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PROLOGUE

 

October 1, 1950

 

“Morning, Hal!”

Dr. Harold Winters smiled at Greg and lifted a hand in greeting. The security guard returned a genial wave of his own, then returned to his newspaper. Harold released a breath and reminded himself to stay calm. There was no way in hell they could catch him unless he lost his cool.

Harold endured a few more greetings from various colleagues before reaching the relative safety of his office. He nearly made the door before he was accosted by Dr. Eliza Chenowith.

"Hey, Hal," she said in a voice that was just sultry enough to make her intentions clear but not so sultry it would raise questions should a senator happen to be walking by. Which was hilarious, considering what senators got themselves up to on a regular basis.

Harold smiled at Eliza. “Hello, Liz.”

Eliza was petite, trim and frankly, adorable. She had big brown eyes, curly hair and a smile that had no doubt won the hearts of many a scientist over her career.

It wouldn’t win Harold’s heart. Li was the only woman for him.

“Big day today, huh?” Eliza said.

“Yep. Sure is.”

“I’m excited! This is going to be huge. Imagine. After today, we’ll be one big step closer to a world free of smog and free of waste. We’ll stop tearing down forests and digging up mountains. We’ll have the whole world powered by sustainable clean energy, enough to… well, I won’t bore you with the full text of my speech to Congress.”

Harold chuckled. “Yeah, should be fun.”

She rolled her eyes. “You’re too demure, Hal. You should take credit.” She gave him another meaningful smile. “After all, we couldn’t have done it without you.”

That’s true. You couldn’t.

He kept the anger out of his voice and said, “Well, let’s get through today, and then we’ll see what we did.”

“Right! Then maybe drinks and dinner to celebrate?”

“Yeah. Maybe.”

Emboldened by her chance at victory, Eliza squeezed his shoulder, then finally left him alone. Harold stepped into his office and picked up the framed picture of his wife.

For you.

He tucked the picture into one of the pockets he’d sewn into his jacket. The other pockets would be for the files he was taking, and the last pocket would be for the sample of thorium.

Thorium was the big winner. It was the most abundant material on Earth, with enough fissile capability to be used in nuclear energy. It was safer and cleaner than uranium, and as long as it was carefully managed, its byproducts could be contained without great risk.

And, if those byproducts were added to certain isotopes of uranium, it would produce a bomb far more powerful than any produced by the United States or the Soviet Union so far.

Harold reached into his pocket and pulled out a small remote with a single red button on its tip. “For you, Li,” he whispered.

He pressed the button.

The office shook softly with the force of the explosions. Harold waited until the alarms went off and cries of panic started throughout the facility. Then he started grabbing files.

He had just gathered the last of it and left his office when he saw Eliza fighting with security a few yards ahead. “Damn it! Hal’s still in there! Let me go!”

He cursed and quickly ducked behind a large water pipe that led from the groundwater tank to the cooling chamber. Of course Liz would get heroic and try to rescue him herself.

He would have to move quickly.

He reached the chamber he wanted and keyed in his code. The door opened with a hiss that was thankfully drowned out by the alarms. Protocol required him to wear a thick anti-radiation suit when he was in this chamber, but thorium had a half-life that was about the age of the universe and radiated alpha waves that were too weak to penetrate human skin. There was a slight risk of inhaling dust or aerosolized particles, but if he was going to die of cancer for this, so be it. It was all worth it.

For Li.

He grabbed a thorium rod, shoved it into the lead lined pocket in his vest, and ran back to join the throng of people escaping the building. Liz nearly wept with relief when she saw him, and he allowed her to hold his hand as they followed the crowd from the United States Nuclear Energy Research Facility—Albuquerque.


 

CHAPTER ONE

 

Standing in front of a willow tree, sixteen miles outside of North Beach, Maryland, Anya Federov waited for her contact. Formerly star agent of the First Main Directorate of the Soviet Union’s Ministersvo Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnasti— the most powerful intelligence agency in the world — Fedorov was now a rising prospect in the MGB’s American counterpart, the CIA, which was exploiting Stalin’s frailty and the USSR’s internal strife to gain the upper hand...

The note specified that she meet him—or her, she supposed—at these coordinates in three minutes. She’d arrived two minutes ago and was now waiting impatiently for the individual who would tell her where she could find her father.

At least, she hoped so. Her father, Nikolai Fedorov, one time head of the MGB and now exile, had betrayed his country, much like Anya had. Only in his case, he’d betrayed it to save her and not on principle as she had.

She’d despaired of seeing him again, but after her last assignment, someone had left a note on her front porch claiming to have information on his whereabouts. It could be a trap laid by the MGB—probably was a trap—but she needed to know. She needed to be sure.

So, here she was, waiting for her contact and wondering what Tyler would do to her if he found out she was here and not on a trip to Washington to meet with Immigration to correct her paperwork. Well, he wouldn’t do anything to her, but he would be very upset.

Tyler Wolf, the dashing young CIA case officer who’d swept her off of her feet after helping her bring the MGB to its knees while simultaneously saving the world from several different terrorist plots, had made it clear that he didn’t believe Nikolai wanted to be found and that anyone who said otherwise was lying to her. He would be incensed to know that Anya was following up on this lead and putting herself in danger.

The problem was that he was probably right. Logic dictated that the cryptic note Anya had received was nothing more than a trick to lure her into the open.

The other problem was that if Nikolai did want to see her, this was how he would go about it. He was once the most decorated intelligence agent in the MGB and a master of communication and manipulation. He was beyond masterful at moving unseen. It was very possible that he was nearby, and she just hadn’t found him. If he wanted to see her, he would do so in a way that allowed him to remain unseen.

Anya had bartered her way into U.S. citizenship by acting as a double agent and proving her worth in several conflicts with the MGB and terrorist splinter groups. Nikolai would have a much harder time of that. As head of the Ministry of State Security, he had been indirectly and often directly responsible for many of the setbacks that prevented the U.S. and the Western world from stemming the red tide that was spreading slowly but surely across the globe. He had information that would likely save his life, but he would spend that life in a military compound somewhere in the desert, never to be seen again.

But maybe Anya could convince the CIA to allow him a better future. Maybe with help from Tyler and their boss, they could earn him a modest home in a modest town somewhere under a new name. Maybe for the first time in her life, she could have a real relationship with her father.

She checked her watch. Her counterpart was four minutes late. She sighed and crossed her arms, looking around the forest for any sign of approach. Had she come to the wrong place? She was certain these were the coordinates. Had she decoded the message incorrectly?

No, she was certain she hadn’t. The code was an old First Directorate code that she had used several times during the war. It was no longer in active use, but that only proved that whoever sent this message meant it for her specifically. They would have sent her a message only she could understand.

She wondered who it was. It could be her father, but the handwriting didn't seem right for him. He had a particular style that she would have recognized. Then again, maybe he had changed that style, so it was harder to tell it was him.

If not him, then who? She would have thought Dmitry, but he was very clearly no longer Nikolai’s ally or Anya’s.

Her lips thinned as she thought of her companion Myitzu, gunned down by drug lords because Dmitry exposed their cover. She couldn’t quite bring herself to hate Dmitry—he was only serving his country, after all—but the affection she’d once held for him was gone. If she saw him again, it would mean death for one of them.

She checked her watch. Eight minutes.

She sighed and began pacing back and forth in front of the willow. Now, she was nervous. If she'd gotten the location or the time wrong, then all of this was for nothing.

She scanned the forest again and nearly leaped for joy when she saw a dim silhouette approaching her. That silhouette became the anxious figure of a man in his late twenties. He was on the shorter side, though still taller than the petite Anya. He had dark hair and a close-cropped mustache underneath flat brown eyes.

“Anya Fedorov?” he asked.

“Who are you?” she retorted.

“You are Anya Fedorov?”

“I don’t know who you are. Why don’t you tell me your name, and I’ll tell you if I think it’s worth it to tell you my name?”

He pressed his lips together and looked furtively around them. Finally, he sighed and said, “My name is Petrov. I was sent by your father with a message.”

Anya’s heart leaped. “My father sent you?”

“He did. He said if I find you, I should tell you where to find him.”

Her eyes popped open. “Really? Where?”

Petrov smiled at her. Then his lips bared in a snarl. He stepped backwards and drew a handgun. “In Hell,” he growled.

Anya’s instincts saved her. She dropped down and at the same time, she kicked up, knocking his barrel away and sending his shot harmlessly into the treetops. The man cursed and stepped backwards, Anya planted a foot on his chest and kicked him backwards.

She came down lightly, but her foot slipped, and her attacker took advantage, kicking her other foot out from under her. She fell heavily, and he jumped to his own feet. He aimed his gun at her and snarled, “For the people!”

A gunshot rang out, but not from the attacker. The attacker’s head snapped to the left. His gun fell from his hand, and he dropped to the ground.

A moment later, Tyler’s voice called her name. “Anya? Anya!”

“I’m all right.” She got to her feet and brushed dirt from her pants. “I’m all right.”

Tyler jogged close to her, holstering his handgun. He grabbed her shoulders and looked her over for any injuries. When he saw there were none, he glared at her. “What the hell were you thinking?”

Hot tears filled her eyes. “I’m sorry. I thought…”

Her voice trailed off, and she didn’t finish that sentence. Tyler took a deep breath and shook his head. “Come on. We’re going home.”

She followed him without protest. By the time they reached their vehicle—a Willys CJ-3A—tears streamed down her face. She wept silently as Tyler started the engine and drove them away from the site of her near-murder.

She just wanted to find her father. That’s all she wanted. It wasn’t fair. None of it was fair.


 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Tyler Wolf was prepared to tear into Anya for making what had to be the most foolish mistake he’d ever seen her make, but when he saw the tears streaming from her face, his anger faded.

Only a little, though. This was just such a stupid mistake.

“I’m sorry, Tyler,” she said softly.

“Well, that’s wonderful, Anya,” he snapped. “I’m glad to hear that. Hey, since we’re talking, do you think you’re sorry enough to never do anything this stupid again?”

Okay, so his anger hadn’t faded at all.

She wiped tears from her eyes and looked away. “The lead seemed plausible.”

“Really? ‘Hey, meet me here far away from anyone else and don’t tell anyone’ seemed plausible? Come on, Anya. You wanted it to be true. That’s not the same as believing it seemed plausible. You lied to yourself because you wanted to believe that your father wanted to be found.”

“I don’t know if he wants to be found, but I want to find him. I… look, you don’t…”

She pressed her lips together and didn’t finish that sentence. Which was good, because Tyler was tired of hearing that he didn’t understand. He’d lost his own father to suicide during the war, so he knew exactly what it was like to lose his parents.

“Well, how did this work out for you?” he said irritably.

“Not well,” she said curtly. “Good for you. You were right.”

“You were almost murdered in front of me,” he snapped. “You don’t get to act like I’m being unfair.”

