. “It isn’t just the drone that is experimental, but also the conventional warhead. You are about to see military history in the making, my friend.”

He had programmed the submersible drone to hit the cruiser in the stern. Not only would it blow a gaping hole in the ship, but the specifications of the explosive that he had studied meant that it would take out the propellers and much of the engine as well, leaving it dead in the water. What more it might do was a question not even he could answer.

He was about to find out.

“Impact in three … two … one … oh!”

The back half of the cruiser detonated in an immense, blinding fireball. Major Evgeni blinked, rubbed his eyes, and gasped as he saw the front half of the cruiser flip over and land on its top, sending up a plume of water. As the water subsided into a tempestuous froth, he saw the wreckage sinking beneath the waves, taking some 300 men and 30 officers with it.

Silence reigned on the deck of the freighter. 

Admiral Volkov removed his cap. Those who wore headgear did likewise.

“Rest in peace, Americans. You died fighting for your country, and that is the noblest way to die. We fight to make our own country what it deserves to be—the greatest nation on Earth."

The view from the drone's camera shook. The surface of the sea rushed up to meet it, and the screen went dark.

“The shockwave,” Major Evgeni whispered, his throat suddenly dry.

Several seconds later, they heard a low rumble, the sound of the explosion having traveled more than a dozen miles.

“Well done, men,” the admiral said, putting his cap back on. “Time for the announcement. Is everything ready?”

He turned to his communications officer.

“Yes, sir. I’ve programmed it so that you can upload the message direct to satellite and it will bounce across several more nations’ satellites before being broadcast back to Earth. They won’t be able to trace us for days, perhaps not at all.”

“Good. That gives us enough time.”

Admiral Yuri Volkov picked up the mic and prepared to address the world.

 

 


 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

Lara, still at the helm and moving at full speed toward Ship Number Two, had just set the minisub on automatic and was going to catch an hour of sleep when a ping alerted her to a new message.

“U.S. Navy Ticonderoga-class cruiser Excelsior hit by unknown ordinance to the west of Sicily. All hands feared lost. It had been on an intercept course with Freighter Number Two.”

“Bloody hell,” Ridley muttered behind her. “What’s our E.T.A.?”

“Two-and-a-half hours. We’re already going max speed.”

“We might not need to go now. Another naval ship will launch a cruise missile and take care of business.”

“Yeah. Or … maybe not.”

“Why not?”

“Look at the heading.”

After a moment, Ridley let out a grunt. “Damn it.”

The heading of the USS Excelsior had brought it on an intercept course with both Freighter One and Freighter Three. And both ships were in range to launch an X5-B.

“All right,” Ridley said. “We’ll just have to take them one by one and hope we have the time.”

Their comm link pinged again. Kayden had sent a message.

“This just came over several satellite communication systems,” the boy’s voice echoed through the cramped metal interior.“I’m trying to trace it but they routed it through a bunch of different national systems, kind of like a VPN. Not sure I can crack it. At least not soon enough.”

There was an audio file attached to the voice message. Lara started it up.

“This is Admiral Yuri Volkov, formerly of the Soviet and Russian navies. I and my men have stolen nine X5-B submarine drones, the most advanced in the world. We have demonstrated the power of just one of them by utterly destroying an American cruiser. We are prepared to strike again. Be warned that we are also responsible for the theft of radioactive materials from the Ostrovets Radioactive Materials Storage Facility in Belarus. We have packed this into our ship. If anyone dares attack us, we will set it off, spreading radiation for kilometers all around. The winds and currents will blow the radiation further into fishing waters and coastal cities.

"I wish to make it known that I and my men have acted independently of the corrupt and selfish Russian government. It is to wake the government up that we do these things. For too long, the plutocrats have ruled Russia and have divided the Slavic peoples and made them weak. We have no loyalty to any of the Slavic governments, who are manipulated by international finance and secret organizations that none in the West dare to speak of for fear of censure.

“Our demands are simple. The Western governments must create a fund of ten billion U.S. dollars to help needy Russians, the same Russians that Putin in his greed has allowed to languish in poverty. Additionally, one billion dollars will be put into a private account for myself and my men. We have earned this reward through our daring. Details of how these donations are to be made are attached in a document with this message.

“You have forty-eight hours to respond. How you divide up the payment amongst yourselves is up to you, but if you do not put the money in the accounts within forty-eight hours, we will send out the drones and wreak havoc far and wide. If you fail to follow every detail of the instructions, we will send out the drones. If you attack us, we will send out the drones and detonate the ship. The drones are already deployed, and if they fail to get a regular signal from our ship, if we are destroyed and cannot send that signal, they will proceed to predesignated targets.

“Do not cross us. We are patriots and willing to die for our just cause. Obey, or your warships will sink to the bottom and your coastal cities will be ravaged. Long live Mother Russia!”

