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            A WORD ABOUT THE STORY

          

        

      

    

    
      In late 1994, an American covert operation was launched to remove 600 kilograms of weapons-grade uranium from Kazakhstan, three years after the collapse of the Soviet Union. This uranium had been processed and stockpiled at one site in Kazakhstan and another in Russia, earmarked for use in a special but ultimately abandoned fleet of Soviet nuclear submarines. The mission to transport the highly-enriched material from Kazakhstan to the safety of the United States—for later conversion into nuclear fuel—was considered a success.

      At the same time, a sprawling, abandoned nuclear test site—a day’s drive away from the Ulba plant—remained unguarded. This site at Semipalatinsk, where nuclear tests were conducted between 1949 and 1989, was severely contaminated with radiation and strewn with nuclear materials and infrastructure, including unexploded nuclear devices that were used for safety tests.

      Although this novel is not intended as ‘alternative history,’ it incorporates some features of the genre by reimagining these historical events while projecting them into the present. Both the U.S. mission—Project Sapphire—and the nearby nuclear test site—The Polygon—serve as the foundation for the story.

      That said, this is a work of fiction. While the novel references real people, places, and events, the story and its portrayals are products of the author’s imagination. The novel blends public figures and historical events with fictional elements, and the actions, dialogue, and character portrayals are fabricated.

      This book is not intended to harm or defame any real persons or organizations. The opinions expressed belong solely to the fictional characters and should not be confused with the author’s views.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The law of unintended consequences is the only real law of history.

        

        Niall Ferguson
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PRESENT DAY | HORN OF AFRICA

        

      

    

    
      The USS Mount Whitney had been redeployed to the U.S. 5th Fleet for a third time in as many years. Headquartered in Bahrain as part of a Combined Task Force, the mission was counterterrorism and counter-piracy in the region, which meant regular patrols in the Red Sea, the Gulf of Aden, and down through the narrow Bab el-Mandeb Strait that connected them.

      Lieutenant Baker had about as much love for his neurotic commanding officer as he had for his current assignment as Officer of the Deck, or OOD, as the Navy called it. When on watch, the OOD was the person responsible for assuring the safe navigation of the ship.

      The absurdity of carrying out such duties in hostile waters was not lost on him. The Mount Whitney was basically an amphibious command center, meaning it could receive, process, and transmit data securely to and from almost anywhere on Earth, using any of a half-dozen state-of-the-art communication technologies. Yet beyond looking out the window with a pair of Navy binoculars, the OOD was provided with little or no technology to help ensure the immediate safety of the ship. The fact that their patrols followed a predictable schedule, easily discerned from land, only made matters worse.

      To Baker, the precariousness of their mission should have meant extra tech was available, not less. The ship’s Automatic Identification System, or AIS, was designed to help avoid collisions at sea but was almost always turned off because it transmitted to all AIS users the ship's position, speed, cargo, and destination—all information prized by local pirates, who loved an extra bit of time for planning. Much the same was true for the ship’s radar systems. The Automatic Radar Plotting Aids, or ARPAs, tracked vessels if you prompted them to, but they did not automatically anticipate potential collisions. With no assistance from a Boatswain's Mate of the Watch because there was no BM of the Watch, Baker had every confidence that if he turned his attention to entering the necessary external data, the added distraction would invite the very collision he needed to avoid.

      On this particular night, there were few ships around. Only the distant shore lights indicated that life existed beyond the ship. Dawn was slowly approaching: the horizon already showed a hint of a new day. The Lieutenant had excellent night vision, which had served him well in spotting the primitive craft that crossed these waters, often without any lights onboard. Any one of them could just as easily be pirates as fishermen—another absurdity as far as Baker was concerned. That a wooden boat with a small outboard motor could threaten a major U.S. Navy vessel made no sense at all.

      That just such a scenario was entering this morning’s picture was enough to get Baker’s mind off the solitary burden of his post. He was suddenly wide-awake. It was hardly more than a dark speck dead ahead on the water, but he was sure it was something, not nothing. With the binoculars, he found the hazy object and noticed movement on its deck. It could not be that they were bringing in fishing nets—it was neither the kind of boat nor the place for that kind of nonsense. Still, that is what it looked like they were doing.

      Watching the small craft, Baker figured he would warn them off if they did not move away soon. They did not, and he gave them a prolonged blast with the ship’s horn. That seemed to work as they immediately got underway, turning 90-degrees to the Mount Whitney on a course towards the nearest shore.

      The day was dawning. As it did, a new, smaller object came into Baker’s view, but only momentarily as it disappeared under the deck’s lower horizon. A glimpse was all he got, and he cursed that there was no video technology onboard he could use for further clarification.

      ‘Left full rudder,’ he called on the intercom to the helmsman, making sure that whatever was floating in the water would not track under the ship to interfere with the propulsion system. As the Lieutenant waited for the order to be repeated back and carried out, the bow of the Mount Whitney made contact with the object floating on the water’s surface, triggering a blinding flash of white light visible from miles away.

      The ship was gone.
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JULY, 1993 | SEMIPALATINSK, KAZAKHSTAN

        

      

    

    
      If there were ever a simulated version of hell on Earth that was more often freezing cold than searing hot, it was Semipalatinsk, situated on the northeastern steppe of Kazakhstan. The prairie winters were epic with their relentless sub-zero temperatures. But every so often a nuclear warhead would detonate, warming the place up with its sudden burst of radioactive heat, exceeding one million degrees at its core.

      A mere hundred miles from the nearest population center, the site was created as a testing ground for Stalin's nuclear weapons program. Four-story monitoring towers loomed like massive concrete geese, standing witness to the power of the atomic universe—both life-giving and life-taking. While hundreds of specially trained Russian personnel oversaw its construction, thousands of prisoners from nearby republics were brought in for the manual labor. Spanning an area the size and shape of Belgium, the Russians who ruled this unholy place called it The Polygon.

      The immediate aftermath of the Soviet Union's collapse revealed just how unexpectedly sudden and total it had been. The Polygon and its settlement at Semipalatinsk-21 were no exception. A staggering 456 nuclear tests had been conducted there, 116 of them above ground in obliterated daylight. Within two years of the collapse, the Polygon was a wasteland, abandoned to its own radioactive self-hatred. It was as if the last nuclear detonation had vaporized every living soul, leaving no one to clean up the mess, pack away the top-secret ordnance and equipment, or turn off the lights.

      For someone as obsessed with nuclear gadgetry as Konstantin Pavlovich, such a forsaken place was a veritable paradise. For more than a year now he could not keep away.

      Kon looked fit and ruggedly handsome in his short haircut, black boots, cargo pants, and dark green leather jacket. A gamma radiation dosimeter was clipped to the jacket’s lapel like an ID badge. He also had his bespoke neutron detector on board, while his two beefy comrades, Alex and Dmitry, carried the Kalashnikovs. The special bandanas they wore over their faces, to keep the toxic dust from their lungs while driving, made them look like they were carrying out a heist, which of course they were, and not for the first time.

      Kon turned sharply and stopped as his two assistants bailed out of the big-wheeled 4x4 in a confusion of radioactive dust. About to stow away his mobile phone in the truck’s center console, to keep it safe while they carried out their work, Kon noticed there was a missed call and a text notification. They were from his sister, Yelena. A surprise. The phone was a Mobira Cityman 150, a small device for its time, although still a hefty little brick. It ran on the NMT cellular phone network, otherwise known as Nordic Mobile Telephony, using the recently introduced NMT-900 frequency. Kon had obtained three of the defective units for a few thousand rubles. He had repaired and modified them, giving one to his sister and one to his girlfriend, Anya, in case of emergency—they were too expensive to use casually. The message must have come in hours earlier, for there was no possibility of a signal in this part of the world.

      'Where are you?' she had texted in Cyrillic script. ‘I’ve managed to figure out how to write on this horrible thing, so you had better call me back. You’re not at work, so I hope you’re not where I think you are. You’re going to get yourself shot!' She signed off with, 'S dniom rozhdeniya, malen'kii brat,’ which meant, ‘happy birthday, little brother.’

      Kon, still behind the wheel, reflected on his sister’s concerns. Six years older and his only sibling, she had always been protective of him. Twenty-five years old to the day, Kon had not celebrated a birthday since he was a kid—so he had certainly overlooked the anniversary. Maybe it was auspicious, he thought, for he hoped it to be a momentous day.

      He made a mental note to call her when he got back. He switched off the device, stowed it away, and got back to work.

      Nearby the truck, two old shepherds were hunched over in search of scrap metal and an accelerated onset of leukemia. They were busy minding their own business, which was survival. In a practiced state of obliviousness, the two men carried on digging their trench—one they had, by the looks of it, started several days ago.

      Dmitry was studying them, clearly dismayed by their sad state, with their skin lesions and the alopecia on their scalps. He looked over at Kon, who nodded for him to go ahead. Dmitry fired a burst of rounds into the air one-handed, revolutionary style. Like any starving vermin conditioned to the presence of stiff competition, the scavengers played deaf. They held their ground and kept digging. Alex, half the height of Dmitry but equally stout, took immediate exception to their insolence. He yelled as he walked stridently towards them, pulling a pistol out from under his jacket and firing off a round at their feet. ‘Máfiya! Get lost,’ he said in Kazakh, not figuring them as Russian speakers.

      Alex’s round ricocheted off the blade of a shovel with a loud ping and a spark, which got everyone’s attention. Without daring to eye their new oppressors, the men collected up their tools into a weighty metal bucket of copper wire they had excavated and scampered away, permanently slouched.

      The spark had no other noticeable consequences, but this was the area of the Polygon known as Degelen Mountain, a place where 209 underground nuclear tests had taken place. Like his trusty assistants, Kon knew oxidized uranium and plutonium shared the same fire hazards as other combustible metals, and have been known to spontaneously ignite. The granite hilltop at one edge of the Polygon was extensively contaminated with both, and a cloud of radioactive smoke of any size was not going to make the air any more hospitable.

      Kon got back into the truck to put it in line with the trench the scavengers had relinquished. He had no interest in recycling the copper—it was a radioactive hazard as far as he was concerned. But he had to pay his assistants with something and scrap metal paid well on the border with China. Bundles of the heavy, insulated copper wire made up the three-phase electrical system that ran throughout the Polygon estate. Endless miles of it encircled the place, reminding Kon of the toy model of a particle accelerator his father had once made for him. The model incorporated basic electronic components to simulate particle acceleration and control. It seemed to Kon at the time like magic.

      As a self-made engineer, Kon would not be digging any trenches today. With his truck angled into position, Dmitry secured the steel cable from the winch while Alex prepped the terminal end of the copper bundles coming out of the ground. They fastened them together with a custom clamp and Kon brought the truck forward, ripping the buried wire out of the earth like the roots of an ancient tree. Once enough wire was exposed, Alex wound the end of it onto the barrel of a large industrial spool hanging on a small gantry bolted to the back of Kon’s truck for the occasion. Meanwhile Dmitry rejigged the winch to a pulley to wind the copper onto the spool as the truck went forward. This took a few minutes to set up.

      When his task was completed, Alex whistled and Kon carried on forward, stripping the wire from the ground, kicking up grass, dirt, and rock as it was pulled back into daylight. The straining winch slowly coiled the copper around the spool until the bobbin was full. They had traveled almost thirty meters at that point. The heavy spool would weigh about ninety kilograms—a good day’s hazard pay for the two young men.

      After they secured a tarpaulin over their contraband, they set out in the vehicle to concentrate on their real purpose that day—to test what Kon called his yadernyy gadzhet, or nuclear gadget.
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        * * *

      

      From first-hand experience, Kon knew never to go hunting for atomic treasure in an abandoned nuclear test site without plastic explosives, hazmat suits, radiation sensors, custom tools, and a few automatic weapons. It was Kon’s day off from the Ulba Metallurgical Plant, where he worked the night shift as a safety engineer. He was regarded at the plant as aloof but reliable, sometimes even indispensable. He was someone who could fix most anything and did not have to be asked twice. Nobody seemed to notice his curious interest and expertise in all things radioactive, nor did he advertise it. He loved to fix things not because he was concerned with the efficiency of his fellow workers, or with the hope of pleasing his bosses. He fixed them because that was how you learned how complicated stuff worked.

      The seeds of Kon’s aptitude for bringing technology to life were sowed as a kid during Soviet times. His attentive father would smuggle broken equipment home from work and they would fix or modify it, often on the back of an old work truck. Whether repairable or not, his father would not let the boy keep any of the odd bits. Instead he would smuggle all the gear back to the facility under a tarpaulin. This frustrated Kon, who begrudged his father for his stinginess.

      It was not until his father had disappeared, suddenly, and his mother had died in an accident a year later, that the boy learned the truth—or something near it. When Yelena revealed to him that their father had been sharing secrets to the Americans, the nine year old did not want to believe it. She raised him from that time on, and as Kon came to trust her with his welfare, he also came to believe the stories she told him, even if he did not understand the political machinations. His father was not a weak man, he was intelligent and brave, and the Soviet system had swallowed him up.

      Kon had always been introverted as a child, content with reading and fiddling around by himself. But the loss of his parents, especially his father, escalated matters, sending him into a form of psychological hiding. He rarely spoke and was prone to violent outbursts. This inwardness led to a self-study program that followed in his father’s footsteps. On one hand, there was mathematics, physics, and chemistry; on the other, engineering and electronics. Take apart, study, build, redesign, rebuild. Plus a lot of reading—in Russian, but also English. It was an organic, almost autistic kind of fascination that filled all the hours of the day. Theory fascinated Kon, but only as it applied to real world puzzles he could investigate and explore within his small but growing world of technical equipment and spare parts.

      Such a walled-off existence may well have persisted for the remainder of Kon’s youth were it not for certain crises that arose periodically, forcing him into the social world.

      One of these came several months after Kon and his sister began their life alone together. They lived in a small, semi-detached house outside of Moscow. It was housing that came with their father's position and so far they had managed to keep it. Kon only discovered later that the individual tasked with administering the housing—Yuri Smirnov—had learned of the change in their parental situation and, as a consequence, began seeking inappropriate favors from his sister.

      Kon first had the pleasure of meeting Smirnov one afternoon when the man showed up at the house, asking to see Yelena. A defiant Kon said she wasn’t home. When Kon was not forthcoming with answers to his subsequent questions, the oily bureaucrat drove off in a huff. But before he did, he took the boy by the ear and led him over to his rusty Moskvitch 2141, saying, ‘Be respectful to your elders, kid, or you’ll be going for a long ride. And you won’t be coming back.’

      Despite having learned of the housing issue, Kon trusted his sister would take care of it. Then a notice appeared in the post, informing them that they were being reassigned to an apartment complex on the other side of the city. Kon was confronted with the prospect of not just losing his home in thirty days, but also his beloved workshop. Yelena, although mature for her age, expressed her exasperation and exhaustion with the situation, telling Kon that she had done everything she could.

      Mobilized by the existential threat of losing the workshop, Kon had his sister take him by the local administration office to point out where Smirnov worked. Kon immediately began tracking his movements, as best he could, for the next several days. When Smirnov dropped off his old Moskvitch at a nearby mechanic's shop, the boy had followed the billow of grey smoke on his bicycle. He formed a hasty plan.

      He waited until the middle of the night, then broke into the workshop and took the keys. He drove the Moskvitch to his house to pick up supplies, then to the lot of an abandoned warehouse a few kilometers away. Kon could never resist an adventure if it involved a bit of engineering, so he set up a remote detonation device and used some fertilizer and fuel oil to turn the car into a not-so-inconsequential bomb. Afterwards, he composed a message, which he placed in Smirnov’s postbox: it told the official that before acquiring a new car, he should immediately renew all the housing allotments he was handling.

      Instead of that happening, the man arrived at their house the next afternoon with the politsiya to take Yelena away. The police could not prove the teenage girl had blown up Smirnov’s car, because they had no evidence, so they did the next best thing: they fabricated charges of hooliganism and anti-Soviet activities against her. Kon’s clever plan had worked so disastrously he lost his usual self-confidence—unable to act or even think. For almost a week he waited nervously for Yelena to return. When she did not, he told himself he had to do something.

      More than anything, Kon knew he needed a plan that produced an immediate result, for only a week remained before the eviction from the house took effect. He also knew that, whatever he did, there must be no way for it to be traced back to him. The only thing worse than losing his workshop was losing his sister.

      Not surprisingly, an idea came to him when he was toying around in his workshop. He had been distracting himself in his usual way, tinkering with a set of two-way radios he’d been given by an old colleague of his father’s. They had been deemed unrepairable. With their functionality restored, and a squelch circuit added to keep the radios quiet when left on, Kon broke into Smirnov’s house in the middle of the day, knowing the man worked all day and lived alone. Once inside, he installed one of the walkie-talkies behind a heating vent in the wall of the upstairs bedroom. To increase the likelihood of success, Kon took special care in the radio’s placement. First, he partitioned the duct cavity behind the vent to direct the sound away from the bed and towards the adjacent wall. This created the illusion that the sound was coming from somewhere near the window. Second, he used a portable oxyacetylene torch to spot-weld the vent’s grill back into place, thereby ensuring nobody would ever remove it and discover the radio.

      That night, and on the following two nights, Kon brought a small tape recorder and the other radio with him to a concealed spot beside Smirnov’s house.

      Enamored with the tape player when he first received it, Kon had made numerous recordings, occasionally interviewing Yelena on mundane topics she knew nothing about, like absorption spectroscopy, optical cavities, or nuclear isotopes. He had crudely edited those tapes now, so that, at different times during Smirnov’s bedtime, Kon could transmit snippets of Yelena’s voice into the bedroom via the handset he had placed there. In one, she pleaded to be released. In others, she spoke what was mostly nonsense, while also whistling, whispering, crying, and even getting angry.

      Smirnov always returned home late on those nights, something Kon had not expected, based on his previous surveillance. Still, he was able to monitor the disturbing effects of his operation easily, which he did by watching the dark house come to life after each transmission. Initially, a bedroom lamp came on for a brief time; then, with subsequent transmissions, other lights in the house were also turned on, illuminated for increasingly extended periods. On the third evening, the lights remained on all night. Were it not for the gravity of the situation, Kon might have enjoyed his little game, imagining the man searching madly for the source of the unwanted presence, no doubt concluding that the house was haunted by Yelena’s imprisoned spirit.

      The next afternoon, the phone rang—it was Yelena. She said she was being allowed one call and that she was okay, though she did not sound it. She also mentioned that she would be released the following day. Kon immediately understood what this meant: it was a test to determine if Yelena’s wrongful incarceration was behind the unsettling disturbances. If they stopped, she would be freed; but if they continued, Smirnov would ensure the charges stuck. So, Kon took the night off and got some sleep, hoping it would be his last night alone in the empty house.

      The next morning she was released, and by that afternoon, the allotment was renewed. Clearly, given the shape she was in, the authorities had not planned on releasing her. Another shock reverberated through Kon’s little world: Yelena looked shaken and was battered and bruised. She would not say a word about what had happened, only that Smirnov was to blame. No longer seeing straight, Kon burned the man’s house down the next night, not knowing or caring if Smirnov was in it.

      Exceptional circumstances continued to follow Kon, and by his late teens, he was no longer your typical prodigious savant. Though aloof, he still preferred to tinker alone, often for hours, days, or even weeks, depending on the scope of the project. Yet he managed to make a few friends at school and became adept at handling people when necessary. Growing up in a tough neighborhood, he learned to take care of himself. His obsession with how things worked, and his fascination with negotiating the laws of physics and chemistry, led him to increasingly sophisticated engineering pursuits. Much like the time spent with his father, he dove into anything he could build from scavenged parts.

      However, these interests increasingly required expensive equipment and technical information he could not access or afford. Ultimately, the insatiable engineer realized that if he could find work that nurtured his unique talents—and provided for himself in the process—he might also fulfill his sister’s one wish for him: that he stay out of trouble.

      This was still the Soviet Union so Kon took a job in a ‘closed’ Russian city in Kazakhstan, processing uranium and other heavy metals.

      It was a fateful decision. With the job at the Ulba plant and his nearly unfettered access to the abandoned nukes at the Polygon, Kon’s slow-burning fixation with building exotic gear had morphed into an unhealthy obsession with atomic energy.

      Learning English along the way, he read whatever he could find that fed his interests. He had even read about Richard Garwin, the American 23-year-old who, when at Los Alamos National Lab in the summer of 1951, designed the first successful fusion bomb, which was detonated to frightening effect in 1952. Fusion fascinated Kon but he knew the technology would always be out of reach. Plus, his focus was on making a device of great portability and precision—one that could be quietly tested underground at the Polygon.

      The Americans had stopped nuclear testing by 1992, after about a thousand trials. In 1993, Kon was just getting started. It was an irony he was too naive to appreciate: his father believed the Soviets and Americans were heading for mutually assured destruction, and risked his life in an attempt to prevent it. Now Kon was unknowingly doing everything in his power to make mutual obliteration a reality.
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        * * *

      

      Kon’s gadget that day at the Polygon was a small, single stage fission implosion device, custom fabricated by him and unique in several ways. If it worked as designed, it would have a very low yield—that is, it would produce a very modest explosion for a nuke, maybe the equivalent of seven thousand tons of TNT—seven kilotons. More importantly, it would be proof of concept—proof that Kon’s custom device could achieve a supercritical nuclear reaction with very little fissile material. This meant in turn that it was lightweight, highly efficient, and relatively affordable to make.

      Of course, for Kon, affordability was not the issue, as he would not be buying fissile material on the black market; rather, he would be pilfering it, as he already was, from the underground tunnels of the Polygon. Together these attributes also meant that the device, if detonated above ground, would have a distinct signature of efficiency: it would be highly explosive but produce a remarkably low level of residual radiation.

      As in the case of the firecracker, producing a small bang with a conventional chemical explosive like gunpowder is simple. For an effective atomic reaction, however, you needed a minimum critical mass to get the nuclear fireball rolling—as if a stick of dynamite would not explode unless bundled with many others that went off at exactly the same instant. Not only was fissile material highly scarce outside of the guarded enrichment plants of the U.S. and Russia, a kilogram of the stuff was worth many millions of dollars on the black market. Unless you had a well-engineered design, as in Kon’s case, getting a sustained chain reaction required a pile of either plutonium or highly-enriched uranium, or both—an unimaginable waste.

      To Kon, the ‘Little Boy’ bomb dropped over Hiroshima was the perfect example. It was massively heavy as a unit, equipped with 64 kilograms of enriched uranium. It was so inefficient that not even a single kilogram of its fissile material was spent as the bomb went critical and blew apart. This meant ‘Little Boy’ was as much a dirty bomb—contaminating countless tons of pulverized earth—as it was an explosive device; laughably crude, Kon believed, although an effective demonstration of atomic power nonetheless.

      Theoretically, one small kilogram of uranium-235 would create a 17-kiloton explosion. But engineering can only strive towards the ideal. Kon’s device employed twice that amount of material, compliments of the Polygon, with half the expected yield. That made it half as powerful but sixteen times more efficient than ‘Little Boy.’ Nuclear engineers would describe this as having an excellent yield-to-weight ratio. The further incorporation of small amounts of two fusion isotopes in the bomb design was partly the source of this efficiency, an unavoidable complication when choosing the long-term reliability of U-235 over the more potent but less predictable, and supremely toxic, plutonium-239.

      Kon thought of this as a squeeze device. While highly complex to build, it was simple in design: The explosion starts from the outer layer, with shaped conventional charges of an air-gaped fast explosive acting as a directional lens to punch into and thus implode the uranium core into a smaller core—a phase changing event that turns a solid softball into a liquified, perhaps even plasmified, baseball. The implosion dramatically increases both density and temperature, initiating a fission reaction in the pit of the U-235 that is, until that time, sitting quietly subcritical. Meanwhile, at the innermost center of the core lies the hydrogen isotope, deuterium, which fuses at far lower temperatures than uranium. It is hit by the massive compression and temperature spike. It begins, not to fizz, but to fuse the atoms. This triggers the nuclear production of tritium isotopes via neutron bombardment of the lithium-6 isotope, all of which further amplifies the cascading nuclear reaction. A star is born—or would be, if the gravity needed to keep it from blowing apart weren’t missing.

      Today was to be Kon’s maiden test. Fortunately, for all concerned, it was to be conducted about thirty meters underground, under the dense granite rock at a spot scouted the previous week.

      Like the eager American scientists who conceived and designed the first atomic devices at Los Alamos in the 1940s, Kon did not primarily view his gadget as a tool for destruction or ending lives—though it certainly would be if detonated where it now sat, in the back of the truck. For Kon, it was a piece of scientific equipment meant to test a series of hypotheses that comprised its design: mechanical engineering meeting electronics, chemistry, and nuclear physics. It was also the opportunity—seductive to many nuclear scientists before him—to unleash atomic power and, in doing so, touch the hand of God.
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        * * *

      

      The top surface of the Polygon and the bowels of its radioactive underworld were separated by a massive door made of thirty centimeters of reinforced Soviet concrete. Far beyond that portal lay a deep shaft accessed via a long stretch of tunnel. It was down that final shaft that Kon’s gadget needed to be set.

      Once lowered down, a timer would tick off sixty minutes and something would happen, big or small. Nothing obvious about the Earth’s air or surface would change, whether or not the test succeeded as planned. What would change was Kon’s understanding of whether he had built something quite unique to the world that worked as designed. Tests, his father had taught him, were needed to turn ideas into reality.

      The device was not anything like a missile, however. It was enclosed in a rudimentary wooden crate held together by steel bands and wrapped with nylon straps for carrying and lowering—preferably one person at each end.

      Alex and Dmitry both expressed clear trepidation about the stability of the atomic gizmo while carrying it. Kon did not put them at ease when he said, in Russian, ‘Guys, stop thinking of it as a nuke. When you’re standing this close to a bomb, who cares what kind it is.’

      As they went, Alex would climb down, they would lower the box to him, then they would carry it on to the next drop. The vertical shafts were a few meters wide but the walls were not entirely sealed. This required them to descend down the rope one at a time.

      The final step was a long drop and no one was going down there. The neutron detector had gone berserk when they had lowered it down a short distance during last week’s visit.

      The three joined up together at the edge of the shaft to contemplate the bomb’s final resting place—not that it would be resting for long.

      ‘I forgot how deep it goes,’ said Alex, his voice muffled by the protective mask.

      ‘About fifteen meters,’ said Kon. ‘Any deeper and we’re going to need a longer rope.’

      Kon went back to where his men had sat down the device. He removed a panel on the side of the crate, set the mechanical timer, armed the trigger, and closed it up. After securing the rope to one end of the box with a sturdy metal hook, Dmitry and Alex seized the rope as Kon moved the crate forward and slid it over the edge.

      ‘Easy now,’ said Kon as the side of the crate scraped on the rock surface before finally falling free of it. The rope jerked violently and the device hung in the ether, suspended in the dark void under the tension of the rope.

      ‘Easy…’ repeated Kon.

      As it slowly descended, a faint blue light could be seen blinking on and off.

      After several minutes the crate finally came to a rest. ‘I’ll take it,’ said Kon, wanting to test the tension in the rope to make sure the device was sitting flat and stable before releasing the hook. It was, and he handed the rope to Dmitry to reel it in.

      ‘Let’s get out of here,’ said Alex as Dmitry finished. Nobody argued and they hustled their way back towards the surface.

      At one point along the way, Dmitry, out of breath from climbing, said, ‘Kon, why only sixty minutes?’

      ‘Because it’s a sixty minute timer. You can’t make a mistake with a timer like that. Any other questions?’

      There were none and they carried on.

      The final climb was the worst because it was the last. Looking up at the daylight filtering in through the portal, Kon was sucking wind along with the others.

      ‘I thought having a bomb ticking under me would make this easier, you know, with all the adrenaline,’ said Dmitry. ‘But damn if I’m not more tired than the last time. It’s fucking hot too.’

      ‘You can stay here if you like, and rest. It should be okay,’ said Kon.

      ‘You’re kidding, right?’ said Alex.

      Kon shrugged. ‘Keep your mask on, lie down, it will be fine.’

      With the protective gear concealing his facial expressions, neither Dmitry nor Alex could tell if he was serious.

      Soon everyone was out and headed back to the truck with twenty minutes to spare. Keeping watch for any visitors, they scrubbed their protective gear with soapy water and brushes before removing it, then disposed of everything—including their gloves—in plastic bags. There was always a chance the bomb could crater the surface or blow the concrete cover off the entrance, so Kon positioned a battery and two seismic recording devices on even ground and switched them on. Then they drove off.

      Half a kilometer later they stopped and got out with their water bottles to stand in a patch of wind blown grass. Under an overcast sky with a minute or so remaining, Kon said, ‘Nobody can predict an earthquake, did you know that? But today, I bet we can.’

      A moment later there was a mild shuddering of the earth.

      ‘It worked,’ said Dimity, exhausted but smiling.

      Relieved, Kon put his fists up over his eyes.

      ‘Was that good?’ said Alex, unsure of what to expect.

      ‘Let’s go get the recorders and see,’ said Kon, composing himself.

      Kon knew the shock waves typical of an underground explosion would first be distributed through the dense walls of the shaft and tunnels. That energy would then be transferred into the surrounding earth to become seismic waves picked up by the recorders. If the chemical explosives in the bomb alone had detonated, or if the bomb subsequently fizzled because supercriticality was not achieved, little or no waves would be detected.

      As they arrived back at the scene, nothing looked amiss, which was perfectly fine by Kon. Planning on doing more tests, he did not want any evidence left behind. He told his assistants he expected a magnitude 3 to 4 seismic event with a three to five second duration. So they were pleased to see on the recorder that the magnitude was just a bit higher and the duration was just a bit shorter.

      ‘So now you are Einstein of Kazakhstan,’ said Dmitry, patting him on the back.

      Kon knew seismic measuring sites located across that part of the world would detect the tremor. He did not want it to be traced back to him. ‘I am nobody,’ he said to them. ‘Don’t either of you forget that. Nobody, not even a ghost, was here today. So no talking shit, not unless you want to see what a bomb really feels like when it goes off under you.’

      Dmitry and Alex did not know for sure how serious he was, but Kon was too intense and too determined a person to ignore.
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        * * *

      

      As they drove back, the boy engineer, now grown into a man, reflected on the significance of his accomplishment. He had approached the problem from every possible angle and solved it. Yet, as always before the successful test of a new and complex device, there was the nagging suspicion that he might have overlooked something—perhaps even something obvious. While he acknowledged the success, he reminded himself that it was only the first test. Others would be needed to test its precision and reliability. It was his birthday, so he told himself not to worry. This was a moment to celebrate.
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AUGUST, 1993 | ALMATY, KAZAKHSTAN

        

      

    

    
      Andy Weber leaned back in the wooden office chair and took a breath, his eyes blinking back into focus. The air was stuffy and hot despite the wall fan, which chilled the sweat on the back of his neck. It was not the first time he had caught himself daydreaming after a heavy Kazakh lunch. As his attention returned to matters at hand, he felt a great shadow looming over him and the embassy. It was a shadow he doubted they would escape anytime soon: the old Soviet Union.

      The disintegration of the U.S.S.R. during the last days of 1991 left fifteen independent republics in its wake. For the United States, this meant an equal number of new embassies to set up. Almaty, as the capital city of the newly sovereign nation of Kazakhstan, was home to one of them.

      Old Soviet trams, with their faded green paint and double hung windows, juddered their way up and down Cosmonauts Street. Watching from his window, Weber recalled the newspaper story that had enticed him to embark on his far-away adventure…

      It was about a year earlier: April 17, 1992. Sitting in economy class on a long-haul flight to somewhere else, a tantalizing headline in the Wall Street Journal caught his eye: ‘Kazakhstan Is Made for Diplomats Who Find Paris a Bore.’ Beyond the intrigue of a post-Soviet diplomatic wilderness, nothing in the article painted a rosy picture.

      But Kazakhstan had inherited its portion of the Soviet nukes, which meant it found itself overseeing the fourth largest nuclear arsenal in the world. Weber found the proposition inviting: to see the world from the vantage point of a remote outpost on the edge of a new frontier.

      Finding a place to live was Weber’s first Kazakh adventure. After threading his way through dank and dark corridors lacking amenities as simple as light bulbs, the abstract appeal of brutalist Soviet architecture quickly faded. In the end, and with some hard-earned luck, Weber found a partly furnished house in the foothills of the dramatic Tien Shan Mountains, south of Almaty. Almost a replica of a Swiss chalet, the place was newly constructed with exposed, local timber. A large fireplace promised at least the appearance of warmth, as did the sauna with its scented cedar paneling. It was enough of a prize that when Weber needed to sit down with Kazakh officials, he could invite them over for a western meal—and perhaps more importantly, a few strong drinks.

      But it was a guest of a less official kind who first drew Weber’s attention.

      One day not long after getting settled, a worker at the house announced in Russian, ‘You are American embassy, yes?’

      ‘Da,’ said Weber.

      ‘I have somebody who wants to meet you.’

      The man speaking was Slava, a mechanic and general handyman who, older than Weber, had been doing odd jobs for him at the house. Slava had also proven to be resourceful in locating the kind of scarce commodities someone from the U.S. took for granted. The mechanic’s local connections notwithstanding, Weber knew this brokering of a private meeting was probably not about him going on a blind date, although admittedly there was a similar sense of excitement. It sounded like something secret, something that needed to be handled discreetly.

      ‘I hope she’s pretty?’ said Weber, embarrassed by the sudden cloak-and-dagger atmosphere.

      The mechanic lowered the hood on Weber’s Lada Niva. Cleaning his hands with an oil-stained rag, he said, ‘We have expression, shutki v storanu. It means, this is no joke.’

      Weber responded with a solemn nod. Although he knew the Russian expression, he also knew that such an air of seriousness might be an attempt to disguise a dodgy deal in the making. He hoped Slava had not gotten himself in the middle of something that would prove embarrassing for them both. The man struck him as serious and reliable. But times were tough for Kazakhs, even those native to Russia—and embassy staff were regularly reminded to be ever watchful of offers too good to be true.

      ‘This is a matter for the embassy?’ said Weber.

      ‘Da,’ said Slava.

      ‘Do I come to them or do they come to me?’

      The man shrugged—a gesture full of cultural meaning. To Weber it meant, this is Kazakhstan, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. What Slava said next reinforced the sentiment: ‘Znayesh', na takiye veshchi nuzhno vremya.’ Again, Weber thought he understood: be patient, these things take time.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Weber informed his boss the ambassador, William Courtney, that something might be in the works. Weber knew Courtney had expertise in the subjects of nuclear security and proliferation. Sitting in his boss’s office, he discussed what the offered contact might signify.

      ‘You’re sure this was directed at you as an attaché?’ said Courtney.

      ‘That’s what he said. He’s aware I’m assigned here at the embassy.’

      ‘No doubt it will involve the plundering of some national asset,’ said Courtney. ‘Just yesterday we were approached about a private sale of a thousand tons of smelted copper. Unfortunately the seller didn’t seem to own what he was selling, or at least he couldn’t prove it. Not that we’re in a position to buy anything like that ourselves, of course.’

      ‘Of course,’ said Weber.

      ‘But then again, it could involve a military concern, this meeting. Anything that hints at being nuclear, biological, or chemical, we have to take seriously no matter how shady the characters, or how outrageous the offer. Especially on the bioweapons front, as we were discussing the other day. Based on how little they’re willing to talk about it, we have to assume some serious security issues remain. I hope to never again hear the word anthrax but I’m certain I will. When they don’t want our help, I never know whether to be thankful or start worrying.’

      ‘Probably both,’ said Weber.

      ‘Probably you’re right. However perilous were Soviet times, at least in the short term, the uncertainty we’re dealing with now feels worse.’

      ‘The devil you know,’ said Weber.

      ‘Something like that,’ said Courtney. ‘Well then, start a file on this. Until there’s a meeting, though, keep it in-house. We can never be sure, and there’s no point documenting a meeting that never materialized.’

      Weber agreed, figuring nothing was exactly what would happen—that soon enough he would forget all about it. And within a week or so, he had.

      Then a few weeks later, he received a call.

      ‘Mr. Weber, it’s Slava. The meeting we discussed, tomorrow they are here, in Alma-Ata,’ he said, using the Russian name for Almaty. Weber not only had a cook on his small staff, but also a few security guards. Which was probably what Slava had in mind when he said, ‘Come alone.’

      Weber wanted to get some clarification, to ask what this was all about, and to know whom exactly he was meeting. But he knew Slava would not risk telling him. The Russian ended the call by giving him the time and place.

      Weber, hanging up, felt a new emotion since arriving in Kazakhstan. It was a tingle of what he had come all that way for, whether he admitted it or not: some intrigue, some risk, and perhaps a chance to do something, or be part of something, of international importance. Or so he hoped. Another Russian expression came to mind: Bedá nikogdá ne prikhódit odná—trouble never travels alone.
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        * * *

      

      As an American diplomat acting in an official capacity, Weber did not understand why the meeting had to be arranged so hastily and with such secrecy. It was as if he was dealing with gangsters and he worried that that was exactly who he was dealing with.

      The next day, he walked alone and unarmed to a street corner, not far from the embassy, where he was picked up shortly after. The driver of the shiny sedan said nothing beyond asking for confirmation of Weber's name before speeding off once the attaché was seated in the back. Weber had the sensation of being caught up in something he did not understand—and certainly did not control. He also worried he had overlooked something that he was too close to or too inexperienced to see. Several minutes later, they pulled up outside a mid-rise apartment complex. The driver got out and led Weber to the door of a nondescript unit at ground level.

      Stepping inside, Weber found himself in a dimly lit, claustrophobic space. Following the sound of voices, he realized he was in the company of three others, their forms obscured by a cloud of cigarette smoke. The air was heavy, but what surprised Weber most was the mood in the room—relaxed and casual. It was nothing like the clandestine atmosphere he had imagined on his way over. The three were seated at a round table, engaged in animated conversation as he entered. The table was surrounded by stockpiles of hunting gear: rifles, ammunition, scopes, orange safety hats and vests—even night vision equipment. Weber knew Slava was an avid hunter and guessed it was his idea to choose this meeting place.

      ‘Vitaly Mette,’ said a solidly built man of average height and complexion, holding out his hand after getting up to receive Weber. The accent told Weber the man was a Russian-born Kazakh. ‘You are the young American from the embassy, yes?’ he added, appearing casual yet suave in his leather Navy jacket.

      Weber received a firm handshake from his contact, acknowledging the other two in the room with a glance. One was an older, bigger man with tailored suit and a luminous bald head. A young woman who was trying unsuccessfully to look invisible accompanied him.

      ‘Colonel Korbator, this is…,’ said Mette, as the colonel came over.

      ‘Andy Weber,’ said Weber, shaking hands.

      ‘Andy, it’s a pleasure,’ said the colonel.

      To Weber the man sounded at ease and genuine, which further confused him about the nature of the meet.

      The attractive blonde remained seated, focused on finishing her cigarette and minding her own business. The colonel left with her a minute later and Weber could see them get into the sedan he rode in earlier.

      Mette gestured to the table and chairs, ‘Please comrade, have a seat.’

      Once Weber sat down, the Russian placed his hands flat on the table and took a breath before getting down to business. ‘I am former Soviet navy submarine commander. Now I am factory director at Ulba Metallurgical Plant. Near to Ust-Kamenogorsk. You know it?’

      Weber nodded. He knew of the plant—and the place. They were notorious in Soviet times for their association with the production of nuclear reactor fuel and, less satisfactorily, with nuclear weapons testing in the region. The city of Semipalatinsk was near there, to the northeast, a place where hundreds of nuclear weapon tests had been carried out in the second half of the twentieth century. With good weather, Ust-Kamenogorsk was a full day’s drive from Almaty. Given how radioactive the area was believed to be, most in Almaty felt the distance could never be great enough.

      ’In the Soviet Union places like Ulba were closed cities,’ continued Mette. ‘For a long time it was known only as Mailbox Ten. I like that name, so simple don’t you think?’

      Weber smiled, not sure of Mette’s meaning. He was anxious to hear more, though, pleased that the topic was appropriate to his remit at the embassy, and that it did not involve the dread of biological or chemical weapons.

      ‘You see the significance?’ Mette continued. ‘To have a name like that, you understand right away, it’s not the people who are important, just the place. The people go in, maybe they come out. Like your Y-12 plant at Oak Ridge. A small, atomic town, yes? But in Japan, a big atomic explosion. Secrets are built in these closed cities of ours.’

      Weber did not really believe the Tennessee town, created exclusively for the production of bomb material for one of the nuclear weapons detonated over Japan, could be described as closed, but he nodded anyway, waiting for the other shoe to drop. This had to be leading somewhere.

      ‘But we are not here to change history. Our job’s with the future, including yours and mine. I will tell you a secret, Andy, to show my, how do you say, good faith. There were plans once upon a time, made in Moscow, to build a small fleet of stealth nuclear submarines. At Ulba, for a long time we focused on making the reactor fuel for these subs. And we successfully produced the fuel—which is a very difficult task, as maybe you are aware. But as so often happened in the U.S.S.R., the sub program ran into problems. Issues with the design and cost of the small reactors. Now maybe you understand the situation we have: all this unspent uranium, still here in Kazakhstan. Russia does not want it, we have no use for it, so maybe the Americans are interested? Maybe, who knows, perhaps your country would like to buy it?’

      ‘Buy it?’ said Weber. It was a spontaneous quip elicited by his assumption that if the Kazakhs could not give it away...

      ‘Yes, of course, it is very valuable, is it not?’ said Mette. ‘To somebody, at least. Your government, our government here in Kazakhstan—I’m sure we both want to avoid anyone else taking possession of such dangerous goods. I think in your country you call this a win-win, no?’

      This sounded to Weber like extortion, but then again, depending on the grade of uranium in question, selling it to the U.S. to keep it from being sold elsewhere would be a clear matter of national security, no matter what the cost.

      ‘This is stored up at the Ulba plant?’ said Weber, keeping the conversation going as he tried to think of what else to ask.

      ‘It is,’ said Mette. The former submarine commander raised his eyebrows as if to say, so… what do you think?

      Weber had no authority to make any commitments and he knew those who did would need a hundred questions answered first. He also was not particularly expert on nuclear materials, although the ambassador was knowledgeable of such things, at least as they pertained to the old Soviet Union.

      ‘I will discuss it with the ambassador today, but keep in mind that he will need more specific information. Are you in Almaty long?’
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        * * *

      

      Mette was leaving the next day, so that night, Weber drove with Ambassador Courtney to meet the Navy man again. The address provided by the factory director took them to a drab guesthouse in central Almaty where, Mette later explained, he stayed when working in the capital. Despite Courtney‘s many questions after they sat down, the meeting confirmed only that Mette was acting on behalf of the Kazakh government to explore the possible sale. No more details were provided on the nature of the material. Instead, Mette assured them that further specifics would come later. As they went to leave, Mette concluded their meeting on a serious note, saying the uranium issue was a serious matter that could lead to an historic agreement between their two countries.

      ‘Then we look forward to hearing from you again soon,’ said Courtney with equal seriousness.

      As they drove back to the embassy, Courtney vented his frustration. ‘For someone in charge of a metallurgical plant dealing with heavy metals, your contact is awfully light on details—and why does he ask you to go hunting? It’s as if they are vetting us, the United States of America, as the buyer when it should be us vetting them as the sellers, certainly.’

      ‘Agreed,’ said Weber. ‘From what I gather, my mechanic Slava and he are friends. I suspect they do a lot of hunting together.’

      ‘I suppose it’s not that unusual. It’s very Russian, you know, to do things of this sort in increments. Unlike back home, there is an aversion to engaging in meaningful exchanges with strangers. If on the other hand they get to know you, and perhaps come to respect you, then no one’s going to lose face when a deal is struck, even if they see the deal as being in our favor.’

      ‘In our favor?’ said Weber.

      ‘I’d think so. The uranium appears to be a headache for them, but if it’s anywhere near weapons grade, it could become a far greater headache for us. Nothing has ever stood in the way of nuclear proliferation more than the nearly insurmountable task—and unfathomable cost—of producing weapons-grade material. The production of fissile material was eighty percent of the Manhattan Project’s budget. Or take the example of the Nazis. They began enrichment in ’39. By the end of the war they were still at it—and still hadn’t enough fissile material for a single test. To any interested party today, such as Iraq, the value of such material would be astronomical—a hundred, maybe two hundred times the price of gold by weight. So by all means, go hunting Andy. Just try not to get shot.’
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SEPTEMBER, 1993 | ALTAI MOUNTAINS, KAZAKHSTAN

        

      

    

    
      A few weeks after his meetings with factory director Vitaly Mette, Andy Weber got on a single prop, four-seater to join Mette and two others on a hunting expedition. The site of the hunt was the dramatic Altai Mountains—a remote range that spread into Russia, China, and Mongolia. Weber had read that the area was famously populated with a diverse array of wildlife, from peregrine falcons to snow leopards.

      After being flown to the country’s eastern border, Weber found Mette waiting for him alongside the landing strip in what looked like a military four-wheel drive. The mountain peaks were tall and imposing in the background. Mette seemed relaxed but was not especially conversational. At first Weber thought this was because of the language barrier, but later he concluded that while Mette went to the mountains to hunt, he also went there for solitude.

      Weber was told not to bring much in the way of gear and their first stop in the jeep was at a nearby village where a pile of additional supplies were acquired. Mette explained to Weber afterwards that it was something of a trading post, telling him that a portion of the meat from the game they would kill would be taken back there and exchanged as credit.

      Although the plane had taken Weber to the border, Mette warned that their camp was another three hours drive away. What followed was a bumpy trek across hilly ground that led into deep woods. They arrived at an established base camp tucked away beside an idyllic ravine. Weber could hear a tranquil waterfall within earshot. The air was damp and the weather was overcast. It suddenly felt like autumn. The spot was as spectacular as any natural setting he had ever seen. Societies varied, he thought, but natural beauty knew no nationality or borders.

      Mette had explained they were heading to prime hunting ground where they would meet up with two of his Russian comrades—both ex-navy. What Weber found upon arrival was not as primitive as he expected. There were separate huts for sleeping and there was a basic kitchen with a dining space. There was even power and plumbing. This explained all the diesel they had picked up, for the generators. To Weber, it looked more like a secluded resort than a makeshift hunting camp.

      That evening as the light faded and the temperature dropped, preparations were made for their early morning start. They shared a traditional meal along with a few drinks. Jokes and laughter were also shared, although for Weber most of it was lost in translation.

      Three days of hunting followed. Each day they split up into pairs. Weber’s patient hosts endured his limited Russian and his lesser hunting skills while they searched for signs of game. On the ground from early morning until late afternoon, they saw several deer and some elk, but no shots were fired. Weber did not ask but he sensed the plan was to pass on any unexceptional opportunities for the first day or two. That would leave the third day to push hard for something exceptional. Weber was happy enough just tramping in pristine forest, letting the others worry about locating game worthy of their skills.

      On the third day he was paired off with the oldest of the bunch, Nik, who spoke hardly a lick of English. It was just after dawn when Mette made a quiet radio call to Weber’s partner. From what Weber could make out, Mette had observed a lone moose on Weber’s and Nik’s side of the mountain stream. From the start of the week, Mette had pressed the idea that Weber should try and get himself a moose. This puzzled him because until then nobody had seen any sign of one. The heads-up call seemed to be in that vein, especially considering how Nik immediately changed direction and picked up the pace. Moose were less likely than their deer cousins to spook, which meant a mediocre hunter might manage getting close enough to one. Weber figured that was probably why Mette thought they were a match for his talents.

      With hearing almost as important as seeing in the dense wood, Nik frequently signaled for Weber to pause and listen. The quiet of the forest was disturbed with occasional bird calls but what they were listening for was the unmistakable sound of big game moving through virgin forest, snapping fallen branches and skirting the dead tree trunks that littered the forest floor. They carried on like this for another quarter-hour, choosing their every step. Soon the sound of the stream interfered with hearing anything else. A few minutes later Nik took a knee and searched the woods with his binoculars. Weber had only the scope of his rifle and knew it was ill-considered to use that as a substitute. He waited, trying to calm his breathing. Nik lowered the lenses and handed them over. The Russian indicated with his hand where the animal was, approximately, and in what direction it was moving, which was towards them but off to their left, away from the water.

      Weber scanned the area to his front and was relieved when a cow moose appeared from the shadows behind a staggered line of trees. The foraging moose, looking calm and innocent, was in no particular hurry. She was tall and her coat looked dense and smooth; her ears were so pointy and upright that Weber first mistook them for antlers. Looking at the animal with and without the lenses, he judged the distance to be at least 35 yards, moderately uphill. That meant there was a lot of forest between him and her. He handed Nik back the lenses and waited for a sign from him about what they would do next.

      Nik pointed at Weber’s rifle, then at the moose. Weber took a breath, realizing that the moment of truth had come. Don’t fuck this up, he told himself. Thinking of Russian hospitality, he realized suddenly that until he had his prize, or at least a shot at one, the others would put off taking their turn. Nik signaled they would stay where they were, for now, by sitting down, but that Weber should keep the animal in his sights.

      Getting in a comfortable firing position, Weber had to remind himself to relax and maintain steady breaths. He had a clear shot but to him the distance seemed too great, meaning he could easily miss. He looked to Nik for a sense of whether to wait until the moose closed the distance, hopefully presenting her profile as a better target. But Nik just sat there, relaxed, as if nothing was going on. Clearly he wanted Weber to make the decisions himself. Determined, Weber raised his rifle and put the sights back on the animal.

      She was still meandering on the same trajectory, if achingly slow. Weber saw no reason to risk a poor shot. He knew, though, that there was an irreconcilable tension between waiting for the best shot and waiting too long, when the animal caught their scent and scampered off. Weber steadied himself, took the safety off, and prepared to take the shot if and when she turned to make a better target. That happened almost immediately. The shot rang out as the rifle’s stock knocked Weber backwards.

      ‘Hit,‘ Nik reported in Russian, observing through the binoculars.