“Okay! I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’m sorry! Hey, I’m sorry. Guess what, Tyler? I’m sorry. Did I tell you I was sorry?”

He rolled his eyes. “Anya—”

“I need to tell you something. I’m sorry. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m fucking sorry.”

They both fell silent at her use of that vulgarity. The Willys Jeep bounced and jostled over the rough dirt road and didn’t smooth out much when Tyler turned onto the paved road. Anya had chosen the vehicle. Tyler would have picked a Ford Fairlane or a Studebaker Champion if it had been up to him. Of course, Tyler didn’t anticipate driving through the wilderness here in the United States.

He broke the silence when they parked in front of their house in North Beach. “I just don’t want you to get hurt.”

“If you wanted someone safe, you should have married a receptionist.”

He frowned. “That’s not fair.”

She sighed. "No, it isn't. But the truth isn't fair. My father disappearing isn't fair either, but I have to accept that when people offer to help me find him, they're probably just trying to kill me. So, let's deal with the truths we have to accept. I'll go cope with the fact that I have no family, and you can cope with the fact that your woman doesn't sit with her hands folded when you tell her to."

His frown deepened into a scowl. “That isn’t fair. I don’t want you to fold your hands and say, ‘Yes, husband,’ but I do want you to not put yourself in mortal danger over something stupid.”

“I didn’t know it was stupid.”

"Yes, you did. That's why you didn't tell me about it."

She turned away from him, her lips pushed out in a pout. That and the color in her cheeks made her look absolutely breathtaking, which was incredibly frustrating to Tyler since he was trying to be angry with her. He sighed and lifted a hand to touch her shoulder, then let it fall to his lap. “I’m too angry with you to let this go right now,” he said, “but I’ll stop arguing with you, and I’ll give you some space, okay? That’s the best I can do.”

She lowered her eyes and nodded. “All right. For what it’s worth, Tyler, I am sorry. I didn’t mean for you to worry. Thank you, for saving me.”

“Don’t mention it.” He tried for a smile and almost succeeded. “Someone’s gotta hold this over your head for the rest of your life.”

His joke didn’t land. Anya got out of the car without another word and headed inside. Tyler sighed and leaned his head back against the seat. “Well, that’s all right. That wasn’t funny anyway.”

He followed her inside, but the running water told him she was already in the shower. He wanted to go to her, but he had promised to give her space, so he headed to the kitchen instead. They had some roast beef leftover from the night before. He'd warm some of that up and make sandwiches for lunch. He'd wash it down with a beer or three. Maybe he could convince Anya to have one, and alcohol would numb both of their senses enough to get them to stop fighting with each other.

He heard footsteps a few minutes later. “Hey, Anya. I made some sandwiches.” He grabbed two beers from the fridge, popped the cap off of one and held the other toward her. “You want…”

His voice trailed off when he saw her standing naked in their bedroom doorway. She held his gaze and repeated, “I really am sorry.”

He swallowed. “You don’t need to do that. It’s all right. I was scared, and it made me angrier than I should have been. You’re right, you shouldn’t have done that, but you don’t need—”

“Hush. I am here because I want to be here. And I’m upset because I was made a fool of. I want you. Please.”

There was nothing on Earth that could have given Tyler the strength to resist her any longer.

 *** 

Twenty-five minutes later, they ate sandwiches at their kitchen table. They weren’t bubbling over with joy, but they weren’t angry anymore. That was a big positive.

Anya frowned as she lifted her sandwich to her mouth. “What about the body?”

“I called Washington for a cleanup,” Tyler said. “The Company will send some people over to take care of it.”

Her eyes widened. “You told Robert?”

“Hell no.” He met her eyes. “But he’ll find out. You know he will.”

Robert Pierons, known semi-affectionately to his subordinates as the Wall for his tendency to utterly ignore any resistance to his decisions, was the Deputy Director of the CIA for Operations. In his capacity as Director of CIA Europe, he had worked with Tyler and Anya to prevent multiple terrorist actions against the Allies and eventually to stop a rogue MGB agent named Ivan who nearly managed to start a nuclear war between the United States and the Soviet Union.

He respected Tyler and Anya, and he liked them—well, Anya, at least—but he would be extremely unhappy to hear that Anya had walked right into an obvious MGB trap without breathing a word to him, and he wouldn’t be too excited to learn that Tyler tried to clean up the mess without talking to him either. Tyler could almost hear the Wall shouting at them and promising to put them behind a desk for the rest of their lives.

Anya sighed. “I just want to understand why my father would do what he did. I don’t understand why he killed my brother, but then betrayed his country to save me.”

Tyler felt a rush of compassion for Anya. She’d told him some details about Nikolai, such as how he’d come to execute his own son. Pyotr had received orders to shoot people who’d given shelter to farmers being persecuted by Soviet troops. He refused, and so—to send a clear message to occupied Romania—Nikolai shot him.. Anya had hated him, but just when it looked like he’d captured her and was ready to turn her over to the vicious judgment of the Communist Party, he’d had a change of heart, rescuing her from prison and then helping her on more than one occasion when she opposed Ivan.

His last act was to save her and Tyler from a missile silo in the middle of a self-destruct sequence, then disappear. The official story was that he had killed himself, but neither Anya nor Tyler believed that. Tyler did believe that wherever Nikolai Fedorov was, he didn’t want to be found, but Anya had a harder time accepting that.

He joined her at their table. “I don’t know, Anya. He’s older now. Maybe he finally realized that the Soviet Union is evil. Maybe he couldn’t bring himself to kill his last surviving child. Maybe he feels remorse for his past and tried his best to atone for it. But wherever he is now, he wants to be left alone. You know that. You also know that if he wants to find you, he’ll—

Their phone rang. Both of them stiffened, and Anya cast Tyler a worried look. Tyler sighed. “I’ll answer it.”

“I’m sorry, Tyler.”

He smiled drily. “I’m sorry for you.”

He walked to the phone and answered it. “Hi, Robert.”

“Get your ass to headquarters now!” the Wall shouted. “Anya too. God damn it, Wolf!”

“Yep. On our way, sir.”

He hung up and met Anya’s eyes again. “Wear something nice and hope he’s feeling sentimental. You’re in for it.”

She swallowed, and a small part of Tyler was happy to see that there was one person in this world who could intimidate his fearless fiancé.


 

CHAPTER THREE

 

“Do you have any idea how bad this is, Fedorov? Even the slightest clue how utterly fucked you are?”

Anya sat with her hands folded, her head lowered demurely. She wore a white blouse and a pleated cotton skirt above long stockings and polished black pumps. Her hair had been teased into curls, and she wore just enough lipstick to look attractive without looking like she was trying to seduce him.

Not that she would have seduced him even if she wanted to. His affection for her was much more that of an uncle toward a niece. Still, she hoped that if she looked cute and innocent, he might be kinder to her.

Clearly, she was mistaken. “I’m sorry, sir. It won’t happen again.”

“You’re damned right it won’t happen again. What I want to know is why it happened at all. Why did it happen once?”

She took a deep breath and lifted her gaze to meet his. “I believed I had a lead on my father’s whereabouts.”

“And you thought you knew better than the entire CIA and you should just go follow up on that lead without telling anyone.”

“I wanted to verify the source before I brought the Company into the search.”

“Bullshit. You knew it was a one in a million chance, and you wanted to investigate without hearing me remind you how stupid you were being.”

She pressed her lips together and didn’t reply.

The Wall sat behind his desk and rubbed his balding forehead. “Christ, what a mess. Wolf, is there a reason you called for a cleanup without letting me know what the cleanup was for?”

Tyler shifted in his chair and cleared his throat. “Well, sir—”

“Let me rephrase. I know the reason. So are you going to be honest with me or feed me some bullshit like Fedorov just did?”

Tyler glanced at Anya. Then his shoulders slumped. “I wanted the situation resolved before you found out so that it could be brushed under the rug quickly.”

“So you thought, what? I’d just shout at you a little bit and then forget that you two mucked up an interaction with an MGB operative within twenty miles of the nation’s capital?”

“That… was the hope.”

"Huh. So you're stupid, too."

“Seems that way, sir.”

“Oh does it? I’m glad to hear that, Wolf. Thank you for agreeing with me that you two were being so utterly foolish it defies all logic.”

“It was my idea, sir,” Anya said. “Please don’t blame Tyler. He advised me not to follow any more leads on my father.”

“Any more leads?”

Anya blinked when she realized her mistake. “I… there was another lead a few weeks ago. Not the same… I mean, there was no one who was supposed to meet me. I thought I had a lead to a cache of communications my father might have left me. It turned out to be old love letters between a farmer and his lover.”

“And you didn’t tell me about that either? What if it had been Nikolai Fedorov? You realize that the exiled former Minister of State Security conducting an intelligence operation—even a personal one—on U.S. soil is a very big problem that we need to know about, right? You understand that, yes?”

“Yes. I’m sorry.”

“What the hell is sorry supposed…”

The Wall stopped and rubbed his temples. Anya and Tyler exchanged a sober look, and the Wall sighed again and let his hands fall to the desk. “Okay. I can’t find a way to believe that you two could have been this foolish, but you were. So I’ll just accept that and stop trying to make it make any kind of sense. Instead, I’ll just tell you how bad this is. Here goes. First, you two can no longer live in North Beach.”

Anya stiffened. She didn’t particularly care where they lived, but she knew Tyler would react poorly to this news.

She was right.

“What? We have to give up the house?”

“Yes, Tyler, revealing to the MG-goddamned-B that you two live in Maryland means that you need to not live there anymore. We don’t know where we’re going to put you up yet, but when you’re finished with your next assignment, you’re going to live somewhere else.”

Tyler sighed, and when Anya looked at him, she found him scowling. A rush of guilt coursed through her. This was her fault. All because she had followed that foolish lead to nowhere.

“Second, the MGB is now in the United States looking for you, Anya. That’s actually good to know, so I can spin that as a positive outcome of your stupidity. I’m going to assign other case officers to handle that problem. Listen closely: other agents. Not you. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Good. So say it.”

Anya resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “I understand that I am not to make any attempt to address the potential MGB intelligence operation within the United States.”

“Eloquently put. Third. You are not to look for your father. Not on my time and not on your own time.”

She lifted her eyes to him. “What? Sir, I understand that this lead was a poor one, but if we can find Nikolai Fedorov—”

“Uh uh. We yes. You no. I will assign other agents to look for Nikolai Fedorov. You won't know who they are or what kind of progress they're making. Not now, not ever. Any privilege you might have had to be involved in this search, you have crapped away by acting like a rogue agent on U.S. soil. If you get a good lead on Nikolai's whereabouts, you will give that lead to us. If you get a bad lead, you will give that lead to us. If he communicates with you, you will contact us without replying to him."

Anya’s lips trembled. She looked over the Wall’s shoulder, afraid that if she met his eyes, she might cry in her anger. “Yes, sir.”