Lara clicked her tongue. “He’s pretending to be a common criminal? I don’t believe it for a minute.”

“Neither do I. The ransom is just to buy time. In forty-eight hours, he’ll be in the open ocean and a lot harder to catch.”

“Yeah.”

“Do you think they’ll listen?” Ridley asked.

“Give in to Volkov’s demands? Never. That would embolden every terrorist group in the world.”

“No, I mean not attack. Sooner or later, we’ll find the right ship, as will the U.S., UK, and who knows who else. The Greeks already intercepted one. I think Volkov means it about that death switch.”

“I think you’re right. I don’t know if they’ll attack or not. No one wants to be the one to leave a big pool of radiation in the middle of a major shipping lane, but the U.S. doesn’t want an attack on its soil either. They might very well decide an international incident is better than a national disaster.”

“The politicians will be arguing about this for hours. It’s still up to us.”

“I bet the Navy SEALs and the SAS are already on their way.”

“I’m sure they are. But with this little sub we’re going much faster and can approach more safely. And they’ll wait for orders. We don’t have to.”

Lara raised an eyebrow. So he was willing to go ahead with the mission despite all this? He was braver than she had given him credit for. Lara herself had never thought of stopping for a moment.

But she was different. So different in every way.

“They’ll probably hold off, you’re right, but we’re not going to be approaching more safely. The sun will be up before we make it to Freighter Number One.”

Ridley sighed. “Nothing is easy with you, is it?”

No. No, it’s never easy for me.

Lara snapped her fingers.

“It’s not Freighter Number Two, it’s Freighter Number Three!”

“How do you know?”

“Look at the other ships on the map, not just the suspect ones.”

After a moment, Ridley let out a long, low whistle.

“Freighter Number Three is trailing an American cruise ship,” he said.

“Yeah, and that cruise ship’s info page says it carries a thousand crew members and up to three thousand passengers.”

“My God, he doesn’t have to get anywhere near the United States to cause havoc.”

“We don’t have a moment to lose,” Lara said. “We’ll skip Freighter Number Two and hope to hell I’m right.”

There was silence inside the sub’s cramped interior.

“That sounds good?” she asked.

“You’re asking my opinion?” Ridley sounded surprised.

“Of course I am!”

“Then yes, I think that’s the best course of action. We can’t know for sure, but it makes sense. I think you’re right.”

I’m glad you are. Because I’m not sure at all.

 

***

 

As soon as she saw Freighter Number Three, Lara knew she had made the right decision. The freighter was moving at top speed and was slowly overtaking a giant cruise ship on the same heading. Lara suspected that they would pass the cruise ship and then slow down a bit to keep it nearby. While the cruise ship captain might find their movements odd, the vacationers on the floating resort wouldn’t even know that they had just been taken hostage.

Lara circled from a distance with only the periscope up, set to maximum magnification. Doing a complete circle around the ship, she saw observers at all four points, scanning the sea with binoculars.

“It’s midmorning,” Ridley said with a yawn. “We can’t wait until dark.”

“No, we can’t. This is going to be tricky. We’ll do the same as we did last time. If we come up right beside the ship, maybe the observer on that side won’t see us because he’ll have to look straight down. I’ll keep the sub from banging against the side while you deploy the pads.”

“All right,” Ridley said in a tight voice.

“Yeah, with these choppy seas and the ship’s wake we might bang against it anyway. I’ll have to break the surface really close or they’ll spot us.”

“So assuming we get moored to the boat without getting detected, how do we get on deck?”

Lara stared at the ship. She didn’t have an answer to that question.

And then she saw it.

On the starboard side, the observer stood right at the midpoint between the prow and the stern. A large lifeboat hung on its crane a little toward the stern from him. If Lara was gauging the angle right, it would block his view of anything close to the freighter from that angle. He could see everything further out, which is what he thought he needed to focus on and why he wasn’t bothered by that blind spot.

Lara relayed this information to Ridley, withdrew the periscope, and submerged.

“We’ll come up right at that spot,” she told him.“The sonar is excellent on this thing and can guide us.”

“You think you can maneuver underwater with that amount of precision?” Ridley didn’t sound confident.

"I sure hope so, or this is going to be a very short raid."

“Marvelous.”

Lara studied the sonar reading, which gave a clear profile of the underwater portion of the ship. Keeping the mini submersible a good ten meters below the surface so there was no chance of being spotted, she rounded to the starboard side, paced the ship at its precise speed, and slowly came to the surface at what she estimated was the right spot.

The instant she broke the surface, Ridley opened the hatch and got to work on the pads while she kept the sub a couple of meters from the ship.

The sea was choppy, with a fresh wind kicking up waves and foam. The wake of the ship didn’t help either. She had to constantly steer toward the ship while the wake tried to push her away, but she had to keep from overcompensating. That would bang them into the steel side and alert the observer that something was up.