      The rifle lowered, Weber watched the moose in the distance slump downward as if to collapse, then right herself. Stunned, she nevertheless started moving again, towards them. She was not running, but she was not slowed either. Shit, thought Weber, hurrying to get the scope back on the animal. When he did, she was twice the size as before and harder to keep in view. She was pushing her way through the trees, still heading in their general direction. Her head was raised high, as though searching for their scent, with no suggestion now of having taken a bullet. Weber resisted the impulse to break off and leave it to Nik—a real hunter—to finish the job. He had never contemplated hitting the animal and having her not go down. He certainly had not contemplated it recovering into a shambling trot, heading right towards them.

      He shot again in a rush, knowing he was not fully steady but with no time to compose himself, or the shot.

      ‘Hit,’ said Nik again, his report sounding as calm as before.

      To Weber’s disbelief, the impressive animal, now just twenty yards away, was still standing. And getting disturbingly bigger by the second. She continued forward, just off to their left, still showing no obvious sign of injury. When she had crossed half that remaining distance, towering over them, she must have landed upon their scent because she turned sharp and came down on them. Meanwhile, Weber tried to get the rifle up to fire before being trampled upon. It was far too close now to use the scope—hell, it was practically time for a bayonet. But a shot fired by Nik rang out instead and the moose fell dead in her tracks. She crashed hard upon the ground with a great snort and with a puff of exhaled, vaporous breath.

      Weber, amazed the animal was stopped in time, was speechless, his heart thumping. He looked over at Nik. The Russian already had his rifle pointed up at the sky, the stalk abutting the ground. The tension still showed in his face, though, and he gave a wan smile.

      ‘Exciting,’ he said.

      For Weber, it was more excitement than he had bargained for. He reviewed what had just happened in his mind and could hardly accept it. Although not the kind of person who looked for hidden meanings in things, he could not help himself in this case. He hoped his inability to bring down the stubborn beast was not an omen of diplomatic struggles to come.

      After field dressing the animal under Nik's guidance, they quartered it and found a sturdy tree nearby to hang the meat. Nik suggested they continue their hunt and return later for the venison, or in the morning. Mette and his partner had been silent on the radio, and he had not heard any distant gunshots.

      When recounting the takedown of the moose later that evening, Nik left out the part about who fired the last shot, saying only that Weber had held his ground. There was plenty of mirth, although little shared by him.

      After an exhausting day in which everyone had successfully brought down a prize of some sort—or almost—Weber took a moment at the camp to relax. In addition to feeling lucky to still be breathing, he felt he had managed to earn some acceptance from the others. Whether that would translate into earning the respect that might be necessary for brokering a deal on the uranium, Weber did not know.
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        * * *

      

      Mette was more relaxed on the drive out, and he asked Weber if he wanted to come along with him to see the Ulba plant at Ust-Kamenogorsk. Weber agreed, hoping it was a sign of the breakthrough he had been waiting for.

      The contrast of driving from the pristine forest to the impoverished factory setting in a few short hours was a shock to Weber. The plant was a massive sprawl secured behind miles of dilapidated fence. It was still primarily a factory for making fuel for nuclear power, mostly for plants operating in Russia. Just the look of the place screamed of contamination and danger. As Mette had told him previously, Ulba had always been Russian controlled. Even now, there was nothing about the vast site to suggest they were anywhere but Russia. Certainly there were no ethnic Kazakhs around.

      Weber was given a windshield tour, but was not taken into any facilities. He felt it was absurd for him to be where the uranium was stored and not inquire about its presence there. So before the commercial flight back to the capital he thanked Mette for the memorable hunting trip and for the tour, then asked him about the uranium that had brought them together. ‘If it’s not a secret,’ said Weber, ‘do you have any highly-enriched uranium here?’

      Mette nodded and said, ‘I will have more information for you soon, Andy.’

      Weber was not sure whether Mette’s nod confirmed the uranium’s existence or not. But he did not push it, telling himself that Mette’s hands were probably tied. Dispensing such sensitive information was no doubt a matter for government authorities, not a factory director.
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OCTOBER, 1993 | SEMIPALATINSK, KAZAKHSTAN

        

      

    

    
      Winter was coming, which meant Kon and his assistants, Alex and Dmitry, were back at the Polygon to get what they could before they were frozen out for the season.

      And the door was closing fast. The northeastern steppe that contained the abandoned test site was the kind of place where, once winter arrived, it remained. According to the forecast, which was usually reliable in such vast and even terrain, they had until dusk. The temperature was not yet dropping, but would be soon enough. If they stayed any longer, they would have to race to keep ahead of the storm.

      The last minute visit was not exactly Kon’s idea. Partly it was because of the early storm, but it was also because he had a plan, and to execute that plan, he needed money. A lot more money. The only place he knew of as a potential source of that was the Polygon. Plutonium was not the easy currency that copper or gold was, naturally, but Kon had found a way around that, too.

      There was nothing materialistic about Kon’s motivations. But that did not mean money was not useful. Even with all the free fissile material in the world, the gear required to design, fabricate, and test a nuclear device was exotic and expensive. Basic gear, like melting furnaces and molds for casting precision parts and their housing, was prohibitively expensive. Sometimes they had to be salvaged from outdated equipment pilfered from the Ulba plant. Nor could someone buy any of the restricted chemicals Kon needed except from unconventional sellers, who knew the value of a ‘private’ sale. It was from one of these less reputable types that Kon had learned something of late that had led to his newly formed plan.

      The man was the mercenary and arms dealer Grigori Kirill. Despite being lean and of average height, and only a few years older than Kon, Kirill looked every part the dangerous man. Not that Kon needed to rely on his instincts to tell him this. A former director of the Polygon named Yuri had introduced the two. Kon never learned exactly what Yuri had done to upset Kirill; all he knew was that the man must have done something, because one day, some ex-Soviet KGB henchmen showed up in a military 4x4 and shot Yuri point-blank for trespassing. Kon was standing right next to the man and could still remember bracing for his own volley of bullets. Instead, they took Kon’s name and drove away with Yuri’s body. Later, Kirill made reference to the killing, reminding Kon not to ‘fuck him over’ unless he wanted ‘a visit from the same men who took Yuri.’ ’Took’ was hardly what happened to Yuri, but the message was clear enough.

      Kon’s new plan had come to him after he contacted Kirill to source some electronic components. They had done this in the past, trading scrap fissile and other material from the Polygon for used equipment Kon needed. In a suspiciously good mood, Kirill told him a story about enriched nuclear fuel made years ago to power a special Soviet fleet of tactical nuclear attack submarines. The sub program went bust almost before it produced a single boat, leaving behind a stockpile of highly-enriched uranium at a facility near Moscow that produced the stuff: the Elemash Machine-Building Plant in Elektrostal. It was a place where Kirill knew people who were always keeping an eye out for an opportunity. This was not anything of interest to Kon, and he told Kirill as much. He was not stealing any uranium-235 in Russia, obviously. That was when Kirill explained his real discovery, that the uranium enrichment for the sub program spanned two locations. The second one was in Kazakhstan: the Ulba plant where Kon worked.

      Kon knew well that low enrichment of uranium was done at Ulba. He also knew that the facility had produced highly-enriched uranium in the past. But he had no idea there were any meaningful quantities of it stockpiled anywhere on the site. As he reminded Kirill, once enriched, U-235 had to be stored in small amounts, and those small amounts had to be kept away from any others, lest it all go critical and start emitting fatal doses of gamma radiation. Kon was therefore skeptical that such a large spread of material could be there without his knowledge. Kirill was certain it was and told Kon that if he wanted to keep their mutually beneficial arrangement going, he had better find it. This was not a negotiation.

      When Kon next returned to work at the Ulba plant he began his search, asking a few questions of his co-workers along the way. Once he believed it was there, somewhere, it did not take him long to find it. Three single-story structures had been connected together with short passageways and Kon had always believed what he had been told about them, that like so many other areas at the plant, they were contaminated, unusable, and slated for future removal. He could not tell exactly how much HEU was in them, and he did not dare ask more questions. But he estimated it to be plenty, perhaps even as much as a ton.

      Relaying his news to Kirill a week later, he anticipated the man’s desire to lay claim to all of it, to sell. So Kon asked him on the phone why he had no interest in the enriched uranium back at Elemash?

      ‘Why not take it from there?’ said Kon.

      ‘A year ago, before I knew about it, it would have been no problem,’ said Kirill. ‘But now it has been secured. Well secured. I could find a way to take it, sure, but not without leaving a trail. From what you’re saying, at Ulba, taking it would be no problem. Nobody has their eyes on it. Figure out a process to remove it a little at a time, safely but quickly. If they discover what’s missing, they will be too afraid to admit it. But I heard a rumor, that some big shots there want to get rid of it. So get back to me soon.’

      It was typical Kirill: he did not ask and he did not accept no for an answer. But Kon was content, happy to make his own plan within a plan. Probably nobody knew how much uranium was there, exactly, and all he needed to do was acquire the modest quantity necessary to satisfy his own needs. But could he in fact get access, leave no trace, and still keep Kirill at bay? He thought he could but he did not know for how long.
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        * * *

      

      Meanwhile, Kirill had a more immediate demand for Kon: more plutonium-239.

      This was the request that had forced Kon to go back to the Polygon—that, and the needed cash it would bring. Now, leaning over the warm hood of the truck, Kon was studying his notes and maps, making his best guess as to where he might find two suitable cores of the requested P-239, without having to dismantle a nuclear device as big as a Zhiguli. He was not too worried, as plutonium was relatively abundant at the Polygon, it being far more commonly used in Soviet warheads than uranium.

      Plutonium was both more efficacious and potent as a fissile material, but Kon hated the stuff. It posed a greater risk, radiologically, especially when scavenging it from test bombs in uncertain states of wear and tear. It was easier to detect by scanners, in case you had plans to move it across international borders. And it was also easier to set off by accident. Kon could work around these issues but what he could not abide was how unpleasant plutonium was to work with as an engineer, especially when needing precision results from his bespoke but primitive gear.

      Still, getting the stuff for Kirill had never been a problem. There had been the occasional mishap but never with any radiological consequences. In fact, Dmitry and Alex enjoyed scavenging, dazzled by Kon’s ability to explain and disassemble the devices that almost nobody else in the world had ever seen—although Kon never fully explained just how dangerous it was. Of course, he also enjoyed the process. No schematics were ever published about these top-secret warheads, so he relished the opportunity to take them apart to varying degrees—a vital learning experience. He even made sketches, which was not to say he was terribly impressed with the designs. Dmitry likened them to automotive engines, which he complained had became increasingly complex and hard to work on. But when Kon inspected them, what he saw was an orb of plutonium hidden inside a tangle of Soviet bureaucracy. They were not the reflection of a single, quiet mind, but of the noise of a committee, with bloated architecture and clumsy workarounds.

      Kon folded up his paperwork, got back into the truck and told his guys to get ready for the tunnels. Their destination was not unfamiliar to them, although they had not been down that way in almost a year. It was a tunnel that was marked on Kon’s map as sealed, which meant that the scavenger ‘rats’ of the Polygon—men who regularly risked their health and their lives for a few bits of scrap—would not have made their way in. It also meant that whatever was down there would be dry, or at least not underwater.

      Water exposure, even if transient, posed all kinds of risks with nukes. It degraded all aspects of most any electromechanical device. It could also enter the bomb cavity and undermine the stability of the fissile material. None of them would forget the time Alex opened a tunnel door in the most antiquated part of the Polygon to reveal a flicker of blue light in the distance, as though someone down there was doing a spot of welding. It was a haunting experience and they went no further. Kon explained to the boys afterwards that, no, it was not some kind of electrical short circuit. His best guess was that somewhere down the tunnel, rainwater was entering from above a test site, bathing a warhead and causing the core of P-239 to reach a low level of criticality. It was a dangerous state that, if the water was supplied regularly, could continue on for hundreds of years.

      Arriving now at the spot where the entrance was marked, guided by the truck’s GPS, Kon disembarked and paused to study the sky.

      ‘It’s going to get dark early,’ said Alex.

      Kon agreed, noting that it was already happening. ‘Let’s get going,’ he said.

      They used the winch and a pulley off the back of the truck to lift up the formidable manhole to 60 degrees, leaving it propped open as they prepared to enter a long vertical shaft about twenty meters deep. There was no way to lift and remove the door completely, and if something happened and it closed, they would never escape. Except that Kon carried enough plastic explosives to blow the entrance clear.

      First they used a rope to lower down their specialized gear, including a hard plastic tube for transporting the fissile cores at a safe distance from one another. Down they climbed in their protective masks using the existing fixed ladder. Reaching the moist surface, they moved out, monitoring the radiation levels as they went. To move more freely, they delayed suiting up fully until necessary.

      Many of the network of tunnels at the Polygon merited descriptions like labyrinth, matrix, or warren, but this was a single tunnel that ran for kilometers down a two percent grade in a perfectly straight line. Railway tracks were bolted to ties embedded in the rock floor for rolling weighty test devices down the line.

      The very first test conducted there by the Soviet engineers would have been at the terminal end of the line, with the technicians working backwards from there as they carried out tests, any one of which could have, at least in theory, destroyed the entire facility. Kon already knew that one of the very last tests had detonated the bomb’s high explosives, cutting off access to most of the facility from the main entrance. It also left behind significant residual contamination, which was why Kon had chosen to enter midway down the line through an ancillary portal.

      From where they were located now, they could go in either direction, knowing that the test areas were spaced about 500 meters apart. As Kon took notice of the wet floor, trying to determine how high the water had been rising of late, they took their gear and walked west towards where the first tests had been conducted.

      Although the air was not healthy for long periods of underground exposure, Kon’s notes told him there was little to no radiation at this end of the tunnel. The neutron detector in his pocket confirmed this, although that could change suddenly as they approached any test device. His notes also reminded him that most of the devices in the tunnel were old designs used in naval missiles, each incorporating a single warhead. He had learned long ago that the Soviets identified everything in the Polygon with unique identification numbers, and he had never acquired the records that linked those numbers with their real world counterparts.

      Fortunately, in this part of the Polygon, the test modules contained only the warhead, not the entire ballistic missile, with its massive explosive propulsion system. Still, they were substantial. The first one they encountered in the tunnel was likely an R-27 Zyb, weighing around 650 kilos. It had the typical cylindrical shape, approximately 150 centimeters in diameter and a meter in length.

      Kon wasted no time in assessing the damaged nuclear warhead, first scanning for radiation and then evaluating the structural damage. The warhead had been involved in a simulated impact, akin to a train wreck, with its casing crumpled between two concrete blocks, probably at a simulated terminal velocity of an accidental fall: ten meters per second. The device was a crumpled mess and it was a wonder even to Kon that it had not found a way to explode.

      The first priority was to rule out a ‘broken arrow’ event—ensuring no release of fissile material despite the lack of a nuclear explosion. After reconfirming no signs of radioactive leakage, Kon carefully examined secondary damage to the outer casing and to non-nuclear components, which would guide how he would access the warhead's inner plutonium core.

      The fissile core of a warhead was the heart of any nuclear device, and it was protected accordingly. In a two-stage fission/fusion bomb—known as a thermonuclear device—the plutonium core played the role of the trigger and was thus the primary stage of the explosion. While the second stage, involving hydrogen fuel, was distinct in function, both stages were aligned in a compact arrangement in the cylindrical configuration. Aware of the complexity of this layout, Kon investigated the areas where the explosive onion might be pulled apart.

      A few areas suggested possible entry points, while other sections were irreparably crushed. Pry bars, though tempting in such scenarios, were such a bad idea that Kon knew to avoid temptation by never carrying one. All of which raised the question of whether he could safely disassemble and remove the plutonium core of such a damaged warhead.

      Kon was halfway through answering this question, getting occasional help from his guys, when Alex pointed out a problem: water was accumulating on the tunnel floor.

      ‘I think I can see rain coming through the shaft, but not enough to explain this,’ he said.

      Kon hesitated for a moment, not welcoming a distraction, but then decided not to ignore it: ‘Dmitry, check the way we came in. Alex, you go the other direction. Find the source. I’ll continue working. Take your lamps, I’ll be fine.’

      Kon put the distraction out of his mind and got back to work…

      Bombs were not designed to come apart—except through explosion—but nuclear devices required regular inspection and servicing as they aged. This gave Kon confidence that disassembly should always be possible, though not easy, especially with peripheral damage. Having a pressing time factor, because of the rising water, also raised questions of feasibility and safety. The fact that the plutonium was encased within an outer sphere of high explosives made the task all the more exciting.

      Kon could see how the inner assembly was laid out, but taking it apart was not turning out to be straightforward, despite his experience pilfering fissile material in other parts of the Polygon.

      While pry bars encouraged excessive force, Kon felt confident using a pair of modified vice grips he had fashioned for such tasks. He used them now to get a firm grip on metal covers and components. Straightening and peeling them back, he assessed how each module fit together—a 3D puzzle. Kon carried on, carefully working his way towards the core. The only good news was that the crumpled damage was concentrated to one side, allowing him to avoid the explosive lenses that had been compromised by the collision.

      Making his way further in, Kon carefully studied and then removed some of the mechanical triggers, designed to ensure the simultaneous detonation of the high explosives. Next, he focused on the cage-like metal casing that held the explosives tightly in their precise arrangement. Some shear bolts had lost their heads on impact, but Kon discovered an interlocking mechanism that expedited the disassembly. Once a few damaged sections were lifted or cut away, he was able to snap the casing free and begin to work directly with the conventional explosives.

      After another thirty minutes of surgical-like dissection, with no sign of his assistants, the job was all but complete.

      Taking a gamma reading, Kon confirmed the material was indeed P-239, although the warmth of the heavy orb was telling enough. He secured the grapefruit-sized pit in one end of the storage tube and packed up his tools. There were a few additional bits and pieces that would be useful to have. He packed up those as well.
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        * * *

      

      Noting the water was still rising and was now ankle deep, Kon headed off with all the gear in the direction of Alex, hoping the notes were correct in saying there was another device of the same ilk half a kilometer further down the line. Even if the rain picked up, he should have plenty of time. After a minute, Dmitry caught up with him from the other direction.

      ‘Izvinite, boss,’ he said, bending over and catching his breath. ‘I went almost a kilometer beyond the entrance. Nothing. I couldn’t find any explanation for the water. But it flows this way and it’s definitely rising.’ He lifted one boot and then the other to indicate the water’s depth. ‘I climbed up to take a look outside—it was so dark. I don’t think the snow is coming. But the rain…’ He shook his head to emphasize the point. ‘Idet liven - s kitomi i sobakami,’ he said, emphasizing that it was really pissing down.

      ‘Come on,’ said Kon and they continued for almost half an hour before they came upon Alex heading towards them like a small animal in the dark, with no lamp. As he stopped to catch his breath, Alex waved his arms, signifying it was no good.

      ‘It gets deeper and deeper. We need to get out of here,’ he said.

      ‘Dmitry says it’s seeping in, did you see anything?’ said Kon, noticing how agitated Alex had become.

      ‘Yes, rivulets coming down the walls, everywhere. Look,’ he said, pointing in the dark.

      Kon shined his light down the wall and he could see the film of moisture moving down the walls.

      ‘Okay, don’t worry about it, it won’t flood,’ said Kon.

      ‘It’s already flooding,’ said Alex.

      ‘Yes, I mean it won’t overtake us, not suddenly. We have one more breach to go.’

      Kon noticed a hesitation in both men and remembered something. Alex, although tough as a Russian wristwatch and in excellent physical shape, was no swimmer.

      ‘Okay,’ he said to Alex. ‘Take your gear and get to the entrance and climb out to the truck.’ He handed him his key and the storage case. ‘There’s one plutonium core in here. Feel the weight? Do not under any circumstances put it in the water. It’s heavy, you see, so it wants to fall. Get it?’

      Alex nodded, taking it by the strap and securing it over his head and then across his shoulders like a rifle.

      ‘We’ll be one hour,’ said Kon. ‘Come on,’ he said to Dmitry, ‘let’s go.’

      It took them ten minutes to reach the next test device. There were modified railcars on the tracks, one at each end of the warhead. It appeared they were used to support heavy steel covers that were placed over the device while it was bombarded robotically with intense heat.

      Kon signaled to Dmitry to help him remove one of the shields and after a minute they discovered it could be slid away from the device and back onto the car. Doing this revealed an object that looked blackened even in the dark shadows of the tunnel. Dmitry shined a torch on it and Kon stepped in to take radiation measurements and get a closer look. It was the same device type, but the damage was of a different kind. Parts of the outer casing were melted. Kon had little experience with this type of damage. He knew that the chemical explosives used were stable and resistant to heat and shock. He had even tested them himself in the past to be sure. But he had never achieved a sustained melting temperature like this. Still, he told himself that, within reason, whatever was going to happen would have happened already, and he got down to work.

      With a nervous Dmitry hovering, trying not to take too much notice of the rising water, Kon focused intently on the problem, knowing that he would only have time if he could take the same approach as with the previous warhead. Aside from melted panels that were fused together, the same point of attack was available.

      In half the time and with twice the stress, Kon had managed it. Another fissile core was warming his hand.

      Now he had to considered where to put the weighty orb. The low-level radiation was not a problem so long as he did not put it down his pants, but it needed to stay clear of the pooling water, which might alter its status as subcritical. He decided it was best to tape it up tightly in a pair of heavy rubber gloves and put it in his pack. He did this and then packed up the tools and his instruments. They headed back.

      The water was now up to their knees, forcing them to wade more than walk. It slowed their progress, and Kon thought he had made the right decision in getting Alex and the first core out early.

      ‘We were worried about the snow. Where’s the fucking snow?’ said Dmitry.

      The water was pooling at the far end of the tunnel, and although they were moving away from it, the level continued to rise as they progressed. After thirty minutes, they could finally see the entrance, faintly visible above an eerie shaft of fading daylight. Exhausted, they struggled with every step. Kon's concern grew for Alex, especially with the danger of him carrying the plutonium. He paused and stared towards the entrance, making sure he did not see the blue glow of Cherenkov radiation. That distinctive glow appears when charged particles, like electrons, travel faster than light does in water. While the blue light itself was not harmful, when it came from a plutonium source, it indicated dangerous levels of gamma and beta radiation.

      Kon saw no sign of any underwater glow—or Alex. But as he came closer, he noticed a figure upright in the water, leaning against the fixed ladder. He pointed, and, seeing Alex, Dmitry surged forward, almost swimming. When Kon closed the distance, he saw that Alex had kept his mask on and appeared unresponsive.

      As Alex was attended to by his friend, Kon searched for the long tube and found it was hanging just above the water, hooked on a rung on the other side of the fixed ladder. He left it where it was, but knew he had to be careful that the orb in his pack and the business end of the hanging tube were kept apart.

      ‘I can’t tell if he’s breathing,’ said Dmitry.

      'Take off his mask,’ said Kon.

      Dmitry did so, then shined the light on Alex’s face, slapping him on the cheek.

      ‘He’s conscious,’ said Dmitry.

      ‘Okay,’ said Kon, ‘he’s probably exhausted and dehydrated. I’m going up to get rid of the equipment; we’ll put a rope around him and hoist him up if we have to. Careful about the case,’ he added, pointing it out.

      Kon climbed up one side of the ladder, maintaining a safe distance between the two plutonium cores. When he reached the surface, he saw the problem: the entire area was surface flooded, resembling a series of shallow lakes stretching endlessly. Day had turned to night, and he could feel the cold front moving in—certain that if they did not leave soon, snow would become the next problem. Despite the challenges, he paused for a moment to remove his mask, telling himself it had been a productive day.

      He stowed the gear before placing the fissile core in a shielded box fastened to the truck’s bed, then went back with the rope and lowered it down the long shaft.

      ‘I’ll come down,’ said Kon before putting on his mask and then taking it off again, abandoning it.

      With Alex weighing half of what Dmitry did, Kon was not worried about getting him out. When he reached them on the underground surface, he saw Dmitry had secured the rope around Alex's lower torso, just below the waist, to provide better support for lifting. Kon took control of the storage case.

      ‘Climb out. I’ll lift,’ said Kon.

      Dmitry began ascending the ladder as Kon tried to revive Alex.

      ‘We’re going to lift you out, my friend. Do you understand?’

      Alex was more alert now. Kon repeated what he said.

      Alex nodded and Kon patted him on the shoulder. ‘You did well,’ he said. ‘The plutonium is safe.’

      ‘I can’t swim,’ he mumbled.

      Kon nodded. ‘I know.’

      Looking at the river of water now flowing in the tunnel, Kon had a better idea of what had transpired: Fearing the rising water would carry him off his feet, and knowing the plutonium would be plunged underwater, Alex must have felt he was in the fight of his life. Nobody wants to drown in a river illuminated with gamma radiation.

      ‘Ready?’ Dmitry hollered down.

      Kon lifted and slowly they climbed.

      Upon reaching the surface, exhausted, Kon secured the second orb of plutonium in the truck, then helped Dmitry get Alex out of his wet clothes and out of the weather. They did the same and took off into a heavily puddled landscape, the rain now turning to sleet.

      The air was cold and crisp but the truck slowly warmed them up. Kon did not pay much attention. He had found and taken what he had come for.
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NOVEMBER, 1993 | UST-KAMENOGORSK, KAZAKHSTAN

        

      

    

    
      Alex’s recovery from the tunnel flood was complete by the time they had returned to Ust-Kamenogorsk. Kon took the blame, telling Alex that, as compensation, he would be buying him some swimming lessons.

      A few weeks had passed since and a patch of good weather was making it possible for Kon to drive all night into Russia to rendezvous with Grigori Kirill. Kirill was arriving by plane in the middle of nowhere, as arms merchants were known to do. Kon was bringing the recently acquired fissile goods, but he was also bringing news Kirill would not want to hear.

      The two cores he had removed from the test devices at the Polygon contained both plutonium and beryllium, formulated as a layered composite. Kirill was insisting this time on a clean, immediately sellable product, so Kon had to ensure the hollow sphere of plutonium was pure.

      This meant setting up a small lab and using a solution to dissolve the outermost surface of the plutonium orb. Kon spent a day testing to determine the exact concentrations of nitric acid and potassium fluoride necessary to avoid dissolving any of the plutonium in the process. As the reaction progressed, the rate of dissolution slowed, which lent Kon some precision. The results were passable.

      As for the bad news, something was happening with the highly-enriched uranium at Ulba. When Kon arrived for his last shift he had found there was an armed guard and round-the-clock security. The workers were sharing wild rumors that ranged from a radiological accident at the plant that was being kept secret, to an imminent invasion of Russian troops who were coming to either take over or close the facility. Kon hoped Kirill was not going to blame him for somehow accidentally raising the alarm by asking his questions.

      The security status of the U-235 now seemed on a par with the uranium sitting secure at the Elemash Plant outside of Moscow. Kon wondered if this meant that Kirill could be persuaded to abandon his quest of him looting the uranium at the Kazakh plant. He doubted it. Even Kon knew in the back of his mind that he would do everything in his power to remove some small portion of the uranium for future use. The problem with Kirill wanting everything else was that Kon was not in a position to say no. Because he was not interested in disappearing with his equipment and gadgets, he would have to carry out the plan in some form. That is, unless he was willing to go to the same violent measures Kirill casually resorted to. Whatever the case, Kon knew he would need to revise his original plan, hoping the new security situation could somehow work in his favor.
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        * * *

      

      Kon arrived at the GPS coordinates provided by Kirill and waited in the brilliant morning sunshine. The ground was frozen, covered with a light dusting of snow that would not sit still. He had been there before, roughly, but it was still just an open space and there was no natural or manmade features within several kilometers to set it apart.

      Kirill made him nervous and he tried to anticipate the upcoming conversation, including the possibility the arms dealer would withhold the $150,000 for the plutonium until the Ulba matter was resolved—and in Kirill’s favor. It was a lot of money but only a small fraction of the fissile material’s real value. The worst-case scenario was Kirill killing him on the spot, and for a moment Kon thought of hiding the goods just in case. But that was pointless. It was not a scenario he could negotiate his way out of. The more likely possibility, Kon hoped, was that Kirill still needed him, so would pay him as promised and turn his attention to the next thing.

      Almost an hour had passed before there was the sound of a single prop plane. A few minutes later it was on the ground. The pilot taxied a short distance, then spun the plane around in preparation for take off. Kirill jumped out of the front passenger seat holding a worn leather satchel. He opened the side door and another man appeared, holding a small wooden crate. The two walked towards Kon, who was standing beside his truck trying to imagine who the second man might be and why he was coming his way. As usual, Kirill looked menacing as he strode confidently towards him.

      ‘That’s what I like about you Pavlovich, you’re so fucking reliable,’ said Kirill in Russian, firmly shaking Kon’s hand. ‘Fortunately, here in Russia, we’re not really in the reliability business.’

      Kon, waiting for the other man to be introduced, said nothing to this. He did not see himself as in any form of business, although clearly at that moment he could not have been more wrong.

      Kirill gestured for the older, smaller man to set the box in the bed of Kon’s truck. Kirill set the leather bag on top of it and addressed the elephant in the room. ‘Our friend here, Aliksandr, insisted on coming along,’ said Kirill.

      Kon doubted that. The man looked nervous and seemed out of place, not least because he was missing a proper winter coat. Kon acknowledged him with a nod. The shivering man did the same, keeping his hands buried in his front pants pockets.

      ‘So let’s see these beauties,’ said Kirill, rubbing his hands together in eagerness.

      Kon had the plutonium cores stowed on opposite sides of the truck bed, each stored in a vacuum sealer bag that contained argon gas to stop oxidation and corrosion. Kon pulled one bag out and set it in Kirill’s hand.

      ‘I can open and reseal it if you want to take a closer look,’ said Kon.

      ‘Not necessary,’ he said, distracted as he looked closely through the clear plastic covered with yellow radioactive warning labels. ‘I don’t know how you can climb into those tunnels and come out with this. Such professionalism,’ he added. After a moment he began shifting the bagged orb playfully from one hand to the other. ‘On a chilly day like this you can really feel the warmth. Reminds me of holding a small rabbit. It’s alive, this maker of death.’

      Kon made no reply and noticed the second man had turned away as if trying to mind his own business.

      ‘I brought the last of the items you requested,’ said Kirill, gesturing at the box. ‘I’m not so sure about you Pavlovich. The things you request? Nobody asks for such things; nobody even wants such things. I think I know what you’re up to. What I don’t know is why? If you’re ever coming to Moscow, give me a heads-up so I can be sure to clear out.’

      ‘Did you bring a proper storage container?’ said Kon, always feeling the need to stress safety around Kirill.

      ‘I did.’ Kirill removed a two-way radio from his jacket pocket and keyed the mic twice.

      Kon watched as the pilot disembarked and opened the side door, removing a black solid tube, maybe a meter long that had isolated pockets at its ends. It was probably designed for photographic equipment. The pilot brought it over and handed it to Kirill, who unzipped one end and placed the packaged orb in it. Kon went around the truck and returned with the other core, holding it at arm’s length. Kirill repeated the process, securing the two orbs a safe distance apart in the tube.

      ‘For services rendered,’ said Kirill as the pilot returned to the plane with the goods. He handed over the worn out bag. ‘Now don’t get any ideas about disappearing. We both know this is not a lot of money. The real money is still sitting at Ulba.’

      ‘About that,’ said Kon, ‘there’s been a development. They’ve⁠—‘

      ‘I know,’ said Kirill, putting a hand up, interrupting. ‘I heard. Don’t worry about it. You will just need to go about it differently.’ Kirill looked over at the other man.

      Kon was about to reply but the look on Kirill’s face made him realize the conversation was already over.

      ‘Aliksandr, give me that pistol you carry.’

      To Kon’s surprise, the little man removed a chunky semi-automatic from inside his lightweight jacket. Kirill took it from him, switched off the safety and handed it to Kon. ‘You might need this,’ he said.

      Kon hesitated but then took it.

      ‘Go ahead, see how it fires—it’s from Belarus so maybe it’s no good.’

      Kon looked at both men, reluctant.

      ‘Come on….’ said Kirill, gesturing at the vast before them. ‘We don’t have all day.’

      Kon raised the pistol and fired at nothing in particular.

      ‘Now what kind of stance is that?’ said Kirill, stepping forward. He came up alongside Kon so he could correct his body position. Aliksandr was off to the side looking more anxious than ever.

      ‘Raise it up and point,’ said Kirill.

      Kon did as instructed and Kirill reached out with one hand to shadow Kon’s firing arm. Then in what felt to Kon like a millisecond, Kirill gripped the pistol over Kon’s hand and redirected the gun towards Aliksandr and fired. Their guest flew back off his heels and fell to the frozen ground.

      Kon pulled the gun free and stepped away angrily. He turned to Kirill with the pistol still up.

      ‘What? You want to shoot me?’ said Kirill.

      Kon was confused and the thought of actually shooting Kirill hung there for a moment. He knew one day he would regret not doing it but the situation was so unexpected he could not process all the implications of the act. Kirill stepped forward and took the pistol by the barrel, snatching it out of his hand.

      ‘What the hell?’ said Kon, still angry and his hands still up in the air.

      Kirill removed a plastic bag from his pocket and put the pistol in it.

      Kon understood what Kirill had done and was already regretting not taking his chance to be free of the man.

      ‘To survive in my business, you have to take precautions,’ said Kirill.

      ‘Who was he?’ said Kon.

      ‘Nobody.’

      ‘Then why?’

      ‘Why did I shoot him?’

      Kon waited.

      ‘He got greedy, that’s all you need to know.’

      Kon looked at Aliksandr, crumpled on his side on the cold earth, the blood oozing into the light snow before thickening and then freezing. He had been shot expertly in the head.

      ‘So as I was saying… You will need to go about it carefully at Ulba so as not to draw attention.’

      Kon tried to put his emotions aside.

      ‘Calm down kid, it’s nothing. You have to learn to stay calm, move on.’

      ‘Do you know what is happening there?’ Kon said finally.

      ‘They’re getting rid of it. Not sure how or when. I think maybe the Americans are involved. Their vice president is visiting in January. But I’m sure you’ll find a way to involve yourself in the process. We won’t get it all, or as much as we could have, but we can still get plenty.’

      Kon was not sure how he would do that, but he could see the obvious: the increased risk was not a burden for Kirill as long as it was Kon who shouldered it.

      ‘I’ll let you know,’ said Kon, wanting to get lost.

      ‘Do that, and I’ll have more details for you soon.’

      Kon walked around his truck to get in, glancing at the body as he went.

      ‘Pleasant journey back,’ said Kirill before taking off in a jog towards the plane.
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DECEMBER, 1993 | ALMATY, KAZAKHSTAN

        

      

    

    
      As the year came to an end, Andy Weber was too busy with the upcoming visit by the Vice President to think about fissile material. In the dead of winter, VP Gore was flying into Almaty via Frankfurt as part of a multi country jaunt across Europe and Central Asia. In Almaty, he would be signing an agreement with the Kazakh President, securing America’s assistance with the destruction of the Soviet nuclear arsenal they had inherited. The estimate at the time included a hundred SS-18 intercontinental ballistic missiles, 1400 nuclear warheads, and 40 nuclear-armed bombers. Because the joint agreement focused on weapons of mass destruction, it was perhaps unsurprising that there was also a breakthrough with the fissile material in question at the Ulba plant.

      Weber was not spending much time anywhere but at the office, but Slava managed to track him down at home. ‘Colonel Korbator wants to meet you,’ said the mechanic through the window of his van after pulling up the drive.

      ‘Let him know I can meet him anytime,’ said Weber, welcoming the news. With Gore’s visit, he did not want to miss any opportunity on the weapons front.
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        * * *

      

      A day later Weber was given the date and time to be at the same office where he had first encountered Mette…

      It was another snowy day when Weber stepped into the oppressively hot office. The colonel was there along with a few other men Weber did not recognize. Seeing the attaché, Korbator greeted him in Russian.

      ‘Andy, thanks for coming. I want to talk to you. Let’s take a walk.’

      As they walked outside through the grey and desolate courtyard of the apartment block, the setting and situation gave Weber a surreal feeling. It was as though he was a character in an espionage novel—and not just any character. He was the one who finds out at the end that he’s been played. With the Gore visit and all the diplomatic work being done on nuclear risk, he had begun to worry that the claim of enriched uranium was some kind of ruse that he had fallen for. Was the colonel also a part of it? It was the dark shadow of the Soviet Union looming again.

      Once out of earshot of any passerby, the colonel spoke first. ‘I have a message for you from Vitaly. This is the answer to your question.’ He handed Weber a folded piece of paper.

      Weber opened it and saw the writing:

      
        
        U235

        90 percent

        600 kilos

      

      

      As he refolded the note, he made a quick calculation: 1,322 pounds of highly-enriched uranium; enough to build at least twenty-four Hiroshima type bombs. Almost giddy with relief, he said to Korbator, ‘Thank you very much, Colonel. Please tell Vitaly, thank you. This is very important.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘We’ve got ourselves a potentially serious proliferation issue,’ Weber announced to the ambassador upon returning to the embassy. His next action was to send an immediate cable to the State Department, to be distributed to those immediately involved with nuclear threat.

      Then the Gore visit happened.

      The visit was a success and the VP departed on December 14. That same night, an officer calling from the embassy woke an exhausted Weber at home. A cable had come in from Washington that required his immediate attention. Weber put his Lada 4x4 back on the icy roads and arrived at the embassy to be presented with the hundred skeptical questions about the uranium he knew were coming. He remembered once asking many of them himself, including those about the motivations of the Kazakhs in approaching the U.S. with the sale.

      Weber answered the questions as best he could and cabled back to Washington that night. 

      Afterwards there was the usual absence of a reply followed by an uncertain wait. Nothing happened for weeks. It was not until Weber had turned his attention elsewhere that, early in the New Year, things finally began to percolate: Jeff Starr, the director for threat reduction policy at the Pentagon, was tasked with putting together a team to uplift the material.

      In discussions that followed with Weber, Starr and his ad-hoc group of operations officers decided they needed more precise information, preferably of a first-hand kind. Somebody who knew about uranium needed to go to Kazakhstan and meet up with Weber to take a look at it.
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        * * *

      

      In late February, Weber learned the verification job had gone to a man named Elwood Gift. Gift was a nuclear engineer from the Oak Ridge National Lab in Tennessee who had expertise in nuclear fuel processing, including uranium enrichment. He arrived in Almaty in the morning, on the first day of spring. This was Kazakhstan, so a major snowstorm was blowing in.

      ‘How was your flight?’ said Weber, loading Gift’s gear into the back of his Lada at the arrivals terminal.

      ‘Long,’ said Gift, looking tired and unimpressed by his surroundings. ‘And I hope this isn’t going to turn out to be some kind of wild goose chase.’

      ‘Why do you say that?’ said Weber, concerned by the tone of the remark.

      ‘Christ it’s cold here,’ said Gift, zipping up his knee-length parka. ‘Have you heard of the International Atomic Energy Agency?’

      ‘The IAEA?’ said Weber. ‘Of course.’

      ‘Did you know they had a team here last year and found, according to their report, no highly-enriched uranium anywhere at Ulba?’

      ‘Really?’ said Weber.

      ‘Really. I just read the report on the flight. Ruined my breakfast. So either it was hidden and they were misled or it’s us who are chasing our tails.’

      The two got into the four-wheel drive. Gift was a bulky man with thick glasses and a soft build in his early forties. Weber thought he had the look of a competent dairy farmer. They got on the main road and drove through a flurry of snow, heading south to take refuge at Weber’s hillside residence.

      ‘I guess we’ll find out soon enough,’ said Weber. ‘I don’t want to sound naive, but I trust my sources on this.’

      ‘Let’s hope so, because we’re trusting them with our lives. Do you know about the beryllium explosion up at Ulba in ’90? That was just four years ago.’

      ‘I’ve heard it mentioned. I don’t know the details.’

      ‘You’ll want to,’ said Gift.

      ‘Why, what happened?’

      ‘A cloud of radioactive dust blanketed the factory, blowing right into Ust-Kamenogorsk. Something like four tons of beryllium dust had built up in the air ducts, waiting for a spark to set it off, which some welder was more than happy to oblige them with. Even the Soviet inquiry afterwards was damning, and you know how they like to sweep a disaster under a rug. Years of neglect and negligence, they said—and a failure to follow even elementary safety protocols. For a while there, contamination in Ust-Kamenogorsk rose a few hundred times the permitted level.’

      Weber wanted to ask how safe it would be now, but was too busy focusing on what little of the road he could see.

      ‘Here’s my favorite part,’ said Gift. ‘The provincial government of East Kazakhstan called for an immediate and permanent closure of the plant. Obviously they’d had quite enough. During the Soviet era, for decades the local authorities weren’t even told what went on there. The plant managers laughed it off, of course, saying It would be more practical to build a whole new city elsewhere than to move the plant.’

      ‘I’ve been up there. It’s not a pretty sight.’

      ‘In Washington they think it’s a simple matter of us showing up and waving around a Geiger counter. We have no idea what the conditions will be like. Based on the beryllium accident, who knows what we’ll find. I work on nuclear energy, you know, I’m not from the bomb squad.’

      Weber nodded solemnly, happy to take a wait-and-see approach, knowing he had little choice.

      ‘You know much about fissile material and criticality?’ said Gift in a doubtful tone.

      Hearing Gift’s disgust with the Ulba plant’s cavalier approach to safety, he figured he would also be a disappointment. As Gift’s assistant in verifying the uranium, no doubt the engineer was curious about his competence.

      ‘I’ve been reading up a bit but probably I’d have to say no.’

      ‘It’s really not very complicated,’ said Gift. ‘Although I’d say awfully important.’

      ‘I’m all ears if you want to try and explain it to me.’

      Gift seemed to unwind a little as they drove. Nuclear issues at Ulba were an obvious concern to him but having almost no visibility while they drove seemed of no consequence. Hitting a camel would do nothing for their plans to fly up north to scrutinize the uranium.

      Gift began by explaining to Weber in some detail how uranium exists naturally in the ground—and that in its pure form it is remarkably heavy: ‘A gallon of water weighs about 8 pounds,’ he said. ‘A gallon of pure uranium would weigh about 150 pounds. I say “would” because a gallon of weapons-grade uranium would blow itself apart long before you could weigh it.’

      Gift also explained that uranium existed almost exclusively as an isotope called U-238, which he described as basically harmless. ‘It's the tiny remaining 0.7 percent of another isotope—U-235—that's fissile, meaning that under the right conditions, it can sustain a nuclear reaction. These two types of uranium atoms are more or less mixed together in the ground with many other elements, making the task of separating them into two distinct piles a hell of a job.’

      ‘And that’s what’s been done up at Ulba?’ said Weber.

      ‘So we think,’ said Gift, taking out a pack of chewing gum and unwrapped a stick he fed into his mouth.

      ‘You see, without concentrating the levels of U-235 through enrichment, a chain reaction would never occur. Nuclear material is always in a constant state of fission, expelling thermal neutrons from its nuclei into the surrounding environment. At low levels of enrichment, this fizzing is no big deal. Rather than catching fire, it just fizzles out. But as the uranium is processed and the concentration increases, things begin to change. There comes a point when each neutron released from an atom is more likely than not to split the nucleus of another nearby atom—and so the cascade begins. Then you've really done it, because once the number of neutrons released becomes greater than one, the reaction keeps going.’

      ‘And a pulse of heat is released by each atom released in the process,’ said Weber.

      ‘Dead right you are, Captain, and therein lies the rub. Once this ratio goes above an average of one atom splitting one other atom—because now there’s all this dangerous uranium sitting in one place—we get a very rapid release of energy. A runaway scenario: two becomes four becomes eight becomes sixteen and, as I said, on it goes.’

      ‘What seems counterintuitive to me,’ said Weber, ‘is how all this energy can be dormant, sitting in the atoms of everyday matter all around us. We say, release energy, but it’s hard to see what energy is there to release?’

      ‘I get you. It’s similar to how the structure of all life is tucked into every cell’s DNA. The power of the universe is reflected in even the most ordinary matter. We’re here on Earth, far away from the rest of the cosmic universe. But the essence of what drives everything that happens out there—galaxies, supernovae, black holes—exists right here at the atomic level.’

      ‘In that sense, splitting atoms does seem a little like playing God,’ said Weber.

      ‘Definitely on the same scale,’ said Gift. ‘Just knowing that uranium could be used to build a bomb of unimaginable power was a secret hidden to us until recently. And when you consider that the total number of atoms in a single gram of uranium—the number is twenty-five followed by twenty-one zeros, that’s twelve more zeros than a trillion—you can see the scale of the discovery we’re dealing with. And what kind of energy madness can be unleashed as a consequence.’

      ‘Then what we are doing here, with the U-235, is important,’ said Weber.

      ‘Absolutely,’ said Gift. ‘If it’s there, we need it gone.’

      Weber slowed down even further as he became distracted by the conversation ‘Something I also don’t understand. What’s the difference between fissile material used for bombs versus energy production? If the material at Ulba was for powering subs, why would it be highly enriched?’

      ‘Uranium used as fuel is usually only about three to five percent enriched, so you’re right. If you enrich it further, you do it for a good reason. In this case, probably to increase the intensity of the sub’s propulsion. Think of it as more bang for the buck. But a heck of a lot harder to cool if you go that way.’

      ‘And more dangerous, right?’

      ‘Well, at very high enrichment, that’s definitely true. An uncontrolled reaction at ninety percent enrichment is something spectacularly different. And I mean spectacular. Keep in mind, Andy, that causing an uncontrolled reaction with this stuff doesn’t require special equipment—not even special conditions. The hard part has already been done. Once you have bomb-grade uranium on your hands, you just have to put enough of it together to start the chain reaction—or what we in the biz call criticality. At that point, making an effective atomic bomb only requires assembling a conventional explosive device capable of triggering a state of supercriticality in the uranium. It’s not rocket science, trust me.’

      ‘Hence the need to store the enriched uranium in small amounts, apart from all the other uranium,’ said Weber.

      ‘Of course, and that’s my main concern. How exactly is that being done up there? If there’s highly-enriched uranium sitting at Ulba, it can’t produce a nuclear explosion lying there all on its own. But having no bomb mechanism still leaves open the door to a lesser evil—a sudden accidental release of highly radioactive energy.’

      Gift opened up some bottled water and took a drink before continuing. ‘Here’s one scenario: what looks like a very small amount of U-235 is sitting in a container in a near-critical state. It looks harmless as it is, but because the reaction rate is near an average of one, even the presence of a human body, or the reach of a human hand, could tip the balance. One second nothing, the next you’re cooked by a deadly burst of radiation. The human body is largely water, and water is an effective moderator—or reflector—of neutrons, pushing their reactions back on themselves. Here’s another scenario: maybe a pipe bursts and a hundred open canisters containing uranium pellets begin to fill with water. Same result. Pop, pop, pop.’

      ‘But not an actual explosion?’ said Weber.

      ‘No, there’s no bomb mechanism. The fissile material in this case is organized just well enough to start but not sustain an explosion. It’s a bit like a fire that sucks up all the oxygen so fast it puts itself out. By pushing itself apart, the onset of an explosion halts itself as quickly as it starts.’

      Between the driving conditions and the physics lesson, Weber began to feel a headache coming on. He was not sure if he grasped it all, but he was grateful for the explanation. ‘We’re almost there. I hope we can continue this conversation Elwood, it’s very informative.’

      ‘No problem,’ said Gift.

      They sat in silence as the Lada pushed on through the still intensifying snowstorm.

      ‘Okay, this is us,’ said Weber several minutes later as they climbed up the snowy drive to the house.

      The smoke wafting above the roof in the attenuated daylight, just visible through the falling snow, told Weber the staff had kept the fire going. After what he had just heard, he welcomed such an old-fashioned method of generating heat.

      ‘You live here?’ said Gift.

      ‘I do.’

      ‘It looks, I don’t know… out of place.’

      ‘It’s a mountain house, or so they call it.’

      ‘Almost feels like the Appalachians.’

      ‘Kazakhstan is like that. It has the most beautiful scenery, usually not very far away from the most inhospitable places.’

      ‘Yeah, I get that. Environmentalism and tourism were never top priorities in the Soviet Union.’

      They grabbed the bags and Weber led Gift up the stairs to the house.
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MARCH, 1994 | UST-KAMENOGORSK, KAZAKHSTAN

        

      

    

    
      The March snowstorm that blanketed Almaty left Gift and Weber housebound together for almost a week. By the time they boarded the Soviet vintage turboprop for Ust-Kamenogorsk—under false identities provided by the President’s office—the roads had been cleared and the sky was an innocent pale blue.

      After landing at the airport, a chilly drive brought them to the plant, which sprawled out in all directions with no clear center of operations. Weber could see Gift studying the place with trepidation. It did not help that the entire visit was being done in secret.

      They were dropped off outside an office building, where a young worker was standing by in the cold to receive them. Weber thought he looked like an odd choice for a tour guide until he realized the man was there to act as an interpreter.

      ‘I’m Pavlovich,’ said the worker. ‘Director Mette has asked me to act as interpreter. He welcomes you to Ulba Metallurgical factory.’

      After meeting Mette, who once again reminisced about his past as a Soviet submarine commander, they were taken to a cluster of interconnected one-story buildings blanketed in snow. Realizing these were the ‘vaults’ Mette had mentioned earlier, Weber and Gift were astonished to see that the only thing standing between them and the uranium was a padlocked set of doors. A woman stood guard with a 9mm Makarov pistol, but she seemed more for show than an actual deterrent.

      ‘She only draws attention to the fact that there’s something awfully valuable in there,’ Gift whispered to Weber.

      ‘Or something very dangerous,’ said Weber.

      Mette recognized their dismay and said through the interpreter, ‘Because the uranium was not enriched for the purpose of bomb making, it has different security requirements.’

      Gift gave Weber a look and said, See what I mean?

      The doors opened into a gloomy space that looked so primitive to Weber that he thought it hardly qualified as a warehouse. There were concrete walls, but the floor was dirt and the only illumination, from the windows, was barely adequate for them to see. Other rooms laid beyond, two of which also contained more of the spread out uranium. The real eye-opener was the vast array of low brick platforms populating the space. Plywood sheets sat on top of the platforms, each spaced a few feet apart. The sight of hundreds of the steel buckets and canisters of various sizes—containing what had to be the uranium—stunned Weber. After a week of tuition from Gift, he knew what the spacing was about: criticality. The sight of it made the theoretical danger a visual reality. As he later mentioned to others, it was astonishing to see something the Iranians might have paid a billion dollars for sitting in the dirt.