In a softer voice, the Wall said, “I know he’s your father. If we do find good information, I will share that information with you at the appropriate time. But it’ll have to happen when there’s no chance of you screwing things up. You’re a good agent, Fedorov. You’re coming along nicely, Wolf. But both of you are too close to this. You’re out.”

“Understood, sir,” Anya said crisply.

The Wall looked at Wolf, who nodded. “Yeah. Got it.”

“Good. Now onto the assignment. The United States Nuclear Energy Research Facility-Albuquerque was bombed this morning.”

They both started. Nikolai, the MGB, and the loss of their house were temporarily forgotten in the face of this news. "What?" Anya exclaimed.

“How many dead?” Tyler asked.

“None.”

Anya frowned. “None?”

“Thankfully, no. I will clarify. It was not bombed out of existence, nor was there a nuclear explosion. There were a series of small explosions carefully placed so as to cause as much damage as possible without leading to loss of life or triggering a meltdown. I don’t know the details, but I know that the facility is likely going to be shut down for at least two years. That’s if the Department of Energy even bothers to reopen it.

“However, we have a missing scientist—Dr. Harold Winters—and a missing rod of thorium.”

“Thorium?”

"Yes. It's another type of radioactive metal, I guess. I'm not a physicist. I know that the team there was researching a safer way to produce nuclear energy. Apparently, the thorium was a big part of that."

“Can thorium be used to make a weapon?” Anya asked.

“We’re going to presume yes. Especially since a lot of Dr. Winters’ files are missing too.”

Tyler and Anya shared a look. They'd faced a situation similar to this in the past when a disgruntled British agent had stolen U.S. nuclear weapon schematics to sell to the MGB. They thought they had stopped her, only to learn later that Ivan managed to retrieve copies of the files and assist the Soviet Union in building its first viable nuclear bomb.

The difference here was that this seemed to be an inside job. That added an extra layer of seriousness.

“When do we leave?” Anya asked.

“Now. Your car’s waiting outside.”

“What about our stuff?” Tyler asked. “At the house?”

“It’ll either be gone or in storage by the time you get back. Don’t give me lip about any of it either. You two made your bed. Now lie in it. Dismissed.”

Anya and Tyler got to their feet and left the Wall’s office. Anya risked a glance at Tyler as they headed toward the front of the building. He was still scowling.

Her heart sank. It wouldn’t be the first time he was mad at her, but this was the first time where she had to admit it was completely her fault.

Well, that was what she deserved for being a fool.

A surge of anger followed that thought. If only her father had taken the time to tell her why he had acted the way he had. If she could only know the answer to that question, maybe she could let it go and focus on her future instead of being trapped in her past.

As it was, she feared those questions would haunt her to the end of her days.


 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

It was a six-hour flight to Albuquerque, meaning they’d get there after nightfall. That meant they would avoid the heat, at least.

Not that cooler weather would cool Tyler’s anger.

He looked over at Anya and found her still staring glumly at her hands, which were folded in her lap like a contrite schoolgirl’s. That little act might work on the Wall from time to time, but it wouldn’t work on him. Well, it would, usually, but not today.

They were going to lose their house because of her. They were going to have to move to God knows where because she couldn’t figure out how to access the smallest shred of her considerable intelligence whenever it had anything to do with her father.

Anya finally broke the silence, sighing heavily and shaking her head. “It’s not fair. He has no right to shut me out of the search for my own father.”

Tyler blinked in amazement. “Are you serious? Of course he does! After what happened yesterday? Yeah, he definitely has the right to do that.”

She stared at him in shock. “Are you kidding me? I understand moving us to a new house, but—”

“Wait, hold on. That's a small thing to you? Not getting to keep the home we worked hard for? Not getting to have the life we imagined? That doesn't matter. What matters is the Big Bad Boss stopping Anya from falling headlong into any more stupid traps and dragging everyone else with her. That’s unacceptable, I get it, sure.

“We would have had to move anyway. They left that note on our porch. If I had gone to the Wall, we would have just moved earlier.”

Tyler pressed his lips together. She was actually right about that, but admitting it didn’t make him feel any less angry. “You still could have gotten yourself killed.”

“Yes, but I didn’t.”

“Only because I figured out that you were lying to me.”

Anya looked at him, her eyes wide. He felt a pang, but he held his gaze. His anger was still stronger than his sympathy.

Finally, she nodded. “Okay. You’re right. I’m a fool. Thank you for making that clear.”

He sighed and ran his hands through his hair. “The big thing for me is that you were in danger. You put yourself at serious risk, but you don’t… I mean…”

“I take it seriously, Tyler,” she said. “And I’m about to put myself at serious risk again. So are you. There’s even a chance that we’ll die taking this assignment. That’s the life we chose.”

He looked away. “Forget it. Let’s just focus on the assignment. Have you read the brief yet?”

She pulled the brief out and laid it on the table in between them. The CIA had chartered the entire airliner, so the two of them were sitting in first class. “Okay,” she said. “We have Dr. Harold Winters, thirty-four. He is the youngest senior researcher in the Albuquerque facility in charge of thermodynamics. He and his superior, Dr. Eliza Chenowith are co-authors of a study that advocates the use of Thorium based light water reactors for nuclear energy.”

“Is it important that we understand what all of that means?” Tyler asked.

“I don’t know, but we should probably find out. In the meantime, it appears there have been no reports of dissatisfaction from Dr. Winters. No disciplinary issues and no conflict with his boss or his colleagues.”

“So he’s a model employee.”

“Yes.”

"He has a family?"

“A wife, deceased. Gongsun Li.”

Tyler lifted an eyebrow. “Chinese?”

“Yes. They met during Harold’s service overseas. He was a technical advisor for the Pacific Fleet. They met when the U.S. liberated Nanking from Japanese forces. They were married at sea, then again when they returned to the U.S. It looks as though Li was denied a visa for a discrepancy on her birth record and sent back to China. She was in the process of correcting that when she was murdered in her apartment.”

“Hmm. That could be important. That could be his motive.”

“Motive to steal nuclear secrets?”

“We’ve seen worse motives,” Tyler reminded her.

She frowned. “Well, we don’t know that he stole the secrets just yet. He could have been kidnapped. It seems that when they left the facility, he was separated from Dr. Chenowith in the press, and when the crowd was finally organized, he was nowhere to be found.”

“Lovely. So either one of our scientists got disgruntled and wants to sell nuclear weapons on the black market, or he was kidnapped by someone who wants to build one.”

“That is my first guess, yes.”

Tyler sighed. “Okay. Lovely. Once more a nuclear crisis.”

She grinned at him. “Nothing we can’t handle, right?”

Tyler wasn’t in the mood for playfulness right now. Anya’s smile faded after a moment. She cleared her throat and said, “We will start at the facility, obviously. Dr. Chenowith has agreed to talk with us and cooperate fully.”

“Sounds good to me. Do we have a photo of Winters?”

Anya handed him a photograph. He took it and looked at the face of his suspect. Harold Winters was on the shorter side and a little chubby. Not fat, but a little baby-faced and soft in the middle. He had a pleasant smile and soft brown eyes behind glasses. Clean shaven, light brown hair cut a medium length and styled loosely. Typical shirt and tie kind of worker.

“Have any of his employees said anything?” he asked.

"Strictly speaking, they are his subordinates, not his employees. But no, they haven't said anything."

He rolled his eyes. “Thank you, Miss pedantic. Okay, I’m going to take a nap. We have a long night ahead of us. Might as well get some rest now. You should do the same.”

He folded the table up against the wall of the aircraft and pulled the two bench seats together to form a bed. Anya waited for him to finish, then said cattily, “Is it okay if I sleep next to you, or do you want me to go the rear of the plane?”

“I’d like you to jump out of the plane. Headfirst.”

She chuckled bitterly. “I don’t blame you.”

He sighed. “I’m mad, Anya. I think I have a right to be mad. I won’t beat you over the head with it while we’re on assignment, but you’re just going to have to deal with the fact that I’m a little upset.”

She looked away from him. “You’re right. We should get some rest. I’m going to sleep for a while. Good night, Tyler.”

A moment later, she stepped into the aisle and prepared another bed. She wasn’t on the other end of the airplane, but she was far enough away to make her point.

Well, she could be as upset as she wanted. She knew he was right.

Tyler lay in the bed and stared up at the ceiling. The four massive engines thrummed as the airliner sped toward Albuquerque. Tyler thought of his bed at home, the quiet nights lulled to sleep by the rolling waves, the sunny, breezy mornings where the salt from the ocean invigorated him, and the afternoons with Anya frolicking in the ocean and walking along the beach.

All of those would be gone. Were gone.

He sighed and rolled over, looking out the window. They were flying above a cloud formation now, so all he could see ahead was an endless expanse of white. The clouds covered his own life right now. He wondered what they would reveal when they parted.

Then he wondered what would be left when they parted. His personal considerations mattered little in the face of a nuclear threat.

Anya was driven by a need to understand her father. She was obsessed with it to the point of forgetting her training and making foolish mistakes that put her and Tyler in danger.

What motivated Harold Winters? What made him so angry or so scared that he would betray his country and steal knowledge and nuclear materials to…to do what? Sell to the highest bidder? Build a bomb to terrorize people?

These thoughts plagued Tyler as he closed his eyes. Once Ivan was defeated, Tyler had hoped things would calm down in the world, but clearly he was wrong. Evil was alive and well. And once more, it was he and Anya who had to stand in its way.


 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Anya was surprised to see the facility mostly intact when they arrived. The Wall had told them that the bombing was designed to prevent casualties and a meltdown, but she still anticipated severe destruction. From the outside, at least, it looked perfectly fine.

Tyler parked the car the CIA had obtained for them just past the gate. The security guards had been told to expect them, so after a brief examination of their CIA IDs, they had been waved through without incident.

Anya frowned and asked, “Should there be more security here?”

“There’s security here,” he said. “I guarantee a lot of the plainclothes people walking around are DOE security.”

“DOE?”

"Department of Energy. Most Federal departments have a police or security arm. I don't know off the top of my head what the DOE's arm is, but I'll bet you our house, the people walking around here are part of it."

She lifted an eyebrow at him. “So now you’re joking about it?”

“Yeah, I tried being angry with you, but I didn’t like it. So I made a joke out of it instead. My mistake.”

She sighed and squeezed his hand. “It’s okay. You can be angry. We’ll be all right.”

He nodded and squeezed her hand back, then led her inside.

And here was the damage Anya expected. The outer structure of the research facility was intact, but the interior looked as though it was in the process of demolition. Or as though it had survived a bombing raid. The offices and conference rooms appeared mostly all right save for one near the middle of the space, but the industrial side containing what Anya assumed was the experimental reactor was a mixture of rubble, twisted metal and scorched machines.

People poked through the rubble while other people holding clipboards made notes and asked questions. Many of them wore the wide-eyed, emotionless expressions that Anya had seen on many faces throughout her lifetime. Civilians weren’t trained for the shock of such violence. They were now trying to reconcile the fact that they had been struck by a bomb with their image of a bright and safe future.