In a lot less time than she estimated, Ridley got the pads deployed and secured the sub to the side of the freighter with the magnetic mooring line.

He grabbed his assault rifle and was just about to fire the grappling hook when Lara hauled him back inside.

“I go first,” she told him.

“I don’t mind going first. Cover me.”

The comm system beeped. She looked down at the nearest screen and saw a message from Kayden.

“They’ve decided to launch cruise missiles at all the suspect freighters. Launch time in ten minutes. Idiots are going to irradiate the entire central Mediterranean.”

Lara turned to Ridley. “No time to argue. I go first.”

She took the grappling hook and gun from him and squeezed out of the hatch. She moved a little on the sub’s bucking, smooth, curved surface and stood up. Spray soaked her. She felt like she was surfing on a wet log.

“What are you doing?” Ridley whispered. “You’ll fall.”

"No, I won't," she said, keeping her knees bent and legs wide.

“Get down.”

At least Ridley had the presence of mind to aim at the railing high above them. They could see the edge of the lifeboat hanging above and a little ahead of them, and nothing else. No one peeked over the edge.

Now for the real test.

She fired the grappling hook and it wrapped around the railing on the first shot. Tugging it to make it secure, she began to climb.

The freighter bucked in the strong headwind, pushing her out to swing free before smacking her into the side of the boat. She winced as her boots made a dull thud against the steel. Would someone hear that over the wind and surf?

She’d find out soon enough.

Lara got to the top, pulled up just enough to peek along the gangway to make sure no one was in sight, and hopped over the railing to crouch behind the heavy steel crane for the lifeboat, gun at the ready.

Movement on the rope told her that Ridley was wasting no time following her.

She peeked under the lifeboat and its crane and saw the feet of the observer. They were facing out toward the sea.

She glanced in the other direction, where she was in plain sight to anyone who came around that corner. Still no one.

Glancing under the lifeboat again, Lara saw another pair of feet had joined those of the observer. Then they turned and walked in her direction.

Ridley still wasn’t up. Should she signal to him not to expose himself? She didn’t dare move. Should she try to knock this guy out as he passed? The observer was still at his post less than twenty yards away. Good chance he’d notice something.

The man’s feet came closer and closer.

 


 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

Lara slung her assault rifle and drew a combat knife. Keeping herself behind the crane, she waited for the man walking along the deck. He walked a little away from the crane, closer to the shipping containers that filled the middle of the ship, so she’d have to expose herself for a critical moment to grab him and pull him out of sight of the observer. 

And this guy was probably a member of the Spetsnaz. He wouldn’t be some pushover like the sailors on the last ship.

She could hear his boots now, clanking on the deck. He wore the heavy wilderness combat variety, not the soft-soled urban warfare style that minimized sound.

Lara listened intently, eyes fixed on the space between the crane and the superstructure, waiting for him to show himself.

A sound behind her. Ridley was coming over the railing! Of all the moments. Being that Ridley was climbing up a little way beyond the lifeboat, the Spetsnaz would see him before he exposed himself to her attack.

And then she realized it didn’t matter. Even if Ridley wasn’t in plain view coming over the railing, the Russian would see the grappling hook.

What to do? More sounds behind her. Why was Ridley being so damn noisy? She didn’t dare look around. She kept her eyes fixed on that spot where the Spetsnaz would appear, ears perked for any reaction, any sharp intake of breath or pause in his footsteps that would indicate that he had spotted either the grappling hook or Ridley or both.

To her surprise, he kept on coming.

The instant he appeared, Lara lunged forward, thrusting her knife into his throat. As he let out a choked gargle, she grabbed him with her free hand and yanked him out of sight of the observer.

Lara twisted the knife in the man’s throat. His eyes rolled up in their sockets, his knees trembled, then gave way. She eased him down to the deck and peeked under the lifeboat.

The observer still faced out to sea. He hadn’t seen the attack. Maybe she lucked out and he had his binoculars to his eyes, eliminating his peripheral vision.

That spray of blood on the deck was clearly visible, though. All he had to do was turn his head, and he'd spot that for sure.

Time to get out of here. Someone else was bound to come along.

She turned to speak to Ridley and didn’t see him.

She didn’t see the grappling hook and rope either. Both had vanished.

Heart beating fast, she looked over the railing.

Ridley hung by one hand from a drainage hole that opened up from the deck through the hull. It was just big enough to stick one hand through. With the other hand held the grappling hook. He grinned up at her and mouthed the word “hello.” The sea churned far below. He reached up and handed her the grappling hook.

Instead of grabbing that, she grabbed his wrist and hauled him up.

“I saw the situation and decided to make myself scarce,” he explained in a voice so low Lara could barely hear him. “You never really wanted me around anyway.”