      Gift had a small dosimeter in his shirt pocket, and the two wore face masks to protect against the carcinogenic beryllium, the same dust Gift had described as the cause of the explosion four years earlier. Weber’s amazement quickly turned to dread. Again, the Soviet shadow loomed.

      For each container, a small metal tag was imprinted with details of the contents and quantity of the highly-enriched uranium, or HEU, inside. A few plant technicians were brought in to help Gift in determining the tags’ accuracies. Weber and Gift had neither the time nor the inclination to assess it all, so they began by selecting a few containers at random. These were taken into a room one at a time to safeguard against what they most feared: a criticality accident. As they weighed the ingots, Weber seized his chance to handle one of them first-hand. Although forewarned by Gift, he was still caught off guard by the heft of the little rod. To him it seemed not as though the bar was unimaginably heavy, but that Earth’s gravity dramatically changed when you touched it.

      Gift needed metal shavings to take back to Oak Ridge. In another room, Weber watched as a technician placed down a sheet of paper and began filing the ingot to produce a small particle sampling. Weber almost shrieked when he saw a flash of sparks come off the same material he had just handled. On edge and unsure whether this display of fireworks was safe, Weber called out, ‘Elwood, it's sparking!'

      ‘Nothing to worry about,’ he called back from the other room. ‘Just normal oxidation.’

      By the end of their visit, Gift had collected eleven samples of the uranium to take away in his briefcase. The small glass vials fit nicely into holes in the customized foam insert he’d brought. Other random samples were dissolved on-site in acid and analyzed via mass spectroscopy. With Gift monitoring the testing, each confirmed the uranium to be 90 percent enriched.

      ‘How does it make you feel?’ said Gift after running through all the results with Weber.

      ‘Nervous as hell,’ said Weber.

      ‘No, I mean, how does it make you feel that you were right. The situation here is just as dire as you’ve been telling Washington all along.’

      Weber nodded. ‘Good news, I guess. But maybe let’s wait ’til we get out of here before we celebrate.’

      ‘My thoughts exactly,’ said Gift.

      For Weber it was indeed an important moment. Not only had they successfully completed the verification, but they had confirmed the need for the American government to take ownership of the fissile material as soon as possible.

      What happened next was unsurprising to Weber, or should have been: more delay.
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AUGUST, 1994 | OAK RIDGE, TENNESSEE

        

      

    

    
      The truck stop diner was some distance out of town, so it was not a usual hang-out for Oak Ridge workers like Delmar Redding. Redding arrived early and made sure he saw no familiar faces. As he sat in the booth drinking his coffee with extra milk and sugar, he watched O.J. Simpson on the television. At least the talking heads on the TV thought it was O.J. Simpson. The whole Southern California police force seemed to be pursuing the Ford Bronco as it paraded down the Los Angeles freeway. Amazed by the swarm of flashing lights, Redding thought it did not look good for the all-American running back.

      The doomed situation for O.J. led Redding to reflect on his own situation, starting with the meeting that was about to take place. Were his chances of getting away with it any better than O.J.’s? 

      Redding was among the first to learn of the Defense Department’s plan to put Oak Ridge at the center of the covert operation to recover the 600 kilograms of HEU from Kazakhstan. It was news he soon came to envision as a once in a lifetime opportunity.

      Several years after being born in America, Redding’s parents had immigrated to Russia to join in the communist revolution. A dozen years later the Soviet system sent him back. Already schooled as a spy, he began his reassimilation by attending university to be trained as a chemical engineer. Then he joined the Army, eventually finding his way to the nuclear facility at Oak Ridge. There he cultivated the kind of casual contacts that meant he was always well informed. As a health physics officer with a top secret clearance, he was able to move freely about the national security complex. He was good at digging up secrets partly because he was so good at keeping them; no one at the plant ever confided in him and got caught out for it later. That was because Redding was spilling all his secrets elsewhere. He had but one confidante—a Russian code-named Faraday.

      The spy’s first thought after hearing of the news of the fissile material was not to tell mother Russia, however. Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, things had not been the same. Russia was keen to keep the old Soviet spy network in place, but what was left of its ideological foundation had crumbled. Instead of feeling nationalistic about poor old Russia, Redding was feeling individualist for poor old Delmar. The time had come to serve himself.

      With an uncertain future, the unwanted Soviet uranium could be his opportunity to retire in style—and not in the wastelands of Eastern Europe. The opportunity for Redding came partly by chance. Not only had he obtained foreknowledge of the plans to involve Oak Ridge in the project, he also happened to have a well-placed contact back in Russia who also knew of the plan—and who had gotten in touch. For several years, decades ago, the man had trained Redding on what to focus on when stealing secrets from Oak Ridge. When the man reached out to Redding, Redding knew the timing was no coincidence.

      The first thing the Oak Ridge spy learned from his old comrade was that the uranium fuel for the Alfa subs had been enriched at a second site, in Russia: the Elemash Plant in Elektrostal. It was at the Elemash plant where the foreman worked. Redding learned that the man was nearing retirement and expressed the same disillusionment with post-Soviet life.

      Then came the suggestion that there might be a mutual opportunity: the foreman and Redding would each receive a nice lump sum payment if Redding would assist a certain someone else in handling the theft and sale in Kazakhstan. To Redding’s delight, not only could this someone—an arms broker—move the illicit material, he already had a man on the inside at the Ulba plant.

      As the operation neared, Redding learned of the light security at Ulba and became frustrated that the inside man did not just break in and take the uranium. Better to do it before the Oak Ridge team showed up, when everything would be locked down. Instead, Redding was told it was too risky and that the man inside had devised a plan that would keep the theft from even being detected. He thought it sounded good, at least on paper, especially the part about them ultimately obtaining the uranium sealed in drums labeled ‘U.S. Government Property.’ But there was one problem: they needed someone on the inside to be sent to Ulba to manipulate the government paperwork.

      Redding’s responsibilities at the plant meant he had no chance of getting himself assigned to the mission, which meant in turn that he needed to find someone else who could. That man, he hoped, was Graeme Brash.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Del, what’s this all about?’ said Brash as he sat down across from him in the diner, looking put out. He obviously had just come from the plant because he looked disheveled and still had on his work overalls. Redding looked him over, wondering if he should ask him to remove the plant’s ID Card hanging from his neck. He decided against it, not wanting to draw attention. His training as a spy taught him not to draw unnecessary attention because even the longest odds eventually caught up with you.

      ‘What’s going on?’ Brash repeated, this time referring to the special news report on the TV.

      ‘O.J. Simpson is on the run in LA. They say he killed his wife and won’t turn himself in.’

      ‘Damn,’ said Brash. ‘I bet she was hot.’

      ‘His wife, you mean?’

      ‘Whatever. So what’s up, Del? Why are we meeting outside of work? And why here? Does this have to do with the accident at the plant?’

      Graeme Brash was about the same age as Redding, but that was the extent of their similarities. Brash was taller and not as fit and trim, whereas Redding was relaxed and easy-going, with a managerial look. Brash worked on the factory floor and was prickly and short-tempered, especially since the accident so many years ago…

      Brash was the only survivor of three in a workplace accident involving the release of high doses of gamma radiation. The criticality incident was not Brash’s fault and, unlike his colleagues, enough laboratory equipment shielded him to minimize his exposure. While his physical health was, to date, unaffected, he found the experience to be stressful, such that it undermined his mental health. For years he had sought financial compensation from the plant’s owner—Martin Marietta Energy Systems, a contractor for the Department of Energy—but all he had ever received were lighter duties and an offer of early retirement.

      The accident involved an area in the plant where scraps of enriched uranium were chemically processed as a method of recycling. A solution of uranium had been diverted into an empty steel drum by accident, allowing it to accumulate beyond a critical level. The result was a fission reaction that lasted about twenty minutes, turning the crowded workspace into a blast zone of radiation. Brash’s claim was that ever since the accident he was like a cancer patient in remission; he had to live with the uncertainty of not knowing what the ultimate effects would be for him. Was he already a dead man, like the others?

      This slow-burning grudge against the company was why Redding considered Brash a potential candidate for his plant insider.

      ‘Does it have to do with the accident?’ said Redding, repeating Brash’s question. ‘Kinda. You volunteered for the overseas job, I saw.’

      ‘I’m not supposed to talk about that,’ said Brash.

      ‘Relax, that’s why I wanted to talk to you here. I know you’re not happy about how things have gone since the accident.’

      ‘Yeah, two of my workmates died standing right next to me. How do you think I feel?’

      ‘Better than them,’ was what Redding wanted to say. What he said instead was, ‘I know you were exposed to a significant dose of radiation. The exposure was recorded, so I don’t know why they’ve handled it like they have.’

      ‘Because they would rather see me dead than accept any responsibility.’

      ‘Well, as far as getting compensated while you’re still alive,’ said Redding, ‘I want to run something by you. But it comes with a warning. What I have to say can’t be repeated, no matter whether you agree to it or not. We’re dealing here with some pretty serious folks, if you know what I mean. If you do repeat it, there could be consequences. Maybe another accident for you.’

      ‘Jesus, Del, what’s this about? I ain’t doing nothing criminal. And I don’t care to be threatened neither.’

      ‘Do you want to hear it or not? If not, just leave now and this meeting never happened. No harm done.’

      Brash sat there, slumped in his seat, looking restless. ‘That’s no easy decision to make. How am I supposed to decide when I don’t know shit.’

      ‘Sorry, Graeme, others are involved. They insist.’

      ‘Others? What others?’

      ‘You need to decide, Graeme. In or out?’

      Brash sat there for another minute, fidgeting. ‘Fuck it. Let’s hear it,’ he said finally, knocking his knuckles on the table as if asking for another card in a game of blackjack.

      ‘You agree then, no repeating this, regardless of what you think of what I’m about to say?’

      ‘I just said so didn’t I?’

      ‘Okay. So for now, all you need to know is this. There’s a plan to set aside a small amount of the material you’re bringing back here before it gets put on our planes. You wouldn’t have to do anything involving that. We just need someone to make sure the tally at the end of each shift is adjusted accordingly—and to make sure if anyone asks questions, they get the right answers.’

      ‘Some of the material? Set aside? This is nuke juice we’re talking about.’

      ‘You needn’t concern yourself with that,’ said Redding.

      ‘I don’t want to be responsible for no bomb going off. With my luck, it’d be right where I was standing.’

      ‘Look, Graeme, it’s happening with or without you. No bombs will be going off. As I see it, you’ve already earned it, so you might as well play a small part and get your due reward.’

      ‘I never figured you for anything like this, Del?’ said Brash.

      ‘Me neither, but like I said, others are involved and it’s happening anyway.’

      ‘You said my reward, what reward would that be, exactly?’

      ‘A hundred and fifty grand.’

      Brash looked around at the others seated in the restaurant and said in a hushed voice, ‘my share, a hundred and fifty grand?’

      ‘Guaranteed,’ said Redding.

      Brash suddenly looked more cheerful. He looked around again, this time for the waitress. ‘The service in here sucks.’

      ‘I told the waitress you wouldn’t want anything. Why? Do you want something?’

      ‘I could use a beer is all. It’s hot in here all a sudden.’

      ‘Hold on,’ said Redding. He got up and came back a minute later with a bottle of beer and sat it down. ‘Here you go.’

      ‘Thanks, put it on my tab,’ said Brash with a smirk.

      ‘So you’re in?’

      Brash took a long pull. ‘I’m in,’ he said. ‘What’s this other thing you mentioned, about answering questions? Such as what, for example?’

      ‘Nothing special. Like if someone notices some inventory has been moved or the total has changed in number. Like… Weren’t there twelve of these yesterday? Or… I counted so and so many, how come there’s less? Get what I mean? You’re good at setting people straight.‘

      ‘Uh-huh, I can do that. Who else is involved?’

      ‘Forget that Graeme. No one you know. Someone on the other side will get in touch. If something happens, and they don’t, say nothing. Just carry on with your duties. Until then, I suggest you put it out of your mind.’

      ‘I’m not dealing with no Russians, am I? I’m out if there are Russkies involved.’

      Redding took a deep breath. Thinking of himself, he knew it was already too late for that. ‘Don’t worry about the Russians. They’ve got mountains of this stuff—they don’t need our help to get at it, neither. The worker who will contact you, he works at the plant, just like you work at the plant here. Common folk.’

      ‘Jesus, where’s he going now?’ said Brash, looking up at the TV again. ‘I hope that’s not a Hertz,’ he added with a chuckle.
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      On October 7, with winter on its way to Kazakhstan, the American president, Bill Clinton, signed the directive approving the secret mission to purchase the fissile material, code name Project Sapphire.

      A small covert group had already visited Ust-Kamenogorsk that summer to assess whether the runway could handle the massive C-5 Galaxy transport planes needed to bring the vast cargo home.

      The day after Clinton's signing, three of them took off from Delaware’s Dover Air Force Base. On board was a select team of technicians from Oak Ridge: twenty-three men and two women. Among them were Graeme Brash and the nuclear engineer, Elwood Gift, as well as Alex Riedy, the senior engineer leading the project. There were also several contractors from outside the Oak Ridge site, including a communications technician, a Department of Energy physician, and five State Department personnel, three of whom were Russian-speaking interpreters.

      One of those interpreters was a young CIA officer named Bill Estes.

      After the first leg of the flight, there had been a several hour delay as the plane sat on a runway refueling in Turkey. Estes had slept through most of it, seated uncomfortably up against a cargo partition.

      A young technician, with long sideburns and a runny nose, sat opposite of him, sniffling.

      ‘Estes,’ he said, pronouncing it Est-eez. He put his book down and bravely held out his hand.

      The kid shook it without enthusiasm. ‘Eric,’ he said.

      ‘Not hungry, Eric?’ said Estes, noticing that after several hours, he still had not opened either of his in-flight meals—the military C-rations, otherwise known as MREs.

      ‘No, you want some?’ he said, picking up the opaque plastic bag.

      Estes shook his head. ‘Maybe keep it for later.’

      The kid put it back down. ‘What’s your role in the mission?’ said Eric.

      ‘State Department. Interpreter,’ said Estes.

      ‘Oh right. So you speak Russian? I mean, we were told they all speak Russian where we’re going.’

      ‘I do, yes. And yeah, I think you’re probably right. Most secret Soviet facilities were run by ethnic Russians, whether the site was in Russia or not,’ said Estes. 

      The young man nodded solemnly and returned to looking at his feet.

      ‘Something wrong? You don’t seem very excited about this all-expenses-paid trip,’ said Estes.

      The technician shrugged. ‘I was at first, but now…’ 

      Estes waited for him to continue.

      ‘I mean, at first, I thought it was going to be, like, exciting, you know—a chance to see a different part of the world.’

      ‘But no longer?’

      ‘I don’t know. There’s a rumor going around, and⁠—‘

      ‘A rumor? Really? What kind of rumor?’

      ‘Garth, a friend of mine at Y-12, he says it’s just a bunch of BS made up by someone who’s jealous because they’re not coming along.’

      Y-12 was the National Security Complex where uranium was processed at Oak Ridge.

      ‘But now you’re not so sure?’ said Estes.

      Eric shrugged. ‘Maybe you know more than me. There have been rumors for a while that someone’s stealing secrets at Oak Ridge and passing them on to the Ivans. It has happened before. I never paid much attention to that, but then about a month ago, another rumor started. As I heard it, Russia doesn’t want us to have this material we’re recovering—because they think it belongs to them—and that maybe something’s gonna happen.’

      ‘Happen?’ said Estes. Nobody had said anything to him about a spy at Oak Ridge, or an assault on the Ulba plant, for that matter, but then again, foreign spies in the U.S. were for the FBI to hunt down, not the CIA.

      ‘Like some kind of accident will be staged to make us change our minds about being there. This stuff we’re picking up, it’s bomb material, really sensitive to how it’s handled and stored, so it’s something we worry about. Do you know anything about that?’

      ‘Me?’ said Estes. ‘I’m just an interpreter. Before the two-hour safety briefing they gave us last week, the only thing I knew about the word fissile was that it rhymed with missile—and for good reason, right?’

      Eric had left his sense of humor back in Tennessee, so he had no response.

      In truth Estes knew plenty about the nature of atomic weapons, and certainly enough that the prospect of the uranium being sabotaged concerned him. He was sent to keep an eye out, and he wondered if this had anything to do with it. All he had considered before was the prospect of theft by the local plant workers. After listening to Eric’s worries, he realized the mission might involve other dangers, even to himself.

      To change the subject, Estes asked the tech if he knew anything about the history of where they were heading, such as about expeditions by the famous Russian Emperor, Peter the Great?

      ‘I’ve heard of him, I guess,’ said Eric.

      Estes went on, explaining how many of these expeditions involved the Emperor’s insatiable hunger for another valuable metal dug out of the ground: gold. One of these gold expeditions, Estes explained, led to the Emperor’s founding of Ust-Kamenogorsk as a military fort in 1720.

      ‘Gold, really?’ said Eric, clearly more interested in that metal over the one that got him on the plane.

      Estes told the rest of the story, hoping to put his compatriot at ease, then went back to his book and fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Bill Estes was a natural for the intelligence service. His parents were foreign-born American citizens, one French-Canadian, the other British. Both were university professors, one in linguistics, the other in English literature. During Estes’s middle childhood and early adolescence, he and his sister ate supper each weekday evening with their parents—as kids do—but on three evenings a week they had a different dinner guest: all professors. The days rarely varied and dinner was always held in the guest’s native tongue: one French, one Russian, and one German. Estes learned Spanish in high school because they would not let him take any of the languages he was already fluent in. By the time he finished university with a double major in political science and history, he spoke six languages.

      The present mission to Kazakhstan was his first field assignment after eighteen months in the CIA. From the start, he figured the mission would be neither terribly exciting nor demanding. Indeed, he was promised as much. Nobody on the project was told he was CIA and he had no authority to make anything happen, or not happen.

      Now that he had arrived at the plant, jet-lagged along with all the others, he wondered if the tech’s worries might be more substantive than he had assumed. Maybe it was just his imagination but he sensed a certain disdain in his Russian hosts, even when engaging them in their own language. Or was it just Russians being Russians? It was hard to tell.

      The plant was a vast sprawl populated with dozens of nondescript structures, from one to a few stories, set among a network of rail spurs running alongside muddy and half paved roads. On the horizon he could see at least a dozen exhaust stacks painted with horizontal bands of alternating red and white. Out of some of them came white clouds of smoke or steam, but others emitted a reddish-pink smoke that looked unnatural if not downright alarming.

      That first afternoon, the Oak Ridge technicians engaged in what Estes saw as a team building exercise: the setting up of their prefabricated, mobile processing unit. It was about the size of a small service station and housed a planeload of heavy and valuable equipment. 

      Before being taken into town for their first night after an exhausting day, housing envelopes were passed out to everyone as they waited outside in the cold for the buses. The technicians and interpreters also had to be assigned their duties, a job carried out by two people who were complete strangers to Oak Ridge personnel: Alex Riedy and his State Department assistant. With everyone standing in the evening cold, Estes could see that not everyone was pleased as they came to terms with what they would be doing seven days a week for several weeks. The Ulba factory was no tourist destination and the work was repeatedly characterized as very dangerous. Estes thought that danger was more theoretical than real—at least he hoped it was.

      The assignments were organized around three teams that would process and package the uranium for shipment. They would work semi-independently at their own stage in the process, aided by a small handful of Russian-speaking assistants. Elwood Gift and a few others, meanwhile, would be delivering and monitoring the uranium in a manner that ensured all safety protocols were strictly followed.

      While all this was being organized, Estes considered his own place in the team. Quickly he had come to see how his role as an interpreter assigned to one station was going to interfere with his responsibilities as an intelligence officer. Being tethered to a single team was far from ideal. He would have his eyes on only a part of the operation and would find it hard to move about freely to monitor the rest of what was going on. This included the plant’s storage facility, which, as things presently stood, he was not even authorized to enter. It was a problem that needed fixing.
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      ‘Okay, Kon, I’m here,’ said the young woman in Russian, setting down her purse on the bar as she plopped herself down. ‘Now what?’

      Anya Gusev was a travel agent and Kon’s girlfriend of two years. She was reluctant to meet him that night for a couple of reasons. Although devoted to Kon in ways that mystified him, given his asocial tendencies and habit of disappearing in his work for weeks at a time, she did not really want to get involved in whatever he was up to. And second, being young, shapely, and attractive, she did not want to be out walking alone at night. A man named Yuri Ivanov had been arrested and shot by firing squad three years earlier for raping and killing sixteen young women and girls over a span of thirteen years, all in Ust-Kamenogorsk. Now there had been another rape and murder, also down by the river where the silk factories were. Everyone was suddenly convinced the Soviets had arrested the wrong man, as they were known to do, confession and all. Even if it was a copycat killer—ubiytsa-podrazhatel—it still meant the streets were once again unsafe.

      Kon looked at his watch. He had taken the evening off to meet Anya at the nightclub. He was apprehensive because he needed to make contact with their inside man—the American technician—that evening.

      Absconding with the valuable fissile material was the plan, or at least one of them, and Kon had not changed it. It consisted of stealing ingots of enriched U-235 after being packed up by the American visitors, then removing the stolen drums of uranium off-site once they were gone. When the C-5 Galaxy aircrafts departed with what the Americans came for, they would have no idea that some of it was left behind. The stolen U-235 was earmarked for Kirill, less a modest quantity for Kon that Kirill would never know about.

      Unfortunately, while Kon was working out how exactly to execute this plan in his favor, Kirill had gotten back in touch with him about a new one. Kon assumed there were some small changes he wanted implemented, but it was far worse than that. The arms dealer had hatched a whole new plan, even more diabolical than the first. Krill said it was such a brilliant idea he’d considered aborting the theft of the uranium altogether. He said he would have, except he already had a buyer and could not back out.

      The cash payment for Kon, once both plans were successfully carried out, was just as astounding, and just as impossible for Kon to comprehend: ten million U.S. dollars in an overseas bank account.

      When Kon heard the idea, he immediately thought of his sister. She had always warned him that one day the world would come knocking—that he could not hide behind his obsessive talents forever. Kirill had put two and two together: he had deduced the purpose of Kon's requisitions for chemicals and equipment; more importantly, he had learned of two mysterious nuclear detonations originating from the underground test site at Semipalatinsk.

      With Kirill, two and two added up to a vastly greater sum than four. A truckload of U-235 was no longer enough for the mercenary. The true prize he had uncovered was not the uranium sitting in a drafty warehouse in Kazakhstan—it was Kon himself. If Kon could successfully place a device underground at the Polygon twice, Kirill reasoned, then the devices must be not only reliable but also remarkably portable. In his mind, having ‘discovered’ the engineering genius behind the technology, he was entitled to a share of the spoils. So why not claim two fully operational units for himself?

      Kon, stunned at the audacity of the idea, immediately rejected it, or attempted to, claiming he did not think it was such a good idea. Nor did he believe he would ever get paid. Kirill did not hesitate to clarify the situation: Kon would be paid, as it was only a small sum. Besides, Kirill added, overtures in certain far-off places had already been made, so Kon really had no choice. Suddenly, it seemed as if the stakes were far too high, for Kirill, for Kon to turn back.

      After that, Kon truly regretted not having killed the man when he had the chance. Waking up to the reality his sister had warned him about, he felt his life as he knew it was effectively over. Even if he received some or all of the money, he would still have to disappear, as there was no way he was supplying two weapons that could go supercritical to an unscrupulous arms merchant—they would have to be inoperable. And if he declined outright, he would still have to disappear, if only to escape Kirill’s vengeance.

      As if things were not bad enough, Kirill introduced another twist: why not let the Americans transport the devices themselves—back to the U.S.? With someone on the inside, a few identical drums, concealing the devices, would go unnoticed. Right?
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        * * *

      

      Back at the nightclub with Anya, Kon had a photograph of the Oak Ridge technician he was to meet, his name, and the name of the hotel where he and the rest of the Americans were staying. From the club where he and Anya were at, it was just across the street.

      Kon knew better than to approach the American himself. The visitors were all housed at the same hotel, which meant anyone seeing Kon with Brash might recognize him at the plant later and report it. Unlikely, perhaps, but still a risk. Anya was the better choice, he felt, especially given how much better her spoken English was than his.

      ‘He will be taking a walk tonight around eight,’ he told Anya. ‘Wait for him to appear out front. Study the photo—his name is Graeme. When you see him, let him walk on a bit, then approach. Their code word is “sapphire,” in case he’s suspicious. Ask him, “Do you speak English?” When he answers, ask him to walk you up the block to your car. Explain about how all the girls in Ust-Kamenogorsk are frightened because there’s a sexual serial killer on the loose. That will give him a story if anyone sees him with you. Best to use the truth. As he turns to go, shake his hand and give him this.’

      Kon handed her a folded piece of paper wrapped in plastic. Drawn on it was a floor plan and some instructions, written in English. It concluded with details on how and where all further written communications would be passed between them inside the plant. Kon explained he would leave a black pen in a wooden box on a specified shelf that Brash would take each morning and keep for general use before putting it back in the box later in the day. A small notebook would also be in the box, with blank pages. The pages could be used for notes that, when rolled up, fit inside the bottom cylinder of the pen. If at any time the pen or notebook were not there, Kon would replace it. It was obvious to Kon that any notes that he left for Brash should be immediately destroyed, but he stressed the need for this anyway. It was by this method of communication that Kon would relay his ultimate plan, telling Brash the hard truth, that the only way he would be getting paid for his treasonous work was to do exactly what Kon instructed, both at Ulba and later on, after the goods arrived at Oak Ridge.

      Anya had a Vodka tonic as they waited. Soon it was time and she went to the hotel while Kon went up the street to where she had parked. He wanted to get a good look at Brash so he found a spot where he could stand in the shadows and monitor their interaction.

      He saw them coming up the dark street a half hour later. Kon watched as Anya chatted casually with the American, who was so bundled up for the cold that Kon had no sense of his appearance other than his height. Their interaction looked normal and casual. As they neared they carried on in a conversation, standing out there in the cold. Kon thought she was a natural, but he still wished she would get on with it. Instead, Anya, always determined if not downright stubborn, stayed true to her part and engaged in animated conversation next to the car for another several minutes. Finally she shook Brash’s hand and wished him ‘good luck.’ Once Brash had turned to head back, and Anya was situated behind the wheel, Kon stepped out of the shadows and got in.

      ‘How did it go?’ he said in Russian, rubbing his hands together to warm them.

      ‘He was nice. But he didn’t say much.’

      ‘No, but you did. You gave him the note?’

      Anya gave him a look that said, What do you think?

      ‘What did he say?’

      ‘He said nobody would believe him if he repeated the story I told him about the maniac on the loose.’

      Kon nodded, not surprised.

      ‘So I had to tell him the whole story. He also said something about paperwork.’

      ‘What about it?’

      ‘I don’t know. He said he would be taking care of it—something like that.’

      ‘Very good,’ said Kon.

      ‘Now we go dancing, as you promised,’ said Anya.

      ‘Yes, now we go dancing. Spasibo, moya dorogaya.’
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      Two nights later, Kon was back at work, anxious to see what kind of progress the Americans were making and whether his daytime accomplice—Graeme Brash—was following his instructions.

      Like Brash, Kon had little choice but to go along with Kirill's plans—at least until he figured out what else he could do about them. He considered asking for an advance payment as an insurance policy, but he concluded it would only alert the arms dealer to his growing misgivings. He was confident he had time to successfully prepare the devices before the Americans departed. It merely required him to replicate a series of steps he had already executed several times before. He was also confident the uranium and other components would pass undetected once partly disassembled and placed in the containers, if the plan got that far.

      Would the Americans think to inspect their own cargo? He doubted it. If they were discovered sometime after arriving stateside, yes it would be a problem, but only for Kirill. Kon would be long gone by then. He only needed to get word to his Oak Ridge counterpart and persuade him somehow to carry out the additional tasks once the man returned to Tennessee.

      As Kon conceived it, the drums with the components would have to be tracked by Brash and set aside once they arrived in the U.S. at the Y-12 nuclear depository. Then, after a time, they would be removed from the site once the ‘emptied’ drums were falsely designated as processed and ready for disposal or storage. What made the plan highly unpredictable was that it relied on the expert help of an American he had never met.

      So far, things had been going his way. On the eve of the American's arrival, Kon had been granted access to the site containing the U-235, ostensibly to prepare and test some technical equipment. Although his entry into the building was logged, it had given him hours of late-night access over several weeks—exactly what he needed to get things in order.

      During these shifts, he had set his plan into motion. He knew the two Americans who had visited to inspect the uranium had been shown the material stored in hundreds of containers. Yet in the first week after obtaining access, Kon identified almost two hundred kilograms of other ingots in the buildings, not accounted for. These were in various alloy compositions, some of which were untested in terms of whether they were HEU. Kon found plenty of weapons-grade uranium as well as some enriched uranium-beryllium alloys. These units he carefully marked and set aside, to top up the portion of the inventoried stockpile that would be diverted by him once processed by the Americans.

      Next came the more challenging task: hiding the supplementary uranium in plain sight. Kon undertook the burdensome process of placing ingots of HEU in canisters containing ingots of low-enriched uranium, or LEU. With this mixing of different grades of material, a new worry arose: the containers inaccurately marked as 'LEU' might be consolidated in another location during the American visit, resulting in too much highly-enriched uranium being in one place.

      Through some maneuvering, and because they were short-handed, Kon suggested to his manager that he be assigned the task of safely organizing and cataloging the heavy metals staying behind in the warehouse. His supervisor agreed, knowing Kon was a stickler for safe work conditions. It was the break he needed, as this would be done while the American project was underway, giving him access to the HEU as it was packaged for transport. Everything was finally in place for the surreptitious theft—so long as Brash played his part.
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        * * *

      

      Entering the first warehouse now, Kon saw a few dozen of the big steel drums had already been processed. They stood out because they were covered with labels and stenciled writings that warned of fissile material and radioactive contents. They were also identified as under the care of DOT—the Department of Transportation.

      Opening one, he found it contained a single stainless steel canister with uranium ingots, slotted into place in a sturdy insert. The drum had been closed up with a wire that fastened with a tamper-evident seal impressed with a government job number. This posed a problem for Kon. The actual sealing of the drums took place in the American facility that sat outside of main building. The drums were only brought in afterwards, stored in the vacated spaces where the canisters once sat. He had no access to that area and wondered how he might reseal any drums he opened. Just as he decided to write Brash a note to take care of it, he found the equipment required for resealing the drums in a box. Seeing Brash had anticipated the problem gave Kon a moment’s hope that perhaps the whole enterprise might actually succeed.

      Kon got back to work. To avoid the risk of crowding, each canister was centrally positioned in its drum so that it would not interact atomically with the uranium in neighboring canisters when the drums were placed side by side. Kon knew the principle was sound. However, when he examined the actual contents of one of the canisters, he saw that the Americans' approach was overly cautious. There were only a few ingots of U-235 in each canister—barely more than several kilograms. Kon would not be removing hundreds of kilograms as Kirill had initially wanted, but even so, this conservatism meant stashing dozens of drums at the plant for later removal. Kon knew he had to make a change: in the drums he was diverting, he would double the canister load using his surplus ingots of HEU, and then reseal them.

      Meanwhile, he noticed that one of the processed drums had a number written in white chalk at its base, just as he had instructed Brash:

      
        
        II

      

      

      It was Brash's work. It indicated to Kon that two drums in this batch were excluded from the outgoing total, because Brash had struck them from the paperwork. Kon got to work, ensuring the amount of fissile material diverted in the two drums was compensated for using his stockpile of supplemental material. As he had explained to Brash, the final collection of drums would be reflected in a total weight, and there could be trouble if that number fell short of the original assessment of 620 kilos.

      Kon had no way of replacing the drums he took, so he instructed Brash to see if they were being counted, and if so, to ensure that number was adjusted for. He would be putting a few drums back into the inventory later, containing his disassembled devices, but he would deal with that logistical issue when the time came.

      In the same note, Kon gave Brash the bad news, thanks to Kirill. Now that the American had joined in a conspiracy to steal nuclear material from the U.S. government, he could no longer back out without the risk of being exposed. Kon explained this, adding that the plant worker only needed to carry on as planned and he would receive eighty thousand dollars in cash, half before leaving Kazakhstan and half after he completed one additional task back at Oak Ridge. The latter task consisted of getting an additional four drums on the plane and somehow moving them off-site to a storage facility afterwards. Kon explained that the woman Brash had already met would facilitate this personally once he was back at Oak Ridge. Thinking over the foolhardy plan, Kon realized how lucky it was that Anya had made a favorable impression on the American, as Brash would likely be seeing her again soon.

      Having completed these tasks, Kon still had work to do. He needed to conceal the two first drums by storing them in a nearby building where they would blend in with a mountain of other miscellaneous drums and other storage vessels. There was a safety protocol the plant used where a steel drum was placed within a larger plastic container and then vacuum-sealed to reduce condensation and oxidation. When Kon wheeled out the first double-encapsulated barrel, now marked as radioactive waste, it was the middle of the night…

      ‘Pavlovich, is that you?’

      Out for a smoke, a night watchman had seen Kon from afar and called out. Kon left the container on the trolley where it was and went over. ‘What’s up?’ he said in Russian.

      ‘What’s in there?’ said the man, gesturing to the barrel, the cigarette burning orange in the night.

      ‘Nothing yet,’ said Kon. He hoped the man would not want to inspect it, requiring Kon to make up a second container and put the man in it. But Kon was not worried. The man was too lazy to check.

      ‘You working with the Americans?’ said the man.

      ‘Nah, I could use the extra pay, but my girl won’t have it,’ said Kon. ‘What about you?’

      ‘Yeah, some.’

      ‘What’s your impression?’

      The man took a drag on his cigarette and shook his head. ‘Rookies. If we weren’t helping, they’d have already blown up the place. And the security… Every night they leave here for their rooms in town. Nobody knew the bomb material was here, soon everybody in the world will know. We need more reinforcements.‘

      Kon was not worried about a raid on the plant, partly because a half-dozen soldiers from the Kazakh special forces were on-site, and partly because he figured what were the chances of their being two heists.

      ‘What’s the schedule? How long will it take?’ said Kon.

      ‘More than a month still.’

      Kon waited patiently for the guard to finish his cigarette.

      ‘Have a good one,’ said the guard at last.

      Kon nodded and went back to his trolley.
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      With the frayed nerves of a man caught in the middle, Brash sat down with a cup of instant coffee in his corner of the unheated but quiet Ulba warehouse. The manipulation of the inventory records he could cope with, but what had thrown him into a state of near apoplexy was the idea of delivering nuclear material to a street address in his own hometown. He thought he had a good idea of what would be contained in those drums: fissile material. The idea it might involve two nuclear devices was so monstrous it had never even occurred to him.

      There was still time to bail out of the demonic scheme, but only by putting himself at great risk. The invisible man directing all this, who left him daily instructions, sure knew what he was doing. Brash felt he had never agreed to the change in plans, yet somehow found himself carrying it out, step by step, always thinking it was not too late to back out, until of course it was.

      When Brash first wrote back a note saying he refused, the man did not threaten him. He did point out, however, that Brash would not be receiving any of the compensation he deserved. The engineer also explained that Brash’s concerns about the cargo were misplaced because, although it was illicit, the materials in the drums were not nuclear related.

      Brash replied in a note that he would ‘be verifying that,’ but he never did. At the back of his mind was the reason why: the idea that it was not bomb material eased his conscience, and an inspection could only serve to destroy that. It would also destroy his lame excuse that he’d been assured there was something else in those drums.

      The only good news for Brash was that he had managed to get the team at Ulba to pack up the four illicit drums and place them as a group on the same pallet. That would simplify his task for later, back at the Y-12 plant.

      The remaining step in the process, for now, we getting paid. He sat there, at his makeshift desk, staring at the box that held the pen and notepad. Inside, wrapped up in an oily cloth, was the first payment for the work he’d done: four $10,000 bundles. Unable to move his mind in any other direction, Brash got up and swiftly placed the bundles in the inside pocket of his down jacket. He sat back down and took a drink of his coffee, sweating in the cold air. He looked down at the bulge, surprised at how invisible it was. If he had known, he would have asked for the full payment. Forty thousand dollars would not get him far if he had to make a run for it.

      ‘Brash, you okay?’ said Elwood Gift, entering the room to do another of his inspections of the unprocessed material.

      Brash looked up, hiding his surprise. ‘Taking a breather is all,’ he said.

      ‘Not feeling well?’

      ‘You know how often I get asked that question? Everyone’s waiting for old Brash to lose his hair and fall over dead.’

      ‘I see, well forget I asked.’

      Brash nodded. Trying to be more cordial, he added, ‘Forty barrels today, are we on schedule?’

      ‘Should be out of here before the snow falls,’ said Gift.

      ‘Fingers crossed, then.’

      ‘Yeah, fingers crossed. You know, Graeme, I was surprised you signed on for this.’

      ‘I didn’t. I mean they asked me to participate.’

      ‘Oh, I didn’t realize.’

      ‘Yeah, can’t say why. Maybe they figured a little more radiation couldn’t hurt.’

      ‘Could be. But I think maybe they just wanted your expertise.’

      Brash smiled, incredulous. ‘I’m sure you’re right.’

      ‘Well, believe what you want.’

      ‘I will, thank you,’ said Brash. He got up with his hidden money and added, ‘I better get back to it.’

      Gift looked him over and nodded. ‘‘Yeah, that makes two of us.’
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      Estes, the intelligence officer, had struggled with the disorganization of the operation upon arrival and the difficulty of ensuring that all the highly-enriched material was actually being removed. Since he was there only as an interpreter, he had little influence without arousing suspicion of ulterior motives. The last thing he wanted, given the prevailing paranoia, was to be suspected of being an American agent—which he was—or, worse, a Russian one, which he certainly was not.

      Estes was spending most of his time interpreting, and after settling in, he felt the operation was going smoothly. So smoothly, in fact, that he was finding plenty of time to get around and monitor the whole operation. This did not mean he was having a good time. Like the rest of them, he was bused to the plant before sunrise, and they never finished before dark.

      His fluency in Russian gave him some freedom, as some plant workers were happy to have an American visitor they could chat with. These conversations gave Estes an insight into the attitudes and mood of the place, best summed up as stoic. Braced for an imminent winter and bored with their repetitive but dangerous work, the visit was a welcomed distraction.

      Face to face, Estes had an easier time breaking through the prevailing standoffishness of the locals. Still, some only looked on from a distance before disappearing back into their buildings. It did not require a great imagination on Estes’s part to see enemies around every corner, or a conspiracy in the works. But he pushed his paranoia aside. Security had been tightened and the area they were working in was restricted to only a small number of Ulba workers. Also, from what he could tell, the Oak Ridge team was handling the uranium with the utmost care.

      This relaxed mood abruptly ended when one of the middle-aged Ulba workers, who only spoke Russian, approached him with a disturbing claim.

      ‘I want to report a theft,’ the worker said in Russian.

      Estes was exiting the toilets used by the Americans when the worker, whom he had spoken with casually a few times, pulled him aside.

      ‘A theft of what?’ said Estes in Russian.

      ‘Someone is stealing the uranium. I saw it myself.’

      ‘You saw it?’

      ‘Yes. I am sure what I saw.’

      As Estes listened to the man’s explanation, his intelligence training encouraged him to pull the man aside to collect more information. But then he realized that was the wrong move. He needed to take this to the man in charge, Alex Riedy.

      He explained to the plant worker that arrangements would need to be made for the two of them to meet privately with the American directing the project. Before he could finish, the worker interrupted him excitedly.

      ‘There he is,’ said the man, pointing at someone behind Estes.

      Estes turned around and immediately recognized the suspected thief, dumbstruck by who it was. He thanked the worker and told him he would look into it. ‘We will be in touch with you later this afternoon.’

      Estes knew where to find Riedy and headed there directly. On his way he crossed paths with an Oak Ridge employee who was handling some of the project’s admin.

      ‘Mr. Brash, isn’t it?’ said Estes.

      ‘Yes,’ said Brash, pausing to respond. ‘What do you need?’

      ‘Just a quick question, though it might sound unusual. Could you tell me if there have been any discrepancies between the inventory and what’s actually been packaged in the drums?’

      ‘I don’t understand. What do you mean by discrepancies? And aren’t you an interpreter?’

      ‘That’s right. I’m asking on behalf of the project director. If you have the time, could you come with me now to discuss this with him?’

      ‘Well, the answer is no, if that will save me a trip,’ said Brash.

      Estes sensed the man was either being lazy or evasive. He probably thought answering in the affirmative would reflect badly on him. ‘Perhaps you could come along anyway?’

      Brash shrugged, and they continued on to the rudimentary office where Riedy was hiding out.
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        * * *

      

      Brash was sweating again, despite the cold. What was this all about? He had said nothing to anyone about any inventory issues. Nor did he see how any of his own shenanigans could have been detected. Had something happened involving the night shift engineer he was dealing with?

      When they arrived at Riedy’s office, the director was at his makeshift desk with Elwood Gift trying to fix a small electric heater, presumably the one used in the office, which would explain why it was freezing cold in there. After several minutes of anxious waiting, not sharing a word with Estes, Brash watched them wrap up their work and Gift went to leave.

      But Estes asked Gift if he could stay.

      ‘Okay. What’s going on?’ said Gift, looking at Brash as if he must be the explanation for whatever was wrong.

      ‘Yes, what’s this about?’ said Riedy, looking up from his desk.

      ‘I’ve been approached by one of the Ulba staff, who claims he’s observed one of our men taking some ingots of uranium.’

      ‘That’s news to me,’ said Brash, breathing again.

      ‘Taking?’ said Riedy, ‘How so?’

      ‘By placing them in his coat pocket is what I was told,’ said Estes.

      ‘Did this witness say who it was?’ said Riedy.

      ‘Well, no,’ said Estes, ‘but he pointed him out. His name is Eric—I’m not sure of his last name. A man about my age.’

      ‘That would be Andrews, he’s the only Eric we have,’ said Gift. ‘But a thief, that can’t be right.’

      ‘You think this witness is telling the truth?’ Riedy asked Estes. ‘Maybe they had some kind of argument or misunderstanding?’

      ‘Can’t be certain, but he seemed keen to see you to report it,’ said Estes.

      ‘I know what this might be about,’ said Gift. ‘There’s a group, not very large, maybe eight or ten men, whom I’m told have been grumbling about the conditions, the long hours, their compensation. Not mutinous, I wouldn’t think, but I know Andrews is among them. Perhaps this is some misguided effort to get the compensation he feels he deserves.’

      Riedy shook his head in dismay. ‘Well, it won’t do, that’s for fucking sure. If word gets out about this, the whole mission could be undermined.’

      Riedy looked at Brash. ‘What of this? Have there been any issues with the inventory?’

      ‘Absolutely not,’ said Brash. ‘It’s checked daily, every lot. It would have to be a negligible amount and in just the last day or two.’ Brash tried to sound authoritative, as the last thing he wanted was an audit of some kind, or a lot of added security around his station.

      ‘Do a complete accounting and report back to me at once,’ Riedy told him. ‘And you might as well start now.’

      ‘Very well, sir,’ said Brash.

      ‘And not a word about this to anyone, understand?’

      Brash nodded and went for the door, happy to be excused.
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        * * *

      

      Listening to all this, Estes had to hold back his frustration. As an interpreter he was consigned to the sidelines, which meant he had little influence in how the matter would be handled. But Riedy’s face had flushed red with the news and Estes feared an overreaction.

      ‘If I could speak to you in private for a moment,’ he said to Riedy.

      Riedy looked confused but nevertheless thanked Gift and said he would talk to him later.

      ‘I’ve had a number of discussions with this Andrews,’ said Estes after Gift was gone. ‘I wonder, if it’s an isolated incident, whether it might be better to let it go, assuming of course he admits to the wrongdoing, returns the items, and promises never to speak of it.’

      ‘Let it go? A theft of nuclear material. Are you mad?’ said Riedy.

      ‘No, I don’t think so. You cannot discipline or charge him here without the news of the theft getting out. We cannot even establish that it was American property he stole. Does the uranium he took still belong to the Kazakhs at present? If they think so, then you’re looking at an international incident. I don’t know about you, but I’d rather not be involved in that.’

      Riedy leaned back in his chair, thinking. ‘You make a good point. What do you propose?’

      ‘I’d like to talk to him. Establish that it was all a misunderstanding, get the material back—and get a straight answer about what the heck’s going on. After that, you can scare the daylights out of him by letting him know the consequences if this leaks out.’

      Riedy thought some more, clicking the pen in his hand nervously. ‘I don’t like it but you’re probably right, assuming of course he’s the only one involved. If it’s bigger than him, holy Christ, what a mess.’

      ‘Understood,’ said Estes.

      ‘What about the witness?’ said Riedy.

      ‘I can talk to him, explain that Andrews was asked to take the material covertly as a sample, for assessment.’

      ‘And if the witness thinks you’re lying and reports it to his own people?’

      ‘We deny it. But I’ll carefully explain it. I can tell him we have concerns about the level of enrichment of some of the material but we don’t want the word to spread. It would explain why Eric’s behavior looked suspicious.’

      ‘That might work. Your name is Estes, right?’

      ‘That’s right,’ said Estes.

      ‘Well keep up the good work. And let me know every detail of both these conversations.’

      ‘Absolutely.’
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        * * *

      

      When Estes found the young technician with bushy sideburns, he was outside smoking a cigarette with two others. Estes waited until Andrews broke away, then caught up to him.

      ‘Eric, hey, you got a minute?’

      Andrews stopped and turned just outside the door of the prefabricated structure.

      ‘Yeah, I guess.’

      Estes could see he was nervous. ‘Let’s take a walk,’ he said.

      As they walked out in the open, Estes explained the situation, cutting off Andrews whenever he tried to interrupt to deny or explain.

      ‘So you need to come clean and explain everything,’ said Estes. ‘If you won’t let me help you, the project’s director will take over the matter. If that happens, you won’t be home for Christmas, I can assure you that.’

      By this point Andrews was shaking and could not quite get the words out.

      ‘Start with who else is involved.’

      Andrews shook his head. ‘Nobody.’

      ‘Nobody?’

      ‘I swear.’

      ‘And this was this morning?’

      Andrews nodded.

      ‘What about these others, the ones who’ve been bitching and moaning about the job they came to do?’

      ‘It’s just talk.’

      ‘Did you tell them what you planned?’

      ‘I didn’t plan it,’ said Andrews. ‘I can’t explain why I did it. I guess I thought it would make me feel less angry, like getting even.’

      ‘You’re not angry, you’re homesick,’ said Estes.

      Andrews looked at Estes then frowned as he lowered his head in shame. ‘Immediately I regretted it and put the pieces back. You can search me if you want, and my things.’

      ‘You understand what would happen if a rumor started that the Oak Ridge workers were taking souvenirs?’

      Andrews nodded.

      ‘So forget that it happened. And deny it if anyone asks—anyone. Should I ask you about this tomorrow, you should deny it. It never happened. Got it?’

      Andrews nodded, then stopped. ‘What will happen when I get back?’

      ‘You’re not listening, Eric, this is your one-time get out of jail free card. It never happened. No evidence, no admission, no crime. Now do us all a favor and get back to work.’
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      As the mission wound down, no further emergencies arose. In fact, Estes sensed that the greatest danger in the end was not mutiny but simple carelessness—the kind that came with repetition and boredom. Safety warnings were still issued twice daily, but it was clear that extreme fatigue had set in. The team's motivation had been reduced to a single desire: finishing the job in time to get home for Thanksgiving, weather permitting.

      Hundreds of the steel drums had been stacked on pallets, four on four, to be loaded onto trucks for convoying to the C-5s waiting at the airfield. Then to everyone’s despair, bad weather set in. The prospect of a perpetual snowstorm meant they might not get out before the year’s end, killing everyone’s morale. A week later, though, the weather cleared to bright blue skies.

      For Estes, it was well beyond the time to go.

      Making haste down icy roads with perilous cargo, the trucks started arriving at the airstrip to be unloaded. The airships and the crew flew out two days later. This time the C-5s flew them and the secret cargo non-stop to Dover Air Force Base. The twenty-hour flights required several aerial refuelings and were hailed as the longest distances ever recorded for the cargo planes.

      A few weeks later, on November 23, with Estes back in Washington and Andy Weber ensconced in his office in Almaty, the Clinton administration publicly announced the secret mission complete. Thanking all those who participated in it, Secretary of Defense William Perry told the press:

      We have put this bomb-grade nuclear material forever out of the reach of potential black marketers, terrorists, or a new nuclear regime.
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      When the American mission packed up and left, all concerns about the enriched uranium at the plant left with them. Kon knew nothing about the American press briefing, but on that same day, he had his own reason for a quiet celebration: the stolen uranium was off plant property, and the two devices he had carefully—albeit begrudgingly—fabricated were already somewhere in America. He had considered shipping completely inert devices, thinking Kirill would be none the wiser, but he knew better. You could never be sure with Kirill. Maybe Kon would be kidnapped and brought to America to facilitate the deal, which was clearly of unfathomable worth to Kirill. What then?

      Anya, relying on her privileges as a travel agent, was on her way to America as well. She had a bundle of cash and would be waiting for the uranium shipment to arrive in Tennessee. Most likely, the drums would have already been loaded onto high security trucks at Dover Air Force Base, to be transported in secret to the Y-12 plant. Anya would remain stateside until she heard from Brash that the drums had arrived and were about to be delivered off-site, at which time she would arrange for their secure storage somewhere outside of Oak Ridge. Depending on what Kon decided in the end about Kirill, she would determine how long-term the storage setup should be.

      Back at Ulba, it had taken three trips for Kon to remove the twelve drums containing the 180 kilograms of prized HEU. The drums, sealed inside special plastic barrels, were mixed with others that appeared identical but contained factory waste. He had taken them away a few at a time towards the end of his shifts, delivering them to a secure site off factory grounds, where the plant processed hazardous waste for sealed burial.

      Once the diverted uranium had been hidden in plain sight at the waste depot, a weary Kon used his own truck to shift the material to its next destination, over the border into Russia.

      Not far from where he grew up was an abandoned workshop with no municipal power or water that had once belonged to his grandfather. It was a rickety old structure with a leaky roof, but Kon had fortified it into a small processing facility with a foundry and a chemistry lab. Sleeping considerably less than the Americans had during their visit, he had also managed to custom build a trench at the workshop in anticipation of needing to stow, for the indefinite future, all the canisters of uranium.