And, of course, the nature of this place only made things worse. If anything had gone wrong at all, she and Tyler would be carefully combing through a wasteland wearing anti-radiation suits.

“It looks like the bombs targeted a lot of the support structures for the containment systems,” Tyler said. “I’m guessing Winters—or whoever the bomber was—knew that failsafes would trigger to prevent a meltdown.”

“So even if it’s not Winters, it would have to be someone with knowledge of how the facility was constructed,” Anya said.

“Yes. This was an inside job.”

“Or an MGB job.”

He turned to her, frowning darkly. “Do you think so?”

“It could be. We know they’re on U.S. soil looking for me. They could also be looking to sabotage the U.S. nuclear mission and steal information. I don’t think it’s especially likely that they’d be interested in nuclear energy as much as nuclear weapons, but it’s possible.”

He sighed. “Crap. Well, let’s talk to Dr. Chenowith and see what we can find out.”

They headed toward one of the groups of people investigating rubble from what looked like a damaged reaction chamber. The chamber had cracked completely in half from the force of the explosion, and the top half had slid off of the bottom half and come to rest against a wall.

“Excuse me,” Tyler said. “I’m Case Officer Tyler Wolf, and this is my partner Anya Fedorov. We’re with the CIA. We’re looking for Dr. Eliza Chenowith.”

Anya shifted uncomfortably. The CIA was working openly with the Department of Energy on this investigation, but it still felt odd to Anya that they weren’t using any kind of cover. She felt at any moment as though the MGB would come around the corner, guns blazing.

One of the people holding clipboards said something to her companion and handed him her clipboard before turning to face the agents. “I’m Dr. Chenowith. How can I help you?”

Eliza was around forty, which made her roughly Anya’s age. Like Anya, she had a remarkably youthful appearance with a slightly round face, full lips and big brown eyes made even bigger by the glasses she wore. She had a trim figure and curly dark brown hair that fell to her shoulders.

And at the moment, she looked miserable.

“We need to ask about what happened this morning,” Anya said.

Eliza nodded. “Yeah, I guess you do. Come on with me.”

They followed her to an office near the front of the facility. Anya caught glimpses of the deeper portions of the building and saw more pockets of destruction. The scope of it was nearly as impressive as the precision. She began to doubt that one person could have accomplished this.

When the three of them were inside the office, Eliza shut the door. She gestured to two folding chairs in front of her desk and said, “Sorry. We don’t do a lot of meetings in the office—well, not my office, anyway.”

“This is fine,” Tyler said as the two of them took their seats.

Eliza pulled a bottle of whiskey from the bottom drawer along with three glasses.

“Oh, that’s all right,” Anya said, “Thank you.”

Eliza held the bottle toward Tyler, and he shook his head. “I’m fine too, thank you.”

She shrugged and filled one of the glasses without bothering to put the bottle or the other two glasses away. “If you change your mind, let me know. I hope you don’t mind if I get good and drunk.”

“Do you have a ride home?” Tyler asked.

She chuckled. “You’re sweet. I doubt like hell I’ll leave this building for the next several days. There’s a shower onsite, and I have a cot in the office. I can use some of the scrubs if I need a change of clothes.”

She seemed to be talking to herself more than to them. Her eyes bounced around a little, and Anya got the distinct impression that she had already gotten good and drunk. She hoped it wouldn’t impede her ability to do her job.

Not that she could judge anyone right now.

“Can you tell us what happened yesterday?” Anya asked. “Leading up to the attack and concluding after it finished.”

Eliza sipped more of her whiskey. “Well, I was looking forward to another wonderful day at the best job of my life. I said hello to Hal—that’s Dr. Winters—and asked him…” she chuckled. “This is rich. I actually asked him out.”

Anya lifted an eyebrow. “On a date?”

“Yep. A date. I actually asked Dr. Harold Winters, the cutest guy in Albuquerque, out for dinner and drinks after what I expected to be the first successful test of a thorium based light water reactor that would have generated enough energy to power all of Albuquerque.”

“How did he react?” Tyler asked.

She chuckled. “You want to know if he was excited to go to dinner with me?”

“His reaction could give a clue to his mental state at the time of the bombing.”

“Ah. Well, to be honest, he reacted like he was a little hesitant, a little unsure, and a little annoyed. To sum up, he acted like he would rather not go out with me. I thought—in my great wisdom—he’ll see. Once we’re on the date, and he sees that I’m more than just an academic, he’ll warm up to me. And forgive me if I’m being too forward, but I also thought that maybe seeing me in something more flattering than a white coat and a pair of baggy pants might do what my charming personality couldn’t.”

She sipped more of her whiskey, then shook her head. “Anyway, that happened, and I went back to actual work. We were fifteen minutes away from turning the reactor on when the first bomb went off around one of our storage lockers. The alarm sounded, and we all freaked out.”

“Freaked out?”

“Yes, freaked out. As in freaked the hell out. We’ve never… I mean, we didn’t expect this. And then another bomb went off, and then another and another. We were under attack.”

Her lips trembled, and tears welled in her eyes. She quickly wiped them away. “I ran for Hal.” More tears showed up. “I ran to check on him. He was my first thought.”

Anya could understand the hurt in her eyes. She was facing the possibility—even the likelihood—that a man in whom she was romantically interested was responsible for the destruction of her facility and the theft of nuclear materials.

“Well, security did their jobs. They pushed us all away from the danger zone and evacuated the building. I argued with them for a little bit, but then Hal showed up. I held his hand, and… fucking… sorry.”

She pressed her fingers to her temples and took several deep breaths. Finally, she said. “Excuse my language. We left the building. Hal said he needed to get something from his car. Oh, I forgot to say, he offered to give me a ride home. He was going to spend the night with me. I wasn’t thinking about romance anymore, but I thought he was being really nice offering to keep me company. Except he never came back.”

She finished her whiskey, and to Anya’s relief, she didn’t refill the glass. Tyler asked the next question. “What’s the significance of the missing thorium rod?”

"I don't know. I mean, it could be used to make a bomb, but I feel like they'd want more than one rod if they were going to make a bomb. Not that I know who they are. I guess maybe someone might have wanted to study the thorium and see how it can be used to generate nuclear energy, but… I really don't know. We have uranium, too, and they didn't take any of that. I feel like uranium would be more important if you're trying to make a weapon. The bigger problem is the files."

“The files?”

“Yes. Hal’s files.” Her lips trembled again for a moment, but she kept herself composed this time. “Hal was our thermodynamics expert. His research was critical for understanding how to generate energy from interactions between radioactive substances without causing a meltdown or explosion. He had developed a calculus that could measure the level of energy generated and determine precisely how to contain, store and transfer that energy while also keeping the system cooled and maintained properly. Basically, he was the brains behind this entire operation.”

“Hypothetically speaking,” Tyler said. “If I stole these files, what would I gain?”

“The knowledge to build an amazing nuclear reactor. The ability—assuming you could find the resources and the skilled labor—to generate clean energy on enormous scales.”

“So not the ability to create weapons.”

“Well, maybe. But not just from the files.”

“What else would I need?”

Eliza’s lips trembled again. She pressed her hand to her face, and her shoulders shook as she sobbed silently. Anya and Tyler shared a look, then Anya reached forward and laid a hand on her arm. “Doctor, this is not your fault.”

“I know,” Eliza said. “It just sucks. I just… I can’t believe that Hal would do something like this.”

“We don’t know that he’s the one behind this,” Tyler said. “It could be that he’s being coerced.”

She sniffled. “Yeah. Yeah, I guess so.” She chuckled. “Is it bad if I say I hope that’s the case?”

“I’ll forgive you for it,” Tyler said.

She laughed. Then her face grew serious. “What you would need, aside from the files, to make a nuclear weapon using the thorium, is Hal. His knowledge. His design, his understanding of thorium and its thermodynamics.”

The two agents shared a grim look. Whether Hal was behind this or not, the fact that he was missing meant that willingly or unwillingly, odds were that Hal and his knowledge of nuclear weapons would soon be in the hands of a hostile nation.

And if they succeeded?

“God help us all,” Eliza muttered.


 

CHAPTER SIX

 

Harold watched his companion carefully crack open a crab leg and fish out the steaming white flesh. Heinrich Reiter dipped the meat carefully into a light butter sauce and lifted the bite to his mouth with considerable relish.

The German broker smiled at Harold and gestured to his own crab. “You really should try it, Harold. It’s exquisite.”

Harold sighed and looked out the window. The sky was pitch black, the only light coming from the navigation bulbs of the Lockheed airliner. “I’m not hungry.”

"Eat," Heinrich insisted, his voice serious. Hal turned back to the broker to see him no longer smiling. "You need your strength. These negotiations will not be difficult, but to you, they will be frightening. If you trust me, then you have nothing to fear, but you must keep your strength. Eat.”

Harold nodded and complied. The meal was delicious, but Harold couldn’t shake the sense that he had made a grave mistake. This had all seemed so simple, so right before. Maybe it was because it was happening now that he was second-guessing himself.

“When you have finished eating, you must sleep,” Heinrich instructed. “We have nine hours still before we land in Vienna, more than enough time for you to get some rest.”

“And what happens when we land in Vienna?”

“We meet with the buyers.”

“And who are the buyers?”

Heinrich smiled at Harold, but his eyes remained hard. “You know I can’t tell you that.”

“Why? We’re the only people on board the airplane. Well, us and your chef.”

“True. But it’s bad form for me to release the identities of my clients, even to other clients. What I can promise you is that I will sell your services for top dollar, and you will provide my other clients with exactly what they need. I am confident in you. You must be confident in me.”

"And they'll know what to do? I mean, aside from the expertise I'm providing." Heinrich sighed, and Harold quickly explained, "I just… This is really important to me. I need to know that I'm working with people who can get this job done."

“Harold, you believe that what you’re about to do is a momentous, historical action. In a way, that’s true, but only in matters of scale. At its most basic, all you’re doing is attacking an enemy. People have been attacking enemies since we were nothing more than apes dragging our knuckles across the ground. We’ve become very good at it. The people with whom I will connect you are very good at it. Trust me. You will receive everything you hope for from this endeavor.”

Harold nodded slowly. “All right. Thank you.”

Heinrich chuckled. “Thank me by finishing your dinner.”

Harold forced himself to eat even though his stomach was still queasy from the thought of what lay ahead. He reminded himself that it would all be worth it. For his wife. For Li.


 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

The two of them left Eliza with a promise from her that she wouldn’t try to drive home after drinking four shots of bourbon. They drove to the city and found a room in a hotel that was comfortable but not too opulent.

When they arrived, Anya set up small devices that would jam any electronic signal, such as a radio or microphone with white noise. She attached a similar device to their telephone that would scramble the signal unless the receiving line had a device that would unscramble it. The technology was incredibly classified, and to Tyler's knowledge, only the CIA had it. It should allow them to call from any line—secure or not—and avoid being listened to.