“You’re all right.” She secured the grappling hook again. It was obvious to anyone who passed by, but so was the dead body and they didn’t have time to hide it. They needed to strike fast. The element of surprise wouldn’t last long and they needed to take full advantage of it.

There was a raised superstructure on the prow and stern, the prow being where the bridge would be located judging from the radio and radar installations on it, just like the last ship they raided. In between these was a nearly solid row of stacked shipping containers that reminded her of that odd gunfight they’d gotten into in London. Ridley had disappointed her then, but he seemed to be doing better now.

This would be the real test.

Lara peeked around the corner and saw the observer with his binoculars to his face. She moved forward, gun at the ready. The ship was large enough and the wind strong enough that the others might not hear a shot. She hoped not to take that chance. Maybe she could get close enough to incapacitate him silently.

No such luck. As she closed in on the observer, another Spetsnaz soldier stepped out from a gap between the shipping containers, taking a shortcut instead of rounding the entire ship. She could tell just by the way he moved and the way he was built that he was special forces.

And his alertness. He spotted her, was shouting, and grabbing his sidearm all in an instant.

A single shot right between the eyes cut out that nonsense. She adjusted her aim and put a second bullet in the head of the observer before he had fully turned around.

She scanned the area and saw no other threats. Neither of the bodies held any weapons they needed. Lara began to trot forward, relying on Ridley to watch their back. It would take a full minute to run to the bridge. This was a pretty big freighter.

As she ran, she wondered why they hadn’t been spotted. She wasn’t very familiar with ships like this but she assumed that the prow and stern superstructures would have mirrors like the sideview mirrors on a car so the crew could see along the sides of the deck. Maybe everyone was so focused outward that no one bothered to look at those mirrors.

About ten seconds later, somebody did.

A siren blared. Lara went from a jog to a sprint. 

A shot cracked behind her. She glanced over her shoulder and saw Ridley trading shots with someone a few shipping containers down. Both had gotten into the gap between the containers for cover. She ducked into a gap, too.

When the Spetsnaz man popped out to take another shot, Ridley stayed exposed to nail him. The Russian raised his arms and tumbled to the side.

Lara and Ridley kept running.

When would Volkov blow up the ship? Had they seen there were only two attackers and were gambling that they could stop them? Would that change if she and Ridley started winning?

The next threat came from a man appearing out the door of the superstructure, which was now only twenty meters ahead. Using the thick steel door as cover, he let out a burst from his AK-15, the favored assault rifle of Russian special forces and a damn deadly weapon. Lara and Ridley pressed themselves against the sides of the shipping containers as the bullets whined past.

Lara went prone and let out a burst from her CQBR Carbine. Despite the range, several of her bullets went just under the door and tore through both his feet. He fell hard on the deck, and her next burst went through his torso.

Lara and Ridley raced toward the door. Just as they made it, bullets panged off the deck from somewhere. They didn’t even bother to check its source as they burst inside.

A Russian appeared in the hallway to their right. Lara took him out with a single shot.

There were no stairs in sight, so Lara headed down the corridor where the man had come from. Ridley stopped long enough to close the door and shove the dead man’s AK-15 through the handle to bar it.

Ridley rushed to catch up with her, then grabbed her and shoved her down a side corridor.

“What?”

The detonation of a flashbang grenade gave her the answer. Ridley doubled back round the corner and let out a burst.

“Two of them!” he shouted over the ringing in her ears.

There would be more. They had to find the bridge before the Russians closed in on them from more than one side.

Both of those things happened at the same time.

The side corridor Ridley had pushed her into cut across the entire width of the superstructure. In the middle were stairs leading up and a sign indicating the bridge. Just as they got to the side of the stairs, ready to peek around and check on any hostiles waiting up there, fire came from both ends of the corridor.

Lara felt a bullet nick her arm, leaving a burning trail of pain. She fired back, hitting one Russian full in the chest and slamming him against the wall, but the other guy was too quick and leaped back out of sight. She turned to give a burst at the enemies behind her, but they had already jumped back, too.

Ridley dropped to the deck, his shirt soaked with blood.

 


 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

 

“Ridley!” Lara shouted, going prone next to him.

“I’m OK,” he groaned, rolling onto his front. “Keep down.”

He pulled out the fragmentation grenade he had taken from the trap Major Evgeni had left in his apartment, pulled the pin, and tossed it down the corridor.

Lara hugged the floor.

The detonation jabbed her ears. Shrapnel skittered along the metal walls and ceiling. Lara felt a tug as one jagged bit of metal sliced through the strap of her assault rifle. 

She was up an instant later, tossing a tear gas grenade down to the other end of the corridor. She'd rather throw a flashbang, but the target was too close and would affect them almost as much.