      The building still looked abandoned from the outside, but it was secure and sound, with no leaks. As Kon surveyed it now, he needed to make a decision: should he dismantle the facility or leave it as it was? And how much of the equipment should he set aside to take with him when he disappeared? At the heart of the decision was the question of what he would do next with his life? Was he done with his nuclear ambitions now that they had led him so far astray? It was not the kind of question he had ever had to face before. His brain said yes, his heart said no.

      While Kirill's latest obsession was in transit to Tennessee, this did not make him any less anxious to receive the stolen uranium. Kon had always intended to withhold a small portion of the HEU, since no one could be certain exactly how much he had removed from the plant. But if he planned to continue his work in the future, a small portion would not be enough—especially if he was soon to be cut off from both the Ulba plant and the tunnels at Semipalatinsk. Again, never before had his plans seemed so mired in uncertainty. He could engineer a completely new design of nuclear devices, but he seemed unable to design his own future.

      Kon had to admit that he had sleepwalked into a nightmare. One moment, he was trading fissile material for parts and equipment; the next, he was building nuclear weapons for export. He blamed Kirill for this catastrophe, but knew there was no negotiating with him. Quite by accident, Kon had become too valuable an asset. He really had no choice but to disappear.

      Disappearing, however, was not so simple. As Kon had expected, Kirill promised payment only after the goods reached their final destination. Kon kept searching for a solution that would secure his financial future while also leaving him an escape route, should he find himself shipped off to America in a box. The predicament gave him a new appreciation for what Graeme Brash must have gone through at Ulba, being pushed around with no way out.

      Kirill had given Kon what he claimed was over two hundred thousand dollars' worth of uncut gems as a gesture of good faith. It was going to have to do.
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        * * *

      

      Back at his parents' old house, Kon had made arrangements with Kirill and settled his affairs as best he could. By now, though, any arrangement with Kirill was merely a ploy to buy himself more time.

      Now that time had run out and Kon was waiting for Kirill's men to arrive. His plan was simple: he would tell them that, due to the recent heavy snow, he would be removing the material from the plant the following week and would deliver it himself. This would give him the extra time he needed to relocate after hearing from Anya. What choice would they have but to kill him or wait? And with the nuclear devices still in transit, they couldn't possibly kill him—could they?

      They came in the afternoon. The weather was calm but the sky had turned overcast. The mercury was falling.

      ‘Guys, I’m sorry,’ said Kon in Russian, coming out of the house to meet them. That all three were strangers did not surprise him; he knew Kirill would not involve himself.

      ‘I couldn’t reach Grigori and I didn’t have your phone number, I’m sorry,’ Kon added.

      They had driven up in a tidy-looking commercial truck, so Kon knew they would be displeased to hear his news, and his excuses.

      ‘What are you talking about?’ said the oldest, stepping forward to take the lead. He was tall, with an unsettling appearance—starting with the prison tattoo on his neck and the scar running down his angry face. The other two were shorter and might have been brothers, chosen either for their obvious strength or perhaps their ability to intimidate. They were younger and almost clean-cut, though their tattoos and hardened expressions suggested otherwise. Kon guessed that none of the three were strangers to violence.

      ‘It’s not here,’ said Kon, his hands raised up as if to suggest it was all out of his control. ‘The material is being stored at a warehouse at the plant but it’s snowed in. Can’t get to it so can’t get it out.’

      The three men looked at Kon nonplussed. They seemed to think they could get him to retract his statement by standing there looking menacing. When that did not work, the tall one said, ‘No problem. Take us to it.’

      ‘Can’t, it’s locked up inside the plant.’

      It was around this time that Kon began to think he should have come up with a better excuse—or better yet, vanished already.

      ‘Kirill says you work nights at the plant. Show us where it’s stored and we’ll go in and get it.’ To emphasize the point, the man removed a pistol from his coat pocket.

      Now he seemed to be telling Kon he had no choice in the matter. Kon was not surprised. Kirill had probably warned them not to come back without the material.

      ‘Okay, if you insist. I’m not scheduled to work tonight though and it’s a five hour drive.’

      ‘Get in the truck,’ said the man, waving in its general direction with the pistol.

      ‘I’ll get my coat and lock up.’

      As Kon turned back towards the house, the tall man gestured for one of his men to accompany him inside. Kon stepped inside a few paces and grabbed the leather jacket draped over a chair. With his right hand, he lifted the jacket. A s he did, his left hand slipped into the pocket, finding his Makarov pistol. Seating the barrel discreetly at the bottom of the pocket, he turned and pressed the hidden weapon into the man’s chest, firing. The man flew backward through the door, and Kon, pushing past the falling body, aimed at the tall man, who was already raising his pistol. Still moving forward, Kon fired a quick round, center mass. Then he spun and fired at the third man, who was charging at him unarmed. The shot hit him in the chest at close range, and the man crashed into Kon and together they fell.

      Recovering, Kon swung his pistol back towards the tall man, who, though seriously wounded, was still somehow standing. But for Kon it was too late—the man’s shot clipped him, spinning him around. Kon managed to get a shot off, however, and when the dust settled, all three of Kirill’s men were down.

      Kon growled and hissed at the searing pain as he stomped back into the house, already leaving a trail of blood. After standing motionless for a moment to get on top of the pain, he peeled off his clothes to look at the wound in the bathroom mirror. The bullet had passed through the hollow beneath the shoulder, leaving two steady trails of blood that merged as one as they ran down his side. He was not planning on seeing Alex or Dmitry again, but he needed to get to one of them now and not worry about the bodies. He wrapped a compression bandage under and over his shoulder and got dressed, trying to block out the pain.

      When he stepped out into the cold, the problem was clear. The truck blocked his exit, and all three bodies lay in the open, exposed to the daylight. Pressing his injured arm against his side, sticky with blood, he threw himself into the delivery truck. The keys were still in the ignition, so he started it up and pulled further into the yard. Before getting out, he found the switch and lowered the hydraulic tail lift. Fighting through the pain and growing light-headed, he dragged each man, one by one, onto the loading platform using his good arm. With the roller door up and the lift raised, he slid their bodies into the back.

      Kon, exhausted but back behind the wheel minutes later, had managed it, but he was bathed in a cold sweat.

      Using surface roads, Kon knew it was almost an hour’s drive to Dmitry’s. Soon he was leaning heavily against the wheel, struggling to manage the gears. With three dead bodies in the back and his eyes no longer focusing, Kon passed out over the wheel just thirty minutes after the shooting. The truck drifted silently down the frozen road for about ten meters before veering into the corner of a parked car.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          
            



          

      

    

    







PART II

          

          

      

    

    






RUSSIA

        

      

    

    
    

  







            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

          

      

    

    






45 DAYS BEFORE THE ATTACK | MOSCOW

        

      

    

    
      ‘Pavlovich...’ the guard called out as he entered the prison library through the Dutch door. Kon sat behind a metal desk, working through a stack of paperwork. The guard, Sergei Glinka, wore a formal dark blue uniform, with patches on the sleeves that gave him a police-like appearance. Glinka knew Kon’s first name after thirty years and, as much as a prison guard could, he knew Kon. But it served neither of them to reveal openly the bond that had formed between them over the years.

      Putting the pencil behind his ear, Kon looked up.

      ‘Something for you,’ said Glinka in Russian. He was holding out a small brown envelope, the kind used to leave notices to inmates about books or magazines becoming available at the prison library. As he held out the envelope, he scouted the place. It was not a large space but it was easy to overlook an inmate browsing in one of the dimly lit aisles, crammed as they were with tattered books.

      ‘Just closing up, there’s no one else here,’ said Kon, reaching out and taking the envelope. ‘Spasibo,’ he said.

      ‘Your sister says you’re finally getting out of here. That was news to me. Is it true?’

      ‘I think you’d know before I did,’ said Kon.

      Glinka nodded, understanding Kon’s meaning, that it was in the works but not yet official. ‘I would have thought she would be pleased, but she sounded worried?’

      ‘So you’ve been reading my letters after all,’ said Kon.

      ‘I do not want to know your secrets, Pavlovich, I value my life too much for that. She told me this herself in person. She came for your letter. Imagine my surprise.’

      ‘Really?’ said Kon. ‘How did she look?’

      ‘Easier on the eyes than you, my comrade.’

      ‘That’s not saying much. She’s my sister, so it’s in her nature to worry.’

      ‘Should she be worried? What have you done?’

      Odd though it was, Kon had long placed his hopes of securing his prison release in the hands of his longtime nemesis, Grigori Kirill. The arms dealer still pined for the weapons and the uranium he had never received. Kirill had first said the release was possible, if extremely expensive, years ago. But it was not until the last missive Kon received that Kirill claimed he had pulled all the right strings and the deal was done.

      It had been a tortuous process—literally. Soon after Kon’s original sentencing and imprisonment, Kirill had used his long reach in Russian crime circles to put Kon under extreme pressure. But the torture had failed to produce results, not once but twice, so Kirill had switched the stick for the carrot. To Kon it was an irony he had slowly come to terms with, that the only way he had any hope of getting his hands on Kirill—to kill him once and for all—was to have the same man get him out of prison.

      ‘It’s true then, you don’t read my letters,’ said Kon.

      ‘I don’t want to get involved,’ said Glinka with a sigh. ‘Although here I am, getting involved.’

      The old guard had been passing private letters between Kon and Yelena for several years. Against his better judgment, he had been passing them on behalf of Kon and Kirill as well. This was dangerous work for Glinka, a reflection of the unusual risk the guard was willing to take for Kon.

      When Kon was transferred to this prison, outside of Moscow, he had arrived in rough shape. Glinka watched him heal from his wounds and accommodate himself to prison life, developing a respect for the young man’s fortitude and intelligence. He also knew that of all the inmates he had ever stood guard over in his five decades of penal work, few were as ill-suited for prison life as Kon.

      ‘I do not want to involve you,’ said Kon.

      ‘So it is Kirill, then. I’m sorry to hear it. Does your sister know of this devil’s bargain?’

      ‘She’s not part of it either, although⁠—‘

      ‘Although?’ said Glinka.

      ‘I can’t say why, but now she’s telling me it’s what I should do.’

      Glinka frowned. ‘I don’t see how you will possibly manage it. You know you can’t trust him, he knows he can’t trust you. So I’m wondering, who will end up being the fool in this bargain?’

      ‘Best you don’t know the details, I think,’ said Kon. ‘But I have built in an insurance policy, should he not follow through after the information I’ve provided.’

      Glinka looked behind him to make sure they were still alone. ‘So you’ve already given him what he wants?’

      ‘I have, but not entirely—although he does not know that.’

      Glinka shook his head. ‘With so many years to make a plan, I hope you’re right about this insurance policy, as you call it. I’ve heard similar claims from clever men—men who realized too late they weren’t so clever after all. Prison is full of them.’

      Kon reflected on his plan long ago to outmaneuver Kirill. Glinka was probably right, he was in exactly same spot all over again and there was no reason to be any more confident that he could control the outcome.

      ‘In any case, I have nothing left to lose,’ said Kon. ‘I need a change, even if that change is death for me.’

      ‘I do not agree,’ said Glinka. ‘But of course I understand. You’ve been patient, nobody would deny it. I hope you get your freedom. I just hope not too many people have to die because of it.’
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        * * *

      

      That evening, back in his cell, Kon opened the envelope and examined the letter from his sister. Its authenticity was undeniable, based on a scent that always cast him back to a time when his family was still whole. He reflected on when Yelena first began calling him Kon, instead of the usual Russian shorthand of Kostya. Had he kept the name as a tribute to her?

      The letter expressed the same general concern as Glinka, asking many similar questions. She still encouraged him to do whatever he had to do to get out, if it meant him staying alive. But now she worried he was not taking enough precautions. ‘Zagad ne byvayet bogat,’ she had written—the best-laid plans...

      Yelena had never lost the habit of treating Kon as the little brother, always trying to meddle in his affairs. But Kon forgave her for that. He was in prison after all. It was long ago when he had been sentenced and in some ways he was another person. Yet in the most fundamental ways he had never moved forward. For Kon, prison was like a time machine. But instead of moving you forward or backward, it placed you outside of time. For those in the real world, the world turned. But not for those who were inside. It meant that when Kon got out, he would be entering the world much as he’d left it.

      Except for Anya. She was gone, and he was responsible. If Kon could not accept being incarcerated for the deaths of the men he had caused, he could easily accept it for his greater transgression: involving Anya in his high-stakes misadventure, never thinking through the implications and dangers for her, especially given that Kirill was involved. Yelena had looked into the matter of Anya’s disappearance for Kon after he had broke his self-imposed silence of two years. There was evidence that Anya had returned from the U.S., but she had never resurfaced after that, neither at work, nor at home. She was gone and Kon thought he knew why. One of the men who had worked him over to extract the whereabouts of the nuclear material said something to his associate at the time, believing Kon was unconscious. Kon had not forgotten:

      ’What is it with these people? First the devchonka and now him. These people are fanatics.’

      If Anya had indeed been tortured and killed by Kirill’s men, as Kon believed, it remained a mystery to him why she had not given up the location of the storage unit that contained the devices. But then again, Anya knew nothing about the stolen uranium, and she knew the contents of the drums were an exceptional danger. Or had she found a way, perhaps, to kill herself before they got what they wanted? Kon would be sure ask Kirill when he saw him next. He hoped it would be very soon.
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33 DAYS BEFORE THE ATTACK | OAK RIDGE, TENNESSEE

        

      

    

    
      It was a sunny afternoon so it took Graeme Brash a moment to put his beer down and get out of his old recliner. Someone was banging on the door.

      Brash opened it to find a somewhat aged Delmar Redding.

      It took Brash a moment to recognize his old colleague, the Russian ex-spy. There was a second man there too, a hard-looking man who, after taking a good look at him, Brash tried his best to ignore.

      ‘I see you’re still with us, Graeme,’ said Redding. ‘And I hear you found Christ.’

      ‘Delmar, my goodness, I barely recognized you,’ said Brash, trying to hide the alarm in his voice. ‘I thought you was gone for good. What brings you back here?’

      It was a stupid question. Brash knew exactly what had brought him back to Oak Ridge. The second man made that all too clear.

      ‘Can we come in?’ said Redding.

      ‘Of course, of course,’ said Brash.

      He held the screen door as his two guests strolled past, his mind racing with how to escape these two men who appeared like a terminal illness with no warning. His granddaughter was due to be dropped off any minute by her sitter. It was an added complication that hindered his ability to think. Not knowing what they had learned about the money he was paid, or about the drums he had looked after, he wanted to explain that the Russian engineer at the Ulba plant had left him no choice. He doubted it would be enough to save himself.

      Brash lived in a leafy, almost rural part of town called Oliver Springs. Although lacking in modern features like two-car garages and walk-in closets, the houses there sat on large, quarter acre lots. Impressively mature deciduous trees surrounded them, with Tennessee’s rolling hills as a picturesque backdrop.

      ‘How’s retirement treating you?’ said Redding as he and his associate studied the contents of the living room they now occupied. It was small but well appointed. Redding turned to his comrade and said, ‘Kto govorit, chto prestupleniye ne vygodno.’ Translated, it meant, ‘Who says crime doesn’t pay,’ although all Brash heard was two men speaking a language he knew meant trouble.

      ‘Fine, I guess,’ said Brash, doubly alarmed now that he was hearing Redding speak fluent Russian. He risked a glance at the man yet to be introduced.

      ‘Oh, forgive me,’ said Redding, ‘this is Konstantin Pavlovich.’

      Knowing Kon’s release was imminent, Kirill was keen to implicate anyone but himself in the lucrative nuclear deal he had made with the Iranians.

      ‘I believe you’re already acquainted, although maybe not face-to-face. This is the man you helped steal the uranium at the plant.’

      ‘You are the engineer?’ said Brash with new hope. ‘I thought maybe you were….‘

      The man looked at him expectantly, eyebrows raised, waiting for him to continue.

      Redding chuckled. ‘You thought he was one of the Russians you had double-crossed?’

      ‘I never double-crossed⁠—‘

      ‘Relax, Graeme, those men have moved on. Lucky for you, we never knew you helped the girl store the drums you removed from Y-12, or you’d be dead already. The only person you need to worry about is Pavlovich here. And he has come all this way, finally, for what is his.’

      ‘That was a long time ago, Delmar,’ said Brash. He looked at the Russian and added, ‘The money is long gone.’

      ‘He’s not here for that, you idiot. He wants what’s in those containers.’

      ‘Well they’re probably long gone too.’ Brash lowered his voice, ‘Jesus, Del, I don’t know where you’ve been but that was a whole lifetime ago. There’s no containers no more.’

      ‘Maybe you’re right,’ said Redding. ‘But we want to see for ourselves.’

      ‘Okay, sure, be my guest.’

      Brash, still reeling from hearing Redding speak like a native Russian, began looking around the room, searching for something.

      ‘I’ll give you the details for the storage place where she put them... I never had any contact with the girl after that. And I never went back there neither. It’s not in Oak Ridge, you see. Just put it out of my mind.’

      Kirill sat in Brash’s recliner with a distinct air of menace.

      ‘Get the address if that’s what you’re looking for,’ said Redding. ‘But you’re coming with us.’

      ‘Uh… you know I’d like to, but I can’t. My granddaughter, uh, she’s gonna be dropped off here any minute.’

      Redding looked at Brash and Brash stood there nervously, hoping the information he just spilled would not be used against him.

      ‘We can go now or we can wait, bring her with us, if you like,’ said Redding.

      Flustered, Brash took out his mobile phone. ‘I’ll call the sitter, tell her I have to go out.’

      Kirill, who had gotten out of the chair without Brash noticing, took the phone off him from behind and put it in his pocket. ‘We go now,’ he said with a heavy accent.

      Brash was put in the passenger seat of a black rental van with Kirill behind him lurking in the back. Other than Brash giving the address, and telling Redding how to get there, little was said on the forty-minute ride over.

      They were halfway to Knoxville when they took a turn and pulled up at the gate of a well-fortified storage facility in the middle of nowhere.

      ‘They’ve grown over the years,’ said Brash as they parked. ‘But I can see the old building with the storage lockers is still there.’

      As they exited the vehicle, Brash noticed the Russian had a small bag of tools with him. In it he could see a new padlock with a key. ‘I don’t know if my information is still valid,’ he continued. ‘And I never had a key.’

      ‘We’ve got that covered,’ said Redding, hitting the gate’s intercom buzzer.

      ‘Hardin Valley Storage, can I help you?’ The woman’s voice boomed out with a southern drawl.

      Brash handed Redding the old piece of paper with the account information.

      ‘Account is Gusev, password is Teddy Bear,’ said Redding, reading from the paper. ‘It’s spelled g u s e v, Gusev.’

      ‘Thank you, one moment,’ barked the woman’s voice.

      They stood there exposed in the warm sun for a long minute as Brash wondered, even hoped, that the woman knew the kind of trouble that was calling and would call the police. If not, he hoped that at least the account was closed and the dangerous goods were long gone.

      ‘Sorry about that,’ came the woman’s voice. ‘That account is dormant and is not active in our system. But I found it.’

      The gate lock released and the Russian pushed it open. With Redding in tow they marched across the hot asphalt towards the glass door that said OFFICE.

      To Brash it felt eerily like he was witnessing the slow motion start of the next 9/11. He recalled images of the Saudi terrorists who casually took flying lessons in the U.S. so they could hijack commercial airliners. He needed to do something before he too became a dormant account in long-term storage.

      ‘You’d be surprised how many dormant accounts we have,’ said the large woman when they entered into the small air-conditioned space.

      ‘I understand,’ said Redding. ‘Would you be so kind as to remind me of the unit number? And I was also informed you offer a service of removing the old lock if needed?’

      ‘I’ll call Jimmy, he’s the one for that. I’ve also written down the access code, so you can drive in 24/7. It changes every first of the month.’

      Jimmy showed up, old and hunched, and took them outside and then inside another structure and down a long hallway lined on both sides with opposite-facing doors. What were called storage lockers were actually full sized units with hinged doors instead of roller doors—like a garage cut in half down the center.

      With his rolled up sleeves, Jimmy looked like Popeye the Sailor and had the forearms to match. He used a long pair of cutters in one smooth motion to slice through the lock’s shackle. He did it without saying a word and left with his tool just as quietly.

      ‘My kind of guy,’ said Kirill.

      ‘Yeah,’ Redding answered in Russian, ‘but let’s see if he got the correct unit—this padlock looks practically new.’

      Redding opened the door and the overhead fluorescent light rattled on automatically as they stepped into the cool space. Most of the floor space was taken up with items covered in black plastic standing chest high. The only other thing in the room was a commercial air conditioning unit. The connections suggested it drew in air from a wall vent and eliminated any collected moisture into a drain in the floor, thus functioning as a dehumidifier. It was running and Brash thought it looked too new to have been there the whole time.

      Even more confusing to Brash was the lack of surprise his guests showed at what they had found sitting there after three decades. It was as if they knew for certain the drums would be there all along.

      Kirill removed a pocketknife and cut away the black plastic, revealing four drums sitting on industrial plastic pallets, each drum covered again in heavy see-through plastic. The plastic obscured the labels and stenciling, but it was obvious what they were looking at.

      ‘I don’t understand,’ said Brash. ‘How…’

      ‘Because, Graeme—and that’s all you need to know,’ said Redding.

      The Russian finished removing the clear plastic covering one drum, cut the wire seal, and took out a crescent wrench to unfasten the bolt on the lock ring that held down the lid.

      ‘I’d be careful opening that,’ said Brash.

      The Russian stopped and looked over at him. Brash looked over at Redding. Redding shrugged.

      ‘It should be fine,’ said Redding in Russian to Kirill, ‘assuming there’s no plutonium in any of these. Did the kid ever work with plutonium?’

      ‘Plutonium, yes, all the time,’ said Kirill. ‘But he did not like it, so he usually sold it to me. What exactly is the issue with storing plutonium in barrels?’

      Redding, needing to hide Kirill’s ignorance, translated the question. ‘What’s your opinion, Graeme? You have the most experience with plutonium.’

      ‘Plutonium?’ said Brash. ‘Who said anything about plutonium?’

      Redding shrugged.

      ‘Ah jeez, as if uranium wasn’t bad enough. You know what plutonium is like, Del. When it oxidizes it expands. I seen it happen real bad like. It can burst from a container, or worse. When the container’s opened, if there’s overpressurization, you can get spontaneous ignition. A flash, maybe even an explosion. Even with corroded uranium we could get spontaneous ignition. Remind him not to shake, tip, or roll anything in here—the suspended dust might ignite. It totally depends on what’s inside; I never opened anything in forty years of factory work where I didn’t know what was inside.’

      Redding relayed Brash’s concerns to Kirill.

      After hearing them, Kirill told Brash, ’You are most expert on issue of accidental criticality. So you open the drums. We wait outside.’

      Brash looked angrily at Redding, making a face that said, ‘why me?’

      Redding offered another shrug.

      ‘And you help him,’ Kirill told Redding in Russian. ‘He might try something stupid. Make sure he doesn’t.’

      Kirill gave them both a stern look before he walked out.

      When the door closed, Brash turned to Redding: ‘Good Christ, Del, what’s this all about? You think anything in these drums is going to be of any use after all this time?’

      ‘You better hope so, for both our sakes,’ said Redding.

      Both of them stared at the four drums. Brash got down slowly on one knee and inspected the one Kirill had unwrapped. He tapped at the base to assess the wall’s deterioration from rust. Then he put the back of his hand on the wall of the drum to feel for heat.

      ‘You really believe they could explode?' said Redding, watching him.

      ‘I’ve never heard of weapons-grade material being stored in barrels for this long, except by accident,’ said Brash, getting up. ‘And those accidents, they didn’t end well. How can he not know what’s in them? He told me at Ulba that it wasn’t nuclear material.’

      ‘Well he lied. Come on, you’re the expert Graeme—think.’

      ‘Spontaneous ignition from corrosion is real, I’ve seen it. I once saw a case where uranium powder accumulated in a sump that was maybe twenty feet under water. Once a month the material would heat up and go critical. Like clockwork, it would throw up a geyser ten feet in the air. That’s when they knew it was time to clean the sump.’

      ‘Your point?’ said Redding.

      ‘The point being that sudden explosions are what happens when fissile material is left alone to accumulate for too long.’

      ‘Then think of something Graeme or we’re gonna end up on the nightly news.’

      Brash looked over at the humming machine on the other wall. ‘She did take precautions.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ said Redding.

      ‘Anya was his girlfriend. She’s the one who rented the locker. She must have set up some kind of caretaker deal—you know, to keep the environmental conditions constant: temperature, light, moisture. It’s like the National Archives in here.’

      ‘That’s good then. What about the cans being overpressurized, can you check somehow?’

      Brash leaned over the drum that Kirill had planned to open. He used all his weight to try to depress the lid but the steel was too rigid—or was under too much pressure? He shook his head. ‘Impossible to be certain.’

      There was a sudden knock on the door.

      ‘Fucking hell,’ said Kirill in English, looking in. ‘You are old women.’

      He marched back into the room and waved them away. ‘We’re all dead anyway if this has turned to shit.’

      Redding and Brash stood aside as the Russian used the wrench to unfastened the clamp.

      ‘Hold on,’ said Brash suddenly, throwing a hand out.

      Kirill stopped and looked at Redding. ‘What now?’ he said in Russian.

      ‘What is it?’ Redding asked Brash.

      ‘I just remembered something—he chalked an “X” on one of the drums, at the base. He said it was important and not to remove it. Has he forgotten?’

      Redding interpreted and Kirill stood there for a moment in thought, then nodded and said, ‘If he’s telling the truth, we might have a problem. Maybe the engineer has set a trap.’

      ‘What a surprise,’ said Redding.

      Kirill gave him a threatening look. ‘But then again, who knows, maybe we have found the solution to a bigger problem.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ said Redding, exasperated.

      ‘Remember his girl claimed I was wasting my time because the bombs were disabled—that he’d taken precautions of some kind? But he told me after that they were complete. I think maybe they both were telling the truth. There is something in this fourth drum that’s needed to make them work.’

      ‘Then let’s open it,’ said Redding.

      Kirill put up his hand. ‘Think about it. He’s not going to put the answer to his puzzle in the fourth drum for just anybody to find. All the drums are here together—it would be stupid. You don’t know what this kid was like. Too clever for his own good. He might have put everything he needs in three barrels, with the keys to the kingdom in the fourth—along with some insurance. If anyone else gets here and opens it, boom, the nukes are destroyed and everybody dies.’

      ‘Are you serious?’ said Redding.

      ‘It makes sense. He was very protective about his work. Now that I am here, I see maybe it was good he was arrested—and now he’s trying to kill me all over again.’

      ‘How does this solve our problem? Or are you an expert at bomb disposal too?’

      ‘You forget who you are talking to,’ said Kirill.

      ‘What’s going on?’ said Brash, frustrated with all the Russian.

      ‘He says you’re right, he forgot. The marked one we open last.’

      ‘Really?’ said Brash.

      They removed the plastic covering and located the marked drum and got to work on the others. The first contained some carefully packed power supplies and other vintage electronics, which Kirill said were for powering and firing the nukes. Also, to Brash’s growing dismay, there was what Kirill described as shaped chemical charges and a checklist written in Russian. It was a summary of the contents with a page of notes concerning reassembly.

      ‘This is good,’ Kirill told Redding.

      The second and third drums each had a housing assembly for one device, packaged as two separate halves and sealed in a film of paraffin wax. The two drums had special gaskets that formed an inner seal used to create a vapor barrier. The reason why was explained by what was found in the lower half of each: heavy stainless canisters slotted in foam inserts. From one, Kirill removed an apple-sized nuclear core, also sealed in a film of paraffin.

      Brash took it with curiosity, surprised by its nearly perfect form, free of defects or corrosion. But then he realized that what he had initially felt was good news was, in fact, monumentally bad. There appeared to be the workings of two bombs, both almost pristine in condition—either one of which could destroy an American city.

      Brash stepped back in a daze, letting Redding and the strange engineer carry on with their systematic unpacking. When the time came to open the final drum, Kirill opened his bag of tools and took out a long shim of stainless steel with electronics at one end. It looked to Brash like a modified stud finder.

      ‘I need peace and quiet,’ he told Redding in Russian. ‘I’ll come out when it’s done.’

      ‘Fine,’ said Redding, ‘We’ll be waiting just outside the perimeter if you don’t mind.’

      ‘Just don’t come back in or make a sound.’
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        * * *

      

      Once out of the potential blast zone, an argument immediately began, with Brash blaming Redding for getting him into this never-ending mess so many years ago.

      ’A Russian spy, I should have known,’ said Brash. ‘You must be happy now, Del—two bombs!’ Brash looked around, furious, as though wanting to raise the alarm, but there was nobody in sight to call out to. ‘I must be crazy, standing here, talking to you. I should be reporting this.’

      Redding stayed quiet, waiting for Brash to calm down. ‘But you can’t, can you Graeme?’ he said after a minute.

      Brash stood there, frozen in place, fuming as his vacant stare lingered and his lower lip quivered.

      ‘It was you who brought the two devices to America. We didn’t need a Russian spy for that, did we?’ said Redding.

      ‘Yeah, well desperate times call for desperate measures, so keep pushing me, Del.’

      ‘Calm down, Graeme. Just because the bombs are here doesn’t mean a thing. They’re going on a boat and you won’t have to think about them ever again.’

      ‘They’re in safe hands now, is that what you mean?’ said Brash. ‘If it was just fissile material I saw in those drums, maybe I could still believe your lies. But I’m not a complete idiot.’

      Redding did not reply further and it was another half-hour before Kirill exited the building and walked over.

      ‘I’ve checked everything over twice,’ he told Redding in Russian as he approached them. ‘And we are, how do you Americans say it, good to go.’

      ‘What was in the drum?’ said Redding.

      ‘I defused it, just a simple switch I had to secure. There was a small bag inside, plus other things I did not mess with. It did not take long.’

      Kirill’s shirt was soaked in sweat, so Redding doubted it was that simple. ‘But you were in there for an hour?’

      ‘I couldn’t find what I was looking for on the internet. There were two computer chips in a small box, identical to components I found plugged into the detonator boards. I looked up their part number; they’re old, unusual, and worst of all, Soviet. Something called field-programmable gate arrays. I had to call someone to get an answer.’

      ‘To what?’ said Redding.

      ‘To make sure the fucking things would not blow up when I changed them, what do you think?’

      ‘What do they do?’ said Redding? ‘Not that I understand anything about computer hardware.’

      ‘They govern the detonation of the chemical charges that set off the nuclear part of the bomb, to make them all go bang at the same time. According to my guy on the phone, the chips I need to take out were probably programmed to cause an asynchronous detonation. So a small bang but no nuclear fireball.’

      ‘So you swapped them?’ said Redding.

      ‘Not yet. I think Pavlovich was right. You don’t want to arm a nuke until it’s in the right hands. Or more importantly, when the funds have been transferred to your account in full.’

      Brash listened to the two men jabber in Russian, trying to come up with a working plan of his own—a plan to save himself. He thought through his options again, none of which had any real merit. Making a run for it seemed pointless. He had saved for a rainy day, but that day had never come. Or so he had thought, and now the money was gone.

      ‘We will come back with the van tonight,’ said Kirill, still conversing with Redding.

      ‘What about the last drum?’

      ‘I put it back together. We leave it,’ said Kirill.

      ‘What if someone comes in and opens it up?’

      ‘A surprise for them, but it has a lot of warning labels so I would not worry.’

      ‘If you say so,’ said Redding.

      Kirill looked at Redding. ‘You just unpacked two nuclear devices and you want to worry about this?’ He shook his head. ‘You have been in America too long.’

      ‘My whole life,’ mumbled Redding.

      Brash stepped forward, getting their attention. ‘What is happening?’

      ‘Relax, I am not going to kill you,’ said Kirill, with Redding interpreting. ‘The people waiting for what’s here will be handling that. I suggest you keep quiet and not remind them to visit you too soon.’

      Brash tried to breathe. For thirty years he had wondered what was in those godforsaken drums. Now he knew and his original fears, long faded by the passage of time, were back. He wished he had his own bomb to take these men away—and their nuclear arsenal along with them.

      Kirill directed them back to the storage locker to organize everything. Redding and Brash packed up all the plastic while Kirill meticulously repacked the contents of the drums. On their way out, Kirill gestured for the others to go ahead. As they moved on, he slipped a pry bar from his bag, stepped up behind Brash, and struck him on the back of the head.

      Seeing Brash collapse to the floor, anger flashed across Redding’s face.

      Kirill looked at him severely, silencing him. ’We take everything, now.’
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10 DAYS BEFORE THE ATTACK | WASHINGTON, D.C.

        

      

    

    
      The only things the conference room offered beyond the bare essentials were a south-facing window, a glass pitcher of tepid water, and a few calcium-stained drinking glasses nobody was putting to use. The windows were tall and narrow, just as the room was longer than it was wide. The Department of State flag stood static, drooping next to the Stars and Stripes in the corner. The two official photographs of the current U.S. President and the U.S. Secretary of State sat in vintage black frames on the wall opposite the door. They hung next to the window so as not to fade faster than the ambitions of the statesmen they portrayed.

      Eight chairs surrounded the glass table. Bill Estes saw as he entered the room that five of them were taken, one by his boss, the CIA’s Deputy Director of CIA for Operations, Dean Skinner. Phil Higgins was an old-timer he knew well, now in Homeland Security. Two others he recognized as Assistant Secretaries, one from State, the other from Defense. He did not recognize the fifth person, the only woman in the room. She gave him a polite perfunctory smile. Sitting crossed-legged in a skirt, she was younger and looked energetic. Indeed, she looked to Estes like she had something to gain in all this; everyone else looked like they only had something to lose. Given the topic and urgency of the meeting, Estes wondered to himself whether they would all be losers in the end, probably sooner than later. The prospect of ‘loose nukes’ had that kind of effect on his thinking.

      ‘Hello everyone,’ said Estes unenthusiastically as he joined them.

      ‘Thanks for making it on such short notice, Bill,’ said Skinner. ‘I know you were in the middle of something.’

      Estes had not been asked or given a choice about coming, so he gave a glum smile as he read the room. Were things as bad as he thought or worse than expected? ‘Apprehensive’ looked to be the predominant mood. All he had been told was he was being recalled to Washington on the first flight back, and that he needed to refresh his memory about a mission—‘Project Sapphire’—he had participated in decades ago.

      ‘I think we’re all acquainted here,’ said Skinner. ‘Except perhaps for Michelle. FBI Special Agent Marsh has been working out of DHS on the Joint Terrorism Task Force. Michelle was the one who connected the images we received last week to the highly-enriched uranium recovered from Ust-Kamenogorsk back in ’94. So she’ll be the lead on this for the time being, reporting directly to me.’

      As he spoke, Skinner opened a digital photos folder on his iPad and slid it across the table to Estes.

      ‘Have a look, Bill,’ said the Deputy Director. ‘Unfortunately we don’t know much more than this. Found on a laptop in Yemen. Naturally, the radioactivity labels and the warnings of fissile material caught the station’s attention.’

      Estes picked up the iPad to have a look. There were two images of the same vehicle shot in an open area. Of importance were the three storage drums sitting in the back of a white Ford Econovan. Except for a few scuff marks, they looked much like the last time he had seen them, in Kazakhstan. One of the drums was open and a small stainless canister sat beside it. Estes shook his head and said, ‘That’s not a make of vehicle you’d see in Kazakhstan, and certainly not back in ’94. Not to state the obvious, but these shots were taken on American soil, not in Kazakhstan or the Middle East—and recently. Has Andy Weber seen these?’

      ‘He was our first call, in earlier this morning,’ said Skinner. ‘He’s now a Fellow over at CSR and was overseas on a hunting trip until yesterday. He recognized the storage drums and the canister. Unfortunately we can’t clean up either image enough to get a traceable lot number.’

      ‘As I recall,’ said Estes, ‘the small canisters were all brought over in the drums on the C-5s and delivered to the National Laboratory at Oak Ridge. I think there were about five hundred of them. Were the same ones used elsewhere here or overseas? Were all accounted for, I don’t know?’

      Agent Marsh leaned forward, readying her answer. ‘So far I have paperwork and two sources on this from Oak Ridge. They all indicate these canisters were an end of the line product. They have bespoke features that were tailored to the Sapphire mission, which Mr. Weber remembered and confirmed. There’s also some stenciling on the drums he recognized as probably unique to the mission. The logs still exist at Oak Ridge and show all canisters—used and surplus—accounted for.’

      Estes also remembered as much, although as his memories were refreshed, he felt a deep desire to forget them all over again.

      ‘Assuming these photos are the real deal,’ said Estes, ‘that van I see here is ten years old, tops. So what are we thinking here folks?’

      The question was met with blank stares.

      ‘I’m afraid, Bill, that’s the million-dollar question,’ said Higgins from Homeland. ‘What exactly are we looking at here?’

      Estes could feel the gravity in the room changing as he thought through the possible meanings. The least likely were the most optimistic. The most likely raised grave questions of national security.

      Before he could answer, Skinner added, ‘Weber insists there must be a logical explanation.’

      ‘I’m guessing he means one that doesn’t involve many kilograms of weapons-grade uranium—worth hundreds of millions of dollars on the black market—sitting in who knows whose hands, probably somewhere in the United States?’ said Estes.

      ‘I think he does,’ said Skinner.

      ‘Mr. Weber was quite adamant that wasn’t a possibility,’ said the young agent.

      Of course he would, thought Estes, shaking his head again as he reviewed the photos. This was no time for burying one’s dread in the sand, he told himself. He spent another minute trying to rule out the worst-case scenario, unconsciously combing his fingers through his thinning brown hair.

      ‘Let’s assume for the moment these images weren’t left behind for us to see on purpose, as some attempt at misdirection—and I can’t see why they would have been. Then the only logical explanation is that some of the U-235 we prepped and packaged over there was somehow diverted once it got back here—and now, after many a brisk winter, is back in circulation.’

      The deputy director raised his head up to stare at the ceiling, or was it heaven he was looking to? The others fidgeted with their pens and took even shorter breaths.

      ‘How is that possible?’ said Marsh after glancing at a message that appeared on her cellphone screen. ‘It’s not as though we’re looking at some forgotten Soviet stockpile of fissile material. These are American-owned nuclear materials sitting in the back of a twenty-first century American truck.’

      ‘Maybe it was a theft from Oak Ridge?’ said Estes. It was a flippant remark meant to counter the hubris of the young agent.

      ‘I don’t know if you really mean that,’ said Marsh, ‘but we actually went there and checked through the chain of custody. The place is like a maximum security prison. All the highly-enriched uranium was converted into nuclear fuel years ago. The totals add up to the amount of raw material moved out of Kazakhstan.’

      Phil Higgins, the most seasoned of the Russia experts in the room after Skinner, spoke up: ‘Did you have any suspicions while you were over there, Bill? There’s nothing I see in your report.’

      ‘To be honest, Phil, I didn’t know where to begin. I had misgivings, even after we packed up and safely departed, but I never saw anything that merited inclusion in the report. The mission was hailed a success. But it was an unsecured and unsafeguarded location. Soviet in every way. The entire town was radioactive. I can vividly recall how they kept finding more of the stuff after we arrived and started processing it. That’s documented in all the reports, but who’s to say there wasn’t more of it still? There was also processed beryllium and tantalum on-site. Some of it had once been earmarked for Iran. What I most remember were issues with physical and operational security. I was inexperienced and young, there was only a few American military personnel brought over, so I’ve not forgotten how stressful it was. We worked long days but had no security of our own that remained onsite day and night. This was Kazakhstan, but Ust-Kamenogorsk had long been a Russian-operated city, closed and secret. Everyone who worked at Ulba was Russian—there were no ethnic Kazakhs. We had the government’s blessing, but for six weeks it felt eerily like we were operating behind enemy lines.’

      ‘Okay, Bill,’ said Higgins. ‘Let’s go back, shall we? Let’s start at the beginning.’
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3 DAYS BEFORE THE ATTACK | MOSCOW

        

      

    

    
      ‘Konstantin Pavlovich,’ Glinka called out as he arrived at Kon’s cell. He was keeping it formal even though it was a significant—perhaps even emotional—occasion: Kon, once a twenty-five-year-old inmate of the Russian Federal Penitentiary Service, was now fifty six, and was being released.

      Kon got off the narrow bed that, along with the toilet, took up nearly all of the floor space.

      ‘They will be coming soon,’ said Glinka in a softer voice as Kon approached. ‘Get your stuff together and be ready. Don’t give them any excuse; they’re already unhappy about the change in your sentence. They know every inmate in this cellblock will become restless seeing you go, and they’re right. Take this…’ Glinka handed Kon a thick roll of ruble notes. ‘Not much, but it will get you away from here,’ said Glinka.

      ‘Thank you,’ said Kon. He took the money and shook the guard’s hand through the bars, their hands firmly locked together for a few seconds.

      ‘You know what’s waiting for you out there? Could be trouble.’

      Kon shrugged. ‘I feel like I’m waking from a long sleep. I’m well-rested; I’m ready for trouble.’

      ‘Whatever happens, I hope it brings you peace.’

      Kon grabbed the upper prison bars and did a pull-up with the ease of a teenager, restless to be freed from his enclosure. His thin, sinewy arms flexed as he rose, his head butting up into the low ceiling. ‘One day, perhaps,’ he said as he hung suspended. ‘But for a peace there must first be war, no?’

      Glinka moved closer and lowered his voice: ‘Do not try to find out there, what cannot be found. That is a fool’s quest. This deal you made to get out of here, you know not to trust him to keep his word. Once you’re no longer useful to him, he will kill you. Maybe sooner. You must be careful.’

      ‘Yes, Seryozha, I will be careful. Maybe I will visit you when it’s done—bring you a souvenir. You be careful, too. I hear retirement is not so good for many people.’

      ‘I look forward to that day,’ said Glinka. He looked Kon over, remembering the kid he once knew and turned to walk away.

      ‘Seryozha,’ said Kon, calling him back.

      ‘Da,’ said the guard.

      ‘Don’t believe everything you read in the papers.’

      ‘I never have,’ said Glinka with a melancholic smile.
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        * * *

      

      Glinka was right, the prison staff were visibly unhappy about the sudden commutation of his life sentence without parole. Nevertheless, they found Kon a set of shoes and street clothes that nearly fit, as he had arrived with no personal effects worth salvaging other than his wallet. The wallet, as expected, was returned without any of the American one-hundred-dollar bills it once contained.

      He passed through two sets of pedestrian gates that unlocked with a heavy clunk before reaching the warm outdoor air. From there he walked a short distance to a massive gate in the wall for incoming vehicles. It was a hot day and the sun blinded him as it beat down on his pale white skin. The heavy electric gate, slowly crawling across its track, reminded Kon of how few inmates ever left the prison alive.

      Kon stepped across the threshold and stopped, facing the swift traffic and the confusion of suburban sprawl that now, decades later, surrounded the prison. With the hot dust blowing against him, he was overtaken by an inner sensation he had not experienced before. He was free, although he knew there was much left to do before he would be truly free, if that was even possible. There was hell to pay and Kon had not an interest in the world but to make sure it was paid in full.

      Rather than liberated, Kon felt nervous. He ignored the awkward feelings, telling himself there was always going to be a period of adjustment. Then he saw the vehicle off to his left, idling on the side of the road. It was a modern type of van he did not recognize. It was dark gray and mostly windowless—a panel van. He was not expecting anyone to be waiting, but he had not ruled it out. There was nowhere to flee to in any case. As the van got underway towards him, he readied himself. Its driver accelerated forward thirty meters towards him, then swerved away from the road, positioning the vehicle between Kon and the prison wall, blocking any view from the watchtowers. When the van pulled away, Kon was gone.
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1 DAY BEFORE THE ATTACK | WASHINGTON, D.C.

        

      

    

    
      ‘You know those photos taken of the metal drums?’ said FBI special agent Michelle Marsh as she sat behind the wheel, heading north on the George Washington Memorial Parkway.

      ‘I do. I wish I didn’t, but I do,’ said Estes. He sat beside her with his reading glasses straddling the end of his nose, deciphering a printout. In his seat along with him was his briefcase, open in his lap, serving as an impromptu desk. Several days had passed since the meeting at the State Department, when Estes was given exactly what he least wanted, the job of helping Marsh track down the stolen uranium.

      ‘Any new thoughts on what they show?’ said Marsh.

      ‘You mean, have I changed my mind that the photos were taken here and sent overseas as part of a tendering process?’

      ‘I do,’ said Marsh.

      ‘I haven’t. I’d put my chances of being wrong at maybe thirty to forty percent.’

      ‘What’s your next favorite explanation?’

      ‘No other explanation seems very credible to me, but there are a few possibilities. I’d say ten percent likelihood each.’

      ‘Such as?’

      ‘Well… such as someone trying to make it look like the fissile material is in the Middle East when in fact it’s only the images that were ever there. This I’m told is a lot easier to do than move the actual goods.’

      Marsh frowned at Estes’s sarcasm. ‘I don’t like that one so much.’

      ‘Why?’ said Estes.

      ‘Because there’s only one reason for such a ploy, which is to lay the blame elsewhere for a domestic attack planned for here. I’d prefer the theory that we’re still at the raw material stage—if there really are any raw materials. Maybe the drums and canisters were obtained later, after being discarded, and it’s all a fake.’

      ‘I know fake is really in these days, but the whole thing is not giving me that fake feeling. I’m sorry, Michelle.’

      ‘I guess we'll find out, one way or another,’ said Marsh, ‘not that I want to, of course. Someone needs to get off their ass and figure out who received those photos.’

      ‘And maybe the FBI can get off theirs and find out where in the homeland they were taken?’

      ‘We’re working on it.’

      Estes gave a distracted nod, still studying his printout.

      ‘Lately I’ve been grinding my teeth at night,’ said Marsh a minute later, exiting the Parkway.

      ‘I don’t think we’ll have to share a room,’ said Estes.

      ‘That is not what I mean.’

      ‘I thought you said it as a warning.’

      ‘I did. I only do it when I’m not getting anywhere on an important case. Grinding my teeth, that is.’

      ‘You should get one of those mouth guards. The kind they fit special.’

      March looked at him cross-eyed. ‘Before I grind them down to stumps you mean. As it just so happens, Bill, it doesn’t happen that often.’

      ‘I see,’ he said. He pulled himself away from his reading and looking over at her. ‘Well, I don’t think this is a case we want to grind on for long. I hear a clock ticking out there. Your teeth are right to be nervous.’

      ‘Wonderful,’ said Marsh. ‘And for your information, I’m plenty nervous myself.’

      ‘By the way,’ said Estes after another minute, ‘how do you know you grind your teeth?’

      ‘You mean, am I sharing my bed with someone?’

      ‘I mean no such thing,’ said Estes, pointing his pen at her. ‘Those are your words, young lady. I just thought if it were me, I’d have no idea.’

      ‘Well, that’s telling, isn’t it. As for me, I have a little voice-activated recorder I put on my bed stand. It’s useful for many things—was given to me by an old beau who was a sleep researcher at GW.’

      ‘That’s romantic. Did he interpret your dreams as well?’

      Marsh drove on with no reply.

      ‘So another week down at Oak Ridge and nothing?’ said Estes. ‘That’s what you’re trying not to tell me?’

      ‘I know, it’s not good. To the extent there’s anyone there with ties to the mission back then, denial is the only stance they’re willing to take. And they do it well—always proudly repeating the same line, that they brought back more than was originally planned. There was only one curious thing I came across. It was an inquiry, much like my own, that was made some months after the Sapphire mission was completed, in ’95; it asked for a confirmation of the count, down to each individual ingot of uranium. The inquiry came from a records clerk at the State Department, someone low-level and no longer employed by the government. I suppose it was a routine follow-up. The reply they sent me was almost identical to the one the clerk received—I'm pretty sure they just copied and pasted it to finish mine. How about you, Bill? Any secrets in that old briefcase of yours?’

      ‘I’m reading a spy novel. An agent turns up dead and after a scan they find a tiny microchip hidden in one eye, floating around in his vitreous humor. Is that possible, do you think?’

      ‘What, you think this might be the method used to make off with the uranium?’

      ‘He had the heaviest eyes I’d ever seen,’ said Estes with a grin. Going back to his reading, he added, ‘No, but it does remind me that when it comes to diversion, the eyes are easily fooled.’

      ‘Your eyes you mean,’ said Marsh.

      ‘Ouch,’ said Estes. ‘I suspected that was coming. I wasn’t the only one there, you do know that?’

      ‘You were the only one there whose sole purpose was keeping an eye on things.’

      ‘Perhaps you’re right,’ said Estes. ‘It does egg me a bit.’

      ‘It was a long time ago. I’m sure you’ve been searching your memory for an obvious explanation for how it happened.’

      ‘Feels like yesterday, but no, I’ve given up on that. I’m sure it was planned in advance; they must have really appreciated us coming all that way to pack it up for them. It’s the gap, the lost time between then and now, that I think we need to focus on.’

      ‘Agreed,’ said Marsh. ‘Nobody has the patience for an operation that has a thirty year fuse. It had to be an unplanned delay—and whatever it was that was unplanned, it will leave behind some kind of trace.’

      'I hope so, Special Agent Marsh, because otherwise it's just a random event that leaves no trace. A man drops a dollar, another man happens by, picks it up, and buys a lottery ticket. He wins a million bucks. How do we connect the first man to the jackpot?'

      ‘We don’t,’ said Marsh.

      ‘Not decades later. It’s not like the first man will report it missing.’

      Marsh nodded. ‘I guess. So a brief stop at the deputy director’s office and then back to Dulles?’

      ‘We’re booked to fly out this evening. Maybe I’ll get to hear those teeth grinding after all.’

      ‘Or you’ll use that famous brain of yours to solve this thing before we take off. What’s up first, Russia or Kazakhstan? Nobody tells me nothing.’

      ‘Ust-Kamenogorsk, to rendezvous with an old friend,’ said Estes.
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        * * *

      

      The meeting at Langley was with the CIA Deputy Director, Dean Skinner. Aside from the constant emails Skinner attended to, the meeting involved just the three of them. Estes thought his boss seemed nervous and he kept waiting for the explanation as to why, but never got one.