He tested it for the first time while Anya showered. He thought it was probably best to talk to the Wall when she wasn’t around, at least for a little while.

“Pierons,” the Wall barked when he answered.

“It’s me, Tyler.”

“Go ahead, Wolf.”

Tyler rolled his eyes. He’d tried for years to get the Wall to call him by his first name and had failed every time. Oh well. At least his last name was a good one.

“We talked to Dr. Chenowith. She confirmed a lot of what we already knew, but she suggested that the most valuable missing item was Dr. Winters himself. I guess he was the mastermind of their nuclear reactor design. He’s an expert in thermodynamics, and… well, you read the brief too, I’m sure. The point is, if the people behind this want to build a nuclear weapon, he can show them how.”

The Wall sighed heavily. “I was afraid of that. What about the facility? Did you learn anything from the bombing?”

“Anya thinks that they would have needed more than just Winters to plant the bombs. I’m thinking she’s right. Winters was almost certainly involved because the bombs were placed just about exactly where they needed to be to cause maximum damage without causing too much damage, but the damage was extensive. I’m guessing they would have needed at least a hundred pounds of C4 shaped into several dozen charges to get that done.”

“Who else could get into that facility, though? Has anyone else behaved suspiciously?”

“Not that we know of. The other possibility is that this has been in the works for a while, and Winters has had time to plant the charges over several days. The problem with that is planting them in a way that avoids detection.”

“Hmm. I’ll send a couple of agents to look into that and see how they made it happen. Or how he made it happen, whatever the case may be. In the meantime, the most important question is who he’s selling to and/or who kidnapped him?”

“Well, the Soviet Union is the obvious suspect,” Tyler replied. “Anything from our people in Moscow?”

“Nothing. Not a peep. That doesn’t necessarily mean anything, since the MGB is apparently operating on U.S. soil, but I don’t like the Soviet Union for this. They have a nuclear program already.”

“Yeah, our nuclear program.”

“True, but the point is that they already know how to make bombs. From what we can tell, a thorium bomb isn’t any more powerful than a uranium bomb. In fact, the jury’s still out on whether or not thorium is better for nuclear energy.”

The shower shut off. Tyler glanced into the bathroom and saw Anya reach for her towel and pull it back behind the curtain. He turned away and lowered his voice. “You think this is something small time?”

“Well, it could be China. They still don’t have nuclear weapons.”

“Is their government stable enough to handle a nuclear program?”

“No. So I don’t like them either. They’re still a possibility, though.” The Wall paused for a moment. “If I had to hazard a guess, though, I would say we’re looking at a hostile nation. Whoever they are, they have to have some means, or they wouldn’t have been able to entice Winters or kidnap him from a secure nuclear facility.” After another pause, he said, “All right. That’s your next assignment. Figure out who did this. I’ll put some feelers out and see if anyone can find you a place to start.”

“Understood, sir.”

The Wall hung up, and Tyler turned around. Anya stood in front of him naked, but she didn’t look very interested in sex. Her brow was furrowed, her shoulders stiff and her lips thin. “That was the Wall?”

“Yes. He’s going to put some feelers out and see if anyone’s acting suspicious. We’re going to follow up on whatever leads he can find—assuming he can find some—and figure out where Winters might be taking our nuclear secrets.”

 She nodded. “All right. We should rest. It’s late at night, and we don’t have a direction to take this investigation yet, so we should sleep.”

“Sounds good to me. I’m going to shower first, though.”

“Fine,” she replied tersely.

Tyler stepped into the bathroom. He understood why she was angry, but she had to understand why the Wall was angry, didn’t she? She couldn’t go off the reservation like that and expect things to just get swept under the rug.

Or maybe she could. Tyler hadn’t thought much about how different things were in the MGB compared to the CIA. In the early stages of their partnership, that was one of the CIA’s goals, but the sudden explosion of terrorist threats and the MGB’s fairly rapid discovery of Anya’s double agent status forced their attention on immediate threats, and the study of how the MGB operated differently was pushed to the side.

But Tyler did know that Anya had a lot more freedom in the MGB than she did in the CIA. Part of that, of course, was because the MGB was run by Anya’s father, but another part of it was due to the nature of Anya’s assignments and her effectiveness at operating with a long leash. She likely was used to being able to make her own decisions and was chafing under the fact that the CIA operated very differently.

So okay, maybe in a professional sense, he could understand why it bothered her that the Wall was so harsh in his correction. In a personal sense, though, it bothered him how little she seemed to care that their life had just been upended. They’d lost their home, for goodness sake. They were supposed to think about a life together, a future, but she was still obsessed with her past. He knew that it was her father, but…

Well, there was no but to that. It sucked. It just sucked. Nikolai was her father, and Tyler was her fiancé. Eventually, she’d have to choose which of them mattered more, and the problem was that even if she chose Tyler, she’d resent him for the fact that she had to make that choice in the first place.

Maybe things would be easier if they did find Nikolai. They could take him to some CIA farm somewhere in the middle of nowhere, pump him for information, maybe throw in a few visits with Anya, and then things could go back to normal. Nikolai could still live off the grid, just with protection this time. Anya would get the answers she needed and be able to look to the future. And Tyler would have to stop feeling conflicted about his feelings on the subject.

He finished showering and returned to the room. Anya was on the phone, and judging by the scowl on her face, she was talking to the Wall.

“I just don’t understand why I’m suddenly a pariah, Robert.”

Yep. Lovely. Tyler sat on the bed and rubbed his temples while Anya argued with their boss.

“You wouldn’t have let me look for him! That’s the problem, Robert! You would have told me to let it go, just like you did! The only thing that’s different is that you’re mad with me now.” She sighed. “No, I didn’t learn anything. Right. Okay. I still think it’s foolish and irritating, but I can see that I’ve failed to make my point. Yes, sir.” She closed her eyes and said through gritted teeth. “I understand, sir. Yes, I’ll”—she flinched and snapped her eyes to Tyler—“Yes, I’ll tell him. Okay.”

She hung up, then cursed and dropped to the edge of the bed. Tyler waited several minutes for her to speak.

“He says you’re in charge,” Anya said mechanically. “He wants you to make sure that I don’t try to ‘act independently,’ because that, of course, would undermine the very fabric of democracy.”

Tyler gave her a half smile. “I don’t think he said all that.” She glared at him, and his smile vanished. “Look, you just need to play nice for a little while. He’ll come around.”

“Will you? You’re upset with me too.”

“I will too.”

The phone rang. He held Anya’s gaze for a few moments, then sighed and answered. “Wolf.”

“We have a location,” the Wall replied.

Tyler’s eyes widened. “You found Winters already?”

“Not yet, but we have an idea where he might be going. An asset in Vienna reported that a charity gala being held at Schonbrunn Palace will host several players in the international arms market. There’s been buzz that something very… unique… is for sale this year.”

Tyler nodded. “The timing fits. All right, we’ll head there and see if we can infiltrate the gala.”

“Good. If you see Winters, don't attempt a rescue. There are going to be plenty of innocent attendees, and we don't want a firefight that could result in casualties. Figure out who he's with and where he's going. We'll put together an extraction once we have that information."

“Will do, sir.”

He hung up and looked at Anya. "All right, Anya. We have a destination. Vienna, Austria. The Wall wants us to crash a party that might have international arms dealers. Apparently they're getting excited about something, and it's a fair bet that nuclear plans and a guy who can make them work is what they're excited about."

Anya nodded curtly. “I’ll pack. I suppose we’ll have to sleep on the plane after all.”

Tyler dressed in silence while Anya packed in silence. They drove to the airport in silence, and when they boarded their flight, they did that in silence too.

Tyler didn’t try to break through the silence. They had a job to do, and they would get nowhere arguing over something they didn’t have the time or energy to address right now. So instead, he took Anya’s advice and spent the flight to D.C. sleeping so he could gather his strength for the fight ahead.

The world was once more in danger. Everything else would have to wait.


 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Anya had visited Vienna many times during her life, particularly in the days leading up to the war. Most of these times were in her capacity as a honey trap for the MGB, hanging on the arm of German or Austrian dignitaries and soaking up their conversations about Hitler’s imminent plans to conquer Europe and subjugate the world. Her work and that of others like her gave the Soviet Union plenty of advanced warning for Germany’s plan to betray her Soviet allies and allowed the massive but technologically poor Soviet military to prepare for the conflict and ultimately defeat the German invasion.

It felt odd to be back, but at the same time, it felt like familiar territory. She wasn’t a honey trap this time, but she was an intelligence agent disguising herself as an innocent woman. It was a role she’d played to great success since joining the CIA.

At least I don’t have to smile at old lechers this time.

She and Tyler were posing as Hungarian aristocrats. Tyler’s Austrian accent just happened to sound like a Hungarian speaking German, and she could easily affect such an accent herself. Teaching him the subtle differences between Austrian German and ordinary German was more difficult, but the Austrians and the Germans were close allies up until very recently, so it wouldn’t be suspicious if his phrasing was more typical of Munich than Vienna. In any case, the Allied occupation of both countries had blurred the lines somewhat as many aristocrats attempted to distance themselves from the more well-known arm of the Third Reich and chosen to identify with the less hated eastern half of the German-Austrian alliance.

As they moved through the galleries and gardens of the palace, Anya noted the attendees and tried to identify potential suspects. Most of the attendees were wealthy aristocrats of varying station but none so high that they commanded more attention than anyone else. These could probably be discounted. They would be far more concerned with clinging to the last of their status and wealth and not so concerned with buying and selling weapons.

Others were present, however, businessmen whose enterprises had suffered greatly due to the Axis defeat. These were evidenced by their clothing—fine but of a lesser tier than those worn by the aristocrats and, in some cases, faded or worn. Several of them had a desperate look behind their eyes. Anya watched them closely.

A third demographic also caught her notice. These were men of a second order of wealth, the upper-middle-class businessmen who weren’t of the landed aristocracy or the generational wealth of the high-class merchants. Some of these were simply enjoying the spectacle and the chance to pretend for a few hours that they mattered as much as the wealthier patrons.

A few, however, floated among the crowd, hobnobbing with aristocrats one moment, then speaking in low voices to the more desperate businessmen the next. They had the cunning, shrewd expressions of wolves and even moved like them, light on their feet with quick, shifting eyes.

These would be the dealers.

Anya leaned close to Tyler and whispered in his ear, “There are three men in outfits of middling quality moving through the crowd. Watch them when they approach the wealthier businessmen.”

She giggled after to make it appear she had just shared something salacious with him. He laughed and leaned down, smiling coyly. “Are we looking for businessmen, though? Why would businessmen buy nuclear weapons?”

“They wouldn’t, but they might be middlemen for people who are. Aristocrats in the past would often influence global politics by working through brokers who would obtain certain services that could affect the outcome of wars, trade agreements and even political marriages. The world has changed, but the people in this room cling to the past.”