The grenade burst, sending out a cloud of gas. Lara heard the enemy in that direction swear and cough. The cloud started moving down the corridor. It didn’t matter. She didn’t plan on sticking around.

Lara pulled the pin out of a flashbang and, without exposing herself, tossed it up the stairs.

A shot fired in response, coming so close she could feel the heat of the bullet as it passed by her hand.

The flashbang went off and she looked up the staircase. A man was tumbling down the steep metal stairs, another one on his knees at the top. She took them both out with a pair of short bursts.

Ridley was at her side, looking pale.

“You all right?” she asked.

“Never better. Let’s get up there before they set off the TNT.” They were already rushing up the stairs. “Oh, and Lara?”

“Yeah?”

“Please let me do the talking.”

On their way up, Lara tossed another flashbang onto the bridge.

They got to the top of the stairs and found the bridge. Two men lay on the floor, reeling from the effect of the stun grenade. Beyond were the windows. The American cruise liner was clearly visible in the middle distance.

Admiral Volkov was nowhere in sight.

A Russian popped up from behind a large metal table used for the navigation equipment. Being a solid unit, it had sheltered him from the blast. He fired a burst from his AK-15.

Lara and Ridley threw themselves in opposite directions. Lara landed hard on the metal floor, sent out a burst in the man’s direction, and then kept rolling to spring up on his flank. A burst from Ridley sent the man in Lara’s direction. As he ran around to the near side of the navigation table, he spotted her and raised his gun to fire.

Lara was half a second quicker. She unloaded her gun into his chest. The man gasped, fell to his knees and let off a burst that clattered on the deck all around her. He wavered long enough for Lara to recognize him as Major Evgeni, and then he fell flat on his face.

Lara staggered to her feet, snapping in a new magazine.

Only to find Admiral Yuri Volkov standing with his finger on a big red button.

“Easy there, admiral,” Ridley said in Russian. Ridley looked pale, and leaned hard against the navigation table. The two other Russians still lay on the ground but were beginning to recover. One had gotten to his hands and knees, head sunk low. The other sat on the floor, his back against the wall, rubbing his eyes.

“Step away from that button,” Lara ordered.

A flicker of confusion passed over the admiral's craggy features, and Lara realized she had made some mistake. The gun pointing at him was communicative enough, though. He shook his head.

“You shoot me, I press this button. Give yourselves up.”

“We’re not going to do that, admiral,” Ridley said. His arms were shaking now, trying to hold up his weight. His chest was soaked with blood that dripped onto the table. Whatever adrenaline had kept him going in the fight was draining fast.

Lara glanced at the clock set above the front window. The cruise missiles would launch in two minutes. She didn’t know where they were coming from, but they’d be here very soon.

"Give yourselves up, and I will treat you as prisoners of war. You have fought well and deserve that honor. My medic will save you, young man."

“You speak of honor?” Ridley said. “If you blow up this ship, you’ll irradiate that cruise liner. It’s barely a mile away now.”

“I’ll do more than that. The drones are deployed underwater, well away from the blast zone. If they lose radio contact, they’ll set off on their destinations. NATO will lose eight ports and naval bases. It will be a blow that you will not recover from before Russia becomes ascendant. I give you three seconds to choose. Die with me, or live to see the new order.”

Ridley turned to Lara. Moving his head seemed to make him dizzy, and he almost fell.

“I was wrong about you.”

“Enough! I will count now.”

“I thought you were a cold robot forged by the government—”

“Three!”

“—but now I see you’re impulsive—”

“Two!”

“—and a little crazy.”

“One!”

Lara took the hint. She fired a single round that cut off Admiral Volkov’s finger. He cried out, clutched his hand, then reached for the button again.

Lara took off half his head with a long burst.

Admiral Yuri Volkov slammed into the console and fell to the deck.

Lara turned and shot the two other Russians just as they began to rise.

At that moment, Ridley fell to the deck. Lara hurried over to him.

“Call Kayden,” he gasped. “Call off the cruise missiles.”

Lara glanced at the clock. She had one minute and ten seconds.

She tossed a stun grenade down the stairs, hid around the corner as it went off, and then sprinted down to the lower level.

Three Russians lay in the corridor. They had been about to sneak up behind her and Ridley. Lara gave them each a bullet to the head as she ran past, coughing in the cloud of tear gas she herself had made a minute before. She didn't like killing helpless men, but she couldn't risk having them recover before she got back.

If she got back.

She sprinted through the corridors and burst outside. Two Russians were running her way. Surprised at her sudden appearance, she got to fire just before they could. Lara leapt over their bodies before they hit the deck and headed for the minisub.

Lara ran for all she was worth. A shot rang out but she didn’t slow down, didn’t even look where it came from. Getting to the comm unit was all that mattered.