      The agenda was nothing more than updating them on minor developments in the ongoing joint investigation and giving the two a pep talk before they flew off to Eastern Europe to ‘solve this thing.’ He also commented on tomorrow being the anniversary of the September 11 attacks, an ominous coincidence nobody was thrilled about.

      Skinner had a habit of mixing his metaphors…

      ‘This is not a needle in a haystack, it’s a fucking oily rag. And it’s a hundred degrees out there.’

      Certainly they agreed.

      ‘We’re still where we were ten days ago,’ Skinner ended the meeting. ‘I shouldn’t have to remind you two of the stakes. A sleeping giant is out there and it’s getting restless. Heaven help us if he wakes up. Anything you find, there are plenty of analysts here at your disposal, so use them. And you, FBI agent Marsh, remember, this is a joint operation you’re part of, so no keeping secrets—and no firewalls.’
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        * * *

      

      It was after seven when the plane was finally pushed back from the gate—the 18:45 Turkish Airlines flight for Astana, Kazakhstan via Istanbul. Estes and Marsh arrived at Dulles early, ate a late lunch, had a few drinks, and went back to work in the chilly, air-conditioned lounge. They did not discuss the afternoon meeting with Skinner other than to note its disturbing lack of substance. The only contribution to the existing intel, or lack of it, was the director’s note about a spot of chatter picked up somewhere on the coast of North Africa. A few mentions of an ‘engin nucléaire’ was all that was documented. It did not really signify anything to follow up on, although Homeland Security was certainly trying. Such was their lack of actionable intel to pursue.

      The in-flight meal was served soon after take-off and only their respective glasses of wine remained. For Marsh a Cabernet Sauvignon and for Estes a Chardonnay. Estes was able to work under almost any conditions, but Marsh’s interruptions were starting to distract him. At least they were flying business class, he thought.

      ‘It says here the Russians once had a hundred megaton nuke they could deliver using an unmanned submarine called the Poseidon. Among other horrible things, it would trigger a five-hundred-meter high radioactive tsunami that would wipe out every man-made structure on the east coast. You know, I wish I hadn’t read that.’

      Estes looked at her. ‘With a 100-megaton bomb, you’d welcome that wave just to put out the fires.’

      ‘Thanks,’ said Marsh.

      ‘Why does it take a hundred and thirty tons of gear to remove six hundred kilograms of uranium?’ said Marsh a few minutes later.

      ‘I don’t follow,’ said Estes, looking over his glasses at her. ‘Is that a riddle?’

      ‘The payload of the three C-5s coming back from Kazakhstan.’

      ‘Oh, right. Don’t forget, they had to take an entire lab facility over there to get the material in shape to bring back. The building and all that entails, plus generators and moving equipment. Even then, the C-5s weren’t allowed to fly over any landmass for fear something would go wrong and the cargo would spill all over the countryside.’

      ‘They flew halfway around the world to do it,’ said Marsh. ‘Caspian Sea, Black Sea, Gibraltar, the Mediterranean. I guess there’s no chance of losing anything in transit if you don’t make a stop.’

      ‘They did make a stop,’ said Estes.

      Marsh looked at him.

      ‘Dover,’ he said, referring to the transfer of the material from the C-5s to the secure transportation vehicles at the Air Force base.

      ‘Impossible. I’ve looked at every aspect of the handover stateside. What left Ulba arrived in full in Tennessee. Sorry.’

      ‘That’s okay,’ said Estes. ‘I never believed it anyway.’

      ‘Back then,’ Marsh interrupted a moment later, ‘Andy Weber estimated the Iranians would have paid a billion dollars for one bomb’s worth of uranium. I assume that’s hyperbole.’

      ‘Back then it probably was. It might be an accurate figure today.’

      ‘Only diamonds of the best quality would rival such prices by weight.’

      Estes looked over. ‘I see we’ve now arrived at your true expertise.’

      Marsh shook her head. ‘It says here that it was enough uranium to make twenty nuclear bombs, but skilled bomb makers could have produced as many as fifty. Can you explain the difference?’

      ‘Atomic events are all about the conditions that elicit them. So the more sophisticated the conventional part of the bomb design, the less fissile material needed to get a sustained nuclear reaction. The sun operates on fusion but it’s the same principle. The incredible pressures of gravity inside the sun greatly lower the temperatures required to fuse helium atoms. Not that it isn’t hot as hell up there anyway.’

      ‘Is it that hard to build a better bomb? At these prices, the stuff’s much too dear to waste on clumsy inefficiencies.’

      ‘Ask the French. They detonated a lot of duds before they got it right. You can’t build a better mousetrap without testing it along the way. So the Iranians would not want to buy one bomb’s worth of material, if that makes you feel any better, because they would need to test the device to be sure the design and engineering were spot on. The more complicated the device the more testing is required to know how it works, or even if it works. You can’t gamble the future existence of your people on an untested bit of kit. So, no, it’s not easy to build a sophisticated device because too much testing is required to do it, and that’s assuming you can manage the engineering side of it. Iran yes, a terrorist group, unlikely.’

      ‘I thought you studied history and the social sciences, Bill. Do you really know what you’re talking about?’

      ‘I know enough,’ he said.

      ‘To be dangerous, you mean?’ said Marsh.

      ‘No, I don’t know that much. But as a Russia expert, it pays to know something about nuclear issues. MIGs and megatons are all Moscow thinks about.‘

      ‘And millions,’ said Marsh.

      ‘Well, actually billions, but yes, you’re right.’

      The flight attendant arrived and asked if they would like their wine topped up. Marsh said no, but expecting more questions from her, Estes signaled yes.

      ‘Did you know the Ulba factory director back then went on to become Kazakhstan’s Deputy Prime Minister?’ said Marsh, lowering her voice. ‘Vladimir Mette was his name. Have we looked into him?’

      ‘Langley has. Weber says absolutely not. But we can’t really rule him out until we rule someone else in.’

      Marsh and Estes went back to their respective reading. Soon both of them had dozed off.
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DAY OF THE ATTACK | ISTANBUL, TURKEY

        

      

    

    
      The ding-dong of the cabin chime sounded as the lights came on to wake everyone for morning tea and coffee. With the time change, it had been an abbreviated night. Estes cursed the day, ensured he had not dropped anything important while asleep, and checked his phone for messages. His mobile looked like a standard smartphone—and it was, except it communicated encrypted messages via satellite rather than cellular towers. He carried a few. The message from Langley acted like a bolus dose of caffeine. He would not be needing a second cup of coffee.

      
        
          
            
              
        Disembark. Don’t transfer. A car will be waiting to expedite you and SAMM to the Embassy.

      

      

      

      

      

      Marsh was awake and was looking over at Estes. ‘What is it?’ she said as she put in eye drops.

      Estes handed over his phone for her to see the message.

      ‘Oh dear,’ said Marsh after handing it back. ‘Have you checked the news?’

      Estes shook his head. Marsh did so using her own phone. ‘I don’t see anything. What are you thinking?’

      Estes was doing just that: thinking. ‘Something too sensitive to be communicated in public, yet too urgent to wait until later. Could be an imminent threat of some kind—or, if you’re less optimistic, chaos has been unleashed.’

      It was already after eight in the morning in Istanbul. The waiting driver recognized who he was looking for, and swiftly transported Estes and Marsh across the wet and windy city to the American embassy. There they were politely ushered down a flight of stairs and into a small room offering the secure communications of a SCIF. Nobody in the embassy seemed concerned; nor did they seem to know about anything happening of international significance. This suggested to Marsh that, whatever was happening, it had not actually happened yet.

      Marsh was checking the news media again while they sat there sipping their ersatz coffee, waiting for the deputy director to appear on the video link. When he was still a no show after fifteen minutes, they knew for sure something was up.

      Skinner finally appeared several minutes later. His demeanor told of bad news. Holding up his mobile phone towards the camera, he said in a shaky voice, ‘Reports have just begun to appear online. We lost a Navy command ship on patrol in the Gulf of Aden to a nuclear device of some kind at about five thirty local time this morning. A devastating moment in our nation’s history; everyone here is deeply shaken. It’s the middle of the night, so staff are still being notified and coming in. Satellite imagery so far suggests a several-kiloton weapon detonated at surface level to the bow of the Mount Whitney. I’m sorry guys…’

      The deputy director paused to let the news sink in and to offer a moment of silence for the loss of American lives. Then he cleared his throat and continued…

      ‘The scale of the energy pulse triggered simultaneous split second explosions throughout the ship, which means no possibility of survivors. Significant local deaths and injuries are also being reported due to a tsunami created by the blast. At least one fishing village was completely wiped out. A south-westerly is pushing the nuclear debris, vapor, and dust mostly out to sea, and there have been reports of the electromagnetic pulse disrupting communications and damaging electronics as far away as Mogadishu. Maybe it’s not what we feared most but it’s an alarming step in that direction.’

      Skinner stopped as he was handed a sheet of paper. As he considered it, Estes looked over at his young colleague. Marsh was frozen in a stalwart effort to hold herself together. She stared forward in her seat like an Army recruit standing at attention, her eyes welling up with real tears she refused to acknowledge.

      Estes put his hand on her shoulder. ‘Breathe,’ he whispered.

      ‘Michelle, do you need a minute?’ said Skinner.

      ‘Absolutely not, sir,’ said Marsh, forcing her words through a wall of emotion.

      ‘Okay, I’ll carry on... International efforts are underway to help the local populations. A FBI forensics laboratory will be setting up in the area to investigate as soon as it’s deemed safe, and Navy SEAL divers are also assembling. A hot zone will persist for seventy-two hours—that’s a ballpark. A top priority is assessment of the bomb zone to determine the type and amount of fissile material. Air and water samples will provide an estimate in the next few hours. The FBI is sending in dozens of agents from its Counterterrorism Division under Assistant Deputy Director Grabowski, as well as agency officials stationed in the region, arriving from various offices. There’s a charter jet fueling now to take you two on to Kazakhstan. Your passports are getting the appropriate visas as we speak, for Russia as well. We’re asking for permission to land you at an airstrip near the Ulba plant facility. If there are important updates, I’ll have them for you when you land. We will also arrange for you to travel from there into Russia using Bill’s contact, if and when needed, today or tomorrow. Any questions?’

      Estes knew this was a double blow. Never had America suffered a nuclear strike. And if this was a test of a first device as proof of concept and capability, as he believed it was, it meant that whatever was happening, it was just the beginning. ‘Too soon to ask if anyone is claiming responsibility?’ said Estes, mostly just to say something.

      ‘Since you asked, I was just handed a copy of this.’

      The deputy director leaned forward and held up a printout near the camera. It was the screenshot of a web page. There was a single word printed on the page in Arabic:
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      Below it was the black and white images of four men.

      ‘Al-intiqam,’ said Estes, reading the Arabic. ‘Given the men we see here, we can safely translate Al-intiqam as meaning payback.

      ‘I recognize Hassan Nasrallah, but who are the others?’ said Marsh.

      ‘Who were they, you mean?’ said Estes. ‘The one next to Nasrallah is Brigadier General Mohammad Reza Zahedi. He was killed in an Israeli air strike, also in 2024. He is probably the highest-ranking Iranian military official to be killed since the assassination of the next man, Iranian military commander Qassem Soleimani. Soleimani was killed by a U.S. drone strike in Baghdad in January, 2020. Last is a man who was Hezbollah’s international operations chief, Imad Mughniyeh. With some outside help from us, Israel assassinated him using a car bomb in 2008 in Damascus.’

      ‘That’s correct,’ said Skinner, lowering the page. ‘This was brought to our attention just as you were arriving at the embassy. For a few hours last night it was the home page at fbi.gov, although we’ve not yet had this confirmed by the bureau. According to our source, the site was hacked and frozen while the static image appeared. It remained up until they rebooted the system. There’s nothing about this coming out of Africa or the Middle East, and nothing in the news media here, or on social media that we know of.’

      ‘The timing couldn’t be a coincidence,’ said Estes. ‘Although I’d have to say it’s thin as an attempt to claim or shift responsibility.’

      ‘It took three years for al-Qaeda to claim responsibility for 9/11,’ said Marsh, clearing her throat.

      ‘It did,’ said Estes, ‘and the claim didn’t look anything like this. I think we better hope this doesn’t get out because it’s not credible evidence of anything, certainly not without corroboration.’

      ‘For now, whether we agree or not, the geography of the attack will dictate everything,’ said Skinner, ‘but point taken, we don’t want to get ahead of ourselves. Meanwhile, the president is redirecting all assets and every available resource to the problem, including those with a domestic terrorism or militia focus.’

      Marsh looked about to speak, then cut herself off.

      ‘Ok, you two need to get moving. We’ll reconnect later once you’re back on the ground. Keep all comms official and limited only to this operation for the next forty-eight. That’s an order. Good luck.’
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        * * *

      

      They rode out to the airbase in silence. Once they were in the air, Estes tried to think of what there was to say to his junior colleague that would not come across as patronizing. He knew it was the beginning of an extraordinary time. They needed to focus because they were at the sharp end of the investigation. It had all started in Kazakhstan.

      Nothing came to mind, so Estes said, ‘Whatever happens, Michelle, you’re free to blame it all on me, and the agency. Anything you can do to ease the pressure on yourself will make you more effective. As hot as things are, we both know it could get a lot hotter. Even without another attack, the imminent threat of one could tear the country apart. For almost eighty years the American imagination has been primed for this day. The FBI is going to have its hands full. Everything is about focus from here on out. And by the way, the deputy director locked down our comms to free us from having to face the barrage of questions that will be coming our way. At least for now our only concern is who stole the uranium, when, and what’s been done with it.’

      ‘That’s three concerns,’ said Marsh.

      ‘You’re right, it is.’

      ‘So what’s the plan?’ said Marsh.

      ‘The plan is simple,’ said Estes. ‘Relentless pursuit.’
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DAY OF THE ATTACK | UST-KAMENOGORSK, KAZAKHSTAN

        

      

    

    
      Estes was not sure what exact form ‘relentless pursuit’ would take, but three and a half hours later he was looking down at Ust-Kamenogorsk from the air for the second time in his life. Certainly he had never imagined returning. He could see how dramatically everything had changed while somehow managing to stay the same. The factory sprawl was unmistakable, albeit a bit tidier, while a variety of more modern structures populated the landscape.

      An old acquaintance from Estes’s days at Moscow’s CIA station, Nadya Samutsevich, had generously agreed to lend them a hand with the European side of the investigation. Once a Russian functionary, and before that a Moscow cop, she now ran an investigation and security firm out of Moscow. She started with getting them access to the personnel records at the Ulba factory. Thinking about how many years had gone by, Estes worried less about the paper records having been destroyed than learning they were hidden away somewhere where nobody could find them.

      Deplaning with their few bags, Nadya was there waiting. To Estes’s relief, she had received the message with the updated information about their time and place of arrival.

      ‘Nadya, my old friend, never have I been more glad to see you,’ he said in Russian, adding that ’desperate’ was perhaps the better word. They exchanged a quick embrace before Estes turned to introduce Marsh. ‘This is my FBI colleague, Special Agent Michelle Marsh. Michelle, this is Nadya, an old Russian adversary of mine from before your time.’

      Nadya gave Marsh a big hug. ‘I’m sorry about this really terrible shock. I want you to know you have my team’s full support. Whatever it takes.’

      ‘Thank you,’ said Marsh, a bit taken aback.

      Nadya led them through a blustery headwind towards a black Audi sedan with Russian plates waiting with a driver.

      ‘So what brings the FBI to Ust-Kamenogorsk?’ Nadya asked Marsh. ‘Is there a domestic dimension to this investigation? Bill won’t tell me anything.’

      ‘We really don’t know very much,’ said Marsh. ‘But we’re confident the uranium for the bomb originated here.’

      They got in the car for the short drive to the plant.

      Estes had not seen Nadya in several years and thought she had changed surprisingly little. He did not know her exact ancestry—she was slender with olive skin that reminded him of a Russian Gypsy, or Ruska Roma. Accurate or not, it fit with her seductive look and resourceful personality.

      Nothing had come in that afternoon from Skinner to alter their plans, so after arriving at the gate they immediately set off to an administrative building where Nadya had arranged access to the administration files.

      A Russian-speaking woman, too young to know or care about anything that had happened thirty years ago, welcomed them. Estes knew Nadya had said nothing to the plant about the stolen uranium. The ostensible purpose of the record check was to commemorate several employees who had aided in the American operation. To Estes, the story felt thin, but that was because he knew about the missing uranium. The Ulba plant knew nothing about its resurfacing. For them, it was buried in a past no one was interested in remembering.

      According to Nadya, they had the personnel files of all employees from around that time. They were piled up in boxes in a windowless room. The three of them took seats and made a plan. Marsh did not comprehend Russian so she would look over each file first, looking at administrative dates. It was a quick task to eliminate candidates who were ineligible. Marsh would pass it on and then Estes or Nadya would review the employee’s work history and personnel record. What exactly they were looking for, or hoped to find, they did not know.

      After an hour had passed, with a sense of futility filling the air, Marsh found something.

      ‘This looks interesting,’ she said. She slid the open file over to Estes and pointed at the date of the employee’s termination of employment.

      Estes looked at it and nodded. ‘Well done,’ he said. He showed the record to Nadya, saying, ‘There are no employee photographs; I don’t recognize the name.’

      She took the file and read it through.

      ‘How do you say in English? He had the means and the opportunity, yes?’ said Nadya. ‘Konstantin Pavlovich, age twenty-five, was a general engineer who worked nights during the American mission. Most importantly, his employment was terminated almost immediately afterwards. I think you two should continue your search while I make some calls back home about our Russian friend.’

      They agreed and after another hour of searching, they had not found anyone else who stood out in any way. Wondering what had happened to Nadya, Estes and Marsh thanked the woman in the office and said they would be in touch.

      Outside the building they found her busy on her mobile phone, arguing with someone. When she hung up, she smiled at them sourly and said there was good news and bad news. She also said they needed to get going to Moscow.

      ‘Okay…’ said Estes after they got in the Audi to go back to the airfield.

      ‘Maybe not good news exactly,’ said Nadya, ‘but it’s him. It must be, as now we know where he was all those years: prison. Life sentence, served thirty years and a bit for shooting and killing three Russian nationals. He was shot as well in the exchange and was hospitalized for a few weeks before his sentencing and incarceration. It all went down in Russia. He was sent first to a prison not far from the Kazakh border, but was moved soon afterwards to a prison near Moscow. I don’t know why yet. I don’t know the reasons for his recent release, either—and get this, it was just one week ago.’

      Marsh and Estes shared a look that was part excitement, part confusion, and part, ‘Holly shit.’

      Estes, though encouraged by the breakthrough, did not like the sound of it. The timing was almost right—almost—and he knew that the closer anything got to Moscow, the more political it became. The men killed by Pavlovich had to be connected to the uranium, so how did Moscow fit in to that scenario?

      ‘Just a week ago?’ said Estes. ‘That doesn’t give him anywhere near the time needed to be the bomber, let alone the time to build one. We know he didn’t build it in prison.’

      ‘It might explain his release,’ said Nadya.

      Estes shook his head, signaling both agreement and disagreement. ‘After three decades, he has finally managed to exchange the material for his release?’

      ‘It’s the only thing that makes sense,’ said Nadya.

      ‘If that’s the good news, what’s the bad news?’ said Marsh.

      Nadya frowned. ‘This man Pavlovich, nobody wants to talk about him. I think his prison file is sealed. I will try again but I think official sources won’t be of much use to us here. You learn when to leave certain things alone, this feels like one of those things. Also, his whereabouts are unknown, as he was released without parole. I’m trying to locate an address for a remaining family member, a sister, if she’s still alive—there seems to be no current record for her.’

      ‘Anything else?’ said Estes.

      ‘I’ve asked for all past addresses and any prison photos of Pavlovich to be sent to me, and to be released to metro and federal police. But I’ll have to follow that up. The timing of his release is another worry. I don’t know but, now that he’s out, there might be some who don’t want him found.’

      Estes and Marsh took in the news.

      ‘There’s something that still doesn’t fit,’ said Marsh after they climbed aboard the chartered turboprop, heading to Domodedovo Airport, south of Moscow.

      Estes and Nadya waited for her to continue.

      ‘The timing. Pavlovich would have taken the uranium to sell, so why wait until decades later to do it? He would not have become invisible, or untouchable, just by landing in prison. He could reach others on the outside, if he was determined. And anyone determined to reach him on the inside would also find a way. So why the long delay?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Nadya, ‘but I think the answer lies in Moscow.’

      As the jet raced down the runway and lifted back into the air, Estes tried to pull back from his initial reaction to consider the image of the mysterious plant engineer. The explanation had to involve whoever was behind the original theft of the fissile material. If there was a dispute, or they saw Pavlovich as a loose end to be cut, they would have still wanted the priceless uranium. And they would not have waited years to find someone in the system who could get the whereabouts out of Pavlovich, one way or another. Marsh was right, they had not explained the reason for the gap.

      ‘If not official sources,’ said Estes to Nadya, ‘what about unofficial ones?’

      ‘I’ve been given a name,’ she said. ‘The best I could do so far; a guard, just retired, who was close to Pavlovich during the later part of his incarceration. I was also told he won’t talk to anyone, so maybe we find him and give him a reason to talk to us.’
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        * * *

      

      There was no official communication from Skinner or anyone else at Langley before their departure from Kazakhstan. That told Estes the pressure was on them. He was nevertheless receiving an onslaught of queries from within and outside of the agency. Following his boss’s instructions, he had set up an automated response for all modes of contact, stating that he was unavailable. Most of what he looked at was speculation and finger pointing.

      Penned as an analyst at the State Department, Estes had written a policy paper two years earlier that was suddenly being remembered by some. It focused on concerns over the growing complacency about nuclear threats from non-state actors, and warned of a state-sponsored, anonymous nuclear attack on America. There had even been a mention of it earlier in the day on CNN. An analyst from the Brookings Institute cited it, comparing the latest attack to an earlier one: the USS Cole bombing in 2000 by al-Qaeda. The Cole bombing killed 17 sailors and injured 40 other crew. The implication was that, as with the link between the USS Cole and 9/11, the next attack would be on American soil and of a far more historical nature. Author or not, Estes figured such talk would do nothing to ease the national panic that was underway. America was desperate to declare war but couldn’t determine who to declare it on. From what he was being told, people were fleeing American cities, states, and even the country. One image was of a 5-km queue of cars trying to flee to Canada—practically becoming a target of its own.

      Estes did not blame them. Why chance it if you did not have to, although it did make him wonder if that was somehow part of the plan: to create chaos. He could not yet see any logic to the attack, other than to demonstrate the threat was real and to disrupt the natural order of things. There was also much speculation on where a subsequent nuclear strike on America might be directed. The consensus appeared to be split between Washington and New York, with one creative mind suggesting Ft. Knox, turning it into a pile of radioactive gold dust.

      Marsh, meanwhile, was busy in the back of the plane typing on her phone. Although she reported to Skinner, her family was the FBI and Estes accepted that she needed her family at that moment. He hoped she would be learning about more than just the carnage and fallout.

      Once back on the ground, a member of Nadya's team in Moscow dropped Estes and Marsh off at an airport hotel. They planned to meet Nadya at the hotel first thing the next morning, and she had hurried off to make more calls.

      Entering the hotel lobby, neither of them was prepared for what was on the television: nonstop coverage of the aftermath of the nuclear explosion involving the American warship. Seeing the aerial footage on the large screen made it undeniably real for Estes; he was sure it was the same for Marsh. He would’ve preferred to avoid the upset for at least another day. They had a job to do, and getting caught up in the nightmare of the moment would only slow them down. The images were bad enough that Estes was glad Marsh could not understand the Russian newscaster, as the statistics were even worse. It all reminded him of the 9/11 attack in 2001, when he had watched its aftermath live from Minsk.

      There was even satellite footage of the detonation, captured inadvertently. Although the footage was of average quality, the bright flash of light spoke of imminent and total destruction. The fireball that followed confirmed this. Then came the pressure wave, which corresponded with a mushroom cloud of debris, smoke, and condensed water vapor rising into the sky. As for statistics, nearly four hundred sailors were reported killed, and several times that number were estimated missing from nearby villages. Nothing was said about the environmental disaster, or the long-term effects of radiation, but the imagery painted its own picture. Estes looked over at Marsh who stood there stoically, forcing herself to watch without reaction.

      ‘Come on, let’s find our rooms,’ said Estes.

      Weary, both Estes and Marsh confessed to needing some rest. But it was only midday in Washington and the day there was only beginning. While seeing Nadya off, Estes had received a message advising him that Skinner would be videoconferencing with them at the top of the hour—and that they should be ensconced in a secure location by that time.
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        * * *

      

      Once settled in, there was time to get cleaned up and get something quick to eat and drink. While they waited with Marsh’s government laptop open for the video call from Langley, Marsh changed the subject, asking Estes about Nadya.

      ‘You should ask her, she’s a better source than me. She’s seen a lot and tells some good stories. Her old man was in the KGB section of the Moscow Police, the Political Security Service. She was police too, with NKVD, undercover for many years. Corruption was her unit’s focus. Can you imagine? She’s been shot once and seriously assaulted twice. I met her after, when she had moved over to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. She threatened to have me arrested once, so I had to pull diplomatic immunity on her. Now she’s freelance. She won’t even say what she does exactly. But as I’m sure you can tell, she and her people are an effective team to have on our side.’

      Marsh was about to respond when the call came through, with Skinner’s administrative assistant, Dorothy, asking them to standby for the deputy director.

      Skinner had changed his clothes but his bloodshot eyes suggested he had not slept. ‘One hell of a day, guys, everyone’s on edge,’ he said from his desk. ‘Count yourself fortunate not to be on American soil. I have three items for you, but first, tell me you have something from your layover in Kazakhstan.’

      Estes nodded for Marsh to go ahead.

      ‘Sir, we’ve identified an individual who looks to be involved, at least with the theft. We will forward you the details, as we just landed here in Moscow. He was a young engineer at the plant, a Russian national who was involved in a shooting only days after the Sapphire mission ended. He was imprisoned until just a week ago. As yet, no known address or whereabouts. We’re hoping to make contact with a source tomorrow, but I don’t know, we might need to reach out to the Russian ambassador if he’s in the wind.’

      ‘And this man was on-site at the facility during the operation?’

      ‘Yes sir, he was. On the night shift, according to his file. Bill doesn’t recall the name from his time before.’

      ‘That sounds promising, good work you two. Anything else, Bill?’

      Estes shook his head. ‘We’ll have something more concrete for you by tomorrow morning your time.’

      ‘Okay, that’s obviously a top priority, so anything you need; and anything you learn, pass it on immediately. So this attack, what do we know so far…? I’ll limit my remarks to what’s not on every television screen across the country, and probably the world. The primary bomb material was uranium—a 98 percent match to the stuff we’ve been worrying about. In technical terms, the report describes a⁠—‘

      Skinner paused to pick up a printout and read from it.

      ‘—it describes a unique fission signature based on isotopic radiochronometry, which is used to determine the origin and age of the material. The signature is a statistical match to the uranium we brought back to Oak Ridge in ’94.’

      Skinner put down the paper and carried on.

      ‘What’s been estimated so far about this thing is drawing a lot of attention. It was small—a single-stage device. Evidence of beryllium in the core indicates it was an implosion device. There wasn't a fusion component like in a thermonuclear device, so in that regard, it was relatively simple. The yield was surprisingly low for a nuke, about seven kilotons.’

      Skinner stopped for a moment to make sure he had not lost his audience.

      ‘But here’s the rub, guys. I’m told the samples of air and water taken near the blast site are not showing what the bomb investigators had expected. As I understand it, radioactive fallout always contains residual fissile material—that’s from the portion of the bomb material turned to dust by the explosion before it has a chance to release its energy and go nuclear. Essentially, the more contaminated the fallout, the less complete the explosion was in consuming all the fissile material. Here we’re looking at the opposite scenario to something like our first nukes: small size but highly efficient. This, along with the inclusion of beryllium, means that instead of being crude, the device appears to have been extremely well designed and fabricated. You see the problem this raises?’

      ‘The bomb is too sophisticated to be improvised,' said Marsh. 'Yet the fissile material is known to have been stolen from us by rogue actors.'

      ‘There you have it. I’m told with this kind of yield efficiency, you could build several bombs with the uranium we estimate to have been stolen. I’m also told there is no known weapon on record anywhere with this profile. A worry because it’s not a scenario we’ve planned for. We’re talking about a device that scores uncomfortably high in portability. Two people could carry it; maybe even one, if it were wheeled. It doesn’t take a lot of imagination to see this as a nightmare scenario. Bill, any thoughts?’

      Estes frowned. ‘I don’t know. Our Russian was an engineer of some sort, but we don’t know enough about him yet to make an assessment of his capabilities. There’s no suggestion he’s Muslim, or has any terrorist affiliations. The delay could mean he was holding onto the fissile material for his own use until he got out. But if he was released just a week ago? It’s far more likely he’s sold the material some time ago, which leaves the door open pretty wide. We’re still checking whether his prison release was because of time served or might be tied to some deal he struck, the latter of which could bring Russia into the picture.’

      ‘Well, let’s keep that to ourselves for now,’ said Skinner. ‘But this attack being state-sponsored is something we’re looking hard at. Unfortunately, no intelligence we have points in any particular direction.’

      ‘I would also add,’ said Estes, ‘that we might be looking at a demonstration of capabilities, or it could essentially be a test.’

      ‘It could be both,’ said Marsh. ‘Whoever bought the material would have to test their design, and why not do it in such a way that’s useful for them? If the material was sold, we have only the photos to tell us how long ago that might have been.’

      ‘Which is as long ago as several years,’ said Skinner.

      ‘Plenty of time to design and build it if that’s the case,’ said Estes. ‘Which would rule out the engineer.’

      ‘There’s also something else to consider here—I guess maybe I should have mentioned this before. Michelle, you know Dom Phillips?’

      ‘I do,’ she said. ‘He’s CIA but we started on the task force at the same time. Why, sir?’

      ‘Dom’s been doing some digging. Those guys in disarmament keep a close eye on any geological activity around the globe that might have a non-natural cause, most specifically from a nuclear accident or nuclear test. Two seismic events were picked up in north-east Kazakhstan the year before the uranium’s removal from Ulba. Both were traced using seismic triangulation to the Semipalatinsk nuclear test site, not far from Ust-Kamenogorsk. They would have been underground tests, or accidental detonations of abandoned devices. Satellite imagery was taken over the area each time upon request, and nothing was visible in either case. The strange part is that the Polygon, as the Soviets called this place, had already been shuttered a few years earlier.’

      ‘I don’t follow,’ said Marsh. ‘If the uranium wasn’t stolen until ’94, what’s the connection with unsanctioned nuclear tests a year earlier?’ said Marsh.

      ‘That’s the question we’re all asking,’ said Skinner. ‘If they were accidental detonations, nothing. I’m told that for years, scavengers mined the place for anything of value. If not accidental, there are two theories so far.’

      Skinner stopped to take a drink of water.

      ‘The first one is that those who built the bomb that brought down the Mount Whitney got their start at the Ulba plant, absconding with small amounts of weapons-grade material from there, maybe years before Sapphire and the subsequent theft. As Bill knows, the record-keeping there was next to nonexistent, so there’s no telling how much material might have been removed. The less likely theory is that anyone who had the expertise to build such a device could have relied on designs and fissile materials left behind at the Polygon, independent of the Ulba theft. You might find it hard to believe—I know I do—but I’m told it’s well known that the Soviets left behind there a whole nuclear scrapyard. Once the Soviet Union collapsed, everyone just packed up and wandered off like a bunch of fucking zombies.’

      ‘Isn’t this evidence either way that the devices were probably hand made by our Russian engineer?’ said Marsh. ‘Or someone close to him. Either could account for how he built those test bombs, based on what little we know. Maybe both facilities played a role, like a perfect storm of opportunity. Not that I like the sound of that.’

      Skinner leaned forward. ‘So let me get this straight, our best working theory is that some engineering wiz stumbled upon a stockpile of uranium, designed and built several sophisticated nukes, and then, after spending decades in prison, gave them to someone to take all the way to the Horn of Africa, where they used a magnetic trigger to detonate one under an American warship? Even if we’re willing to accept such a wildly implausible series of events, we’re still left with the question, why? Why would a Russian engineer want to attack the United States? And if he wasn’t behind it, why wait decades to be rid of the material? We need to get to that source you mentioned, Michelle, because I and a lot of other people here are feeling like ducks sitting in a simmering pot, knowing this isn’t anywhere near over.’

      ‘Agreed, sir,’ said Marsh.

      ‘Was there a third item, sir?’ said Estes.

      ‘Right, of course. When you hear this you’ll know why I wanted to forget.’

      Skinner wiped his forehead and took another drink of bottled water.

      ‘Don’t worry, I’ll get some rest soon,’ he said. ‘This, like everything else we’ve just discussed, is of course highly fucking classified. Still to be confirmed, but an agency source in Northern Africa tied the bombing, or at least its deployment, to a Yemeni mercenary group. Remember those photos? A follow-up suggests the group belongs to the Iranian backed Houthi rebels.’

      ‘So the material or the nukes have been sold to the highest bidder, and that bidder is Iran?’ said Estes. ‘If that’s the implication, it’s not terribly subtle.’

      ’It’s not conclusive, which is why I've left it for last. It could lead us to the source, or it could lead nowhere. All possibilities are on the table at this stage—sorry, guys.'

      ‘Questions raising more questions,’ Marsh said to herself.

      ‘We’re all underperforming because we’re stressed and we need rest,’ said Skinner. ‘Get some sleep, that’s an order. There might not be much more of it in your future.’
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      To Kon’s amazement, his sister had gifted him a complimentary flight out of Russia to anywhere he chose to go, plus a new identity and credit cards to go with it. Not that he had laid eyes on her, or had even spoken to her. He just assumed the van and the flight had to have come from her. How she was capable of organizing such things, he had no idea. All she had ever told him in her letters was she was no longer in Russia and was happily employed with no husband or children. It never seemed evasive that she did not offer more about herself; one did not to put too much personal information in letters couriered by a guard into a prison.

      The only other possible explanation for the unexpected VIP treatment was Kirill. Kon found that hard to believe. Having bartered the two devices for his release, Kirill still wanted the uranium hidden in Russia once his release had gone ahead. But it did not add up. Kon believed Kirill was still more likely to kill him than anything else, and whoever the people were in the van, they were not Russian. They spoke unaccented English and seemed entirely indifferent to who he was. Kirill had given him a number to reach him stateside, whereas the people in the van had given him a phone and told him to keep it on—and with him—at all times. Whoever was behind it, Kon was satisfied to wait until the phone rang.

      All this service paled in comparison to the surprise waiting for him when he arrived in Atlanta. These were his first moments in America and something was decidedly wrong. There was an eerie silence among the travelers, a disproportionate number of which were huddled around the airport’s flat screen TVs, watching the same news bulletins. It did not take Kon long to determine what had happened. After watching CNN for a moment, he needed to sit down. He walked over and took one of the many available seats.

      His thoughts scrambled by a surge of emotion, he struggled to accept what had happened. Glinka's warning about clever men who turned out to be less than clever came to mind. Instead of Kirill being killed in an explosion at the storage facility, as Kon had hoped, the arms dealer had managed to remove the devices, reassemble them, and make them operable. That the target was not on American soil was a small relief—or would have been, if there was not another one out there. Whoever managed to detonate the first device would surely be capable of doing the same with the second.

      Kon tried on the idea of placing the blame on Kirill, or whoever had acquired the bombs from him, but it was a poor salve. It was his work and the sale of the devices was for his freedom. Now he had his freedom and the world had paid an incalculable price.

      Pushing away the disorientation, he tried to focus on how it might have happened. Had Kirill and his men managed to locate the components stored in the drum he had wired to explode? Or had they opened the drum and it had failed to detonate? That seemed a real possibility, if ironic, that he had built one of the most technically sophisticated pieces of equipment of its time, yet failed to build an effective lock to keep it safe. Still, even if true, the question remained: even if they located the replacement components needed for a successful nuclear detonation, how did they know their purpose?

      He would know more soon enough, Kon told himself. The storage facility where the bombs had been stored was his next stop.
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        * * *

      

      Kon pulled up to the Tennessee storage facility in the early evening in a rental—a bright red 2024 Jeep Renegade, registered under his passport name, Taras Ostapchuk. It had Virginia plates and Kon thought it was a real piece of shit. He had been told of the perils of any direct contact with local law enforcement in the U.S. and had a feeling the Jeep, likely to overheat or breakdown on the highway at any moment, was putting his life at hazard.

      He wore cargo pants, a replica of his old leather jacket, and a worn baseball cap. As long as he kept his mouth shut, he could have passed for a seasoned ranch hand. A voice that sounded like a teenage girl buzzed him into the facility, and he was relieved to find that Anya's old password and account name had not been changed. Pushing aside thoughts of her—knowing she had died because he had sent her here on a fool's errand—Kon asked for the unit number, keeping his cap pulled low to obscure his face. The late hour meant there were only three cars in the fenced lot and just one customer in sight. He made his way without issue, pulling a new pair of metal cutters from his pocket and snapping the padlock using both hands. As he stepped inside, the motion sensor triggered the overhead light. The air conditioning unit hummed softly, enveloping Kon in cool, dry air.

      Once he closed the door, he studied the space. Pulling away the pile of black and clear sheets of plastic revealed the single drum he half-expected to find, still chalked with a faint ‘X’ at the bottom. Out of his pocket he took a ratchet fitted with a half-inch socket and removed the drum’s lock ring. Now he moved with care, because what the drum contained could easily demolish the entire storage facility. He replaced the tool with a small flashlight from his pocket and clicked it on. Carefully he studied the lid’s perimeter until he found an old set of impressions concealed under light surface rust. The marked spots were on both the lid and drum but they were no longer aligned. This told Kon the drum had been opened. He stood over it for a moment trying to answer an important question: might someone be devious enough to close it in such a way that it could never be safely opened again?

      Unable to come to any conclusion, he carried on.

      After aligning the marks by holding down and rotating the lid, Kon put the flashlight between his teeth and used one hand to keep the metal lid firmly pressed down on the marked spot, ensuring the microswitch he assumed was still fastened underneath remained engaged. This maintained the open electrical circuit that prevented the plastic explosives from detonating. He lifted the other side slightly, bending down with the light to view a sliver of the interior. He focused the light where the switch had once been. Finding it still there, he lowered the lid back down to take out a small set of wire cutters. He began again, blindly reaching his hand under the lid when the overhead light suddenly switched off, leaving the room in darkness except for the flashlight's glow. Kon carried on, feeling for the correct wire coming off the switch. He made the cut, took a breath, and removed the lid. The motion triggered the overhead light back on, illuminating the contents of the drum.

      Kon paused for a moment, waiting for his breath to steady. He cut a few more wires and bundled them together in a loose knot before removing a small black bag. It still contained two items Kon needed: American dollars and a handgun. The items that most interested him were missing, replaced with a note that read, in Cyrillic script:

      
        
        Nice try, genius. Too bad she talked.

      

      

      Feeling as though he'd been kicked in the gut, Kon knelt down to let the emotions pass.

      Slowly he puzzled together what must have happened. It began with him remembering something he had forgotten, that he had tried to calm Anya before her trip to Oak Ridge by telling her that only he had the keys to set off the devices. Of course, if Anya had given up the location of the goods, Kon would never have seen Kirill again. But clearly she had revealed something else, something about their inoperability, not realizing the implications. These same men had beaten Kon nearly to death and he knew you lost track of what happened during such an interrogation, including what you said or did not say.

      Pushing the puzzle and anger aside, Kon returned to the drum to consider its remaining contents.

      Being built as a bomb, the drum was lined with plastic explosives, but there was also a metal box fixed to the bottom. Two wires came off it, one of which—for the explosives—had been cut; the remaining one was connected to something Kon had long forgotten about: a small voice-activated micro-cassette recorder. The tape driven device was highly primitive. It recorded over itself in a loop so that only the most recent recordings would remain. The recorder had another wire coming off it, which led to a small microphone affixed to a small hole drilled into the wall of the drum.

      Kon never really believed it would be useful all those years ago. He had spare power and just wanted to hear the last conversation between anyone who had managed to successfully locate the devices and not blow themselves up.

      The warmer air emanating from inside the drum had already told Kon the atomic battery was still functioning. Known as a radioisotope thermoelectric generator, the so-called battery used the continuous heat generated by a decaying radioactive isotope to produce electric current. The radioisotope in this case was Strontium-90, another product of Kon’s plundering the Polygon decades earlier.

      The heat released by radioisotope decay relied on a thermocouple to generate electricity until the nuclear fuel ran out. With a half-life of 28.8 years, it meant that—according to the formula N = N0 * (1/2)^(t/T)—about 70 percent of the energy source still remained. When formed in a serial array, the circuits produced enough of a combined voltage to do the two jobs Kon had assigned them: arm the explosives and trickle charge the big nickel-metal hydride battery located in the tape recorder. Kon cut the wires so they were not exposed and left the battery where it was. With the lid refastened, he put the recorder in his pocket and left with the bag.

      There was only one remaining item he needed to pick up in Oak Ridge before heading to the American capital.
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      It was the second day since the report of the nuclear attack had knocked almost every scheduled program off the air, on the radio as well as on television. Graeme Brash was on his sofa with the blinds down and the lights off, watching alone. As he sipped from his can of cold beer, he reached up and felt the stitches on the back of his head. The wound that had hospitalized him for a week was healing, but the migraines still came and went.

      Brash usually waited until the cooler part of the evening to have his supper. On this occasion he was eating microwaved lasagna his daughter had made him. He had internet TV and like the rest of America he could not extract himself from the continuous news cycle. It was amazing that he had any appetite at all. His daughter had talked him into becoming a proper Christian and a churchgoer, but the only biblical thing he had ever seen in his life was the nuclear explosion that hit the news yesterday. Nervously he sat at home waiting for the knock on the door… or would the house be blown to bits with him in it? He had planned his escape but he could not seem to carry it out. Eventually he had to admit to himself that if all he had in life was his family in Oak Ridge, there was really nowhere else to go. If staying meant dying, so did leaving.

      If there was ever a time for comfort food it was now. Either he would be murdered in his sleep or the whole country would erupt in apocalyptic chaos—if not before the next attack, then after. While the nation was nervously coming apart at the seams, he was one of the few who actually knew just how real the threat was. After all, he had seen the two bombs, both on American soil.

      Earlier in the day he had eased his guilt a fraction by stopping by the local library and filling out the confidential online form he had found on Google, which sent him to the CIA’s website. The agency claimed they used a ‘secure socket layer encryption system.’ Brash had no idea what that was, or whether the CIA could be trusted. He left no name or details, stating only that a Russian by the name of Konstantin Pavlovich was in America and deeply involved in the nuclear attack. To add credibility, he also mentioned the bomb was uranium-based and was easily transported, something not yet reported in the media. What he did not mention was the name Delmar Redding. Brash thought it unwise to shine too bright a light on Oak Ridge, assuming they did not know already.

      The website said all submissions were anonymous and encrypted, but the moment he clicked ‘submit’ he began to anticipate other knocks on the door. He also realized that he probably should have used the FBI website, as his concerns were entirely domestic.

      Brash finished his lasagna and surfed the channels for any update, praying for a breakthrough that would lead authorities to the second bomb and to apprehending the perpetrators, even if that included him. Despite being anticipated, the knock on the door startled Brash so completely he knocked over his can of beer. Calm down you spaz, he told himself as he used the remote to mute the TV, listening for any further sound. A light wind outside was all he could hear. He dropped to his knees and moved to the front window. He could not see who was at the door from that angle, and nothing stood out in the fading daylight.

      Then he heard two voices. Faint. They sounded familiar and Brash realized with a shock that it was the Russian again, talking to Redding. Then there was another knock. Staying low he made his way into the kitchen and to the back door. He hesitated as he passed by a set of knives, knowing he was not qualified to defend himself.

      Quietly he released the deadbolt as he peered through the door’s little window. Seeing nobody and no movement, he opened the door slowly and stepped out onto the porch.

      ‘Don’t move,’ came a third voice.

      Brash froze, immediately feeling the pressure of cold steel against his temple. The situation was as clear as it was hopeless, but Brash had a headache and was at his wits' end. He knew he could not submit to the antics of any more terrorists. So, he ignored the pistol and took off running across the back lawn. He leapt off the porch, ran under the clothes line, and began navigating an obstacle course he had been devising for his granddaughter. He waited, head throbbing, for the bullet he half welcomed, surprised he had gotten as far as he had. He reached the swing set and was about to move into the edge of the tree line when something slammed into the side of his head. A sudden sting was all he felt before everything went dark.
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        * * *

      

      When Brash came to, his paralyzing headache was accompanied by a searing pain behind his ear. The night was quiet, a starry sky stretched above, and no one seemed to be around. Then he heard the two voices again. Dizzy, he sat up, his head pounding audibly. Squinting toward the house, he saw a man silhouetted on the swing, gently oscillating, a glowing smartphone in his hand. The muffled voices were coming from the phone. The Russian and Delmar had never been at the door—their conversation at the storage facility had been recorded. Brash didn’t bother to ask how or why.

      ‘I think I’m going to throw up,’ said Brash.

      Kon turned off the recording. ‘These two men, we both know they were here.’

      ‘I never said they weren’t,’ said Brash, despairing at the sound of another Russian accent. ‘And for your information, they took everything, including the barrels. And the money is all spent, too, if that’s what you’re after.’

      ‘I’m not here for your money,’ said Kon.

      ‘Then it’s the Russian engineer you want—Pavlovich,’ said Brash, still cupping his hand over his sore ear. ‘He’s the one speaking fluent Russian on the tape—but you’re too late. You missed him.’

      ‘I watched you drop off your granddaughter this afternoon. Do you want your family to know what kind of man you are? What you and Pavlovich have done?’

      Brash knew his family was his Achilles heel so he was not surprised at what he was hearing. ‘What do you want?’ he said wearily.

      ‘I want you to pack your things. We’re leaving.’

      ‘Leaving?’ said Brash. ‘I don’t even know who you are?’

      ‘I’m the man who’s been waiting a long time for what is his. That’s all you need to know.’

      Brash was in a lot of pain, his nerves were shot, and he was totally bewildered by the world he now inhabited. He did not see what help he could possibly be, if help was what the man wanted. It seemed far more likely that he was going to be the patsy in all this—dead or alive.

      ‘I don’t understand. Whoever you are, you’re too late. Don’t you watch the news?’

      ‘One bomb still remains. We are going to where it is going.’

      ‘On a boat? Because my passport is expired?’

      Hearing this, Kon realized that Brash still expected both devices to be taken offshore.

      ‘We’re not going on any boat or plane, we’re driving to D.C.’

      ‘Why would we go there?’ said Brash.

      ‘I would have thought that was obvious. To find it.’

      Brash, feeling a renewed sense of hopelessness, wanted to protest but Kon cut him off.

      ‘I don’t expect you to understand. But you need to do as I say—unless it’s true that you want your family to know what you’ve done. I’m sure they watch the news.’

      ‘So the bomb is really in the capital? Is this some kind of Russian invasion?’

      Kon turned on the tape cassette and there was a muffled conversation taking place. It was Kirill on the phone, speaking Russian.

      ‘I don’t understand Russian,’ said Brash after Kon switched it off. ‘Although I should given how much of it I’ve been hearing lately.’

      ‘He says he may be leaving on a boat, but afterwards he will be going to Washington.’

      Still sitting on the ground, Brash felt the new lump on his head.

      ‘A reminder that I did not come here to kill you,’ said Kon.

      ‘Yeah, not yet,’ said Brash.

      ‘That’s right, not yet.’
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1 DAY AFTER THE ATTACK | MOSCOW

        

      

    

    
      ‘How are your teeth this morning?’ said Estes as he and Marsh took the back seat in another black Audi. Nadya had been in touch and was hurrying them back to the same turboprop aircraft that had brought them to Moscow the previous day. She had not explained what was going on, only that it was important and necessary.

      ‘Don’t ask,’ answered Marsh.

      Estes and Marsh commiserated over the fitful sleep each had endured, acknowledging the displeasure of waking from imaginary nightmares to face a real one.

      When the car arrived at the gated entrance to the runway for charter flights, Nadya waved them on from a distance. After a short jaunt through a gusty wind they joined her in the aircraft cabin.

      ‘What’s happening?’ said Estes. ‘You get us expelled from Moscow?’

      ‘Not yet. I think we have something on the prison guard to get him talking. It might take another day—I’m sorry, I know a day is a luxury we cannot afford.’

      ‘So where are we going?’ said Marsh.

      ‘We have what we in the detective business call a discrepancy. We learned yesterday that Pavlovich was sent to prison in the oblast where the crime and prosecution took place. Then he was transferred to a prison outside Moscow. I knew this had significance but I could not think what it was. Guess what I overlooked?’

      As the plane roared down the runway, Nadya gave them the answer: ‘We knew we needed to explain the missing three decades. The real story might be a missing three weeks.’

      ‘Three weeks?’ said Marsh.

      ‘When Pavlovich was transferred to Moscow, it took him almost three weeks to get there. Nobody knows where he was in the meantime—well, nobody will say they do. So we are going to where he was first locked up, to ask about the transfer.’

      Marsh looked at Estes. Estes looked at Nadya. ‘You’ve confirmed this? It’s not some kind of paperwork error?’

      Nadya scowled at Estes. ‘He was processed out with two other inmates. All show the same date of release. Then he was processed in, three weeks later, with five different inmates. All show the same date of admission. No errors.’

      Estes nodded, accepting Nadya’s logic. ‘And the Moscow prison, nothing from them regarding this?’

      ‘Not much hope there. Russian prisons take little interest in anything beyond their walls. And there’s another thing you‘ll want to know.’

      Marsh and Estes, seated opposite her in the otherwise empty cabin, waited.

      ‘Once he arrived at the Moscow penitentiary, he spent several weeks in the infirmary.’

      ‘That’s interesting,’ said Estes.

      ‘Maybe he escaped or attempted to escape and got caught?’ said Marsh.

      Estes and Nadya gave her a look that told her she was on the wrong track.