Tyler didn’t look very convinced of her hypothesis, but he didn’t argue with her. “You don’t think it’s the aristocrats here, though, right?”

“No. They’re not acting right. They’re not desperate enough. Some of the business magnates in the room are.” She noticed one of the wolves approaching and pushed Tyler away. “Enough! We are here for charity, Laszlo. Pull your mind out of the gutter.”

The wolf smiled. "Who could blame Herr Laszlo for his obsession with beauty such as yours?"

This wolf was of Swiss extraction and clearly experienced in this sort of work. He showed none of the furtiveness that the younger wolves showed. Anya laughed and offered her hand so the wolf could bring it to his lips. “You’re quite the flatterer, Herr…”

“Bernstein,” the wolf replied. “Franz Bernstein. And to whom do I have the utmost pleasure and joy of speaking to?”

"Bianka," Anya replied. "And the poor pouting gentleman here is my husband. Come, Laszlo, don't look so chagrined. You're not the first man to be caught flirting."

Tyler bowed. “As Herr Bernstein said, it’s impossible to keep my mind focused when I am constantly surrounded by such a creature. Perhaps, if Herr Bernstein doesn’t mind, he can relieve me of this duty for an hour so I can speak with some of our friends regarding the latest in philanthropy.”

Anya was impressed with Tyler. He’d given her a chance to probe Franz for information while he worked other portions of the crowd. He’d managed to do so while very believably acting like an aristocrat giving his wife permission to flirt with another man, something that happened with astonishing regularity in these kinds of old-fashioned settings. Anya supposed that when you lived a life of constant rigidity, you took every chance to indulge that you could.

Franz, of course, wasn’t interested in flirting. After an equally flowery sendoff to Tyler, the Swiss businessman took Anya’s arm and led her out of the palace into the Grande Parterre, the large sculpted garden just behind the main palace building. The crowd was more spread out here, affording them a measure of privacy, not so much as to raise eyebrows but enough that they could talk without being overheard.

“I couldn’t help but notice you and your husband discussing… shall we say, matters of state?”

A chill ran through Anya. “Oh? I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Franz laughed. “Come, Lady Bianka. You are among friends here. I am well aware that the Hungarian aristocracy has a vested interest in the outcome of the current gentleman’s disagreement between the East and the West.”

Anya’s chill faded as she realized Franz’s angle. He was looking for a potential client, not sniffing out a mole. “And may I ask where a Swiss businessman stands on such a conflict?”

“Is it so obvious that I’m Swiss?” he replied with a laugh. “I tried so hard to sound German.”

“There’s no shame in being loyal to one’s lineage,” she replied. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

"I would very much agree. And on that note, I will tell you that, like all Swiss, I am eager to profit from a position of strict neutrality."

She controlled her excitement. This was good. He was definitely leading the conversation toward the question of arms’ dealing.

“So you don’t really care who wins, then,” she challenged.

“Not very much.” He smiled at her. “Do you hate me for that?”

“I could never hate so charming a man as yourself. Still, if the preferences of the Hungarian aristocracy mean so little to you, I must wonder what profit you hope to gain from speaking to me.”

“May I be frank, Lady Bianka?”

“Please.”

He turned to her and dropped the smile. They now stood in front of the Neptune Fountain, and the sound of the water would drown out his voice while the light reflecting off of the marble would obscure his facial expression to anyone watching. He was very good.

“I’m sure your husband has his uses, but it’s clear that you’re the one who makes decisions.”

Anya stifled a chuckle at that. She couldn’t wait to tell Tyler what Franz had said. “Perhaps.”

“And it’s clear to anyone with even the slightest knowledge of Hungarian politics that you stand to gain far more from an Eastern victory than a Western one.”

“Perhaps. But the East has already won. The Communist Party is in power in Hungary.”

“For the moment, yes, but it’s no secret that the Allies hope to leverage the longstanding friendship between Austria and Hungary to overthrow the communists and bring Hungary into the Western fold. Needless to say, that would be rather… distasteful for certain interests who may have supported a certain side during a certain war.”

“There’s no need to be coy, Herr Bernstein. We’re all aware of how difficult the Axis loss was.

Franz bowed. “To the point then. We can discuss the ghoulish details later, but suffice it to say that I have associates who for the right fee will ensure that the Allied Commission in Austria fails. Those same associates can ensure that when the commission fails, the people of Austria elect to push for a communist revolution in their nation. Austria and Hungary can be friends again, only this time Hungary is the senior partner. As for the communists… well, we both know that despite their ideals, they take care of their wealthy.”

Anya tried not to get too far ahead of herself. If she was truly on the track of Winters and his nuclear secrets, then what could Franz’s associates be planning? Did they intend a nuclear strike on Vienna?

She kept herself calm and said, “I need to know you and exactly what you’re offering far better before I can offer an opinion on it, Herr Bernstein. Where might we discuss a few of these ghoulish details?”

Franz smiled. “Perhaps in an hour, you can join me and my associates in the Roman Ruins. You are familiar with that particular folly, yes?”

“I am.”

“Well, I will sponsor you there. We will have a very informal discussion that will nonetheless reveal enough for you to know how capable my associates are and exactly what I can do for you.”

Anya hesitated a moment, mostly for effect. She was a woman, and while the chances of violence befalling her in this setting were almost nonexistent, she must at least act hesitant about joining a strange man in a black market meeting.

“You can bring your husband, of course. Only impress upon him that you will both be listening. If you decide you like what I have to offer, then we can proceed with some more details at a later date and in a more private setting.”

“I’ll make sure he behaves himself.”

“Wonderful.” He kissed her hand again. “I look forward to a very productive working relationship with you, Lady Bianka.” He stepped away, then stopped and turned back to her. “By the way, I never got your last name.”

Anya thought quickly. She had no idea who the Hungarian aristocracy was or if the name she and Tyler had agreed on might be recognizable to Herr Bernstein. If he was as familiar as he claimed to be, then he might learn now that Anya was lying. She would have to be cautious and hope that he interpreted this caution as prudence and not deceit.

She smiled at him but kept her eyes hard. “The name I am using right now is Kovacs.”

Her gambit worked. Franz smiled and bowed, his expression showing he understood a potential buyer’s need for secrecy. “Quite so. Thank you, Lady Bianka Kovacs.”

He moved back toward the palace. Anya watched him for a moment, then returned to the palace to look for Tyler. She didn’t like to put too much hope on the first lead in an investigation, but she dared to hope that this time, they could stop the nuclear threat before it began.


 

CHAPTER NINE

 

Anya found Tyler talking with several of the wealthier businessmen—the desperate men she’d seen earlier. That was good. If Tyler had gained favor with a few of them, then they would be more likely to be open with the two agents later.

“Laszlo, dear!” she cried. “I was afraid you’d run off to pout after I left you to walk the Grande Parterre with Herr Bernstein.”

Tyler smiled at her. “Fortunately for me, you’ve proven your loyalty many times over. Besides, if I were distracted by you the whole evening, I would never have had the chance to meet these wonderful gentlemen here.”

The gentlemen here were far less skilled at masking their emotions than Franz. They greeted her with nervous smiles and annoyed glances at Tyler. Clearly, she had interrupted them in the middle of a productive discussion.

“Perhaps we should discuss this at a later time,” one of them suggested to Tyler.

"On the contrary," Tyler assured them, "Lady Bianka is quite well-versed in our mutual enterprise. You see, her father was—"

Anya squeezed his arm hard. Tyler stopped himself and said, “Well, perhaps I shouldn’t share too much lest less kind ears hear. The point is that anything you share with me will be shared with her regardless, so we might as well be honest with each other.”

He says right after stating that he can’t share everything with them because people might be listening in. Anya resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Tyler had improved as an intelligence agent by leaps and bounds, but he still made boneheaded mistakes like this one sometimes.

“Perhaps we should wait until the meeting later,” Anya said. She met the eyes of the man she believed was the leader of this little cabal. “At the Roman Ruins. I understand Herr Bernstein has an offer to make us.”

The leader—a white-haired old man named Wilhelm Krauss—bowed and said, “Herr Bernstein has proven his worth many times. If he believes you would be an asset to us, then I am sure we will come to an understanding tonight.” He nodded at Tyler. “Thank you, Herr Kovacs.”

Music started in the ballroom to their right, and Anya jumped and clapped her hands. “Come, Laszlo, we must dance!”

She led him to the ballroom, and when they were dancing, she said in a low tone, “They’re planning to attack the Allied Commission in Vienna and start a communist revolution.”

Tyler’s eyes widened. “What? I knew about the attack on the commission, but a communist revolution? Led by businessmen?”

“Herr Bernstein seems to believe that the communist party in Hungary is a disguise worn by capitalists and oligarchs.”

“Well, you’d know more about that than me.”

“Oh, he’s wrong. But what matters is that he believes it. Actually, what matters is that these businessmen believe it.”

Tyler frowned.

“Stop frowning. Smile and laugh. We’re flirting, remember?”

He beamed at her. “Right. But I can’t believe Bernstein is that stupid. It seems like he’s trying to play both sides off of each other.”

“We can get that to the Wall and let him put someone else on it. We need to figure out where Winters and his nuclear plans are. It doesn’t matter how they’re supposed to be used. Well, it does, but finding him matters more.”

“Good point.” He took a breath. “All right. So we’re in a meeting. What questions do we ask?”

“None. Herr Bernstein was clear that we stay quiet and just listen. If we want to move forward, we can arrange a meeting at a later date.”

Tyler’s eyes widened. “We could even arrange to be the buyers and get Winters back for ourselves.”

Anya’s heart leaped. She hadn’t even considered that.

“It’s possible. If the Wall can arrange to wire us an appropriate sum of money, we could lure them into the open and take Winters from their grasp.”

Tyler nodded. “We might actually have a chance to end all of this before it really begins.”

She grinned. “Wonderful work, Herr Laszlo.”

“And you as well, Lady Bianka.”

She leaned close and said, “And perhaps Lady Bianka can show her appreciation to you tonight?”

“Like I told Franz,” Tyler replied, “It’s impossible to think of anything else when I’m faced with such beauty.”

She giggled and kissed him behind his ear. “Very well, then. Let’s finish our business here and celebrate later.”

They finished the dance and walked arm-in-arm to the Roman Ruins, both of them eager to put a stop to the latest threat to world peace and democracy.

And just as eager to put an end to the tension between them. Anya still believed she was in the right about her father, but she didn’t want to drive a wedge between the two of them. If she could reconcile with him, then maybe they could talk later about a way to look for her father without causing trouble for them or for the CIA.

But that was for later. Tonight, they prevented nuclear war.

 *** 

The Roman Ruin was a picturesque folly that was one of the best examples of the fashion at the time of its construction. Fascination with the Romans and the Greeks before them was one of the most enduring traits of Western culture, and the Habsburgs—the erstwhile residents of Schonbrunn—were no exception.