A bullet panged off the gunwale just as she made it to the rope. She slung her assault rifle, grabbed the rope, and slid down, hands burning.

The assault rifle fell away and splashed in the water. She had forgotten that shrapnel had snipped its strap in two.

Her feet impacted the sub, skittered out from beneath her thanks to the smooth, wet surface, and she had to grab the edge of the hatch to keep from plunging into the water. The wake of the freighter tugged at her legs, threatening to pull her under.

She hauled herself into the sub and landed upside down.

Lara didn’t even bother taking the time to right herself. She hit the comm link.

“Call off the cruise missiles! Call off the cruise missiles!”

Silence. She got into a seated position. Kayden had put a timer on the screen. It read four seconds.

Three.

The timer stopped.

A message popped up. “Done! Did you get the ship’s wheel?”

Lara laughed and drummed her feet on the floor.

“Will do, kiddo,” she called.

I have to get back to Ridley.

Lara grabbed the first aid kit and peeked out the hatch.

A Russian stood on deck directly above, aiming his assault rifle down at her. She ducked out of sight just as he sent a three-round burst clanging against the minisub’s hull.

Lara drew her sidearm, a 9mm automatic. Crouching as low as she could beneath the hatch, hoping she would be out of sight in the shadows, she aimed up at him.

The guy fired another three-round burst, the bullets hitting the edge of the hatch but not entering the sub.

Lara zeroed in on the guy's head and fired a single shot. His head jerked back, and he fell out of sight.

Hoping he didn’t have a buddy, she climbed up the rope. Lara would be helpless for several seconds, but she couldn’t leave Ridley there alone, and she couldn’t leave that self-destruct button unattended either.

When she peeked over the edge of the gunwale, she didn’t see anyone. She couldn’t have killed them all already, could she? There must be more somewhere.

Lara dropped to the deck and picked up the Russian’s AK-15, took a fresh magazine from the corpse, and slapped it in.

And, with the first aid kit strapped to her back, she repeated her insane sprint across a ship full of Russian special forces.

She took out five on the way back to her partner, barely even registering the kills as she moved on automatic, her instincts and training carrying her through until she got up to the ship’s deck, slammed and locked the door behind her, and went over to Ridley.

His eyes were shut, and he did not move.

“Ridley? Ridley!”

His eyes fluttered open.

“Did you stop the missiles?” he gasped.

“Yes. Rest easy.” She tore his shirt open and saw the gaping wound in his chest. Blood was everywhere. It was a miracle he wasn’t dead already.

“Don’t bother, Lara. I’m a goner, as you Americans say.”

“Shut up.” She wiped the wound clean and began to stuff gauze into the open hole.

“You know why I didn’t stop you from stealing that memory stick?” he said. His voice was getting fainter, like he was whispering from across the room.

“No, why?” Maybe it was better to keep him engaged, help him maintain his weak hold on consciousness.

“Because you stutter. Because you cry out in your sleep. Because you’re bad at languages.”

“What?” He’s getting delirious.

“Your childhood was taken from you. I don’t know the details, but you were trained from childhood to be an agent. Just like Kayden. You never got to enjoy the most important part of your life.”

Lara pressed on the entry hole as she got out a field dressing and taped it to the wound. She realized tears were pouring down her face. How had he figured her out? Did someone who had been a complete stranger only last week really get so close to her so quickly?

And now he was dying.

Ridley went on. “It was wrong. They hurt you. It’s amazing you speak to anyone at all. In any language.”

“I’m all right.”

“No, you’re not.”

“Kayden called off the missiles. They’ll be sending a helicopter and ships soon. We’ll get you evacuated.”

“Take care of him,” he whispered, barely audible. “Take care of all … free them … ”

Thomas Ridley slipped into unconsciousness.

 


 

 

 


EPILOGUE

 

 

Palermo, Sicily

Twelve hours later …

 

Lara paced back and forth in the Italian army hospital in Palermo. No one had talked to her, no one had given her an update.

The surgery couldn’t take this long, could it?

God, if Thomas died …

Tears welled up again as she remembered what he had said to her about losing her childhood. The words he had said before slipping into unconsciousness.

The words that may very well have been his last.

A door opened. Lara whirled around. An Italian army doctor walked over to her.

"He lost a lot of blood, but he'll pull through," he said.

Lara let out a great gust of air and leaned on the wall for support.

“Any internal damage?” she asked after a moment.

“No. The bullet cut an artery but missed all major organs. Your first aid saved his life.”

“That and the medical evac team that helicoptered in half an hour after I treated him.”

It had been touch and go. Her first aid kit didn’t include any plasma or blood, things Thomas desperately needed, and a frantic search of the freighter involving a running gunfight with the last of the Spetsnaz hadn’t uncovered any.

Once the helicopter came in and a squad of Navy SEALs secured the ship and recalled the drones, a medical team had evacuated him to Palermo, the nearest major city, treating him enroute.