      ‘In Russia,’ said Nadya, ‘if you get caught escaping, or caught afterwards, you’re sent somewhere for resentencing. They really frown upon it. It would take a lot longer for him to resurface, definitely longer than three weeks.’

      ‘So what are we saying?’ said Marsh.

      ‘Well, we assume that Pavlovich refused to give up the uranium when he got in that gunfight,’ said Estes. ‘One reason he might disappear so soon afterwards would be so someone else could politely ask him where the devil it was?’

      ‘So he’s sent to a new prison with injuries,’ said Marsh. ‘Does that mean he ultimately gave it up?’

      Estes looked at Nadya.

      ‘Hard to say. But if he did, why the long delay in the uranium being put into play? Could it take thirty years to build a bomb? And then there’s the timing of his release. Whatever theory we’re chasing, it has to answer these questions.’

      ‘Who could do that?’ said Marsh. ‘Take him away like that?’

      ‘Anything’s possible,’ said Nadya. ‘This is Russia and Pavlovich was nobody important.’

      ‘Russian security services, probably,’ said Estes. ‘Whoever this kid shot, somebody important must have been left behind who was out of pocket.’

      Estes looked at Nadya, who had a skeptical look on her face. ‘What?’ he said.

      ‘Not the CIA?’ she said.

      Estes dismissed the idea with a waving gesture. But in truth he did not rule it out. Then something came to mind he was ignoring—something obvious and important.

      ‘Uh-huh, that’s right, Bill,’ said Nadya.

      ‘What’s right?’ said Marsh. ‘I don’t get it.’

      ‘Bill is wondering if perhaps his beloved CIA might be the explanation for why the uranium Mr. Pavlovich stole ended up destroying an American warship.’

      An angry look swept over Marsh’s face. ‘No, no, no… that can’t be right.’

      ‘You think the CIA’s practice of secret detention began after 9/11?’ said Nadya. ‘It started long before that.’

      ‘Bill?’ said Marsh, clearly anxious to hear otherwise.

      Estes was still puzzling it through, trying to extract what he knew from what he did not want to believe. The kidnapping of a Russian inmate would be most unusual and highly risky. But if the CIA had cottoned on about the stolen Kazakh uranium—as well as who had stolen it—it would explain a lot. If so, it was news to him. He thought about Skinner and where the deputy director was stationed back then. Would Skinner not have made the connection between the recent images of the stolen material and an operation the agency had carried out decades before that involved a uranium theft? He wasn’t sure. Extraordinary renditions were top secret and any operational details would always be classified as need-to-know. He needed a SCIF—he needed to talk to Skinner.

      ‘Bill?’ repeated Marsh.

      ‘I’m sorry Michelle, I can’t say for sure. It’s possible.’

      ‘Fuck!’ said Marsh. ‘And they haven’t even bothered to fucking tell us?’

      Estes shrugged. ‘You know how it is, the left hand today doesn’t always know what the right hand was up to yesterday.’

      ‘Or is it just the CIA, Bill? You guys and your precious secrets.’

      Estes looked at Nadya and shrugged.

      Marsh bit her lip, holding back her emotions as her face flushed. ‘We’re supposed to be the solution to this unbelievable shitstorm. Now you’re telling me that maybe the CIA is involved?’ Apoplectic, Marsh got up out of her seat and moved to the rear of the plane.

      ‘She’s upset,’ said Nadya.

      ‘She’s tougher than she looks. She’ll bounce back. She has so far. We really don’t know, in any case.’

      ‘We don’t but we have a good idea. Come on, Bill, we Russians would not bother with an extended vacation to a black site for an interrogation, regardless of who it is, or what’s at stake. The prison we’re heading to, it’s exclusively for murderers serving life sentences—no exercise yard, no cafeteria. Inmates are not even permitted to rest or sit on their bunks during the day. That prison is already as black as any black site ever was. Hell, it even has a nickname, the black dolphin.’

      ‘Okay, so they interrogate him at the prison,’ said Estes. ‘But why hand him over for a second interrogation? If there was a first and it was unsuccessful—which shows this Pavlovich to be one tough son of a bitch—why outsource it? You’re not going to get a different result? And why take him to a black site and then give him back? Well, I guess we know the answer to that; they don’t want to hang on to, or kill, a Russian national. Still, it’s an unlikely scenario even for the company.’

      ‘Necessity knows no law, and all that,’ said Nadya. ‘It’s your CIA, Bill. We can’t guess how they learned about Pavlovich and the uranium he had stashed away. But if they did, those arrogant bastards would want their own shot at getting answers. What’s the alternative? Wait for him to sell to the highest bidder, then wait for the nuclear blackmail? It’s the ends justifying the means on a nuclear scale.’

      ‘Maybe,’ said Estes, distracted by his own thoughts.

      ‘And there’s something else we haven’t even considered,’ said Nadya.

      Estes felt another kick in the gut. He looked at the apologetic expression on her face and thought about what this might be. He was American, an optimist; she was Russian, a well-educated cynic. What bad news was left? ‘I’m not sure what you’re thinking,’ he said, ‘but there is something I was wondering. Pavlovich had a life sentence. They didn’t need to let him out. Yes, it’s not unheard of, but still, once again, it’s highly unusual. They would not have forgotten he still had the uranium.’

      Nadya smiled sourly. ‘No Bill, I don’t think they would have.’

      ‘So you think Moscow let him go with a promise he would put the uranium to good use?’

      ‘I don’t know what to think,’ said Nadya, ‘but maybe they held back in their original interrogation so as not to kill him, knowing he might still be useful one day. The treasure dies with the person who knows where he put it.’

      ‘Nadya, come on. First you blame the CIA. Now you want the Kremlin involved? And three decades later? Nobody plays a long game like that?’

      ‘In Russia, thirty years is not long, you know that, Bill. Waiting is our national pastime. For you Americans, it would be like planning for dinner.’
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        * * *

      

      The turboprop could not land anywhere near the prison, but Nadya had organized for it to set down at a small landing strip not too far off. From there they took a taxi the remaining kilometers to the prison, where Nadya had also made arrangements.

      It was the Federal Penitentiary in Orenburg Oblast, an impoverished area where agriculture and mining exporters were the principal employers. In old Soviet days, it was NKVD Prison Number 2. Since then it had become known as the Black Dolphin. It was no country club, although it was certainly exclusive: only inmates with life sentences served there. As a result, special precautions were taken to prevent escape, as when guards blindfolded new inmates upon arrival so they would never see the way in, or the way out.

      Despite the class of inmates and the methods used to subdue them, Nadya and her two American guests were cordially welcomed after an initial wait. Nobody seemed to know what to do with them when they arrived, and no one seemed to be in charge. It was 10:00 and shift workers were still filing in. Then, about 10:30, they were asked to show identification, forfeit their phones, and sign releases. They were taken to a stuffy office where they sat until an administrator in a Soviet era uniform showed up. He was smoking a Russian cigarette and carrying a stained cup of coffee. His morning coffee break must have been interrupted, thought Estes, a faux pas by them for sure. A file was trapped under his arm that looked about to fall onto the floor.

      ‘This was short notice, but I was told to answer any questions you have, although I’m not sure what could be so important. I see Mr. Pavlovich was here quite some time ago. Luckily, I was able to find the file.’

      He said all this in Russian, proudly lifting up the file.

      Nadya told the administrator that Estes and Marsh did not know any Russian but that she would interpret.

      ‘What did you want to know?’ he said to her, taking a puff and tapping the cigarette on the edge of the table so the ashes fell to the floor.

      Nadya began by thanking him for his help and apologized for the short notice. ‘We wondered if there was anything at all in Mr. Pavlovich‘s file about why he was transferred to a different prison shortly after his brief stay here?’

      The man opened the file, glancing haphazardly at a few of the dozen or so pages it contained. ‘Yes, you are correct, he was here only six months. But you know, it’s not uncommon; there are many federal prisons, we have to shift inmates sometimes to balance the populations. Also, sometimes inmates have unusual needs. I see Mr. Pavlovich had a medical condition that required regular medical attention.’

      Hearing the phrase ‘regular medical attention,’ Estes wondered whether Pavlovich was regularly suffering injuries.

      ‘From injuries he received while he was here?’ Said Nadya after she interpreted for Estes and Marsh.

      The administrator looked back and forth through the pages again for a minute. ‘He was shot before he was admitted; there were lingering complications.’

      Nadya translated for Estes and Marsh.

      Estes said to Nadya in English, ‘Ask him about the three weeks.’

      Nadya turned back to the man. ‘After Mr. Pavlovich transferred out of here, it was three weeks before he was processed at a Moscow prison. Any idea why? What took three weeks?’

      The man rifled through the file. ‘There is no record of his movements after he left here, I’m sorry.’

      Nadya took a breath and said she understood, casting a look at Estes and Marsh that signaled an intervention was going to be necessary. She then began thanking the clerk for his time and asked some general questions, clearly aimed at trying to loosen him up.

      Before she could finish, Marsh doubled over in her seat and let out a low groan. Then she did it again, this time louder. ‘Bathroom?’ she said between her teeth before cramping up again and doubling over.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Nadya said to the administrator, ‘I think Ms. Marsh here needs the lady’s room.’ She got up to help Marsh and Marsh veered heavily towards the clerk, ready to collapse upon him.

      Alarmed, the man leapt up to her assistance, just managing to keep her on her feet. No doubt he thought having an American official injured while in his care would not sit well with his superiors.

      ‘That time of the month,’ said Nadya to embarrass the man.

      Estes watched them go and, as soon as the door closed, immediately dived into the Russian’s file, wishing he had a camera or his phone.

      Forty minutes later the three of them were out of the prison, back at the taxi, ready to return to the airstrip to fly back to Moscow.

      ‘Feeling better?’ said Estes.

      Marsh feigned a smile. ‘Somebody had to do something. That man was a shitty little liar.’

      ‘Indeed,’ said Estes.

      ‘So tell me you found something,’ said Marsh.

      ‘A few items.’ Estes closed his eyes to focus his attention on what he had memorized. ‘There was a notice to the administration to inform Pavlovich his sister requested a visit, which was denied. It didn’t specify why. He had no lingering medical issues when he arrived, despite what our friend the liar said. He had one actual visitor—a G. Kirill. He came twice, the first time soon after; the second time, according to the file, was a week before Pavlovich was transferred. We need to get straight on that. There was one other name on the visitation form I couldn’t make out—only a signature, probably a ranking official of some kind. And finally, let me see… in his release from here, he was not handed over to the Penitentiary Services, but to the FSB, signed off by a Colonel Dmitry Shlykov. Another lead to follow up.’

      ‘Not a bad morning’s work,’ said Nadya.

      ‘Let’s just hope it leads somewhere,’ said Marsh.
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        * * *

      

      Marsh stewed in her seat at the rear of the cabin for most of the three-hour return flight, occasionally attending to her phone. Nadya got on her own phone, hunting down details for the FSB general, for Pavlovich’s two time visitor, and for any update on locating Pavlovich’s sister. Estes read a series of missives from Skinner and reported in writing with the latest, withholding what was sensitive for later. He also stressed his need to talk to the director from the Moscow embassy SCIF later in the day.

      The big news relayed by Skinner involved what the director called the tip line. An anonymous report had come in declaring their Russian engineer was somehow behind the nuclear attack. But no explanation of who he might be working with, an important omission given Pavlovich’s release from prison was so recent. The online report was rated as credible and was a welcomed development by the agency. It had already triggered an FBI manhunt in the U.S. and beyond. Estes, though, struggled to make sense of it. Certainly Pavlovich was involved somehow if he was in the U.S. But how did he interface with an Islamic terrorist conspiracy to avenge the assassinations of Iran’s Soleimani and the others? There was certainly more to it.

      They really needed more background on Pavlovich. Was he the arms dealer, only interested in an overdue payoff? Was he facilitating the weapon’s development and implementation with others who shared a common goal? Or was he sore about mistreatment he received long ago by the CIA and was carrying out his own vendetta against the U.S.? Estes even wondered about white nationalism—that perhaps Pavlovich was radicalized while in prison. What he most felt was that the tip was too pat, even if it all made sense. Who would make such a report except to shift the blame? Were the hack on the FBI website and this tip both part of some attempt at diversion? They needed to find Pavlovich regardless, and soon.

      Hoping to nod off for a bit, Estes closed his eyes and listened as Nadya discussed with her associate over the phone the obstinate guard in Moscow who knew Pavlovich. It sounded like he was not talking and the stick was not going to do the trick. The more uncooperative he was, the more Nadya seemed determined to hear the reasons why. In the end she had to go with Plan B—the carrot—waking up Estes some minutes later to tell him he needed to contact Moscow station to arrange a payoff.
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        * * *

      

      They landed in the late afternoon. Estes noted how the summertime temperatures and the partly cloudy skies gave a false sense that all was right with the world. A driver from the American embassy was waiting and had a small box wrapped in butcher paper for Estes. It just fit into his front pocket. The driver took them on to the hotel—the DoubleTree by Hilton Moscow, which was basic by Moscow standards, but central. Nadya had already arranged transportation with a member of her team to go onto their next stop. So Estes and Marsh left their luggage with the driver from State, to check them in, and they were off again.

      In the box were three cut diamonds graded VS2 belonging to the U.S. government—worth a total of about $95,000 wholesale. This was the payment hastily negotiated between Nadya’s associate—Stanislav, their present driver—and the prison guard that Nadya would be meeting that afternoon: Sergei Glinka. One person was the maximum allowed by Glinka for the meet and the gemstones were the currency of exchange. Stanislav, who was also acting as the muscle, drove them into the central district to an upmarket area known for its boutique shops, dining, and atmosphere. Their specific destination was Smirnovka Street, home to several reputable diamond merchants. Estes felt mixed emotions as they passed the historic site of the luxury Eliseevsky grocery store, now closed. The art nouveau architecture brought back a storm of memories and emotions from his tenure there during earlier times.

      Stanislav eased the car into a parking spot on the street, putting it in the shadow of a delivery truck.

      ‘That’s him,’ said Stanislav in English, pointing down and across the street.

      There was an old man leaning against a stone wall, dressed in casual clothes and a worker’s cap. He was smoking a roll-you-own cigarette and every few seconds he glanced down their way, then back. Estes’s impression was that the retired guard was keeping himself in good shape. He was well built with a large head and a powerful jawline. Estes had no trouble imagining him in the role of the imposing guard. He reached over and handed Stanislav the box.

      The plan was for Nadya’s man to escort Glinka to a shop of his choosing where he could have the stones assessed. Then Nadya would execute their meeting with him at a nearby park on Strastnoy Boulevard.

      From the car, they watched as Stanislav glided across the street to approach the man from behind. He made contact and there was a brief discussion before they walked down the street and disappeared around the corner. Estes was not worried. There was not enough money at stake for foul play to arise, not with both Nadya’s team and the CIA involved. Nevertheless, this being Moscow, he felt like he was doing a drug deal on the east side of the Berlin Wall.

      After fifteen minutes of waiting, Estes started to get antsy.

      ‘Michelle, can you do some window shopping down that way and see if you can lay eyes on them? They can’t have gone far.’

      Marsh got out with her bag and hurried across the street, disappearing around the corner. Nadya went around and got into the driver’s seat and started the SUV.

      ‘Let’s follow,’ she said. She waited for a car to pass, then pulled forward and took the right turn.

      ‘Where’s Michelle?’ said Estes immediately, expecting to see her as they made the corner.

      ‘There’s a small independent jeweler down on the left,’ said Nadya.

      ‘Oh shit,’ said Estes.

      Marsh had come out in a sprint from what looked to Estes like an alleyway. When Marsh recognized the car she signaled for them to hurry and turned back, disappearing between two buildings.

      ‘Was that blood on her hands?’ said Nadya as she accelerated, racing down and pulling up so as to shield the area from view. Marsh was hovering over a body. A dozen feet back was another body. Estes saw it was Glinka’s.

      Stanislav was lying on the pavement, slumped against a brick wall with Marsh using a bloody cloth to put pressure on a wound to his abdomen.

      ‘Glinka’s dead and Stanislav’s been stabbed,’ Marsh told them. ‘He was conscious when I found him, but his pulse is weak.’

      ‘Otvet na dolgiy yazyk — korotkiy mech,’ Nadya said to herself in anger. Translated, the Russian expression meant, ‘the answer to a long tongue is a short sword.’

      Estes, hearing distant sirens, stepped away and looked down the street. ‘That was fast.’

      ‘Stan,’ said Nadya as she reached in to feel his forehead, but he was unresponsive.

      ‘Did you see anyone?’ she asked Marsh.

      ‘Not a soul, I found them like this. Stanislav was on the ground, trying to crawl out of here for help when I arrived.’

      ‘Glinka’s definitely dead—shot,’ said Estes coming back from inspecting the prison guard. ‘There’s a silenced pistol, dropped by whoever did this, probably with Stan’s fingerprints on it. There should be a knife around here somewhere.’

      ‘Did Stan say anything?’ Nadya said to Marsh.

      ‘A few words. He said someone came up from behind and shot Glinka, then stabbed him and knocked him down. Before he passed out, he said, “find the gun.”’

      Estes walked back, picked up the pistol and removed the silencer. He put both items in his inside coat pocket. The knife was a long switchblade, found under Glinka’s twisted body. He took it and went back to Stan to remove the box from his pocket. The stones were still there.

      ‘Guys, I’m sorry, we’re gonna have to leave them,’ said Estes.

      Nadya took a last look at Stanislav and joined Estes, but Marsh hesitated and went back to Glinka’s body.

      Estes, getting into the car, looked up and down the street for CCTV cameras, seeing none. Nor did he expect to, given this was the site selected for the attack. Nadya, already behind the wheel, took off once Marsh was getting in. The door, still ajar, bounced off its hinges and slammed shut.

      ‘This isn’t getting any less complicated, is it?’ said Estes as they made a quick turn, passing a speeding patrol car. ‘At least we can assume we’re getting closer.’

      Nadya continued on in silence.

      ‘I’m sorry about Stanislav,’ said Marsh from the back, busy trying to wipe the blood off her hands with tissues and hand sanitizer.

      ‘Me as well, my staryy drug,’ said Estes, putting a hand on her shoulder. ‘It was reckless of me. I should have given Glinka’s reluctance more consideration.’

      ‘We had to try,’ said Nadya.

      They drove on for a minute in silence.

      ‘Did we see anyone?’ said Estes.

      ‘There must have been an extra set of eyes somewhere,’ said Nadya. ‘It was well executed.’

      ‘The killer must have called it in to the authorities as soon as it was done,’ said Estes. ‘He would have been following Glinka and wanted him found fast, with the gun tied to Stan. Maybe they knew about the diamonds—tried to make it look like a robbery gone bad.’

      Nadya nodded, distracted by her thoughts, taking a left ahead of an oncoming ambulance with its red and white stripes and siren blaring.

      ‘Michelle needs to clean herself up and I need to get to the embassy to brief Skinner. If you know where they’ll take Stan, Nadya, why don’t you check in on him there after you drop us?’

      She nodded and made a turn, then pulled over. ‘I need to communicate this to my guys, it will take a minute.’

      Nadya typed into her phone as Estes got out and disposed of the two weapons he had acquired, burying them in the depths of a trash bin.

      ‘What did Glinka know that was so bloody dangerous?’ said Estes as they got underway. He looked back at Marsh and saw she was studying an unfolded piece of paper covered with bloody fingerprints. ‘What’s that?’ he said.

      ‘I checked his pants pockets, thinking he might have written down something about the meet that could tie him to us. I don’t think he was planning on telling us anything. It’s all here in Russian—he had written it all down.’

      Marsh handed Estes the piece of paper.

      It took Estes several minutes to read it through, looking for the meat in the stew. Because it was in Cyrillic, he was not sure if Marsh noticed that the missive, which covered the front and back, ended mid sentence. Either Glinka did not finish his account or the killer left one page and took the rest. Estes, unsure of the implications, kept it to himself.

      ‘This is excellent, Michelle,’ he said. ‘We would have missed this completely had you not searched him.’

      Marsh, unsure why Estes had not checked Glinka himself, shrugged.

      Estes returned to Glinka’s account to summarize its contents…

      ‘It begins with some vague remarks about why he’s revealing private details about Pavlovich, which reads like a parole support letter. It doesn’t mention any specifics, just that Pavlovich is involved in something taking place in the U.S., but that he is being used. He is not who we think he is, he says. That’s interesting; I’m not sure what it means, but of course he knew why we were looking for Pavlovich. The engineer is now the most wanted man in the English-speaking world. Then he moves on to a description of a young lad who arrived at the prison near death. He spent most of the next year on the mend and still walks with a limp. Also, his dominant hand, his left, never regained its full range of motion. During that year and more he spoke not a word to anyone. Glinka describes a mysterious kid who always seemed one confrontation away from taking his life and everyone else with him. I quote: “Back then, he was like a darkness that burned from the inside, molten hot.” Unusually poetic for a prison guard. Then he adds that, afterwards, “he slowly developed a reputation as someone intelligent and capable, earning respect from the other inmates.”’

      ‘The limp could be useful for feeding into the CCTV biometrics,’ said Marsh.

      ‘Yes it could,’ said Estes. ‘There’s more here, let me see… Pavlovich gets transferred from laboring in the prison kitchen to managing books in the library. He says he eventually reached the position where he was responsible for the library itself. Nothing here about affiliations with gangs, nothing about him making trouble or receiving reprimands. Now get this, he also used the interlibrary loan service that was introduced midway through his time inside to get books and journals that Glinka says you never saw in a prison. Some history, some literature, but mostly mathematics, chemistry, physics, and engineering. Many of them in English. He didn’t just read, either. He became skilled at sketching with his right hand and made detailed drawings he would destroy afterwards. I’m guessing this was to avoid confiscation. Glinka says he never knew for sure what they were about. Some thought they had to do with breaking out of prison, but he states he saw nothing that looked like structural engineering plans. More like power generators or explosive devices, he says. Well, that’s hardly a guess at this stage. I sure wish this Glinka was still alive so we could ask him if any of these plans could’ve conceivably been passed on to others, or sent out while Pavlovich was still inside.’

      Estes continued as Nadya pulled up outside the American embassy. ‘We can stop wondering about who designed the weapon that destroyed the USS Mount Whitney. From what Glinka says, our man of mystery is obsessed with nuclear engineering and bomb design, which fits entirely with what we know about the weapon detonated yesterday.’

      ‘Is that good news or bad?’ said Marsh. ‘Maybe I’m tired, but I can’t tell anymore.’

      ‘It’s good news in that we are forming a clearer picture of what’s going on,’ said Nadya. ‘But maybe not such good news that this picture is of a highly skilled actor who, for whatever reasons, appears to be highly motivated.’

      ‘And had decades to formulate his plan,’ said Estes. ‘Okay, let me finish summarizing this as we gotta get going… So Pavlovich had no regular visitors according to Glinka, with no mention of this G. Kirill fellow. Pavlovich wasn’t scheduled for release as far as he knew; then suddenly it came through. A week later the kid, now middle-aged, was gone.’

      ‘So nothing about Pavlovich making a deal?’ said Nadya, typing on her phone as she spoke. ‘My prison contact was emphatic that Glinka was the person to talk to about this,‘ she added. ‘I would have expected more. For instance, did Pavlovich never say what happened to him before he arrived there? If Pavlovich was confiding in this Glinka, that would be the first question asked: what the hell happened?’

      ‘Maybe that’s why he put all this down in writing, so not to be drawn into answering our questions,’ said Marsh.

      ‘Okay, we need to get going,’ said Estes.

      They got out of the car and Estes leaned in the window, ‘Once you hear anything about his condition, let us know—and anything else that comes in. Again, I’m⁠—‘‘

      Nadya put her hand up to shush Estes as a text came in on her phone. ‘He’s critical but stable,’ she said, reading from her phone. ‘They have him under police custody, but it looks like he will pull through.’

      ‘Brilliant,’ said Estes.

      Marsh, hearing this, leaned in. ‘I really hope so. Goodbye, Nadya, thank you all for the incredible help you’ve been providing us.’

      Nadya waved her off. ‘Get going girl before you get yourself arrested.’

      Marsh looked down at her bloody blouse. ‘Right.’

      ‘Go on ahead, Michelle,’ said Estes. ‘I’ll be right there.’

      Once Marsh had safely crossed the security threshold, Estes leaned into the window again. ‘I’m not sure what to tell Skinner about all this. You want it on the record? It might help with getting Stan clear of any charges?’

      ‘Give me an hour to work on it. I need to read the temperature out there.’

      ‘Okay,’ said Estes. ‘You have anything to add about any of this?’

      Nadya shrugged. ‘If the shooter knew about the diamonds and the meet, it wasn’t from my people.’

      ‘Obviously not, given what went down. Don’t tell me you’re thinking it was us again?’

      ‘Who else knew about the diamonds?’

      ‘Yeah, maybe, but how does the agency benefit by knocking off a key source in the most significant investigation since the first 9/11?’

      ‘Glinka was a key source for us. For others in the agency, maybe he was a loose end. Someone who could tie the CIA to Pavlovich. And to why Pavlovich might want to lash out.’

      ’Come on, they would have known Glinka was a potential asset in stopping a second attack.’

      ‘You find out who was on that rendition team, Bill, and who’s in Moscow now that was part of it. Then you’ll have your answer.’
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1 DAY AFTER THE ATTACK | WASHINGTON, D.C.

        

      

    

    
      The deputy director had slept on his office couch for a second night and for the same total of three restless hours. Now he had showered and changed into a fresh set of clothes in a hurry so as not to be late for the morning’s emergency meeting across town. Among others, the meeting was to include the President’s chief of staff, the Secretary of the DHS, the Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs, and FBI Director Page Andersen. Skinner knew what was coming and was organizing his thoughts as he was being driven to DHS headquarters, which were south of the Capital, at the St. Elizabeths West Campus.

      Skinner had received a heads-up the previous evening telling him the FBI Director was making inquiries about a possible CIA operation in Moscow long ago involving their key suspect in the nuclear attack, Konstantin Pavlovich. Skinner knew the explosive idea came from Agent Marsh and he was not pleased about her leaking it. As an FBI agent, Marsh would understand the need to stop the next attack and apprehend the perpetrators. But she clearly did not understand the need to safeguard the narrative delivered to the American people once all the nuclear dust settled. There could only be one history, and that required keeping the country and the agency in the same positive light.

      ‘Hell of a morning,’ said Skinner as he entered a large conference room with glass walls concealed behind beige blinds. He got himself a cup of coffee and two of the Danishes his doctor always warned him about. Who cared about one’s diet when the world’s coming apart?

      The meeting began with the usual formalities, including a summary from DHS regarding the forensic assessment of the bomb site and new signal intelligence from North Africa and the Middle East. The manhunt for Pavlovich had not produced any results but the FBI had received better images of him via Interpol that would aid their efforts in facial recognition.

      There was nothing of particular importance as far as Skinner was concerned; nothing that changed his sense of what they were dealing with, or narrowed it down. When it was his turn to brief his colleagues, he noted the leads being following up in Moscow. Skinner had not heard the news yet from Estes about the written account from Glinka, but what he said was enough for the FBI director to raise her pointed questions about whether the CIA had already known about Pavlovich and the uranium long before the new 9/11 attack. Was this going to be another case of failed action based on failed intelligence?

      ‘I’ve learned there’s some discrepancy about the whereabouts of this man for a brief period after his initial arrest,’ said the FBI Director. ‘This was when he was transferred between two prisons after being arrested for murder. Did the CIA have any involvement or knowledge in what transpired back then? Three weeks are unaccounted for, I’m told. Is there a connection between then and what’s happening now?’

      The suggestion of a Russian having a motive for attacking American government property and personnel got everyone’s attention. Skinner had to act as though it was all news to him. For a director of an agency predicated on lies, deception, and duplicity, Skinner was not a natural. ‘I will look into it, but no, I’m not aware of any past CIA operations involving a Russian prisoner, and certainly not this Pavlovich. We had absolutely nothing on file for him before yesterday, I can assure you.’

      Director Andersen looked unconvinced as the questions hung in the air. There was a temptation then for Skinner to protest too much, but he managed to keep his mouth shut.

      ‘So we have your guarantee, Dean, that you will look into this before tomorrow’s scheduled meeting—that is, if we’re all still here.’

      Not everyone in the room seemed to catch that last remark, but Skinner did, which reminded him of his need to get back to Langley ASAP. Yesterday he had been shown an illustration of the blast radius for an equivalent nuclear weapon as the one that vaporized the Mount Whitney. If detonated at the U.S. Capital or the White House, it would not destroy Langley, but it would probably destroy the HQ of DHS.

      When the meeting was over, the White House chief of staff, Jeffrey McGuire, chased down Skinner in the hallway and pulled him aside.

      ‘I thought it was important to reach out—let you know that if you share anything with me that’s intended only for the president, it will go no further than that,’ said McGuire. ‘You know we understand the need for the agency to keep its secrets, so I’m promising you complete confidentiality and full amnesty. This is no time for secrecy, Dean, especially from the administration, however narrow you want to define what that is. We’re under colossal pressure and the president feels like he’s being left out in the cold.’

      Hearing this, Skinner concluded his performance earlier was not terribly convincing. He nodded because he generally agreed with the sentiment, but he would not be sharing anything more just then. ‘I appreciate that Jeff. We are looking into the matter and I will have something I’m sure for you sometime later today.’

      McGuire stood there, having lost focus, and Skinner sensed the pressure he was under.

      ‘Look,’ said Skinner, ‘everything we have points in the same direction. From the implementation of the device, to the hack on the FBI website, to the chatter coming out of the Middle East—everything suggests an Iranian backed proxy group has somehow united with this Russian engineer to produce and deploy a bomb. We know the engineer designed and tested a tactical type of nuclear device in the past, prior to him absconding with enough weapons-grade material to build several equivalent bombs. There’s no agency secrets that suggest anything else about this. I give you my word. But things are happening and we have to keep an open mind. I expect an update from my lead team in Russia the minute I reach secure communications back at Langley.’

      ‘Okay, Dean, thank you,’ said the chief of staff. ‘I’ll go crawl back into the bunker with POTUS. Why the President feels the need to hunker down in Washington escapes me. When the White House Press Secretary says the president is not going to run and hide from terrorists, what is he telling the American people? I mean who doesn’t flee when warned of a nuclear attack? Anyway, any intelligence that would encourage the Secret Service to evacuate us would be welcomed. There are some who doubt that bunker could even survive a direct nuclear blast—and the president, well, let’s just say he’s a bit under the weather.’

      ‘I understand Jeff. I do. I’ll be in touch.’
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        * * *

      

      Skinner arrived safely back at the agency and, as expected, was promptly connected with Estes. It was 10:15 a.m. in Washington and 5:15 p.m. in Moscow.

      ‘Before Michelle returns, there are a few important things…,’ Estes said without pleasantries.

      ‘Go ahead,’ said Skinner, looking expectant on the video screen.

      ‘One of Nadya’s team was ambushed when escorting the guard who worked at the Moscow prison. Professional work, in the middle of the central district. Nadya’s man was stabbed and is critical. The guard, Glinka, is dead—shot point-blank. Lucky for us the guard had brought with him a written statement—looks like he was not going to do much talking.’

      ‘Does it give us anything?’

      ‘Definitely for your eyes only. I’ll send you a secure copy once it’s cleaned up and scanned, but here are a few highlights. Nadya’s investigating a few leads the agency will also want to pursue immediately as well. I’ll message the names. Seems this Pavlovich was an engineering nut. Mathematics, chemistry, physics—he loved books and was a real nuts and bolts type; even did precision drawings he burned that were described as indicative of energy systems and explosive devices. Pavlovich didn’t tinker about in the prison workshops because the equipment there was deemed by him to be too primitive even for children—and he kept to himself. No question he’s our source for the two nuclear tests detected at the Polygon. So we’re dealing here with an intelligent, organized, lethal force, which brings me to a pressing matter.’

      ‘Go on,’ said Skinner as he put eye drops in both eyes.

      ‘I didn’t relay this to Marsh or Nadya, but this guard’s missive makes a rather astonishing claim. He says Pavlovich was nearly killed after an Israeli team kidnapped him during a prison transfer to hand him over to the CIA. All the evidence we’ve seen over here suggests the Russians had a go at him first, when Pavlovich was at a prison near the Kazakh border. When that proved ineffective, he was transferred to the prison outside Moscow, during which time he experienced the extralegal rendition, if we can even call it that. We don’t know why he was moved, maybe because it facilitated access to him. So I need to know, does this ring any bells, because if it doesn’t, we need to drill down on this immediately? I haven’t forgotten who was Moscow station chief back then. And your FBI friend, agent Marsh, will know all about this soon enough. We won’t be able to contain it.’

      Skinner took a drink from a water bottle, clearly thinking over his response. ‘It’s not what you think, Bill. We didn’t know the kid had anything to do with the Kazakhstan uranium until yesterday. You know how much fissile material Russia had sitting around, it never even occurred to us it might have come from Kazakhstan. We were only told he knew the whereabouts of a large quantity of highly-enriched uranium that he’d absconded with. And that it was in everybody’s best interest to get it before somebody else did. A Mossad team was used to handle the delivery and return of the package because the agency could not field a team anywhere near Moscow that was guaranteed to be clean. Too damn risky.’

      Estes recalled something Marsh said she had uncovered the day before the attack. Someone at State in ‘95 had asked Oak Ridge for a clarification of the exact quantity of uranium recovered from Kazakhstan. That suggested Skinner was wrong, or was lying: someone back then must have suspected that some of the uranium had been diverted.

      ‘Then why involve the agency at all?’ said Estes. ‘From what you say, the uranium he stole was in Russia and would have posed no particular security threat to the U.S.?’

      ‘I felt the same way at the time. But keep in mind, it was just one small operation among many, and involved only a few agents. There were enough of these potential fissile sales passed on to us to investigate back then that we had a name for them—we called them “hotshots.” So when we met at State, this kid never even crossed my mind. They had worked him over good and he never said a word. We were actually to act as the good cops, offer him a way out of the life sentence he was facing. But he wouldn’t talk. So we gave him back to the Israelis to return him alive and forgot all about it.’ 

      ‘Did the Mossad team have a go as well? Because what I read today suggested the kid was in rough shape.’

      ‘I don’t think so, there wasn’t anything left to work with. He was in bad shape because one of our agents was so desperate to get what was to be traded for the extracted information on the whereabouts of the material.’

      ‘And what was that? What was the trade?’ said Estes.

      ‘You probably don’t remember Baikal Airlines Flight 130 en route to Moscow. An engine blew up catastrophically mid-flight. There were no survivors. Some thought it was suspicious because a wealthy oligarch was on board. The girlfriend of one of our agents was on the flight too. Just bad luck. The agent wanted to see the internal, unredacted report from the Russian ministry. That was to be the trade, or part of it.’

      ‘So for personal reasons, you mean?’ said Estes. ‘For Christ’s sake, Dean, is this whole thing going to boil down to one of our fucking agents not getting laid?’

      ‘That’s a simplification even in hindsight, Bill. Don’t lose sight of the fact that this kid had his hands on a lot of material and, as we now know, had the know-how to use it.’

      ‘No, I won’t be forgetting that anytime soon, will I? Who was the agent? Is he still on station in Moscow?’

      ‘Hendrix,’ said Skinner, nodding on the video. ‘Matt Hendrix.’
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2 DAYS AFTER THE ATTACK | WASHINGTON, D.C.

        

      

    

    
      Even a very small nuclear bomb was not something you just left lying around. From the day he and Grigori Kirill had driven out of Oak Ridge toward Atlanta, Delmar Redding had been responsible for safeguarding the two nuclear devices. Of course, Redding did not see it quite that way. From his perspective, he’d essentially been kidnapped and locked up with them. It took Kirill a few weeks to get the first one on board a boat, after which he drove Redding and the remaining bomb to a plumbed basement in the middle of the night and locked them in together with a microwave oven and instant noodles. ‘Stay here’ was all Kirill said before disappearing for two weeks.

      ‘I’m not a dog,’ Redding had grumbled to himself afterwards.

      Redding spent two weeks in that basement, plenty of time to ponder what had gone wrong the day Kirill made the exchange. Had the deal gone bad? Kirill was supposed to make the trade, and that should have been the end of it. Both devices were meant to be taken on a boat somewhere off the coast of America, or so Kirill believed. Redding would be free at last, and Kirill would meet up with Pavlovich after his release. As far as Redding knew, Kirill was never supposed to be involved in anything related to the deployment or detonation of the nukes. But then Kirill had spoken of a sudden disagreement, someone important killed, and the 'fucking terrorists' suddenly demanding his assistance, or his head. And they hadn’t even paid.

      Now the Atlanta basement was ancient history and Kirill and Redding were in Washington. Redding was still tethered to the demonic device, although he had a group of fanatical terrorists helping watch over it. He had not received much of a further explanation from Kirill about what had happened with the devices, but the arms dealer did mention one thing. Impressed with his success in figuring out how to arm them, he had stupidly mentioned what he’d done. This elicited some kind of debate among the terrorists, and one had been shot, presumably over a last minute decision to leave one nuke behind, stateside. This was important because the one who was killed was also the one in charge. After that the terrorists seemed to be taking their instructions over the phone. ‘Maybe they think they’re talking to God,’ Kirill had said.

      The explanation left Redding feeling just as isolated and aggrieved, especially now that the bomb had reached what looked to be its final destination. Not to mention the nuclear cloud they were operating under because of the first bomb. Plans were under way to move the device from the suburbs to somewhere in the National Mall, where it would be detonated, taking the Mall with it. Unlike his Islamic flatmates, Redding feared he would not make it out alive.

      ‘You see that SUV parked over there?’ said Kirill in Russian.

      He and Redding were in a van across the street from the house where the bomb and fanatics were lying low until it was time. Using olive-skinned men with Middle Eastern accents to do the heavy lifting in a city on alert for foreign terrorists seemed to Redding a very bad idea. But as Kirill was inclined to point out, it was go along or not get paid.

      ‘It’s been there a few days,’ said Redding, responding in Russian.

      ‘No it hasn’t. It looks exactly like the one that was there two days ago but the number plate is different.’

      ‘Are you sure, it looks the same to me?’ said Redding.

      ‘That’s because you’re an idiot and not paying attention. I’m going to have a closer look.’

      Redding watched as Kirill exited the air conditioned van and crossed the hot asphalt. The windows of the white SUV were tinted but not so dark as to keep you from seeing in. He watched Kirill cup his hands over his face to eliminate the glare. He repeated this a few times, then Redding watched him move to the back of the vehicle. When Kirill opened the rear hatch, Redding sat up in surprise, but nothing happened. Kirill disappeared for a moment, then appeared and closed the hatch and returned to the van.

      ‘Must be a rental,’ said Kirill, getting in. ‘Nothing inside, not a single crumb. I don’t like it.’

      ‘You’re being paranoid,’ said Redding, not for the first time. The clinical level of paranoia Kirill had been exhibiting since coming back from overseas was exhausting everyone.

      ‘Fuck,’ said Kirill angrily to himself.

      ‘I don’t see the problem?’ said Redding.

      ‘Like I said, I don’t like it, two identical cars, right across the street from the safe house. And left unlocked.’

      ‘Unlocked, oh well, that is very suspicious. Come on Grigori, it’s just a car, there are cars everywhere in this country, haven’t you noticed?’

      ‘I bet it’s the Iranians, back to watch over their minions, keeping an eye on us from afar.’

      ‘Iranians, what Iranians?’ said Redding.

      ‘The one who was shot, he was Iranian. They all speak Farsi. Who do you think’s calling the shots around here?’

      ‘There was a time when I thought you were?’

      Kirill gave Redding a look. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

      ‘I just mean, why don’t we just take back the device and find someone else who wants one?’

      ‘You mean find some nuclear terrorists we can trust?’

      ‘Well, when you put it that way. But I don’t know… why not just get out of here, before all hell breaks loose. We know what’s coming and you’ve been paid half, haven’t you?’

      Kirill seemed to think about that. ‘Maybe you’re right for a change.’

      ‘You’ve still got the computer thing, so it can’t go off, right?’ said Redding.

      He could see by Kirill’s reaction, he didn’t.

      Kirill shook his head. ‘They were both handed over when the wire transfer was being done, before the shots were fired. You’re right, maybe we go in there and kill them all.’

      ‘Now, there’s a plan,’ said Redding, still speaking Russian.

      ‘Except…’

      ‘Except what?’ said Redding.

      ‘The SUV, Delmar, that goddamned SUV.’

    

  







            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

          

      

    

    






2 DAYS AFTER THE ATTACK | INTERSTATE 81 (VIRGINIA)

        

      

    

    
      ‘Would Americans put cameras in bathrooms?’ Kon said to Brash during their first pit stop late the previous evening. Brash said absolutely not. Then added that at least he didn’t think so. He had never heard of it anyway…

      In preparation for his release from prison, Kon had taken some time to study the advent of facial recognition software and now, on the interstate heading northeast to Washington, he had no trouble imagining the technology snatching a glimpse of him, bringing his newfound freedom to a swift and premature end. That was why he was in the back seat, unshaven since his release, with Graeme Brash doing all the driving. Kon said he would kill anyone who threatened their way to D.C., something Brash had no trouble believing. In fact, Brash was doing just about everything for Kon except eating, breathing, and going to the bathroom.

      Kon felt he had known Brash for a long time, and in a sense, he had. They never met in person when at the Ulba plant in ‘94, but Kon had supervised the anxious man back then for more than a month, carefully steering him in one desired direction, then another. Now he was steering him again with the same huge stakes and the same uncertain outcome.

      As in Tennessee, Brash was always the querulous one. Kon would have liked to tell him he was Pavlovich so they could discuss the mission back in ‘94, but it was not possible. Kon needed someone neutral he could trust and, odd though it was, that was Brash, the only American he knew. Plus, Kon was unsure how it was all going to end and he did not want to suggest any uncertainty to Brash and make him even more nervous.

      Before they had departed the previous night, Kon let Brash type out a message to his daughter from his mobile phone before Kon turned it off and put it in his pocket. After he placated Brash by opening the back of the Jeep to prove there was no nuclear weapon on board, the retired factory worker got behind the wheel. Now it was daylight and there was only a few hours of driving to go.

      ‘There’s a travel plaza up ahead,’ said Kon. ‘Exit.’

      ‘Gas or bathroom break…?’ said Brash as they pulled into the parking area.

      ‘Let’s eat,’ said Kon.

      ‘Really? You do realize these places are crawling with cops?’

      ‘Everybody has to eat,’ said Kon.

      Brash pulled up out front the truck stop restaurant and they got out. Kon got a long stare from a middle-aged woman parked next to them after he exited from the back, as though she thought something kinky was going on. He ignored her and headed towards the restaurant entrance with his hat on and his head down. He and Brash entered together. The cashier handed them menus and told them to go ahead and have a seat anywhere.

      ‘Hungry?’ said Kon after they seated themselves in a booth. It was just after 7:00 a.m. Although it was a Saturday, the place was not very busy. Kon seated himself with his back to all the customers. There was a Pennsylvania highway patrolman seated not fifteen feet away, to Kon’s right, having a coffee and staring at an empty plate. His presence affected Brash more than Kon.

      ‘I need to hit the head,’ said Brash.

      ‘What?’ said Kon.

      ‘Bathroom,’ said Brash.

      Kon nodded. ‘I will order for you?’

      ‘Coffee, black,’ said Brash.

      Kon shook his head. ‘Everyone must eat. Pancakes?’

      Brash sat back down, looking put out.

      ‘What?’ said Kon.

      ‘You can’t order for me, you’ll mess it up.’

      Kon shrugged, not understanding.

      The waitress came with coffee and filled their cups. Kon ordered pancakes with sausages. Brash ordered eggs over easy, crisp bacon, hash browns well done, and brown toast. And fresh-squeezed orange juice.

      ‘I assume you’re paying,’ said Brash after the waitress departed. Then got up for the bathroom.

      Like clockwork, as Brash walked off, a phone in Kon’s pocket rang. It was the phone he’d been given and told to keep on at all times. Kon turned and watched the patrolman pay the cashier as he connected the call.

      ‘Allo,’ he said.

      ‘We don’t have much time, little brother, so please just answer my questions.’

      It was Yelena.

      ‘Be vague, speak in English. I see you’re heading to the capital. Why?’

      Kon, looking around the restaurant for his sister, was struggling not to ask his own questions. He was disoriented by hearing her on the other end, by the timing of it, and by the formality of her manner. He figured she wanted English because any calls in Russian in the U.S. at that time would trigger a NSA surveillance alert.

      ‘Because that’s where it is, or will be,’ said Kon.

      ‘He or it?’ his sister said.

      ‘He and it, I think.’

      ‘How do you know?’

      ‘I have a recording of him on the phone talking about flying back to the capital after a possible trip over the water.’

      ‘A recording?’

      ‘Yes, it’s complicated.’

      ‘Do you still have it?’

      ‘I do.’

      ‘Send it to this number.’

      ‘Okay…’

      ‘He says nothing more specific?’

      ‘No,’ said Kon.

      ‘Are you certain it’s the U.S. capital?’

      ‘Yes, he said he was planning on spending some time there.’

      ‘Did you lie to me about your equipment? You swore in your letter they were disabled. I’m in a lot of trouble over that.’

      Kon was trying to think and answer quickly, but the last statement gave him pause. He had told his sister things in his letters in the code they had devised, but he had never imagined they were of any use or significance to her, or anyone else she knew.

      ‘No,’ he answered. ‘I think maybe Anya let it slip that the equipment was inoperable. They questioned her, I didn’t tell you. It’s the only explanation.’

      ‘You forgot you told her?’

      ‘Because the dealer had never discovered their location, I thought he had learned nothing about any part of it.’

      ‘We lost a man the day the dealer arrived with the equipment for the trade. After that, we lost track of the equipment. One piece was supposed to go on a boat; the other was to stay behind with our operative. We don’t know what went wrong.’

      Kon felt he had a right to ask who ‘we’ referred to, but had to focus on the question. ‘Maybe the dealer said something about them being inoperable and that he had solved the problem—and that created a new problem?’

      ‘I will think about it. So you don’t know where you’re going exactly?’

      ‘No, not exactly,’ said Kon, seeing Brash had come out of the restroom.

      ‘Then keep this phone on.’

      Yelena disconnected. Kon put the phone in his pocket and looked around for anyone paying him any extra attention. Brash came and sat down and the waitress appeared a second later with their food. They ate in silence.

      Kon, taking his last bite and wiping his face with the paper napkin, said, ‘You have not finished. Is it not as you asked?’

      Brash shook his head.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ said Kon.

      ‘Nothing.’

      ‘Nothing?’

      ‘I just don’t see how you can sit there all relaxed, and eat like that.’

      Kon shrugged. ‘I am from Russia, here the food is good. Maybe you worry too much. I think it ruins your appetite.’

      Brash sat there, nonplussed.

      ‘So we go?’ said Kon.

      All Brash could offer was a subtle nod.

      ‘Okay, let’s go. And no problem, I will pay.’
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2 DAYS AFTER THE ATTACK | MCLEAN, VIRGINIA

        

      

    

    
      ’Oh, for Christ’s sake people,’ said Skinner, appalled at the panic displayed by the supposed professionals before him. Yes it was the nightmare scenario they most feared, but it was by no means the end of the world.

      The CIA director had a room full of noise because another anonymous tip had come in on the agency website, albeit brief. The tip was believed to be from the same source as previously, when Pavlovich’s name was dropped, along with the verification details about the nature of the nuclear device that blew up. The new tip gave away no details of where to find the culprits, but warned of an imminent nuclear attack on Washington. The choice of the nation’s capital as a target rang true. The symbolism, the concentration of government employees, and it being the approximate home of the CIA all made it a logical ground zero. Or was it all just an orchestrated effort to create mayhem and distract them from the real target? After some raised voices and some ill-considered comments, the general consensus in the room, embraced by the FBI, was that it confirmed the chatter pointing to Washington as the next target, even if the epicenter remained in question. This meant they needed to take the report seriously—without delay—but that the FBI, local law enforcement, the Park Police, the Secret Service, and other relevant agencies needed to guard against tunnel vision.

      Skinner could see many of them were already itching to scatter, their minds infused with images of end times.

      An imminent attack on the homeland by a foreign enemy meant the CIA had already failed in its duty, which was probably why Skinner found it so difficult to remain hands off. The agency was not expected to participate in any domestic operations. But the agency could not be expected to just sit on the sidelines. Fortunately they had received the tip, so that gave Skinner the opportunity to keep the circle small. They did not want to set off a panic.

      The next question under consideration in the room was what exactly to do? Should they add security at key spots in hope of catching the attackers in progress? But this assumed the device was not already hidden in place. As was also pointed out, the device could be detonated remotely or even by a suicide bomber, something nobody wanted to contemplate. Skinner tried to persuade them that mobilizing an army would only show their hand, which could scare off the attackers. They would simply move elsewhere, with an uncertain number of bombs at their disposal.

      ‘Assume this is our only shot, people. We must use this opportunity to end this.’

      Everyone was hyperconscious of the difficulties posed by the portability of the device they now feared, rendering almost any scenario possible: the subway, the White House, the Potomac, underground infrastructure. Skinner could see how the possibilities of even a single nuke scrambled the minds of seasoned people.

      The meeting ended with no set plan. Skinner, feeling he was slowly being pushed out of the loop, hoped that when Estes and Marsh arrived back in the country, Marsh would have some updated FBI information to offer on what action was being taken.

      As soon as Skinner arrived back at his office, another situation was waiting for him…

      ‘What’s up, Dan?’ said Skinner, seeing Dan Forbert from Homeland Security seated in the outer office. Forbert, like some others, had come up with an excuse to work away from his desk downtown. ‘You just missed the most embarrassing display of pusillanimity I’ve ever witnessed.’

      Forbert ignored the comment and handed Skinner a printout. ‘Have you seen this?’

      Skinner took it and scanned the title: ‘America Now a Nuclear Hostage.’

      ‘Published sometime last night on his Substack page, if you can believe it.’

      Skinner was not surprised. Herschel Stone was a well known investigative journalist who had once written for the Times and the Post; he had even won a Pulitzer. But lately he had fallen down the rabbit hole and become a discredited conspiracy theorist.