The folly consisted of a "ruined" archway with steps that were supposed to have led to the remainder of the ruined structure but, in fact, served only as a way into the folly from the surrounding garden. A rectangular pool housed a fountain depicting a Greek hero conversing with a nymph who lay reclined next to a well.

A half-dozen individuals stood around the pool conversing in low voices. Anya recognized Franz and the three men Tyler was speaking with earlier. The other two Anya hadn’t spoken with but recognized as the other two “wolves” she had identified. They appeared to be working with Franz because they stood on either side of him while he talked to the three buyers.

Franz nodded a greeting when Tyler and Anya arrived. He wasn't smiling. Neither were any of the others. The ruins were in the back of the Grande Parterre, and no one was within earshot, but the three buyers still glanced around nervously. The sellers were far more calm but very serious.

Franz introduced them to his companions. “Gentlemen, this is Herr Laszlo Kovacs and his wife, Lady Bianka.”

The two men nodded but remained silent. No trappings of politeness here.

“They are very interested in strengthening Hungary’s position relative to its neighbors and believe that supporting Austrian communization will help with that considerably.”

“And what do they have to offer us?” the lead buyer, Herr Krauss, asked.

“Influence,” Anya replied. “My father is uniquely positioned in the Hungarian government. To put it briefly, he is of minor enough importance that he can act with little fear of observation, but he has strong friendships with many leaders in our government. Turning Austria red is no easy task, but with help from this nation’s closest and historically most loyal neighbor, we can smooth over some of the difficulties that would otherwise accompany such an endeavor.”

The words came so easily to Anya. She fell so naturally into the role of communist. It brought up memories she would rather have left forgotten, but she was encouraged greatly by the knowledge that she was using their own behavior against them. In essence, she was a honey-trapping communist.

“And does she speak for you?” one of the sellers asked Tyler in a Baltic accent. Lithuanian, Anya guessed.

“I am fortunate enough to have married above my station,” Tyler replied, thankfully understanding Anya’s angle. “However, I offer a certain other talent, not one I can use myself but one that may be useful should I choose to impart it to others.”

The sellers lifted their eyebrows. “And what might that talent be?” Franz asked.

Tyler smiled. “Explosives.”

Anya watched the reactions of the others carefully. The buyers paled. Clearly, they weren't used to discussing sordid details.

The sellers, however, immediately focused on him. Franz turned fully to Tyler and asked, “To be clear, you are offering to instruct our… friends… in the successful construction and deployment of explosives?”

“To be very clear,” Anya interrupted, “you told us that there would be no details discussed today. Have you changed your mind, Herr Bernstein?”

Franz smiled thinly at her. “Of course. Forgive me, Lady Bianka. My excitement carried me away for a moment. That being said, since your husband has been so kind as to share the nature of his talent, I will return the favor by sharing the nature of one of the predicaments in which we find ourselves.”

“By all means, Herr Bernstein.”

Anya’s heart pounded with excitement. They were close now. Things were moving much faster than she expected them to move.

Franz sighed briefly, looking Anya up and down as though reassuring himself that he wasn’t taking too great of a risk by talking to her right now. Evidently, he decided the risk was worth it because after a moment, he said, “Herr Laszlo’s knowledge would come in great handy for us, however, we have a problem we must solve before imposing upon him for his instruction. Specifically, we don’t yet have the means to build a weapon.”

Anya’s heart stopped pounding. “You have no explosives?”

“Not at this time. We have manpower, small arms, and…” He smiled. “Well, perhaps that is too much detail. But no, we don’t have explosives. Your father’s connections. Do they include anyone who might be able to obtain that for us?”

Anya looked Franz and the others over closely. They didn’t give her the impression that they were lying. She glanced at Tyler and saw him barely concealing his own frustration. It was beginning to look like they had wasted their time here. Franz and his cohorts were indeed planning a hostile military action, but not the one Tyler and Anya were trying to stop.

Franz mistook Anya’s silence for bargaining. He chuckled. “Of course, the people I represent would be more than happy to compensate you, your father, and his friends for the services they would provide. And if it’s not possible for you to obtain those resources, we could look elsewhere, but, of course, we would have to adjust the fee we pay accordingly.”

Anya smiled, cursing inwardly. “I would have to speak to my father, and that would require details we can’t share at this meeting.”

“Of course,” Franz said. “We’ll arrange a time to meet while you two are still in the city. I assume you’ll be here for the auction tomorrow?”

“Of course.” Anya smiled at Tyler. “Laszlo here is a lover of contemporary art. I understand that most of the pieces on sale will be from the great masters, but perhaps he will find one or two that will pique his interest.”

Tyler smiled. “It’s worth attending, at least. The Habsburgs aren’t so ancient a dynasty, after all.”

“Good. I’ll be here as well. In the meantime, gentlemen, I have one more note. If you wish to accomplish the end you desire, then you must strike swiftly. I’ve made no claim to have a personal interest in your success, and I won’t insult your intelligence by professing sorrow at your potential failure. But”—he grinned again—“I do love money, and I am more likely to receive it from people who aren’t being executed for treason. So, we should seek to finalize our deal before—”

“Police! On the ground!”

Franz’s face went white as a sheet. He turned and sprinted toward the stairs but stopped when he saw men clad in black from head to toe rush toward him, rifles lifted to their shoulders. He spun toward Tyler and Anya and snarled, “You liars!”

“I assure you, Herr Bernstein, we had no idea. And we still don’t.”

While other police officers dealt with the terrified buyers and the enraged sellers, four of them approached Tyler and Anya. “On the ground now, or we’ll shoot! We don’t give a shit that one of you is a woman!”

“Just get on the ground,” Tyler told Anya. “We’ll deal with it later.”

Anya cooperated, wondering how on Earth things could have gone so wrong. In the span of two minutes, they had gone from believing they were about to solve their mystery to learning they were on the wrong trail entirely to being placed under arrest by foreign police. And somewhere out there, the real culprits were laughing.

And preparing an act of destruction to rival anything the world had ever seen.


 

CHAPTER TEN

 

“And did your superiors think that it might be a good idea to inform us of their plans?”

Chief Inspector Felix Gruber of the Austrian Provisional Police Force reminded Tyler of the Wall on his worst days. He stood in front of the two agents with his arms crossed, his knuckles white, his face purple and his eyes aflame. Tyler couldn’t blame him. Strictly speaking, the two of them weren’t at fault here, but this was still a massive blunder on the CIA’s part.

“I guess not. They only gave us orders. We follow them. We don’t ask how they spend their time.”

The officer behind Gruber shrugged and nodded in understanding. The one language that was universally understood was that of the working individual. Not that the unspoken camaraderie between a CIA grunt and an Austrian police grunt would help them.

“I see. Well, we’ll certainly tell them,” Gruber promised. “And we’ll name both of you in our complaint, Mr. Tyler Wolf and Miss Anya Fedorov.”

“I imagine so,” Anya said drily.

Gruber whirled on Anya. “Do you think this is funny, Miss Fedorov? You two might have ruined the most important operation this police force has ever undertaken!”

“How so, Herr Inspector?”

Tyler cleared his throat and glared at Anya, but she ignored him. He was beginning to get really sick of her attitude with authority. Sometimes, it was better to just take your lumps, but that wasn’t something Anya could do. Some days, Tyler thought she’d left the Soviet Union just to be contrary.

Gruber smiled daggers at her. That really reminded Tyler of the Wall. “We know of two individuals planning to supply Herr Bernstein with the connections necessary for Hungary to conquer our country in the name of communism. A man and a woman, unmarried but posing very convincingly as a Hungarian couple.”

Tyler’s eyes widened, and he saw with a bit of smug joy that Anya was also surprised.

“And now they understand,” Gruber said. “Imagine our surprise when we arrested those two only to find that those two weren’t those two but were American agents on the track of entirely different people.”

“We had bad information,” Tyler said. “We believed our… We believed we would find what we needed here.”

“Well, you didn’t. All you managed to do was completely screw up an operation months in the works and most likely drive two enemy agents into hiding so they can make a new plan to overthrow the Allied Commission and establish a communist government. Between you and me and every other living thing on this planet, I sincerely hope that the Allies decide to just get the hell out of Austria and let us run things for ourselves. We’ve about had enough of foreigners treating Austria like a vassal state.”

“We’re sorry to have interfered,” Tyler said.

“Your apology means nothing to me,” Gruber snarled. “If I had my wish, you’d be locked in prison for at least eight years for interfering with our investigation.”

Tyler wasn’t sure why Gruber picked eight years as their preferred prison term, but whatever made him happy. “I understand, sir. What I’d like you to understand is that we’re hunting someone who we believe poses a direct and immediate threat to the United States and possibly the entire Western World. That includes Austria. So I need to ask that you refrain from indulging in your wish to keep us locked up for as long as possible and let us go find these bastards before a lot of people die.”

“I don’t suppose you’d like to share details of who these people are and what they’re planning.”

“I can’t. It’s all classified.”

“Oh, yes, of course,” Gruber said mockingly. “Well, we’ll see what your superiors have to say about—”

“Herr Gruber,” Anya interrupted. “Tyler is being kind. I will not be. Release us now so we can do our jobs, or we will make sure that your superiors know who's at fault should the United States suffer a nuclear attack."

Gruber turned a deeper shade of purple and glared at Anya as though trying to melt her to the floor with his stare. Finally, he said, “I will mention you both by name. I’ll give them a description too. Just so that every Austrian law enforcement officer recognizes you and how dangerous and irresponsible you are.”

“Feel free to do whatever makes you feel important,” Anya replied. “Oh, and when you’re finished interrogating Herr Bernstein, we’d like to talk to him.”

Gruber chuckled. “You’re free to go. As far as talking to Bernstein, go through your superiors. You’ll receive no help from me.”

“Very well. I’ll be sure your superiors know that as well.”

“Okay, Anya,” Tyler said, getting to his feet and pulling his partner to hers. “I think we’ve made our point. We’ll call Washington and update them on the situation.”

He led Anya from the room. The two of them were in the police headquarters in the middle of the city. During the day, the city would be bustling and crowded. At this hour of the night, or rather the very early morning, the streets were almost empty, and there was no one to hear Anya swear.

“Damn it! Damn it all to Hell!”

“Finally, we agree on something.”

“Who was the asset?” she demanded. “Who told us that Winters was here?”

“No one said that Winters was here. They said there was an arms deal going on here and it might be related to Winters.”

“Well, it wasn’t.”

"Yeah, no shit. Let's find a hotel room, call the Wall, and figure out where to go from here."

At this time of night, the only rooms they could rent without raising questions were from hotels where questions weren't raised. Fortunately, after the incident with the police, they looked sufficiently disheveled and red-eyed to pass for exactly the sort of couple who might be renting that kind of room.