Lara had held his cold hand the entire way.

All through that hellish ride, the only thing she could think about was what he had said to her. “It’s amazing you speak to anyone at all. In any language.”

He was right. While she had excelled in her training, she had been dying inside the entire time. She drew into herself, developing a bad stutter that even after years of speech therapy still came out when she felt emotionally vulnerable. Foreign languages had been tough, too. To learn a language, you have to spend a lot of time speaking to people, something she had never been good at.

And then there were his last words to her.

“Free them.”

Thomas understood. Somehow he had figured out that she and Kayden weren’t the only ones. He had come into her life as an unwanted partner and he had turned into an ally.

The only one she had.

“W-when can I-I see him?”

“Tomorrow morning. He needs rest now. Don’t worry. The danger has passed. He will make a full recovery.”

Lara nodded and, not trusting herself to speak, left.

 

***

 

Lara got to the local CIA safehouse and found it as Spartan and orderly as the rest of them. The caretaker had made sure the fridge was full and the place was clean, but there was nothing else to recommend it. Basic furniture. Nothing on the walls. Peeking out from between the blinds, she could see a narrow street below. The sidewalk was nearly blocked on both sides by café tables. Italians sat sipping wine and coffee in the warm evening, chatting and laughing with their friends and family.

Lara grimaced and let the curtain fall.

She stretched, yawned, trying to work out the kinks in her muscles and ease the various scrapes and bruises that covered her body. That bullet graze burned under the bandage the medial team had put on it.

It was always this way. Every mission felt like she had been put through a giant meat tenderizer.

What she needed was a long, hot bath. She went to the bathroom and found there was only a shower.

Damn. She’d forgotten about that.

Sleep. What she needed was sleep. But something in the back of her mind bothered her, tickled her memory.

The memory stick.

The one with the date when her parents died in the car crash.

She opened up the laptop and inserted it. Then she ran a scan for viruses, malware, and spyware. It came out clean.

When she tried to open it, she got a password prompt.

Damn it!

She checked her watch. Kayden would probably be up. She sent a video call request to him.

A minute later, his face appeared on the screen.

“The mission is over! Do you ever sleep?” he asked.

“Do you?”

“Not really, no.”

“You still have that backdoor to my laptop?”

“Of course.”

“Can you hack into the memory stick that’s inserted into it?”

"Sure." He bent over his keyboard, and Lara heard the sound of rapid typing.

“Oh, and Kayden?”

He looked up, hearing the stress in her voice. “Yeah?”

“Don’t look at what’s inside.”

“Why? You hunting human traffickers again?”

“No … just … don’t look inside.”

“Okay.”

He got to typing again. “Bingo!”

The screen changed to show a single long video file.

“Th-thanks,” Lara stuttered.

Kayden’s face grew concerned. “You OK?”

Lara nodded. She gave a thumb’s up, an unconvincing smile, and switched off the video call.

Poor kid is going to worry about me all night. Well, it can’t be helped. And he knows the value of privacy.

All the family does.

At least those who aren’t totally brainwashed.

She opened up the file.

It showed the interior of the lab where she had found the memory stick. The clothes and hairstyles of the various scientists showed that the date twenty years before was accurate. Several of them stood before a large steel oval and tube that looked a bit like an oversized hairdryer. The camera panned and showed a portable generator about twenty yards away.

“Is the generator running at full capacity?” a man asked.

Lara’s breath caught. That voice sounded familiar. It couldn’t be …

“Yes, it is,” a woman answered.

“Mom!” Lara shouted.

The camera turned back to the strange device. The scientists were now looking toward the generator, revealing their faces to the camera.

And Lara saw two faces she hadn’t seen in twenty years. Not since she was a little girl.

Her mother and father.

What was this? She knew they had been engineers of some sort, but she didn’t know they were involved in something called Project Pulse, whatever that was.

And she had been told they worked for a private company, not the U.S. government, on secret projects.

Her father hit a few keys on a keyboard.

“OK, let’s power it up. Only ten percent power for this initial run.”

“Good luck, professor,” a younger scientist said.

Her father nodded. “Let’s see what this baby can do.”

Her mother moved to his side and took his hand. They exchanged a smile that twisted Lara's heart inside her chest. Then her father hit a final key, and the low whirring sound started. It rose in volume and pitch.

“Five percent … ” her father said, looking at a screen she couldn’t see. “Six percent … sev—”

There was a flash and a bang, and the camera went dead.

Lara leapt to her feet. “No!”

The video ended. Choking, tears streaming down her face, Lara forced herself to watch it again, looking at every detail.

Yes, it was definitely her parents, working on some technology she didn’t recognize. Whatever it was, the experiment had gone horribly wrong and had killed them both.