      ‘Do I read it or are you going to give me highlights?’ said Skinner.

      ‘That’s your copy. I’ll check back with you later, once you’ve had some time to digest.’

      Forbert left and Skinner sat down with the printout in the nearest chair, not bothering to enter his office.

      Stone’s article, he soon discovered, dropped a number of dirty bombs. The most explosive claim was one Skinner already believed to be true, that Iran was ultimately at the center of all that was happening. In the background, perhaps, but still at the center. They had a lot to be pissed off about, so a significant act of vengeance seemed only a matter of time.  

      The Stone piece also seemed to confirm that the bombers who physically carried out the boat attack on the Mount Whitney were Houthi rebels—the Yemeni rebel group financed by Iran. More significantly, Stone claimed Iran was making hostage demands of the White House that were being kept secret from the American people—the hostage being America itself. But Skinner had not heard anything about any secret negotiations, nor of ultimatums being made, and he was sure he would have if the claim was valid. Again, Skinner was handicapped by the agency’s tendency to suspect all information as potential disinformation. Was Stone being fed bogus details to distract Washington from what was really going on? It would not be the first time. If so, what was really going on? The casual blending of facts, probabilities, and outright falsities were typical of Stone’s work as of late. The challenge was telling what it contained of value.

      Skinner read on…

      According to the piece, nuclear armed extremists threatened a reign of unending terror if the U.S. did not meet a long list of demands, such as releasing high-value detainees and forcing Israel to evacuate the occupied territories. Also among the demands was removing the sanctions against Shia Islamist groups and establishing normalized relations with Syria and Iran. Such demands would have been dismissed as an Islamic Republic’s bucket list a week ago, but the credible threat of another attack—this time on American soil—changed that.

      What Skinner found most unsettling in the rambling piece, filled with unnamed sources, was the code name Iran had supposedly given the operation: آلبرت کوچک. This could be translated as Little Albert. It meant nothing to Skinner, but Stone claimed it was a reference to an early psychological study on fear conditioning.

      Behaviorist John B. Watson led the Little Albert experiment more than a century ago. In the study, a young child acquired a lasting fear of a pet rat after its repeated pairing with an aversive noise. The implication being that a single nuclear attack produced such trauma that each and every subsequent threat becomes itself a weapon of terror. Were a second bomb to be set off in D.C., or anywhere in the U.S., the priming of such conditioning would be complete. It seemed like the kind of sadism he would expect from a Saudi Arabia or an Iran, and from what Skinner had seen in the meeting that morning, such fear conditioning was already working.

      Skinner took the latest pile of messages given him by his AA, Dorothy, and went into his office. He looked up Stone’s article online and read through people’s reactions. Many were alarmed, charging him with being an instrument of terror himself, because he trafficked in conspiratorial claims. Skinner wondered again about the vague tip they had received. Was D.C. an imminent target or was it just one of these eliciting stimuli meant to provoke a massive fear response? He suddenly felt the word hostage in the title was unfortunately apt: as long as nukes were on the loose in America, nothing else was going to matter.
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2 DAYS AFTER THE ATTACK | WASHINGTON, D.C.

        

      

    

    
      ‘I will not say you can save yourself,’ said Kon, ‘but you can save your family.’

      Brash, still behind the wheel, had pulled into a parking lot and shut off the vehicle. Now on the outskirts of their destination, he demanded to know, ‘What the hell is going on?’

      Kon recalled Brash’s reckless attempt to flee the house back in Oak Ridge. He knew the man had been at his wits end for some time. Now he was suffering what Kon thought of as ‘nuclear fever.’

      ‘You only need to convince me,’ continued Kon, ‘that you can carry out your part in this and all will be fine.’

      ‘You mean to make me the bomber, don’t you?’ said Brash. ‘This is why I’m being delivered to D.C., to pay for my sins.’

      Kon smiled grimly and shook his head. ‘You Americans watch too much television. I did not bring you here for that. What would be the point? You have seen these devices. They can be detonated almost anywhere, and from anywhere. We do not need a suicide bomber.’

      ‘So why?’ pleaded Brash.

      ‘You are a witness. I need you to tell the truth, from the beginning, about what happened. Tell them what you saw: two bombs, no more. And you will tell them who I am.’

      ‘You expect me to believe that?’ said Brash.

      ‘Yes,’ said Kon. ‘Although I cannot control or predict the actions of others.’

      ‘Then who are you?’ said Brash.

      ‘I’m Konstantin Pavlovich, the engineer from the Ulba plant.’

      Brash looked at him silently for a moment, nodding as the emotional impact of the news set it. Then he said, ‘I’m not surprised.’

      ‘No?’ said Kon.

      ‘I didn’t realize at first but today I began to wonder. I recognized an old familiar feeling.’

      Kon waited for him to continue.

      ‘After you showed up, I started feeling something I hadn’t felt in a long time. It was the feeling of being maneuvered by an invisible hand. Like a puppet, against your will. It’s not a pleasant experience. You come to dislike yourself.’

      ‘Why not tell me?’

      ‘Because I don’t know what the hell’s going on. And because I knew you had a plan and that not anything or anybody in this world—not even God himself—could change that plan.’

      ‘Maybe it is true,’ said Kon. ‘The Russian who took the devices is named Kirill. He will be dead soon.’

      Brash flinched at Kon’s casual reference to killing. ‘But what about the second bomb? I don’t understand, what is going to happen?’

      ‘I do not need you to understand, as I said. I can only tell you that I believe your country is responsible for what is happening—that it is not my responsibility to stop it, and that you are the witness. Maybe the only witness. So you agree, you will be a, what do you call it… a reliable witness?’

      Brash shrugged. ‘If what you’re saying is true. It’s not like I have any choice.’

      ‘There is always a choice,’ said Kon.

      ‘Sure there is,’ said Brash.

      ‘And there is one other requirement for you.’

      ‘Oh really,’ said Brash.

      ‘You must tell your story to the CIA, not to anyone else. If you want to protect your family and your life, you will keep your mouth shut. They are the only ones you will talk to.’

      Brash sat behind the wheel in thought.

      ‘This ain’t some kind of trick?’ said Brash.

      ‘Have I not always done what I said?’

      Brash thought about that. ‘If I’m the only witness, then that means you will die here in Washington?’

      ‘Perhaps,’ said Kon. ‘But this is not a suicide mission. No one would believe a word I said anyway.’

      ‘And Anya?’ said Brash.

      ‘Anya?’

      ‘The young girl.’

      ‘Oh,’ said Kon.

      ‘What happened to her?’

      Kon shrugged, then shook his head.

      ‘I liked her. I actually helped her—at the storage place, with the drums.’

      ‘I don’t know what I can tell you, I never saw her again. She was… we had a plan, it fell apart.’

      ‘Why didn’t you come? She told me you were coming? Now you’re finally here, she’s gone, and bombs are going off.’

      ‘I was arrested. I was in prison.’

      ‘She had no idea?’

      ‘No, it was not part of my plan. Plans change.’

      ‘But arrested for what?’ said Brash.

      ‘For saving my life. Kirill’s men wanted to kill me for the uranium and the nuclear devices. So I killed them, but I was shot at the same time so I was arrested. Unlucky for me.’

      Brash sat back in the seat. ‘That’s crazy, you know? I don’t think I want to know any more.’

      ‘It is better for you anyway. You will see soon enough.’

      ‘There is one thing,’ said Brash.

      Kon waited.

      ‘Will the second bomb be detonated?’

      ‘In Washington?’ said Kon.

      ‘Anywhere?’ said Brash.

      Kon shrugged, unsure of the answer himself. ‘If I tell you no, you won’t believe me. So, I’ll tell you yes. You can decide whether to believe me or not.’

      ‘You call that an answer?’

      ‘It’s the best I can do.’
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2 DAYS AFTER THE ATTACK | LEESBURG, VIRGINIA

        

      

    

    
      Delmar Redding had compounded his problems so many times in recent months he could only blame himself for the situation he found himself in. And he did. The extremists in the safe house were so single-mindedly focused on mutually assured destruction that he felt an overwhelming urge to run away, Kirill or no Kirill, payment or no payment. He was too old for this shit. He had told this to Kirill, adding that nobody ever said anything to him about a suicide mission.

      Redding was left to babysit again, and now his charge included watching over the Islamic jihadists. Redding—rarely addressed by them, and only as ‘Infidel’—was tasked with making sure these depressing people did not get a sudden urge to stop praying and get on with their orgy in heaven. To Redding, all that stood between him and oblivion seemed to be a phone call from the other side of the world.

      Kirill was wise enough, Redding thought, to keep his distance from the safe house in the Washington suburbs. The white SUV was still there, keeping an eye on them, but the bomb had been successfully moved elsewhere. It was to be a quiet day before the big day happening tomorrow. But something was up that morning because Kirill had called him and told him to be ready; he would be picking him up shortly.

      Redding tried to tell his wards that it looked incredibly suspicious to keep the curtains closed night and day with two cars parked outside. Now, waiting for Kirill to drive up, Redding was forced to peek through the split in the curtain to keep the arms dealer from having to wait. He did not know why he was being picked up, but a possibility never far from his mind was that his usefulness was used up at last. He certainly felt it was. In which case he no longer needed to worry about death by nuclear explosion. His death would come sooner and be a more private matter.

      Kirill appeared after fifteen minutes, sitting behind the wheel of a shiny black Lexus sedan. Redding had not seen that car before. He thought it made him look like a Russian pimp.

      He took one last look at the dangerous men on the way out the door, none of whom paid him any attention. They were ideologues and fanatics as he had once been, so he felt he had some insight into what drove them. As much as modern individuals were enticed by popular culture to serve their corporate masters, they were social creatures at heart, in need of meaning and belonging. This made them susceptible to another type of influence in an increasingly senseless world. Redding could remember his own experience of being indoctrinated. Born in the U.S. to Jewish immigrants who decided to join the communist revolution, Redding was yanked from his familiar world and forced to grow up in the Soviet experiment. After that, there was never any notion of choice in the course of his life. His parents were proud of him and for a long time he saw himself as a success. Maybe be was. But his parents were dead and what little meaning that life had was gone.

      One way or another, the lives of the four Muslim men were over as well.

      ‘Get in,’ said Kirill impatiently in his heavily accented English through the open window.

      They were an odd couple, the two of them sitting side by side. It made Redding think harder on the problem of ejecting himself from Kirill’s orbit. Was he going to take it lying down, or did he still have some fight in him? The question was not about stopping the next attack. Despite living in the U.S. since his college years, Redding felt no allegiance to the United States. That did not surprise him. He had betrayed the trust of the nation and the trust of all he worked with his whole adult life, so it was natural to treat the country as a foreign other. The question now was purely about his own survival. Kirill had repeatedly promised a great financial reward, but other than several hundred dollars for Islamic daycare, Redding had yet to see it—and he did not dare ask.

      ‘What’s going on?’ said Redding after Kirill got on the road.

      ‘We need to prove to these Washington bastards that there’s a real bomb, right here in D.C.,’ he said, now speaking in Russian.

      ‘I thought that was the point of the first bomb?’

      ‘It was, but you know these people. They just go back to their daytime television, like back in Russia. They deny, they forget. They’re like sheep, but on prescription drugs instead of vodka.’

      ‘So you’re going to do what? Send them a photo of it? I’ve seen that, you know, with the hostage shown up close and some monument in the background. Something like that?’

      ‘It would not work,’ said Kirill. ‘These days everything is considered a fake. We need a living witness.’

      ‘What?’ said Redding. ‘You gonna drop me at the FBI and have me confess?’

      ‘Maybe,’ said Kirill. ‘But you they don’t know, so they won’t believe you. We need real law enforcement. And again we are lucky. There is one who lives…’ Kirill paused as he took a sharp corner and accelerated. ‘… just down this street.’

      ‘Really?’ said Redding. ‘How did you figure that out?’

      Kirill ignored him. He drove on for a distance, then stopped on the street and started backing up into a driveway. It terminated at a two car garage with a small Toyota parked out front. Kirill picked up a remote from the center console and pointed it over his shoulder. After the remote flickered like a strobe for several seconds, the double width garage door began to open.

      ‘What the heck?’ said Redding.

      ‘Silence,’ said Kirill.

      Once the door was half-open, Kirill began backing up and in no time they were sheltered within the gray light of the garage. It was built as part of the house and Kirill barely had his door open when the door that connected from inside the house flew open. A middle-aged woman came charging through with her hands waving. Kirill hit the button again and the door started closing.

      ‘Stop! Stop!’ the woman cried. She was dressed, but only in house clothes. It was Saturday so probably her day off, Redding thought.

      ‘What are you doing?’ she cried out, dismayed to see the door now closing.

      Kirill never said a word. He just stepped towards her and punched her square in the face.

      ‘Redding, get out here,’ he said.

      Redding got out of the car to see a woman unconscious, lying on the concrete floor. Kirill hit a button on the key fob and the lid of the trunk popped open.

      ‘Help me,’ said Kirill as he bent down and took the woman by the shoulders.

      ‘We’re kidnapping her?’ said Redding.

      Kirill let go of her like a bag of potting mix. He looked at Redding impatiently. ‘It was either that or bring the bomb to her? You’re so fucking smart, Delmar, which would you have done?’

      Redding shook his head and bent down to help. They picked her up with some difficulty and dumped her in the trunk. Her nose was bleeding and she was going to have a matching pair of black eyes.

      ‘We need to put her on her side. She could choke to death in her own blood,’ said Redding.

      They moved her over and Kirill eased down the lid. Once they were clear of the garage, Redding took the remote and gave it a click. Kirill raced away.

      Redding was dismayed by how quickly they had gone from leaving the safe house to becoming kidnappers. In truth, though, he felt anything was better than being taken out in the Maryland woods and shot.

      ‘She can’t possibly be the law,’ said Redding.

      ‘She is,’ said Kirill. ‘Just not an agent. We only need a witness. She’s a secretary or something.’

      Redding understood. It was a sensible move. Who needed to kidnap an armed and hostile agent when an office worker would be taken just as seriously. Unless the idiots had really screwed up and she was the Secretary of State… or maybe of the Interior.

      They drove for half an hour and Redding anxiously waited for the woman to wake up at a traffic light and start screaming. But it did not happen. They arrived at a warehouse in a commercial part of town and drove through a perimeter security gate and then into a brick building. The roller door closed automatically behind them.

      Two older men, both with a Middle Eastern appearance, were there, ready to get down to business. Everyone but Redding pulled a balaclava over their head and the woman was lifted out and put in a chair. She was awake and moaning, but disoriented. After the bomb was wheeled over near her on a low platform, one of Kirill’s men handed a balaclava to Redding. The other dumped a bucket of water over the woman’s head and she came to.

      ‘Stop!’ she cried out, as though waking from a dream. 

      Kirill handed Redding a printed photo of the bomb as it now appeared, sitting there on its box. He gestured for him to explain it to her.

      ‘You won’t be harmed, but we need you to pay attention now,’ said Redding.

      She looked at him in fright, not comprehending anything.

      Redding got down on a knee and handed her his handkerchief. ‘See this photo?’

      The woman took the cloth and used it to stop the blood dripping from her nose. She seemed to consider the question and slowly brought her gaze to the printed image Redding was holding up.

      ‘See this,’ said Redding, pointing to the bomb in the photo. ‘And see that,’ he added, pointing to the actual bomb.

      After some seconds, the woman seemed to grasp the situation. She nodded.

      ‘We just need you to confirm to your bosses, face to face, that what’s here in the photo is also here, right here in the capital.’

      Again, the woman seemed to comprehend.

      ‘We’re not going to harm you. If we did, you wouldn’t make much of a witness, would you?’

      The woman nodded but it was clear she was now becoming alarmed at the implication of what she was being shown.

      Redding looked to Kirill, not sure what was happening next.

      Kirill grabbed some duct tape from a table and put it over her mouth, then her wrists and ankles. Redding wondered if the woman had gone into shock as she was totally compliant now and made hardly a sound.

      The two men picked her up and set her into the back of a tidy van that appeared to belong to an air conditioning company. They got in and, once the roller door was open high enough, they pulled out and disappeared.

      Redding was about to say something when he saw a displeased look on Kirill’s face.

      ‘That went well,’ Redding decided to say, trying to be positive.

      ‘So why did you do it?’ said Kirill. ‘We had a deal, you and I.’

      ‘I didn’t do… What? I didn’t do anything.’

      ‘You know how you sound? Guilty.’

      ‘I am guilty, although I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

      ‘You leaked Pavlovich’s name to the Americans; you told them about the bomb coming to Washington. Don’t you want this to ever end?’

      ‘If you’re saying these things so you have an excuse to kill me, then go to hell. I never did any such things.’

      Kirill seemed to think about that.

      Redding, exhausted by Kirill’s paranoia and by the morning’s excitement, sat down in the chair previously occupied by the woman. ‘Go to hell, I never said anything to anybody.’

      Again, Kirill seemed to consider Redding’s truthfulness. ‘I need to know the truth. If it wasn’t you we have a bigger problem.’

      Redding sulked in the chair, feeling trapped. He hadn’t done anything wrong, yet he knew he could not prove his innocence. Worn down and exhausted, he sensed he was at the end of his rope.

      ‘I served the Soviet Union for more than twenty years,’ he said, his voice heavy with despair, his head hung low. ‘I’ve waited decades for my reward for helping you with that cursed uranium. Why would I leak now? Think about it, you idiot—why?’

      ‘That is my question. Why?’ said Kirill.

      ‘To hell with you and your Soviet paranoia.’

      ‘Did you help Brash get those drums out of Oak Ridge?’

      ‘I did, I guess, but not intentionally. He needed help getting the containers released, to get them off facility grounds. I had no idea what was in them. They were marked for disposal. You forget, I never got paid and I assumed the same was true for him.’

      ‘Here’s what I’m going to do,’ said Kirill after a minute of pacing. ‘If you can tell me how you leaked this info to the Americans, and when, I promise I will go easy on you. Maybe let you go.’

      Redding looked up at Kirill. ‘That’s insane. Do you hear yourself? If I can prove I’m guilty I’ll get off light, but if I’m innocent, then you’ll what? Torture me? Kill me?’

      ‘You understand me exactly,’ said Kirill. ‘You’re no use to me if you can’t clarify who’s doing the leaking, you must see that?’

      ‘All I see is that you’re as nuts as I figured you to be. Does nothing matter in this world of yours but money? Does honor and service count for nothing?’

      Kirill stepped forward with a pistol extended. ‘You mistake me for somebody else.’

      ‘Then I have nothing to say to you. Even if I had ratted you out I would not tell you. Feeding your self-destructive paranoia will be my revenge, you bastard.’

      Kirill fired impulsively into Redding chest, which heaved with the impact. Then he fired two more times, angry about getting angry.

      ‘Fuck!’ said Kirill, shaking his head in self-disgust.

      Redding’s body slumped over and dropped to the floor.

      ‘Fuck!’ Kirill said again. He paced the floor, mumbling to himself. ‘Why did you kill him, you idiot, that’s exactly what he wanted?’
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2 DAYS AFTER THE ATTACK | ARLINGTON, VIRGINIA

        

      

    

    
      Estes and Marsh had taken the first commercial flight available out of Moscow, recovering the hours they had lost a few days before.

      Nadya, in Moscow, was busy working the leads they had left behind. She reached Estes as he stepped out of the Dulles main terminal with Marsh.

      ‘Bill, I have something.’

      ‘Give it to me,’ said Estes, signaling Marsh to hold up.

      ‘I have in my possession a scanned copy of Pavlovich’s family file, from central government. I’m sending it to you. It looks almost complete. We moved heaven and earth to get this. Pavlovich, the sister, did not die. The Pavlovich’s were Jews—Ashkenazi Jews. His father was a Soviet physicist who went missing. It seems the case was left open but not investigated. And get this, he was outed as homosexual, which is how he first fell under the scrutiny of state security. His wife—Pavlovich’s mother—killed herself some months later, that’s according to the file. Again, nothing was investigated. The sister is six years older than the kid, so she raised him after that. Now she takes her mother’s maiden name. And here’s the clincher, Bill: Yelena Alfassi is working for Israel, Bill. She’s Mossad.’

      Estes stopped breathing. Expecting pieces of the puzzle to fall into place, suddenly nothing made sense again.

      ‘Bill, are you there?’

      ‘I am, I am, it’s just not what I expected to hear. I’m trying to run this through what we already know. How does Israel plug into this? Did they somehow get Pavlovich released? If they learned from him about the bombs, what game are they playing where one of our Navy ships gets destroyed?’

      ‘All good questions,’ said Nadya. ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘We know what Mossad is capable of, but I can’t see where it serves their interest to attack the people of the United States.’

      ‘There has to be a bigger picture we’re not seeing,’ said Nadya. ‘If Pavlovich has been taken in by the Israelis, that would mean he’s in the wind, and not in the U.S. at all. The tips the agency are getting must be a ploy to keep the agency distracted—to keep that picture from coming into focus.’

      ‘I don’t know, it doesn’t feel right. Nothing we’ve heard about Pavlovich suggests he identifies himself as a Jew.’ Estes was thinking of Glinka’s and Skinner’s account, which suggested Israel was involved in Pavlovich’s abduction. That would not put him anywhere near the Israeli side of the equation, regardless of his sister’s defection. Unless… Estes ran the idea through his mind...

      ‘What are you thinking?’ said Nadya.

      ‘Okay, first we rule out the possibility of Mossad not being involved. That’s easy; the sister would never keep such intelligence from her masters. Second, what if we assume Pavlovich isn’t in on it? He’s involved somehow, because the devices are his technology, but he’s on a parallel mission. Maybe Mossad is even playing him. Maybe he is out for his own justice because of his treatment during the interrogation. This leaves us with the Iran side of it. The first attack is on a Navy ship overseas. If Islamic terrorists have their hands on such an overwhelmingly powerful and portable weapon, why not immediately attack their enemies center mass: Israel, or the American homeland? Think of the chatter, the hack on the FBI website, the Stone piece—I think it makes real sense that Mossad is setting up Iran for this. On the other hand, it doesn’t make sense: they would not allow, or facilitate, a direct nuclear attack on a major city just to turn all of America’s anger and might on Iran.’

      ‘I don’t know the answer to that last part,’ said Nadya. ‘But you need to find whatever bombs remain before someone else answers it for you.’

      ‘Okay, let’s get working on this. I’ll brief Skinner. Great work, Nadya, and, as always, you’re a star.’

      ‘There’s a few other things I still need to communicate. I’ll send them via email now.’

      ‘Khorosho,’ said Estes, disconnecting.
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        * * *

      

      Estes had now read the email update from Nadya, and had relayed the information to Skinner, who, just a minute ago, had ended a call with Marsh, who was sitting in the car beside him.

      ‘You okay to talk, or are you still grinding your teeth?’ Estes said her as she drove.

      ‘I’m fine,’ said Marsh, clearly unsettled.

      Skinner had said he was calling her on a personal note to say how utterly disappointed he was in what she had done. He referred to her behavior as ‘running to mommy’ and said she should get her facts straight before telling tales. He also accused her of disregarding the core value of the agency, which he said was trust. Marsh did not apologize. Instead she said that at least before the first 9/11, the American people trusted their government to act honorably and not bring the vengeance of other people and nations down on them. Now the failure to uphold American values had provoked yet another attack on America. In response, Skinner said she was a naive little brat and hung up.

      ‘So…,’ said Estes, ‘the man who visited Pavlovich twice in ’95. We got his name from the file, remember?’

      ‘Okay,’ said Marsh.

      ‘This guy, Kirill, he’s not yet sixty, so he was under thirty when Pavlovich shot his three lieutenants. Nadya says Kirill was a small-time arms dealer after the Soviet Union’s collapse and later got into mercenary contracting and weapons procurement—mostly in Russia and Belarus. He’s been a behind-the-scenes player in Putin’s dirty little war in the Ukraine, and was twice investigated for crimes in Russia, but never charged. Once for illegal possession of nuclear materials. Nadya sums him up as the worst kind of Russian sleaze, says he’s someone who, these days, rarely surfaces. She also mentions, by the way, the FSB General who took custody of Pavlovich back at the beginning, with the prison transfer. He died not long afterwards. Found at home, dead in his bed. Draw your own conclusion, she says.’

      ‘I’m starting to appreciate where the expression “dead end” comes from,’ said Marsh. ‘What do we think the current relationship is between these two Russians? If we can tie Pavlovich to Mossad, and this Kirill to Russia and maybe Iran, where does that get us? It’s like two parallel universes that should never cross.’

      ‘Certainly this Kirill is a middleman in all this. If he brokered a deal with Iranian backed terrorists, he certainly didn’t know Mossad was somehow involved.’

      ‘Two days and we still don’t know who we’re chasing, or whether Washington is really the next target. It’s not good enough is it?’ said Marsh.

      ‘It’s not, you’re right. But we’ll get there. Nadya says she isn’t having much success finding out how Pavlovich got himself released, although she learned he was also charged with aggravated kidnapping, of the men he shot. It’s odd, I guess he couldn’t prove they were dead when he put them in the truck. That added charge meant he was sentenced to life without parole. He should never have been released. If it wasn’t Mossad, maybe Kirill played a role in facilitating Pavlovich’s release—in exchange for the nukes.’

      ‘How can it be so difficult to find out how he won his release?’

      ‘I know what you mean but that’s how it works in old Russia. In Pavlovich’s case, everything will look official: administrative reviews carried out, decisions made, paperwork done, then more reviews, more decisions, more stamps of approval and rejection, and on it goes. We’re talking about decades of this, with the outcome inching its way forward to a conclusion. Somewhere in the process of these seemingly normal events, someone has been bribed or threatened. Probably at several places along the way, actually. You get the picture? There is no simple answer to your question. Even someone involved in perverting the course of justice may never know exactly how the desired result came about or what role they played.’

      ‘You make it sound like Kafka’s castle,’ said Marsh.

      ‘Oh, Nadya knows all about the castle. But it’s still the castle.’
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        * * *

      

      When Estes and Marsh arrived at Langley for their meeting with Skinner, he had gone out. His AA looked worried, as though there had been a nuclear bomb alert and she was left behind to take calls. She said he got a call and left without a word. So they sat and waited, figuring he was occupied rather than having forgotten about them. When he showed up fifteen minutes later he went straight into his office and closed the door. Ten more minutes passed, then Dorothy said the magic words: the deputy director will see you now.’

      When they sat down, Skinner wiped the sweat from his brow and shook his head.

      ‘Everything okay, sir?’ said Estes.

      The big man leaned forward and Estes ruminated on where was the nearest defibrillator.

      ‘Ever hear the expression, seeing is believing?’ Skinner began.

      Both Estes and Marsh waited, recognizing it as a rhetorical question.

      ‘Somebody just dumped a body outside the FBI field office on Fourth Street. Except it turns out she was alive. Damn near got herself ran over, too, from the CCTV footage I saw. She was tied up in duct tape. When someone finally got the office’s attention and got her attended to, she hyperventilated and passed out. She was goddamn lucky she didn’t die—she had a photo of a bomb on her that likely matched the one that had already detonated.’

      ‘A photo sir?’ said Marsh.

      ‘Just hold on, that’s not all she was delivering. Turns out these guys kidnapped her for some show-and-tell. The woman is an FBI administrator and was put in the trunk of a car at her home and taken to a warehouse she cannot remember. There she was shown the real thing, which she quite adamantly characterized as looking exactly like what’s in the photo. I’ve just been on a video call down in Forbert’s temporary office, discussing this with some nuclear experts we’ve been using. Preliminary assessment is that it’s the same design, or a damn good replica.’

      Estes took in the news calmly. Already suspecting there was a bomb of that nature in town, he did not find the account delivered by Skinner to be a great revelation. He did admit to himself, though, that there was something about proof of the device being in close range that affected your bowels. At least in theory it could go off at any minute. The ticking of the nuclear clock was suddenly loud and clear.

      ‘Was there any message? Any demands?’ said Estes.

      Skinner shook his head. ‘Nothing, and the woman… well she might remember something useful later on, after she recovers her wits, but for now that’s all we got. The person who spoke to her at this warehouse, she describes him as sounding like her brother-in-law: a white insurance salesman from Sacramento. They’re checking the CCTV but nobody’s holding their breath. I can’t even show you the image. Nobody wants that getting out. It looks an awful lot like exactly what it is and they’re bracing for the same stunt being pulled across the country.’

      ‘Could that actually be possible?’ said Marsh. ‘Is there a basis for such a claim?’

      ‘It’s your FBI, Michelle. I was hoping to hear from you on this. The FBI is coordinating everything here, as you know. I’m only getting second-hand updates.’

      ‘Delivering proof of the bomb’s existence must be a prelude to something,’ mused Estes. ‘Otherwise why carry out such a stunt?’

      ‘Agreed,’ said Skinner. ‘And let me stress that with no possible exception should this news get out. A panic in Washington might not even stay contained to Washington. The whole country could tear itself apart.’

      ‘Given the cost of a nuke on the black market—portable and proven to work—it can't be about asking for money,’ said Estes, continuing with his own conversation.

      ‘This news about Pavlovich’s sister, the director is reaching out to Mossad to see if we can get some immediate clarification.’ Skinner took a sip from a cup of coffee and continued, ‘It’s certainly not the time to be scratching our asses, but until we learn whether they’re in the center of this or at the periphery, we’re chasing our tail. It’s like we don’t know if we’re in a theater of war or in a theater of the absurd.’
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      Kon really had no idea what it meant to go to the nation’s capital but now that he was there, he found the institutions dedicated to science and technology to be fascinating. Brash was not so impressed, largely because he could not stop thinking about the bomb he had helped bring to D.C.

      They were enjoying the low volume of tourists in the capital, spending the day at the Smithsonian museums while Kon waited for his phone to ring.

      Kon had to admit to himself that, from the start, he'd never really had a plan, other than to contact Kirill and try to get his hands on him. But the attack, and the contact with his sister, forced him to put that on hold. There were too many unknowns and too many uncertainties. He had decided earlier that morning that if he did not hear from his sister by the end of the day, he would turn to his plan of last resort, which was to find someone fit for purpose at the CIA and get answers out of them. Then find Kirill.

      They were finishing a late lunch. Brash wandered off to the restroom. The phone rang…
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      Instead of updating Skinner about the FBI’s unfolding operation, Marsh tried to make peace by bringing him and Estes along to an FBI raid that was underway. It was not too far from Langley, so Skinner and Estes piled into Skinner’s black Suburban and followed Marsh in the rental to see what they could learn. After being driven through a mostly residential area with low-rise apartment buildings, a fleet of law enforcement vehicles appeared in view. Some were FBI, others were local and state police handling crowd control. Most of the vehicles were situated in front of a mixed-use building. Residential units sat above a strip of retail shops and takeout restaurants.

      The area was cordoned off so they parked a hundred meters away and got out.

      ‘I think I see someone I recognize,’ said Marsh after joining up with them.

      She showed her badge to a uniformed officer and they approached an agent in slacks and a FBI windbreaker. She was sitting alone in the front passenger seat of an SUV with the door open.

      ‘Kate, hey,’ said Marsh, as they neared.

      The agent looked up and saw them. ‘Oh hey, Michelle,’ she said, getting out.

      Marsh made the introductions and the agent went on to explain how they had just been stood down…

      ‘Sorry I don’t have better news,’ the agent concluded. ‘False alarm.’

      ‘What do you think happened?’ said Marsh.

      ‘I don’t know. We were told the intel was rock solid. A terrorist cell was what we were expecting. Everyone was really amped up because of the… well you know what. Stressful when you don’t know what’s coming at you like that. There was another raid, too, conducted simultaneously across town. Same result, we just heard. Again, sorry guys. Just so disappointing.’

      Estes and Skinner thanked her and they headed back to the waiting vehicle. Marsh stayed behind for a minute and then caught up just as they were getting in.

      ‘Any idea how unusual that is?’ Skinner said to Marsh.

      ‘Odd to have two call-outs that came in together. Maybe they’re chasing down anything even remotely relevant, but she told me something else. She said the spoken language picked up in both cases was Farsi and it was supposed to be a highly credible threat. Meaning there was chatter of something happening that’s federal and imminent. She said her colleagues are pretty shaken up.’

      Skinner nodded, distracted by his own thoughts. He looked over at Estes. ‘Bill?’

      Estes shrugged. ‘Disappointing, what else can I say? Are they picking up Farsi because they’re dialed in for that? We don’t know enough to say. I’m not so sure, though, about the tactic of a raid on a possible terrorist cell waiting for orders to push the button. Not to mix metaphors, but it would be the holy grail of martyrdom. I’d think watch and wait would be a better tactic.’

      ‘They didn’t just rush in like a bunch of cowboys, Bill. Kate said they hit the unit with an EMP before going in. That’s why they lost all radio contact with the team afterwards.’

      ‘Well, let’s hope the FBI doesn’t get discouraged by these bogus call-outs and let their guard down.’

      ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ said Marsh.

      Estes put up a hand as if to say, hold on. ‘I just mean it’s not unheard of for signal intelligence to get swamped by false positives, so that the whole surveillance mission collapses.’

      ‘You mean by design?’ said Marsh.

      ‘Yes, a foreign intelligence unit might flood an area with bogus transmissions to camouflage their real comms, which naturally they don’t want detected. Although I have to say, I’ve never seen such a thing carried out on U.S. soil. You would only employ decoys if the background noise in the area was so low you would otherwise stand out.’

      Marsh shook her head, knowing D.C. was getting quieter by the minute, hoping Estes was wrong.
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        * * *

      

      Underwhelmed with the results of the day, Skinner involved Estes and Marsh in an informal lunch with the FBI’s outspoken deputy director Jimmy Jones. Commiserating over takeout food at a park a few blocks away, Jones complained about the impossible situation the FBI was in, subtly blaming the president because he had not called out Iran for their obvious involvement. ‘I’m not privy to what’s going on in the Security Council at the moment, but Iran needs to be told loud and clear that if anything happens on American soil it will in no way affect us from responding in kind. Good bye, Tehran.’

      Skinner stayed mum, thinking the deputy director had drunk too much of Herschel Stone’s Kool-Aid.

      This led to a discussion on whether they anticipated demands would be made before another attack occurred. Again, Jones made his view clear. He said there were those who believed they were safe in Washington for now because no demands had been made. ‘Why obliterate a Naval vessel as a demonstration of capabilities if you were not intending to make demands?’ he summarized. And then there were those who took the Twin Tower view, he explained, arguing that the strike would be without warning and without demands. Embracing the latter view, Jones concluded, ‘Which is why we need to act now.’

      Soon the lunch was over and Skinner assured his FBI colleague he would share his concerns with the White House if given the chance. Jones took that as confirmation of his bullish attitude and thanked them enthusiastically for the meal.

      Jones was escorted back to his car by an aide and Skinner was rushed off to Langley.

      Suddenly alone, Estes and Marsh took a moment outside to enjoy the relaxing atmosphere of the park, which belied the crisis at the city's center.

      ‘Blame the CIA,’ said Marsh, pointing out a flyer on a lamp-post. ‘What do you make of that?’

      ‘At least they spelled CIA right,’ said Estes.

      Marsh studied the flyer, trying to find meaning in it. ‘Now that we’re back here, I’m not sure what our mission is anymore?’ said Marsh.

      ‘Waiting is not a mission, you’re right,’ said Estes. ‘You want to go back to the FBI assembly area, check in with the agents there?’

      ‘I’m gonna walk,’ said Marsh, handing over the keys to the rental. ‘My head’s about to explode.’

      ‘Probably a good idea,’ said Estes, ’I’ve got calls to make and I need to reach Nadya before it’s too late over there. How about I check back in with you in a couple of hours?’

      ‘If we’re still here,’ said Marsh.

      'Just stay safe,' said Estes.
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      Marsh’s attempt to clear her head took her in no particular direction. The street she was on seemed to wind around in circles. It bordered a rough neighborhood but she paid it no mind. Her FBI blues were drab, her hair was pulled back in an unassuming way, and she had her 1911 Ronin 9mm handgun on her hip under her windbreaker.

      After a few blocks, the sight of a homeless man across the street caught her attention. He was sitting at the entrance of an alleyway next to a dumpster, facing outward. The dumpster was buried under a mountain of uncollected garbage bags. She thought about how the poorest would be most affected by an attack on the city because they had nowhere to go.

      The bearded man was sitting on the ground rocking back and forth in his odd get-up, with no personal belongings other than a large cardboard sign he held. Marsh paused for a moment, trying to make out what it said. She could easily see the big letters: ‘CIA.’ That definitely got her attention. Halfway across the street, she stopped, seeing that the smaller letters at the top read, unsurprisingly:

      'BLAME THE’

      Marsh did not feel threatened. It was the afternoon and there was still traffic and people about. She had her phone but lacked a police radio.

      Marsh continued on, stopping several feet away from the man.

      ‘Blame what on the CIA?’ she said.

      The man studied her. ‘Five dollars,’ he said in a raspy voice with a creepy smile. He did not look like an old man but sounded like one.

      ‘Five dollars for what?’ she said.

      ‘All answers, five dollars.’

      ‘Then I already owe you five dollars?’

      He gave her a sinister grin and started rocking again. ‘Or go to hell and leave me alone,’ he barked out. Then, as though embarrassed by his uncontrolled outburst, he looked away.

      Marsh wondered if he was off his medication. She took a $10 bill out of the wallet she had in her windbreaker, replaced it, and approached the man.

      He snatched away the money and looked at the bill. ‘Two answers,’ he said with the same smirk.

      Marsh stepped back a few feet to be safe and pointed to the sign. ‘Blame what on the CIA?’ she asked again, wondering if maybe he saw who was putting up the flyers.

      ‘Your nightmares!’ he blurted out. ‘Next question.’

      ‘The flyers on the light posts… Did you see anyone putting them up?’

      ‘The FBI,’ said the man. ‘It was the FBI, I know it.’

      This provoked another question from Marsh but she stopped herself. Satisfying her curiosity with a delusional man was not worth another $5 or $10 dollars. ‘Enjoy your day,’ she said and turned away.

      She had made it a few steps before she heard his reply.

      ‘You too, Special Agent Marsh.’

      Marsh spun around but the man was gone. She moved into the alley but saw no one. With all the junk and garbage about, he could be hiding anywhere. She told herself it was not her imagination, although the moment she had that thought, she began to wonder. She had hardly eaten or slept for three days. She stood there a minute, telling herself to get her phone out and call for assistance. She continued thinking that as she removed her weapon and shuffled forward. A few more steps down the alley, then a few more. Then she saw him sitting there on the other side of the dumpster, hunched up against the wall, looking relaxed.

      Marsh kept her gun raised. ‘Who are you and how do you know my name?’

      ‘Are those really the questions you want to ask?’

      ‘What should I be asking?’ said Marsh.

      ‘If you value your life, I would ask, Where’s the bomb and when will it go off?’

      Marsh was too fazed by everything that was happening to respond.

      ‘Relax. If you shoot me, you won’t get any of the answers you are looking for.’

      ‘You’re Pavlovich,’ she said finally. The Russian looked surprisingly young, she thought, although there was something about this eyes that told his real age.

      ‘Another wasted question,’ said Kon.

      ‘How did you find me? And how do you know who I am?’

      ‘Eyes and ears, agent Marsh. They’re everywhere. As you know.’

      ‘That’s not a real answer. How do you know who I am?’ she repeated.

      ‘I know you are not such a good friend of the CIA, that’s what I know.’

      Marsh could now detect his Russian accent. Although she had seen a photograph and some CCTV images, he looked unrecognizable with the beard, the cap, and the casual American clothes. ‘You’re well informed,’ she said.

      ‘I’m informed about many things. For example I know there are other Russians in town. One in particular might interest you. He is an old Soviet spy your FBI has been looking for. You will know him as Delmar Redding.’

      Marsh committed the name to memory for later. ‘Why are you telling me this and what do you want?’

      ‘What do I want? Such a big question, no? What I want is the complete CIA file on my kidnapping. Sixteen days, 1995. I suggest looking under the CIA classification, extraterritorial operation.’

      Marsh considered the meaning of what she was hearing. ‘You killed hundreds of American servicemen for a file?’

      ‘So far. But not for the file, because of what’s in the file. I trust you know the difference.’

      ‘What do you plan to do with it?’

      ‘The file? Read it.’

      ‘For names, you mean?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Of CIA personnel?’

      Kon nodded.

      Marsh further studied the man, thinking his manner was not of someone looking to engage in mass murder. ‘There may be no file, you do realize that? I don’t think it was the kind of operation that leaves a paper trail.’

      ‘You will do your best.’

      ‘And if I don’t?’

      ‘Then, like me, the CIA will be in your nightmares forever. Although who can say how long forever is in these times.’

      ‘And if I do?’

      ‘Then you will be serving your country.’

      ‘How so?’

      ‘You might still have a chance, but you need to act fast. Tomorrow could be too late.’

      ‘How do I know you still have this thing under your control?’

      ‘Net vybora,’ said Kon, meaning, you had better hope so. ‘These other people, I’m told they keep a tight schedule.’

      ‘How do I find you?’

      ‘Take another walk. But no games. Remember, eyes and ears, Agent Marsh.’

      She looked again at the Russian. He was not the man she had been picturing since leaving Moscow. It was a thought that filled her with dread. Had she and Estes been wrong about him from the start? No longer feeling certain about anything, she wondered if she shot and wounded him now, as she would be expected to do by her FBI peers, would they get the answers they needed?

      She doubted it.
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      Estes did not make it far after Marsh went for her walk. A call came in from his old acquaintance at DHS, Phil Higgins. As it rang, Estes went and sat down at a nearby park bench. He hoped Higgins was calling to share some information rather than ask for some. He was an old friend of the president’s, so maybe he had something. After a wasted morning and the pointless visit to the FBI raid, Estes felt like he was going in circles—right down the toilet bowl.

      ‘Hello, Phil,’ said Estes.

      ‘I’m not sure what’s trickling down to you from the White House these days?’ said Higgins.

      ‘To me? Very little I’m afraid.’

      ‘Then I want to run something past you. But I’ll warn you, Bill, this item is definitely above your pay grade, and mine. And highly confidential, by which I mean, do not repeat what I am about to tell you—not to anyone, not even a priest.’

      ‘So noted,’ said Estes.

      ‘There’s a rumor, as you know, that the administration is negotiating with a group calling themselves Islamic Jihad. I haven’t confirmed that with the president directly, but if you’ve read that piece by Stone, you’ll be on the wrong track. Whoever these guys are, they want something very goddamned different from what Stone described.’

      ‘And that is?’ said Estes, struck by the stress he detected in Higgins’s voice.

      ’You’re going to think I’m losing it when I tell you this, but here goes. I’ve just been told they want the president shot—and by shot I mean dead. And they want the VP to do it. The president has until two o’clock tomorrow to make sure it gets done.’

      Although his mind rejected what he was hearing, Estes felt the acid begin to percolate in his stomach.

      The line of succession dictated that, if the VP immediately resigned afterward, the Speaker of the House would become the beneficiary of such a Shakespearean plot. That person was Maggie Steadman. A highly charismatic but unhinged member of Congress, her only apparent goal seemed to be the destruction of the very institution she was elected to serve. It was not just a case of the fox in the henhouse—the fox, in this case, would rally the hens to slaughter every farmer in the land. Estes recalled a recent, albeit unflattering, description of her: ‘Trump with a bigger brain and smaller breasts.’ He could never quite figure out how she managed to hypnotize her fellow members of Congress into licking her toes, but somehow she had.

      What Higgins was suggesting didn’t make sense, though. Islamic terrorists saw little distinction between Steadman and anyone else in Congress, even if she was not exactly a friend of Israel. There had to be more to it.

      ‘Who knows about this?’ said Estes.

      ‘The ultimatum was delivered to the president personally by special envoy. So nobody knows about this other than you and me; certainly not the vice president.’

      ‘But those two are being kept apart in case of an attack, right?’

      ‘They are, but only as long as Rutherford stays in the bunker. A source in the Secret Service tells me he and members of the Security Council might be bugging out tomorrow for an unknown location.’

      ‘Were you asked by the president to weight in?’

      ‘No, he specifically asked me not to. He wanted a confidential ear. I only managed to stress that there was a precedent regarding terrorists that prevented him from doing this, no matter what the cost.’

      ‘And what was your sense?’

      ‘He’s old and he’s been deeply shaken by the first attack. He’s isolated. You might even say lonely. But that’s not all. The president is not at all well—in fact, he’s dying.’

      ‘What?’ said Estes.

      ‘Few know. A brain tumor, benign but inoperable. They only found it because of a routine MRI after he began complaining of headaches. It was supposed to be announced in a press briefing a few days ago, then all hell broke loose. Soon he will be incapacitated and have to resign in any case.’

      ‘Is this a coincidence?’ said Estes.

      ‘Not at all, these terrorists are very aware. That’s how they intend for it to be sold to the American people. The president pens a note explaining why he’s going to take his own life, then the shooting by Miller is explained as a mercy killing by his dearest friend—or maybe it’s an accident.’

      ‘Is that really credible? I can’t imagine it.’

      ‘It’s incredible, that’s for damn sure. But, Bill, what else are the people going to believe, that the VP shot the president to reach higher office?’

      ‘So we should assume that this illness is what prompted the idea for the assassination in the first place?’

      ‘Has to be, although their endgame is not entirely clear to me, or the president.’

      ‘Who’s the envoy?’

      ‘I’m told it’s the Ambassador of the Sultanate of Oman. The president said when he rejected the idea outright, the ambassador said the president had no choice—that it was a small price to pay for the VP to keep her children and so many others safe.’

      ‘Oman is a neutral, that doesn’t give too much away. Although there are few countries with that kind of leverage over them. Iran being one.’ As Estes said these words, his mind looked for the invisible hand of the Mossad in all this.

      ‘What else?’ said Estes.

      ‘More than anything, I was struck by how resigned he sounded to it all. He actually agreed that he was being given no choice. I can’t say he seemed too worried about Miller considering how close they’ve become.’

      ‘But how would he have any confidence they would keep their side of the bargain? It seems far-fetched to believe anything they would say.’

      ‘They don’t seem to care about that. They say do it or else. This threat of a nuclear attack, Bill, it’s no longer a hypothetical. It’s absolute power. Total fucking absolute power.’

      ‘It’s absolutely macabre is what it is,’ said Estes. ‘You had any time to think on this?’

      ‘The only thought I had was maybe it’s less about Steadman and more about eliminating the imminent president in waiting: Miller.’

      ‘That’s interesting. The president is dying, so the VP gets three years plus change in the Oval. We know Miller favors appeasement with Iran and has been very dovish on Israel since the leveling of Gaza and the provocations with Lebanon. Steadman, meanwhile, has no clear foreign policy and wants to dismantle the federal bureaucracy. I don’t know, Phil, it doesn’t add up to be enough. We’re missing something, something involving Steadman.’

      There was a pause as both men tried to come to terms with the exceptional circumstances they faced. Estes thought again about how Steadman could possibly have a utility for Iran. The discovery by the terrorists that the president was dying probably upset their original plans, as they would be negotiating with a dead man. Estes reminded himself that it was the Persian way to lock a secret inside many other secrets.

      ‘I know, Bill,’ said Higgins, interrupting Estes's thoughts. ‘It's like everything bad that's been coming our way has hit all at once.’

      ‘Give me some time to process this,’ said Estes, needing to get off the line. Marsh had called several times and he had rejected all the calls. ‘What’s the estimate of the numbers residing in D.C. at present?’

      ‘That depends on how large a circle you draw,’ said Higgins. ‘In the blast zone for a hit on the capital, maybe half a million, including you and me. But Washington is more than just its people. It’s a symbol. It’s all the institutional history, the U.S. Capital, Holocaust Museum, the Smithsonian, the Library of Congress. Something might die in the next twenty-four hours that the nation doesn’t come back from.’

      ‘I understand, old friend. Hang tight, I’ll circle back,’ said Estes and disconnected.
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      Marsh was red-faced with frustration that was tipping over into fury when Estes finally answered her call.

      ‘Michelle, sorry, I had an important call and I still haven’t connected with Nadya. Everything okay?’

      ‘Not really. Where are you? I need you to pick me up immediately.’

      Estes felt dizzy. Not a minute ago he was on the most bizarre call of his life and now there was a frantic call from Marsh.

      ‘I’m still at the car, I haven’t even left.’

      ‘Ok, pick me up on Wallenberg, across from Fallon House,’ said Marsh, disconnecting.

      Estes got underway and arrived a few minutes later. He had barely come to a stop when Marsh had the door open and was jumping in.

      ‘Destination?’ said Estes as he pulled out into light traffic.

      ‘Any side street. Something’s happened.’

      Estes stole glances at Marsh as he drove. She was silent, facing forward with a determined look on her face he had seen before. He pulled over in the shade a few minutes later. ‘Go ahead,’ he said.

      ‘Pavlovich just confronted me on the street in an alleyway. He must have been following me. He told me I have until the end of today to get the rendition file for his CIA interrogation. He says it’s our only chance to stop the bomb.’

      ‘Okay, slow down. How do you know it was Pavlovich? There seems to be a lot of misinformation being spread around lately. How would he even find you?’

      ‘Bill, don’t give me that crap.’ Marsh shook her head, tears welling up in her eyes. ‘It was Pavlovich. He knew things, including my leak to the FBI about the CIA interrogation, which he has now confirmed. I don’t know how he found me. He said he had eyes and ears on me, which must be true somehow.’

      Estes thought about that and what it indicated about Pavlovich working alone. ‘What did he say exactly? Why does he want the file?’

      ‘I’ve been thinking about that. Everything we know about him says he’s here because he wants to settle a score. I think the file means he’s willing to settle it on a personal level if we can give him what he wants. He also gave what sounded like a tip: he said there was a Russian spy still in the country named Delmar Redding, and we should find him.’

      ‘Okay, we’ll check that immediately. He actually said he could stop the bomb? Did you ask him how we can trust he’s still in control of it? A call I just took suggested Pavlovich is no longer even involved. That’s my feeling too.’

      ‘For God’s sake, does it matter?’ said Marsh. ‘And don’t lecture me about trust. Yes, it will be important to ask him when we hand over the file, to see if he’s being truthful. But we have no choice. He says that after tonight his window of opportunity to defuse the situation closes.’