After the video tore her heart out a second time, Lara King sat alone on her sofa in her empty apartment for a long time.

She could only think one thought.

Bainbridge had lied to her. He had always told her that her parents had died in a car crash. She had even looked it up and found the records. Certificates of death. A police report. Even a newspaper article.

Falsified, of course. A series of clever lies. He had not wanted her to know the truth.

She leaped up and started pacing.

Why not? What was so secret about Project Pulse that he would lie about something so important, and cover it up so well?

And Deputy Director Helen Carmichael. Did she know about this, too?

Why had they lied?

Lara stopped her pacing and stared at her computer screen, hands balled into fists.

This was unacceptable. How dare they?

At that moment, Lara King resolved that she would find out the truth, and if that meant going against her bosses, going against the CIA itself, then so be it.

CIA Director Clark Bainbridge had just made a terrible enemy.


 

 

 

Jack Mars

 

Jack Mars is the USA Today bestselling author of the LUKE STONE thriller series, which includes seven books. He is also the author of the new FORGING OF LUKE STONE prequel series, comprising six books; of the AGENT ZERO spy thriller series, comprising twelve books; of the TROY STARK thriller series, comprising eight books; of the SPY GAME thriller series, comprising ten books; of the JAKE MERCER thriller series, comprising seven books (and counting); of the TYLER WOLF thriller series, comprising seven books (and counting); and of the new LARA KING thriller series, comprising seven books (and counting). 

Jack loves to hear from you, so please feel free to visit www.Jackmarsauthor.com to join the email list, receive a free book, receive free giveaways, connect on Facebook and Twitter, and stay in touch!


 

 

BOOKS BY JACK MARS

 

LARA KING THRILLER SERIES

ASSET ONE (Book #1)

ASSET TWO (Book #2)

ASSET THREE (Book #3)

ASSET FOUR (Book #4)

ASSET FIVE (Book #5)

ASSET SIX (Book #6)

ASSET SEVEN (Book #7)

 

TYLER WOLF THRILLER SERIES

DOUBLE AGENT (Book #1)

DOUBLE CROSS (Book #2)

DOUBLE ASSET (Book #3)

DOUBLE DOCTRINE (Book #4)

DOUBLE JEOPARDY (Book #5)

DOUBLE THREAT (Book #6)

DOUBLE TARGET (Book #7)

 

JAKE MERCER THRILLER SERIES

ABSOLUTE THREAT (Book #1)

ABSOLUTE DAMAGE (Book #2)

ABSOLUTE FORCE (Book #3)

ABSOLUTE PERIL (Book #4)

ABSOLUTE TREASON (Book #5)

ABSOLUTE VENGEANCE (Book #6)

ABSOLUTE TARGET (Book #7)

 

THE SPY GAME

TARGET ONE (Book #1)

TARGET TWO (Book #2)

TARGET THREE (Book #3)

TARGET FOUR (Book #4)

TARGET FIVE (Book #5)

TARGET SIX (Book #6)

TARGET SEVEN (Book #7)

TARGET EIGHT (Book #8)

TARGET NINE (Book #9)

TARGET TEN (Book #10)

 

TROY STARK THRILLER SERIES

ROGUE FORCE (Book #1)

ROGUE COMMAND (Book #2)

ROGUE TARGET (Book #3)

ROGUE MISSION (Book #4)

ROGUE SHOT (Book #5)

ROGUE STRIKE (Book #6)

ROGUE ORDER (Book #7)

ROGUE ATTACK (Book #8)

 

LUKE STONE THRILLER SERIES

ANY MEANS NECESSARY (Book #1)

OATH OF OFFICE (Book #2)

SITUATION ROOM (Book #3)

OPPOSE ANY FOE (Book #4)

PRESIDENT ELECT (Book #5)

OUR SACRED HONOR (Book #6)

HOUSE DIVIDED (Book #7)

 

FORGING OF LUKE STONE PREQUEL SERIES

PRIMARY TARGET (Book #1)

PRIMARY COMMAND (Book #2)

PRIMARY THREAT (Book #3)

PRIMARY GLORY (Book #4)

PRIMARY VALOR (Book #5)

PRIMARY DUTY (Book #6)

 

AN AGENT ZERO SPY THRILLER SERIES

AGENT ZERO (Book #1)

TARGET ZERO (Book #2)

HUNTING ZERO (Book #3)

TRAPPING ZERO (Book #4)

FILE ZERO (Book #5)

RECALL ZERO (Book #6)

ASSASSIN ZERO (Book #7)

DECOY ZERO (Book #8)

CHASING ZERO (Book #9)

VENGEANCE ZERO (Book #10)

ZERO ZERO (Book #11)

ABSOLUTE ZERO (Book #12)

 

cover.jpeg
ALARAKING THRILLER—BOOK ONE