      Estes noted the same remark he'd just heard from Higgins—that they had no choice. He could see Marsh was shaken, viewing this as their big chance to end it. But he had his doubts. He imagined it was something Pavlovich wanted at the last minute before disappearing back to Russia—before being vaporized with those left behind.

      ‘I’d like to think about it for a moment,’ said Estes. ‘What if we kept him here in D.C. instead? Apprehended him. Would he tell us everything he knew to avoid being annihilated along with the rest of us?’

      Marsh shook her head, silent under the oppressive distrust of the CIA.

      ‘Michelle, listen to me. The moment you hand him that file, he’ll disappear. You’ll be overwhelmed with a terrible guilt—the one chance you had, that any of us had, to get a hold on a piece of this will have slipped away. I’ve been there. It’s devastating.’

      ‘I’m sure you have, Bill, but I think we have acquired good intelligence, you and I, as we set out to do. And that intelligence says that if we poke and prod Pavlovich any longer he will gladly sit idly by and watch us pay the ultimate price. Consider all he’s been through and what he’s achieved. He would not give up all control of his device to others. This could be our only way out of this.’

      Estes took a breath, wondering what other options neither of them were considering given how stressed they were. Turning the whole thing over to Skinner or the FBI was one option. Making contact with Pavlovich was a massive breakthrough, but what to do about it was hardly their decision.

      ‘I’ll admit we can’t know for sure,’ said Estes. ‘But I’m not sure it matters because there is no file. Never was.’

      Marsh went to speak and Estes raised his hand to interrupt.

      ‘I’ve already discussed this with Skinner. There was a unit in Europe that dealt with groups believed to be involved in moving stolen nuclear material, of which there were plenty. The operations were always done off-book and involved contractors.’

      Marsh looked at Estes with a silent fury.

      ‘Why don’t we leave this for others to decide?’ said Estes, knowing Marsh had not been persuaded.

      ‘He planned this, he knows what he is doing, and he will only deal with me. So if you don’t have a file, create one. Just make sure it leads Pavlovich to where he wants to go, or this may never be over.’

      They sat there in the car in silence for a moment.

      ‘How does he expect you to contact him?’ said Estes.

      ‘Go for another walk. Somehow he can track me. Maybe he has others assisting him, maybe CCTV, maybe this car, I don’t know. If he can build a sophisticated nuclear weapon and get it placed anywhere in the world, I think we have to assume he’ll know if my intentions are false, or yours.’

      Estes was still half-distracted by his earlier conversation with Higgins. Did these two scenarios fit together somehow? Could Pavlovich persuade Kirill, or walk into a room guarded by religious zealots and tell them he changed his mind? Pavlovich was a clever son of a bitch, maybe he could. But then again, maybe he couldn’t.

      ‘Okay, this conversation never happened and there will be no file for you. But I have a name, Michelle. On my honor, I can tell you there is only one person Pavlovich needs to know about. That man is Matt Hendrix, still hanging around Moscow Station. If Pavlovich finds him I trust he will know he’s found the right man.’

      Marsh looked at Estes, gauging his sincerity. ‘Okay,’ she said, ‘it will have to do.’

      For a second time, Marsh told Estes she was taking a walk. She thanked him perfunctorily and got out of the car.
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        * * *

      

      Marsh was weak with fatigue but decided she would walk until the Russian appeared, or until the night came to an end. She would monitor her phone, but as far as she was concerned, nothing else mattered. She felt she was on her own, walking in an urban wilderness, but there was something about the way Estes had left it that made her wonder. Or was the CIA’s paranoia rubbing off on her?
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2 DAYS AFTER THE ATTACK | WASHINGTON, D.C.

        

      

    

    
      At that moment, Kon was not tracking Marsh. Instead he was sitting in his parked Jeep with his accidental accomplice, Brash. They were eating Kon’s latest favorite food: pizza.

      When Yelena reached him a second time, it sounded like whoever she was working with had things back under control. But Kon was surprised to hear his sister offering him a deal: she would give him the whereabouts of Kirill if he would pass on information to the FBI and turn himself in. Passing on the name of the Oak Ridge spy seemed to be key to leading the Americans to the bomb, although Kon could not see exactly how. She said for him not to worry, that another deal would be made for his release and for a private flight out. He would have to trust her, she said. He had agreed but with one condition: he would get a look at that file before turning himself in.

      ‘Make all the mess you like,’ said Kon to Brash, wiping his greasy hands on the seat. ‘This is our last day using this American junk.’

      Brash had calmed down after learning he was not brought to D.C. to participate in the bombing. He had also been given a chance to send another message to his daughter and granddaughter. Now he was watching in the rear view mirror the man who showed up alongside Delmar Redding in Oak Ridge, claiming to be Pavlovich.

      ‘They’re leaving the restaurant,’ said Brash.

      ‘Okay, drive,’ said Kon.

      Brash started the Jeep and followed Kon's instructions as he drove. After a few turns, Brash realized where they were heading: back to the same Bethesda residence they had visited earlier. He had stayed in the car while Kon disappeared into the backyard with a small bag of items—items Kon had instructed him to purchase at a hardware store earlier that afternoon.

      Brash drove and he parked just up the street in the same spot.

      ‘When he comes, if he’s not alone, call me and hang up after two rings. If you hear shots, do nothing; if you hear sirens, get lost. You’ve no role to play here, understood?’

      Brash nodded in agreement.

      Kon got out and walked up the sidewalk before disappearing again.

      After ten minutes, on alert for any sign of Kirill, Brash figured the Russian was not coming. Then, drowsy from the meal, he was suddenly jolted awake, alarmed to see the garage door opening. A black sedan appeared, pulling into the driveway and disappearing inside. It all happened so fast that Brash forgot even to look for a passenger. He took out his phone but decided he had nothing certain to communicate.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Inside, Kon heard the automatic garage door being engaged. There was a covered passage between the house and the garage, so Kon pressed himself up against the kitchen wall and waited. He heard the side door of the garage open and then he heard a voice. It was Kirill speaking Russian, presumably on the phone. Then a key was put in the deadbolt and Kon, energized after thirty years of waiting, readied himself.

      Kirill came through and turned the corner to deactivate the alarm. Kon surprised him with a fierce punch in the face, almost knocking the arms dealer off his feet, sending him sprawling backwards. A woman had barely made it across the threshold and Kon hesitated for a second, surprised to see her there. In an instant he had to assess whether her visit was business or pleasure. She was already reaching for something, though, so Kon slapped it away with his right—a small semi-automatic—then backhanded her, knocking her into the wall of the doorframe. Kirill had recovered his footing by then and was taking out his own weapon. His face was a bloodied mess but he got off a hurried shot. The woman had come back at Kon by that time, however, and he heard the woman cry out as she was hit by Kirill’s bullet, dropping her to the ground. Kirill, distracted by the unexpected result, watched as Kon charged him, driving him several steps back. Kirill was slammed up against a wall covered with photographs and art. Frames and glass exploded everywhere.

      As they fought over the pistol still in Kirill’s possession, Kon reached up, spreading one hand across the side of Kirill’s face, pushing it with furious energy against the broken glass remaining in a broken frame. Two sets of feet scrambled in a dance to keep their balance on the broken glass. Kirill and Kon snarled in mutual determination as blood began dripping down the frame and onto the floor. Their matched strength locked them in a close struggle, burning together like an electrical short circuit. Kirill finally managed to break loose by dropping his pistol and pulling his hand free. Kon stepped back and they began exchanging punches.

      After several mostly ineffectual blows, Kirill landed a solid hit, and Kon's left eye immediately swelled. Kon blocked the next punch, stepping aside as he dodged another, and finally drew his pistol. It was time to put an end to this reckless brawling. But Kirill, already charging, was too committed to stop in time. Kon struck him hard across the side of the head with the gun, spilling Kirill across a small table and onto the floor.

      Kon stood over him, trembling with anger, struggling to catch his breath. Both the arms dealer and his female associate were down. Kon looked himself over as he paced back and forth to the beat of adrenaline, conflicted about whether to sit and wait for Kirill to gain consciousness. He also thought about whether his options had changed because of the unexpected appearance of the woman.

      Pocketing the pistol, Kon closed the side door after deciding to move Kirill, wanting to make it appear as though she had fired the last shot. He collected his bag and removed the duct tape, then secured Kirill’s ankles and wrists. With that done, he took a moment to reflect on the present situation, having waited so long for this day to come. Resting in a chair, he waited for his old Russian adversary to regain consciousness.

      After a few minutes, Kirill came to, spitting out blood and struggling to free himself. Kon got up and stood beside him until the man succumbed to his situation. Relaxing flat on his back, staring up at the ceiling, Kirill seemed to focus on what he might say to keep himself alive.

      ‘So you’ve decided to come join us after all,’ he said finally in Russian.

      Kon said nothing.

      ‘You must be pleased.’

      ‘Pleased?’ said Kon.

      ‘I saw what you were up to, building your little gadgets. Not that I was surprised they worked. You were like a robot that crawled out of the scrapyard of the Soviet Union, programmed for destruction. Look how far you’ve come.’

      ‘And look at how far you’ve come,’ said Kon.

      ‘It made a hell of a mess, your bomb.’

      ‘That was somebody else’s mess. Which you made happen.’

      ‘It got you out of prison. It cost me half of everything.’

      Kon looked at him, tied up and helpless. ‘I’d say it cost you everything.’

      ‘And look at what I’ve gotten in return? What have I ever done to you? Huh? You killed my men, you disappeared with my uranium. It wasn’t me, it was you who built those bombs.

      ‘You’re forgetting something.’

      ‘Oh, what’s that?’ said Kirill.

      ‘Anya.’

      ‘Anya? What are you talking about? She was part of it. You used her. You’re responsible for that, Pavlovich. Not me. If you cared about her, you shouldn’t have involved her.’

      ‘You shouldn’t have killed her.’

      ‘Not true. Your hate towards me is just the hate you have for yourself. For your own foolish choices. Always making life hard for yourself.’

      Kon sensed Kirill knew he was running out of time. He looked desperate and miserable with his smashed nose and bleeding ear.

      ‘We had an agreement,’ growled Kirill.

      ‘You came once, you came a second time,’ said Kon. ‘You were very determined. Did you not think I would come for you?’

      ‘We just wanted answers, all you had to do was fucking tell us. Look, if you’re going to stop this thing, you’re going to need my help. Is that what you want? I know where it is. We can still end this. Agree on terms and end this.’

      ‘You should not concern yourself with that.’

      ‘Pavlovich!’

      Kon got up and looked down upon Kirill. ‘Stay still,’ he said.

      Kirill struggled madly for a minute to free himself as Kon watched on dispassionately. Kon then employed a neat trick shown to him long ago by Kirill. He placed the woman’s pistol back in her hand, then used his own hand, over hers, to aim and fire.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Marsh had stopped for a quick meal at a mostly empty taqueria. Now she was walking a route that was partly residential, letting Pavlovich worry about finding her. She did not bother looking for any homeless men and she was too exhausted to ponder what clever trick he would employ this time. Which is why she was taken by surprise when a taxi pulled up beside her and a man stepped out.

      It was not the homeless Pavlovich but it was definitely Pavlovich. He was clean-shaven and better dressed, but had a bit of a shiner. All tidied up, he looked younger still.

      ‘What happened to you?’ said Marsh.

      ‘Keep walking,’ said Kon, steering her by the arm onto the sidewalk.

      ‘Do you have the file?’ he said.

      ‘I’m sorry, there is no file,’ said Marsh.

      ‘Then why are you here? Do you really think you can, how do you say… spring a trap on me?’

      ‘I have what you want.’

      Kon waited for her to continue.

      ‘I have the name of the man who was there, who led the CIA interrogation.’

      ‘What name?’

      ‘Hendrix. Matt Hendrix—State Department, still lives in Moscow.’

      Kon stopped Marsh on the sidewalk ahead of an intersection. ‘Matt… yes…,’ he mumbled to himself, lost in thought.

      He looked at Marsh. ‘So you are a traitor? Why do you give me this name?’

      ‘As far as I’m concerned, that man is the traitor.’

      Kon thought about that. ‘Perhaps,’ he said.

      ‘So how do we know you will stop this thing?’ said Marsh.

      Kon was about to speak when a helicopter emerged from the darkness, roaring overhead as it slowed to hover above them, casting a white spotlight. Marsh saw Kon react, and they both looked down—a dart of some kind had struck his thigh. At the same moment, several FBI vehicles raced in from all directions, lights flashing.

      Marsh watched as Kon reached into his pants pocket and removed something, her alarm growing when she saw what he did next: he swallowed it.

      ‘Goodbye, Agent Marsh,’ he said.

      ‘Goddamn you, Bill,’ cursed Marsh.

    

  







            CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

          

          

      

    

    






2 DAYS AFTER THE ATTACK | WASHINGTON, D.C.

        

      

    

    
      The FBI appeared out of nowhere to forcibly removed Brash from the Jeep just after dark. He was handcuffed and driven in an unmarked Chevy Tahoe to a gated facility that was poorly lit and had few personnel. There Brash was placed in one of three holding cells in half darkness. He thought it looked like the kind of nondescript place where the feds might hold you until they had you booked into a lovely retirement spot like Guantanamo Bay.

      Kon had said something to him about this, that he would be treated less as a criminal, at first, and more like a high-value witness. There had been no formal arrest and nobody had even asked his name. Or suggested he had any rights. Once inside, they took his wallet and pocketknife and locked him up. Kon had stressed again that evening that Brash should only talk to the CIA. That he should admit to everything that had happened, starting with Oak Ridge and Delmar Redding. Kon also said he should forget all about being at the Bethesda house.

      All this came from Kon moments after they left Bethesda, when Kon had him pull over. First he told him to call 911. As instructed, Brash reported hearing shots fired at the Bethesda residence. Kon took the phone, removed the sim, and dropped them both into a storm drain. He wished Brash well with a pat on the shoulder and reminded him of the task ahead. ‘Do as I suggest and you’ll be fine. You have my word. Do anything else and you’re on your own.’

      Now, different people in a different vehicle had moved Brash a second time. They had driven a half hour somewhere out of D.C. A sign Brash saw illuminated by the headlights said Prince George's County, Maryland. It was a small airbase from what he could tell. He was led into a separate building, into a cold room with a metal table and three plastic chairs. The mirrored window on the wall told him it was an interrogation room. Brash was nervous, but mostly he thought about his family and whether he would ever see them again. He was free of Kon now, probably forever. But he was not free. He doubted being in the hands of a panicked U.S. government was going to be any better. They would really only want to know one thing: the whereabouts of the second bomb he had helped bring into the world. He was not going to be of much help.
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      While en route to the airbase, Estes had gotten in touch with Skinner, who had nothing to contribute but bad news…

      The DOD contractors overseeing Pavlovich's confinement had been placed under direct supervision of the White House, rather than the CIA. Meanwhile, nothing helpful had come in from Mossad, who claimed to have no involvement or even awareness of the unfolding situation in D.C.

      Skinner also informed Estes of breaking news: two of their suspects in the investigation had been found dead in separate incidents in the area. One was Delmar Redding, the long-suspected spy who had worked with Brash at Oak Ridge. The other was Grigori Kirill, a weapons procurer. Redding and a woman—another Russian national—had probably been killed by Kirill, hours apart, though it appeared she had managed to kill Kirill as well in the shoot-out. Estes figured these deaths were likely the result of Kirill tying up loose ends, though he was hardly confident in his assessment. Nor was he certain what Kirill’s death signified for their chances of tracking down the nuke in time.

      The deaths cemented the assumption that Washington was the intended next target. But as Marsh had said hours before, it did not get them any closer to the bomb.

      After disconnecting with Skinner, there was another call from Phil Higgins. He informed Estes that the president had arranged a White House meeting with the VP the following morning. The stated reason was to discuss the president’s immediate resignation, as the tumor was producing debilitating migraines, leaving him bedridden. Neither Higgins nor Estes knew what to make of this. It sounded perfectly reasonable, but it also fit the bloody scenario Higgins had outlined earlier.

      Estes feared the worst, believing Pavlovich was their only remaining hope of defusing the situation. This left him deeply apprehensive, wondering whether his betrayal of Marsh would ultimately pay off.
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        * * *

      

      Estes was buzzed into the observation room, finding the special forces contractors he’d expected, all wearing camouflage caps and black fleece jackets. They filled up the small room and looked restless. There was also a warrant officer whom Estes recognized as a healthcare technician.

      ‘You Estes?’ said one of the DOD contractors. He was a heavily bearded man with no neck and a lanyard with a plastic ID.

      Estes nodded confirmation as he moved forward to observe Pavlovich through the one-way mirror. He saw the Russian had a black eye and was on the concrete floor rocking back and forth like a child. He thought it looked like a scene from a 1950’s psychiatric ward.

      ‘We’ve got a problem,’ said the lead contractor.

      ‘And you are ?’ said Estes.

      ‘Name’s Poole.’

      ‘What happened?’ said Estes.

      ‘Not a goddamned thing,’ said Poole. ’Epinephrine was administered to wake him from the tranq dart. At first he appeared drunk. Then he started ranting and raving—nobody was even in the room when that started. I went back in and he became like he is now, non-responsive and on the floor. We figured it was an act, so I put him in the chair and stressed him for a bit. No resistance and totally unresponsive. He just sat there in his spittle until he fell out of the chair. He didn’t lose consciousness, I don’t think, but he hit his head pretty hard.’

      ‘Where’d the shiner come from?’

      ‘Not us,’ said Poole.

      ‘Okay, so how long has he been sitting there like that?’ said Estes.

      The contractor gestured to the medical officer.

      ‘Maybe fifteen minutes before you arrived, I went in and checked his vitals and examined him for injuries. I asked the subject some basic questions. He was responsive at times, but not in a rational way.’

      ‘Meaning?’ said Estes.

      ‘I believe he is suffering from a mental illness and has experienced a psychotic break. The tranquilizer-epinephrine combination may have contributed to this.’

      ‘Oh, for Christ's sake,’ said Estes. ‘He's not sick. This asshole knows exactly what he's doing—he's taken something.’

      The warrant officer gave a reluctant shrug.

      ‘So we draw some blood,’ said Estes. ‘Figure out what he’s on and administer an antidote—something to clear his system. Come on people, he’s fucking with us and I’m guessing you’re aware that time is of the essence here.’

      ‘It’s a Sunday night so it would take a while to get it done, sir,’ said the warrant officer. ‘And⁠—‘

      Estes swallowed his frustration. ‘And what?’

      ‘He’s already got a lot in his system. We wouldn’t be able to predict what his reaction might be. I mean look at him.‘

      ‘We have until morning, that’s our window,’ said Estes. ‘Then he’s of no use to us and we can all start preparing our last wills and testaments. How long would you expect a dose capable of this to last?’

      ‘My guess?’ said the warrant officer. ‘Morning would be the soonest you could hope for.’

      ‘We should move him, then,’ said Poole. ‘Get to a safer distance and regroup.’

      ‘Gentleman,’ said Estes, ‘have a look at that man. If you want to get yourself out of harm’s way, there’s your answer. Until he talks, nobody’s going anywhere.’

      Estes shook his head in frustration. He took a seat to consider the unexpected turn of events. He assumed that Pavlovich must have planned this whole thing as a stall, knowing the authorities might descend upon him when he was meeting up with Marsh. But why ask for the file if it meant walking into a trap?

      Estes had told Marsh earlier that if she went ahead with her plan to meet Pavlovich’s demands, and then let him go, it could leave her forever in the hot seat. Now Estes could feel his seat warming up. Suddenly having an explosive ordnance disposal unit on standby felt terribly premature.

      He ran through the options again with the health specialist and they agreed to administer the antipsychotic, haloperidol.

      At first the reaction to the drug looked promising as Pavlovich calmed down and seemed more aware of his surroundings. Then he disappeared into a state of delirium from which the specialist feared he might never return.
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      Estes slept badly after passing out in a chair, waiting in vain for any change in Pavlovich’s condition. His dreams harassed him interminably, probably because Pavlovich’s answers remained so out of reach. Or was it because he felt guilty about having betrayed his FBI colleague? At least Marsh got the credit for bringing in Pavlovich, even if she did not want it. The credit also came with the reward of being given an immediate temporary assignment on the North African coast. It meant that as of last night, she would no longer be in the blast zone if Estes’s plan to capture and question Pavlovich went south, which it probably already had.

      It was now five in the morning and Pavlovich was as unreachable as ever. Nobody had come up with anything during the night that promised to make matters better rather than worse. Meanwhile, the CIA’s interrogation of Graeme Brash was taking place next door, now that the FBI had given up on getting anything out of him.

      Estes had been briefed from the team next door on what had been extracted, and Brash had clarified a few key details: first, that he had facilitated the theft of the uranium in Kazakhstan; second, that, thankfully, there were only two bombs. But these were not the breakthroughs they desperately needed. It had been several weeks since Brash’s only interaction with Kirill, and they already had Pavlovich in custody—in body if not in mind. It was felt that if Brash knew anything more that could lead them to the bomb, he would have given it up—if only to save himself.

      The one revelation he delivered was a whopper, and certainly not for public consumption. Pavlovich had not facilitated the building of the bombs before leaving prison. He had already fabricated them before his arrest in ’94. Worse still, they were delivered to the United States on the same government transport as the uranium, paid for by the American taxpayer. Estes knew he had repeatedly underestimated Pavlovich, and now he was being told that much of the enriched uranium the Russian had stolen was still out there somewhere, unaccounted for.

      But time was running out too quickly to worry about the leftover fissile material. One nuclear crisis at a time, Estes told himself. He decided to make an early call to Nadya, hoping against hope...

      ‘Sounds like a very Russian thing to do,’ she said after Estes explained the game Pavlovich was playing. ‘Why didn’t they pump his stomach?’

      ‘Nobody saw him take anything. At least I don’t think they did. Marsh didn’t say anything as far as I know.’

      ‘I encouraged you to grab him, I know, but there was nothing in his background that suggested he would talk, even to save himself.’

      ‘You always think next time will be different,’ said Estes. ‘Especially if you’re personally involved. How about you? The clock is ticking and I’m afraid we’re almost out of clichés.’

      ‘I’m sorry, Bill, but everyone here seems immune to what little pressure we can apply. We have brought in an associate of Kirill’s, we have tracked his movements for much of last year, we have even located a lab and engineering facility we believe Pavlovich used back in the ’90s. I’ve also spoken with Stanislav again about the stabbing and Glinka’s murder. Sadly, nothing puts us on a trail that leads to Washington, or Iran for that matter. Did the agency reach out to the Israelis as we discussed?’

      ‘Last I heard they had provided some weak intelligence indicating Iran’s probable role. Of course they’re denying any involvement themselves. Just evidence of a meeting here or a meeting there. All of it points to enemies they regularly monitor anyway, so it’s hardly credible if it brings us no closer to the jihadists here on the ground. How do you find a few martyrs locked in a room with the world’s most dangerous appliance? You need a break, even a miracle. We’ve never been able to count on Israel for that. Our people over there say Mossad is allocating all of its resources to ensuring they’re not one of the targets.’

      Estes had one piece of Israeli intelligence he could not share. According to what Skinner had told him, the Israelis had promised the CIA hard evidence of treachery involving a high-level U.S. lawmaker’s son and an Iraqi official. There was no evidence it had anything to do with the planned attack, but Estes knew from Higgins that Steadman’s son-in-law, who was an American resident, was also an Iraqi national.

      Estes thanked his old friend and left her with another cliché of leaving no stone unturned.

      After hanging up the phone, he learned that word had come down from the White House Chief of Staff: Pavlovich was to be returned to FBI custody and removed from the D.C. area. This was to ensure his survival, so he could be prosecuted in an American court of law for the first attack.

      Estes wondered what the hell the president was thinking. Clearly the desire was to see a villain be paraded out in public, to show the world that the person most responsible for the second 9/11 attack had been apprehended. If so, this desire was blinding him to the fact that the Russian’s testimony would implicate the CIA. Every major newspaper, bewildered to learn the bomb maker was Russian, would be asking why he wanted the United States attacked in the first place. And then there were the C-5s transporting the highly illicit nuclear weapons back to the U.S. from Kazakhstan. Did the half-incapacitated president even know about this?

      Sitting in the observation room, watching Pavlovich fail to respond to the medical officer's probes, Estes waited for a call back from Skinner. He needed to ask him to do whatever it took to slow things down, to safeguard the interrogation.

      Skinner called back a short time later, just as there was a sign that Pavlovich might be surfacing from the pharmacological abyss. Estes relayed this news to the deputy director and reminded him why Pavlovich could never be prosecuted. Skinner readily agreed and said he was trying to buy them more time.

      ‘It’s as if the president is resigned to the worst possible outcome and is already preparing for the aftermath,’ said Skinner.

      Estes cringed at the thought, uncomfortable with the fact that he could not tell his boss about the choices the president was facing. But that was for Higgins to decide. ‘If some of the Kazakh uranium is still out there, this remains a national security issue,’ said Estes. ‘That alone is enough of a reason to hang on to Pavlovich.’

      ‘We might need him to disappear, with or without authorization,’ said Skinner. ‘There is a whole lot of evidence being collected that won’t add up to much if Pavlovich is out of the picture. Let’s get through this day, Bill. Tomorrow may look a whole lot different.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘What day is it?’

      These were the first words said by Pavlovich, in Russian, after resurfacing. He sounded like a cosmonaut coming out of six months of cryosleep.

      Instead of answering, the DOD contractor said, ‘Tell me your name.’

      ‘Mikhail Gorbachev,’ croaked Pavlovich.

      Estes, sitting across from Poole, listened as Pavlovich and the interrogation specialist danced around the most basic questions. Then his phone rang. It was Marsh…

      ‘Michelle?’

      ‘I just landed on the other side of the world thanks to you.’

      ‘I know, I’m sorry, but is that such bad thing?’

      There was a pause. ‘Is Pavlovich still alive?’

      ‘He is, why do you ask?’

      ‘Just curious.’

      ‘You knew he took something, didn’t you? Well it wasn’t a suicide pill if that had you worried. Thanks for sharing.’

      ‘The golden rule, Bill. Remember? Treat others as you'd like to be treated. Anyway, that's not why I called. I'm giving you a heads-up. The bureau has traced a set of fingerprints from the house where Kirill was killed to a person of interest in Washington. It’s complicated. This local guy, Amin Ghasemi, leases a car that's paid for by a company that also leases another house nearby in Maryland. The second house has been confirmed to have been visited by Delmar Redding. The bureau has had the place under surveillance since early this morning, D.C. time. Word is they’re going in soon—once they neutralize the occupants with a gas agent. Keep this to yourself. I'm sending you the address.’

      Marsh disconnected, leaving Estes looking at his phone in surprise. A message came in straightaway with the address.

      ‘I’m going out,’ Estes said to Poole. ‘Until you hear otherwise from me or the deputy director, this interrogation is on indefinite hold.’

      The contractor gave Estes a defiant look.

      ‘Nobody comes in, nobody goes out,’ added Estes. ‘If someone removes Pavlovich from this facility, make sure it’s over your dead body. Understood?’

      Poole gave the minimum nod possible.

      Estes put his State Department card on the table. ‘Any questions, get an answer from me first.’

      He left the room and the facility. There was moderate traffic and the rental’s GPS indicated a twenty minute journey.

      Excitedly racing towards a nuclear weapon in the hands of terrorists was a first for Estes. He told himself to stop anticipating an explosion. He was only several blocks away now, so anything of an atomic nature would incinerate him long before the light of the blast reached his awareness. Focus on the needed outcome, he told himself. At two blocks, he could see a few emergency vehicles had assembled at a distance. He pulled over to avoid being blocked in by others yet to come, including the media. If what Marsh claimed was true, and the bomb was or would soon be neutralized, the White House would need to know immediately. If something went terribly wrong, well, that would send its own message.

      Estes used his State Department credentials to get himself into the perimeter of the operation. The hushed atmosphere was like that of a wake, reflecting the profound seriousness of the occasion. The phrase ‘deathly quiet’ came to mind as Estes looked for someone he could befriend.

      He continued on until he found a surveillance team watching a live feed in what looked like a commercial utility vehicle. The van’s barn doors were sitting open. Everyone was silent and nobody paid him any attention. Usually in a bomb scare, everyone would be evacuated. Estes guessed this was impractical in the present case, with something as all encompassing as a nuke. Plus, there was a concerted effort among agencies not to set off a panic.

      One of the agents in the van was flipping through the different body-cam feeds from the agents inside. Estes caught glimpses of bodies on the ground—first one, then another, some bound at the wrists and ankles. It could have been a carbon monoxide leak, or a cult ritual suicide, depending on one's assumptions. Then the bomb came into view on the monitor, filmed from just a few feet away. A hand suddenly entered the frame, signaling the agent with the camera to step back.

      The device looked menacing with its vintage control panel and its many densely packed components. A shiver moved through Estes’s body so viscerally he worried somebody might have noticed. The bomb was still sitting on the base of its crate. It looked, as far as Estes could tell, to be intact. There was nothing about it that gave it away as a nuclear bomb, there was not even a radioactive warning label. But there was something about its compact size and complexity that screamed of death and destruction.

      An explosive ordnance disposal specialist sat comfortably next to it, still wearing a cumbersome, full-face respirator—a detail that surprised Estes. There was no sound from the body-cam, but it was clear the specialist was still trying to figure out exactly how the device worked. Someone in the van, receiving comms from inside, said quietly, ‘He’s having a colleague off-site confirm something in a reference manual. Says the electronics are Soviet-era, and the standard color coding for electrical wiring may differ from ours.’

      ‘Holy shit,’ whispered the agent next to Estes. ‘Let’s hope they don’t just Google it.’

      Nobody laughed.

      The shifting video feeds were giving Estes a headache so he took a moment to catch his breath and get his mind off nuclear obliteration.

      ‘Okay,’ said the agent getting the relayed comms. ‘They’ve got the color coding figured out but there’s something about the… hold on⁠—‘

      Estes looked up and saw a lot of commotion on the screen. When the bomb appeared again, from further away, he saw a small blue light was blinking. He was sure he would have noticed that before had it been there.

      ‘What’s going on?’ said an older agent in the van, standing in front of Estes.

      ‘What’s that light mean?’ echoed a female member of the team. ‘Defusing it shouldn’t cause a light to come on, should it?’

      Everyone was looking and sounding nervous, and Estes was having his own trouble staying calm. Taking out his phone, realizing that something was wrong, he searched for the number for where Pavlovich was being held.

      Still searching, Estes had stopped watching the feed when the agent narrating from inside the house came back on, his voice now clearly strained.

      ‘Okay, everyone hold tight. We’ve got a situation here. It seems there’s nothing about this thing that corresponds to any known schematics. What should have been a simple voltage check has somehow turned the thing on. I don’t know what “on” means in this context, but my sense is that the device is no longer in passive mode.’

      Things got very quiet and everyone looked at Estes as he spoke on the phone…

      ‘I know he’s not talking,’ said Estes in a raised voice, ‘but I need you to go in there and put him on the phone. Hold it up to his ear, or put it on speakerphone if he won’t take it.’

      Estes kept his head down to concentrate.

      ‘Okay, so he can hear me now? Right, right, of course.’ Estes switched to Russian and said, ‘Pavlovich, this is William Estes, U.S. State Department. Please listen to me. You are in the blast radius of a device known to you and as of three minutes ago, there is a blue light blinking on some kind of control panel. What does this signify?’

      There was no reply.

      ‘Did he hear me?’ said Estes in English. ‘What’s he doing? … What? I heard him say something... Marsh? What the hell does Marsh have to do with this? Yeah, okay, right, I understand. Tell him… yeah, yeah, I’ll see what I can do.’

      Estes hung up and dialed Marsh’s number.

      ‘Bill, I’m on the line with another agent who’s on the scene. Are you there? Something seems to have triggered the device. You’ll need to call me back.’

      ‘Marsh, do not hang up,’ Estes yelled into the phone.

      ‘Relax, I’m still here.’

      ‘I’m trying to get to Pavlovich. We’re going to need him for this. He’s not talking, except now he says he’ll talk to you. End that other call so I can patch you in with him now.’

      Estes looked up, waiting for Marsh to be available. Five frozen faces stared at him in silence.
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3 DAYS AFTER THE ATTACK | PRINCE GEORGE'S COUNTY, MARYLAND

        

      

    

    
      Kon waited to hear the voice of Agent Marsh.

      He knew his entire life, since his father's death, had been leading up to this moment. His skills provided the means, Ulba and the abandoned test site offered the opportunity, and his interrogation in Russia by the Americans gave him the motive.

      Now the U.S. government agent had called him and said, ‘Okay, the bomb is here, it's ready to go, everything is up to you—what's it going to be?’ He realized he had been living in a bubble of ambivalence since hearing about the first detonation, leaving all the responsibility to his sister. He had avoided making this decision, trying to escape it. But just as the first bomb had found its way to Africa, this one had reached the American capital, calling out to him. ‘It's what you wanted,’ it seemed to say. ‘It's time for America to pay.’

      But Kon could not reconcile his long-held anger at an imagined America with the reality of the America he had experienced over the past few days. He had killed Kirill and uncovered the name of the CIA contractor who had nearly killed him. Was that enough for now? Searching his feelings, he realized that his only emotional tie to anyone in the country was not so much his sister, whom he assumed was safe somewhere nearby, but to Brash, oddly enough. He imagined the consequences of the bomb detonating—Brash's family and countless other Americans caught in its wake. Brash would be gone, and his family would soon learn why. That thought gave him the push he needed.

      ‘She’s on the line,’ said Poole, standing over him.

      Kon took the phone. ‘You have about forty minutes.’

      ‘Can you help?’ said Marsh.

      There was a pause as Kon searched his feelings one last time.

      ‘I think you’d better let me talk to them.’
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3 DAYS AFTER THE ATTACK | WASHINGTON, D.C.

        

      

    

    
      Joanna Brea was the Secret Service Agent on duty in the Outer Oval Office when FBI Deputy Director Jimmy Jones arrived with an air of excitement, telling the president’s secretary he needed to see the president immediately. Jones had been monitoring the situation with the bomb defusal squad in real time from a safe distance underground. Now, the president needed to know it was all clear, and he wanted to be the one to tell him. 

      ‘I'm sorry, sir. He's with the Vice President and has specifically requested not to be disturbed.’

      ‘That’s fine,’ said Jones, rebuffed. He sat down to catch his breath while still talking on the phone.

      ‘I actually need to see them both,’ he said to the secretary a minute later, holding the phone away, ‘Can you tell him, please—it’s quite urgent?’

      ‘That would be disturbing the president, so unless it’s an actual emergency,’ she said.

      Jones managed to nod and shake his head in frustration at the same time. He said into the phone, ‘No, he’s with Miller. Get the chief of staff on the phone, tell him to get ahold of the old man—or get his ass down here to the Oval.’

      Jones disconnected. He looked pleadingly at the president’s secretary but knew it was hopeless. He sat there, restless, scrolling through messages on his phone as though waiting in a doctor’s office. Then there was what sounded like a muffled gunshot.

      A few meters away, Agent Brae jumped to attention and keyed her mic, ‘Shots fired! Shots fired!’ She removed her service weapon as she spoke, preparing to enter the chamber. ‘This is Agent Brae outside the Oval Office. The president and vice president are under fire. Request immediate backup and medical assistance. Repeat, shots fired at the White House. President's location is the Oval Office.’

      Jones stood up at the same time and went to remove his service weapon. But he had no service weapon; it had been secured in a designated lockbox when he’d entered the White House. ‘Fuck me,’ he said.

      The agent looked at Jones and yelled for him to get down. But when she went to open the door to the Oval, it was locked. She pulled and pulled but achieved nothing. The thud of another shot was heard from within.

      Another Secret Service agent arrived, his weapon drawn, saying he would override the lock. The president’s secretary remained frozen in place, stunned by the unfolding events. The second agent went behind her desk, opened a lower drawer and entered a passcode into a keypad.

      Agent Brae entered immediately upon hearing the mechanism triggered, her firearm raised in front of her. She saw the president had been shot and appeared to be dead. Spinning left, then right, she was ready to fire, but there was no one else in the room—only the vice president, seated opposite in a chair. The VP was alive but frozen in place, as if in shock. Brae noticed a pistol on the floor at Miller's feet and began to grasp the reality of the situation—or tried to. The president was slumped over, shot twice in the chest. To her disbelief, she realized the vice president had killed him.
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        * * *

      

      Estes got the news from Higgins as he was heading back to the airbase in the rain to check on Pavlovich. He had to pull over to concentrate on the insanity of the situation.

      ‘What a goddamn waste,’ said Higgins for the second time.

      Estes tried to weigh their culpability given what they knew and what they had done to prevent it, which was nothing. He thought Higgins was probably in shock for that reason. He and the president had known each other since their university days.

      ‘I’m sorry, Phil,’ said Estes, numbed by the unreality of the events. ‘He was in an impossible situation. I’m sorry too about Miller, she’s awfully young to fall this far.’

      There was a pause as Higgins almost growled into the phone. ‘Even though he was dying, the president knew it was an abominable act.’

      ‘I don’t know how he persuaded her to carry it out,’ said Estes. ‘An incredible sacrifice by them both. What did his note say?’

      ‘Don’t know,’ said Higgins. ‘It was a rushed affair. I was only told it was brief, addressed to his family, mostly.’

      ‘So there’s no doubt she did it of her own free will?’ said Estes.

      ‘Of course she was under enormous duress, imagine the choice she faced. But did the president give her no choice, we’ll never know. Her right hand was positive for GSR, so we know she pulled the trigger.’

      ‘A tragedy,’ said Estes again. ‘But also a tragedy averted—and one of a whole other magnitude.’

      ‘I’m not sure tragedies can be quantified like that,’ said Higgins.

      ‘No, you’re right,’ said Estes.

      ‘But at least we know the jihadis weren't bluffing about their willingness to follow through,’ said Higgins.

      ‘What do you mean?’ said Estes.

      ‘Well as you can imagine, somebody had to be waiting at all times with the device in case a call came in, either telling them to go ahead or to scuttle the mission and get the hell out. But when the call came in today, probably just checking on things in anticipation of the next move, nobody picked up. This was after the jihadists were all dosed and out cold. There were actually several calls to that phone today. Anyway, when there was no answer, the caller knew something was up at the house and concluded the deal was off—that the president was not going through with the deal. So what happens? The caller remotely activates the nuclear device. Actually detonated it, right then and there, I kid you not. I guess this Pavlovich set it up so when it was armed in this manner, it didn’t fire immediately. Some kind of safety feature, probably to give you time to get the hell away, which as you and I now know, really worked. The officer from ordnance disposal was lying right beside the thing when he sees the controller being activated. That would send a hell of a shock down anyone’s spine.’

      Estes, having just been there, knew all about it. ‘The president wasn’t wrong, then. I hope that news reaches Miller soon.’

      ‘That’s my point. No he wasn’t. But goddamn, the timing of it all,’ said Higgins.

      ‘Yes, the smallest margins make the biggest difference,’ said Estes.

      ‘You’re heading back to the airbase?’ said Higgins.

      ‘Yes, back to sort out Pavlovich’s future. There are still some things he knows that are important.’

      ‘You’ll have to get the Israelis to get it out of him.’

      ‘What? Why’s that?’

      ‘Bill, America doesn't have a functioning president for maybe another hour—that's actually why I called. We need Pavlovich and all his secrets handed over to an ally before the window closes. The Israelis are offering something special in exchange and want him.’

      ‘Okay… but why Pavlovich?’ said Estes, suspecting he knew well the answer.

      ‘I don’t know. Skinner offered him. You can imagine how curious they might be—someone with those kind of skills.’

      What Estes could really imagine was how much Skinner wanted Pavlovich dead, or at least on the next plane out of the country. ‘Sounds like Nazi scientists going to the highest bidder,’ said Estes.

      ‘Some things never change,’ said Higgins.

      ‘This trade involving Pavlovich?’ said Estes. ‘Is this something that, had it been delivered earlier, might have prevented what happened at the White House? Like information they already had about where the bomb was? It would not be the first time Mossad sat on intelligence that would save American lives, maybe even a few hundred.’

      ‘I don’t think so. I suspect their intelligence offer pertains to our discussion earlier, about a queen in search of a throne.’

      ‘I see. In that case, who knows, maybe the trade will be worth it.’

      ‘This day is already one for the history books, Bill. But it’s not over yet. The Israelis said keep an eye out for a blue van.’
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        * * *

      

      Estes stood next to a stoic and somewhat unsteady Kon, waiting for the expected van to appear. Neither paid any attention to the drizzling rain.

      ‘I remember you from before, you know?’ said Kon in Russian.

      ‘I can’t say it’s mutual,’ said Estes in English.

      ‘You were leaving the Ulba plant for the day, it was cold and dark. I was in my truck, waiting for your lot to get on the bus. Through the window you asked me a question.’

      ‘Oh yeah?’ said Estes.

      ‘You asked me if I missed the Soviet Union.’

      ‘What did you say?’

      ‘I said it was a question that made sense only to someone who never lived in the Soviet Union.’

      Estes smiled. ‘Maybe I do remember you.‘

      They both noticed the panel van approaching. ‘I’m hoping this is goodbye, Pavlovich. I worry, though, that I’ll be seeing you again.’

      Kon shook his head. ‘Let us hope not. My future, if there is one for me, is in Russia.’

      ‘In that case, say hello to Matt Hendrix for me,’ said Estes.

      Kon turned and looked at him. ‘Yes, and say hello to agent Marsh for me.’

      The van drove past them and circled back around. As it skidded to a halt on the wet surface, the door slid open and an athletic young man with blond hair and sweat pants jumped out. He handed Estes a memory stick on a string and said, ‘For your viewing pleasure.’

      Estes removed Kon’s handcuffs and the man replaced them with a black cable tie. He pushed Kon inside the empty van, jumped in, and the door was slid closed. The van spun away.

      Estes turned back, already wondering where was the nearest laptop.

      He had not yet made it inside from the rain when his phone rang. Silent mode was blocking all calls except from three numbers. He thought of Murphy’s Law and knew who it must be.

      ‘Nadya, don’t tell me.’

      ‘Tell you what?’ she said.

      ‘I don’t know, but whatever it is, I have a feeling it’s bad news—and too late.’

      ‘That’s because you’re CIA. The world is always half empty for you, and the other half is all spies.’ Nadya laughed. ‘You know what I mean.’

      ‘I do.’

      ‘But I called just to hear your voice. I heard it could have gone very badly for everyone there.’

      ‘Yes, all things considered, I’d say maybe today the world is half full again, and who knows, maybe tomorrow I can have a day off.’

      ‘Well, you earned it.’

      ‘Not the way you did,’ said Estes.

      ‘I’m glad I could help.’

      ‘It made all the difference, thank you, Nadya.’

      Estes disconnected and carried on with his search for the nearest laptop.
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        * * *

      

      Kon was taken in the van to the far end of the airbase, where the engines of a charter jet—an Embraer Phenom 100—were idling. The blue van drove away, leaving Kon and the blond man at the foot of the boarding stairs. It was still drizzling. The man cut away the cable tie with a pocketknife and helped an unsteady Kon up the steps. At the top, a woman about half his age, dressed in a fitted but unadorned uniform, waited to receive him. Kon reached the landing and entered the cabin alongside her. ‘Welcome aboard,’ she said in perfect Russian.

      Kon nodded, still not sure what world he was entering.

      ‘I have a message for you from your sister,’ she said as she sat down beside him in the six-seater.

      Kon, dazed but curious by the sudden change of setting, stared at her as the door was closed and the jet got under way. ‘She says hello, of course. She also says she is terribly sorry it took so very long for this day to come.’

      Kon half smiled. ‘She is my sister, so that is unnecessary. I knew she would do her best. And here we are.’

      ‘Yes, here we are.’

      The jet began its acceleration down the runway.

      ‘I am also instructed to give you a formal message from our Prime Minister.’

      Kon looked at her in anticipation.

      ‘The State of Israel thanks you for your selfless commitment and dedication to the nation.’
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        * * *

      

      Estes was drinking alone at the Next Whisky Bar at the Watergate Hotel. The place was deserted. He knew he was living a day that had no end. While he waited for more news to break, he scribbled on a napkin all the means he imagined the Mossad had to justify to achieve their ends. He could not tell where their influence began and where it left off, as was no doubt their intention. The catastrophe with the bomb suggested that Mossad did not actually have control of the device—or had they somehow lost control of it? That would explain the bombing of the Mount Whitney. Estes was cynical enough to believe that, rather than simply alerting his agency to the existence of the two loose nukes, Mossad had tried to turn the situation to their advantage—either by making it appear that Iran was behind it or by fabricating a scenario in which Iran was involved but not in control. Had Iran been lured into a scheme that was too good to resist?

      The first news story that broke was about a breach by terrorists at the White House that ended with the president shot dead. Estes figured this was a brief but insane attempt at a cover-up that the White House or the Cabinet realized it could not pull off. Then came the correction, which was closer to the truth: in a bizarre attempt to keep an ailing and besieged president from taking his own life in the Oval Office, the vice president had struggled with him and he was shot and killed. Under the circumstances, the vice president felt she had no choice but to resign. The story was still breaking and would be for some time, but the announcer mentioned rumors the president had brought Miller into the Oval to tell her he had terminal brain cancer and was resigning.

      Not long after that, Steadman held an impromptu press conference from her home state of Florida, declaring herself madam president. These dramatic announcements coincided with the welcomed news that the FBI had located and defused a remaining nuclear device in a house in Maryland that afternoon. The CNN reporter stood in the dark at the location Estes had been to earlier, covered in blue flashing lights. She described how the FBI had traced a fingerprint found at a murder scene yesterday to a house harboring several armed jihadist guarding the atomic bomb. A sedative gas secretly introduced through a hose under the floorboards incapacitated the extremists. All were arrested with no shots fired. Estes noted there had been no mention of the fact that three of these men were American citizens.

      Afterwards, morbid stories alternated in the news coverage with uplifting ones, cycled through over and over with no mention of any involvement of Russian nationals. Three hours later, the next explosive development of the night finally appeared on the screen. It was what Estes had been waiting for. The news crawl at the bottom read, ‘Breaking News: President Maggie Steadman resigns immediately from the office of the president before taking oath of office. The President pro tempore of the Senate, David Ossoff, is the 47th president of the United States.’

      Earlier, Estes had sent Skinner the video file he found on the memory stick. It looked like Mossad had silently maneuvered the young son-in-law into a meeting with Iranian representatives that both sides thought the other had arranged. The video did not directly implicate Steadman in any deal, but it did not need to. The implication that she rose to the presidency via Iranian treachery was an immediate death sentence to her political career. Unfortunately, what she had promised to fulfill her end of the deal was not explicitly stated. Estes wondered about how much the Mossad and Israel were still covering things up or holding things back.

      A few minutes later the story broke live, with CNN reporting from both Florida and D.C. That the third president to hold office in a single day happened to be the first Jewish American president in history was only briefly noted.

      Estes, still thinking about Israeli interference, wondered if even a single Iranian official had ever been knowingly involved in the plot. And now, with a Jewish American president, Estes doubted whether Israel would ever be held accountable for the lost American lives. No doubt that was part of the plan. It could all be leaked to the media, of course, but to what end? Allies were neither family nor friends. They were simply a foreign policy tool, meant to buffer a nation against the stormy tides of history.

      Estes sipped his whiskey and thought about the future—his future. Had he achieved anything that made America a more secure or effective country? At that moment, getting drunk, he did not think so. He deeply resented being manipulated by the perfidious cunning of the Israelis. They played a game that could only be won with a single-mindedness of purpose. They saw a vulnerability and exploited it to its innermost core. It was not something that had ever existed in the American character, divided as it was from the start.

      When he looked over he saw a woman had taken a seat near him at the bar. She was a handsome woman. The place was so empty she appeared like an apparition. Estes raised a glass and said, ‘Hello.’

      Waiting to be served, she gave a polite nod and said, ‘Good evening.’

      Estes, a connoisseur of languages, was intrigued by her accent. Like the aroma of a fine dish, it was layered with a mélange of complementary ingredients. His mind sifted through what he had heard, a blend of English, Russian and⁠—

      A jolt went up his spine as the realization struck. He took another sip of his whiskey. Then another. Finally, he felt calm enough to say, in Russian, ‘Have you been enjoying your stay here in the capital? It’s Yelena, right?’

      ‘Very much so,’ she said softly, also in Russian. ‘I have enjoyed the quiet.’

      Estes studied her. ‘That’s nice to hear. I hope you got what you came for.’

      Kon’s sister smiled. ‘That’s kind of you to say. Very kind. And yes, we did.’
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4 DAYS AFTER THE ATTACK | LITTLE ADEN, YEMEN

        

      

    

    
      Marsh hadn’t been doing much. The whole day, she’d been driven to distant locations impacted by the nuclear blast and the ensuing tsunami. An interpreter accompanied her, along with a guide who doubled as her security. She knew the bureau report she was compiling was just an excuse to get her out of Washington, but she was still taking it seriously. What she had witnessed so far in the aftermath was not what she had expected. The bomb had erased lives more than it had left behind visible destruction. Marsh was taking photos and gathering data, but it was the interviews with locals that struck her the most.

      Now it was time for a late meal in a ramshackle bar, recommended by her guide. The relaxed atmosphere and the setting sun put her tired, dust-covered mind into a state of neutral. She dozed off for a moment. When she came to, she glanced around and noticed something happening on the café’s muted TV. Curious, she grabbed her beer and stood up to read the English captions.

      There had been speculation all day that the U.S. might retaliate for what the new administration was describing as clear evidence of Iran’s involvement in the ‘most significant attack on American sovereignty since Pearl Harbor.’ Marsh knew that some pundits were claiming Iran funded or facilitated the attack, while others spoke of Iran’s direct involvement.

      She had a different view.

      Now the inevitable retaliatory strikes had begun.

      Marsh felt a deep sense of unease about this as she watched the attacks on the screen. They were said to be happening across Iran, Iraq, and Syria—targeting nuclear facilities and military installations. More shock and awe, she thought.

      Her mind drifted to Konstantin Pavlovich and all the chaos his unusual hobby had unleashed. From where, or from what, had that chaos originated? And when and where, finally, would it reach its end?

      She had given Pavlovich a name. Maybe it would end there.
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