After setting up the communications jammers and checking for bugs, Tyler turned to Anya and crossed his arms. She anticipated the conversation and said, “I really don’t want to hear it right now, Tyler.”

“Tough shit. You’ve been acting like a child ever since the Wall called you out for the incident with the MGB assassin back home. I understand you’re upset about your father, but throwing a temper tantrum with the police inspector because you didn’t like the way he was talking to you isn’t the way to handle it.”

“He was acting like a child too! And we need that information!”

“What information? There’s no information here. It was a bad lead. Which is also not the end of the world. We’ll just keep looking like we always do. But you need to get yourself under control.”

Anya looked past Tyler and frowned. Tyler could see in her eyes that she knew he was right. He could also see that she had no intention of admitting that anytime soon.

He sighed and rubbed his temples. “Fine. Forget it. Let’s just focus on what we need to do next.”

“I still believe Franz can be of use to us. He brokers terrorist services. We’re looking for someone else just like that. Winters will have no idea how to market his talents. He’ll need someone who can do that while keeping him safe.”

“We don’t even know that Winters did anything willingly. In fact, considering what happened in New Mexico, it looks like he’s already got friends.”

“Perhaps friends who Bernstein knows.”

Tyler sighed and rubbed his temples. “Anya—”

“Maybe Bernstein knows nothing,” Anya said. “Or maybe he can tell us where else to look."

“Or maybe he lies to us and sends us on another wild goose chase.”

“Maybe. But almost no chance is better than no chance.”

Tyler took a deep breath. “Okay. That’s a good point. You might be right. ”

I need to call the Wall. Do you want to be here for that conversation?”

“Of course. Why wouldn’t I?”

“Because he’s going to tear you a new asshole,” Tyler said bluntly.

Anya’s eyes widened, and when Tyler didn’t immediately apologize, her face turned beet red. But she kept herself under control. “If the Wall fears that my performance is unsatisfactory, then I value his input.”

“Suit yourself.”

He dialed the number. It was ten o’clock in the evening in Washington, D.C., but Tyler wasn’t surprised at all when the Wall answered on the first ring. “Hello, Wolf. I assume this is you calling to tell me just how miserably you screwed up over there.”

On second thought, Tyler could absolutely understand Anya’s frustration. “We followed information provided by your asset, sir. This information turned out to be faulty, a fact we discovered when the Austrian Police told us that they hadn’t been told about our op and that we had ruined a sting that would have captured all of the masterminds between a plot to overthrow the Allied Commission for Austria and establish a communist government.”

The Wall didn’t respond right away. When he did, his voice was as cold and brittle as ice. “Yes. The Commission contacted the CIA. They were… not pleased.” He cleared his throat. “Well, Anya shouldn’t have copped an attitude with him, but I’ll own up to the fact that you two were acting on bad information. I don’t suppose you have an idea where to find good information?”

“Anya has one,” Tyler said. “She believes that the chief arms broker might actually be a broker of certain services. I can corroborate that. I offered my expertise in explosives as part of my cover story, and he seemed very interested in taking advantage of it.”

“So she thinks that Winters is going to ask a broker to help sell his knowledge?”

“It’s a possibility, sir.”

“It’s a shit possibility, and it’s only saving grace is the fact that we don’t have another idea. But if you believe it’s worth the effort, then give it a shot. Let me know what you find.”

“Will do, sir.”

He hung up, and Tyler looked up to see Anya crossing her arms and staring archly down at him. “No new asshole for me?”

Tyler rolled his eyes. “No. I guess not.”

“And he didn’t have you executed for snapping at him like that? Even though it was completely unprofessional?”

He rolled his eyes again. “No, I guess not.”

“Hmm… Oh well.”

Tyler lifted his hands. "Okay, you win. Sometimes the brass pisses me off, too."

She squeezed his shoulder softly. “I’ll make us some coffee.”

 


 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

After a cup of coffee, a brief nap, and breakfast with another cup of coffee, Anya suggested that they visit the jail where Franz and his men were being held. Tyler took this suggestion with a bit of reticence.

“Gruber’s already pissed at us. How sure are you that Franz actually knows anything?”

“I’m not going to have the same argument again,” Anya replied. “You’ll have to live with the fact that not everyone is going to like you.”

He frowned, but he didn’t argue further. Anya knew she was being a little petty jabbing at him like that, but he’d started it. And he’d called her a child.

So you act like a child to punish him?

She pushed that thought away. Whoever was right or wrong, they needed to focus on the mission at hand. They hadn’t faced this kind of tension between each other in a while, and it was going to make it difficult for them to do their jobs if they focused on it.

Fortunately, Tyler seemed willing to let bygones be bygones, at least for the moment. When they reached the police station, he was the first to demand that they be allowed to talk to the prisoners.

“Senior Case Officer Tyler Wolf and Senior Case Office Anya Fedorov to see Franz Bernstein.”

He showed the stunned desk sergeant their Embassy IDs. The sergeant looked back up at him. “You two are CIA? No wonder the inspector released you.”

“We need to talk to Mr. Bernstein,” Anya repeated. “He is still here, yes?”

“He’s here, but… I can’t let anyone in without the chief inspector’s permission.”

“So get his permission,” Anya insisted.

The desk sergeant stood uncertainly. “I’ll… go talk to him.”

When he disappeared into Chief Inspector Gruber’s office, Tyler said, “You know there’s no way in hell Gruber lets us in to see Bernstein.”

“He will. He will come out of his office screaming at us, and I will remind him of the danger. He is angry with us, but he isn’t a fool.”

Tyler sighed. “If you say so.”

A moment later, Gruber burst out of his office screaming at them. So, Anya had that part right, at least.

“What the hell are you doing here? I told you if you wanted to talk to the prisoner, then your superior needed to call me! Get the hell out of my office!”

Without a word, Anya reached over the desk and lifted the phone. Gruber snatched at it, but Anya pulled it out of his reach. She dialed the Wall while Gruber watched her, his face discovering yet another new shade of purple.

“Pierons.”

"Sir, we're at the Austrian Provisional Police headquarters," Anya replied. "We're attempting to interview Mr. Bernstein in connection with our assignment. However, Chief Inspector Gruber won't allow us to see him. Will you please tell him that his ego isn't as important as the potential for catastrophe?"

“Anya, for the love of…” the Wall sighed. “Jesus. Put him on.”

Anya smiled and handed Gruber the handset. “It’s for you,” she said sweetly.

Gruber took the handset and stared daggers at her. “Hello, Deputy Director.” He scowled. “You’re interfering with our investigation. I assure you, that matters more than…”

He fell silent for several minutes. When he stopped, his face paled. “I… I wasn’t aware.”

Anya frowned. What had the Wall told him?

“Yes, of course. I’ll take them now.”

He handed the phone back to Anya, who held the receiver to her lips. “Sir?”

“You owe me one,” the Wall replied. “And you’d better hope this doesn’t come back to bite me in the ass. Get what you need, then get out of there.”

“Of course, sir. Thank you.” She hung up and looked at Gruber. “Please escort us to the prisoner.”

Gruber spun on his heel and led them wordlessly away. Anya could tell he was seething, but she didn’t care anymore. She’d made her point. Now, she was focused on the mission.

Gruber led them to a cell in the basement of the jail. The cell was of bare concrete with steel bars and no furniture save for a commode. Franz sat cross-legged against the Wall opposite the commode and chuckled when he saw Anya and Tyler.

“Herr Laszlo Kovacs and the Lady Bianka to see you,” Gruber sneered. “Enjoy your conversation.”

He left them, and Franz looked Tyler and Anya up and down. “Do I get to know your real names yet?”

“Do we get to know yours?” Anya asked.

Franz chuckled at that. “Fair enough. Okay. So you’re not Hungarian. American?”

“Yes.”

“You don’t sound American.”

“I’ll work on it.”

He laughed again. Then he lifted his hands. “Well, you can see that you have me at a disadvantage here. I should tell you that I can’t reveal the identities of the people I work with. As creative as the governments of the world get with their torture, there are people who are far more creative. I am likely already going to have to change my name, flee Europe and live on the run. I’d like to have a chance to survive, at least.”

“Help us, and we might be able to help you,” Anya said.

Tyler shifted uncomfortably, but he didn’t deny her.

“Hmm. All right. I suppose it’s worth a conversation. What do you think you can do for me?”

“First, we need information. We’re on the hunt for someone who has stolen nuclear secrets from the United States. We have reason to believe that someone in the same line of work as you intends to sell these secrets to the highest bidder or has already sold them and is preparing to deliver the product.”

“Not possible. Nuclear secrets? That’s insane. No one’s foolish enough to mess with something like that. Not after that rogue Soviet agent nearly destroyed the world.”

“But if someone were that insane, who might it be and where might we find them?”

Franz laughed. “Bianka—or whoever you are—there is no one foolish enough to steal nuclear secrets and sell them. If a nuclear scientist from your nation approached me and offered to cooperate with me, I would tell him to stay as far away from me as possible.”

“Who is braver than you?”

“Who is…” His smile faded. “Mein gott. That’s what happened, isn’t it? One of your scientists defected.”

“We’re not sure. But we are sure that if we don’t find him, a nuclear attack will be perpetrated against the United States or one of its allies.”

This news disturbed Franz enough to completely wipe away his bravado. “Mein Gott.” He ran his hands through his hair. “I have no idea. You’re certain this wasn’t an enemy state? China or the U.S.S.R.?”

“We’re sure.”

“I just can’t…” He sighed. “I’ve heard of brokers who sell explosives experts like you pretended to be, Herr Laszlo, but nuclear? The one common thread among all of humanity is our abject horror of what that bomb can accomplish. No, there’s no one who could be involved in that. Whoever you’re looking for is not someone like me.”

“Then who?”

“Someone… I don’t know.”

“Well, we have to know, Herr Bernstein. We have to find out who. I can understand why you think it’s impossible that anyone could trade nuclear secrets, but we’ve seen people do similar things before. Perhaps you know of a broker who was once an intelligence agent or a commando? Someone with experience handling highly dangerous secrets.”

Franz sighed. “I don’t. But… I might know where to find someone like that.”

Anya’s ears perked up. “Where?”

He spoke reluctantly, as though betraying a personal secret. “During the war, there were several of us—several brokers—who assisted freedom fighting groups in Eastern Europe against Nazi occupation. The bolder of us used connections within the Axis military apparatus to obtain heavy weaponry, mostly artillery shells, plastic explosives and heavy weapons such as tanks. The most extreme example of which I know was a small group of brokers who managed to bribe a port captain into sabotaging a German U-Boat which was then commandeered, repaired and rammed into a German battleship. But nuclear—”

“Where, Franz?”

“Prague. Prague, Czechoslovakia. It was a convenient middle ground for us to meet and not so heavily targeted by the Allies for bombing. When the war ended, I shifted my operations south to Austria, but the more enterprising among us still meet in Prague to exchange knowledge and broker deals. Think of it as a stock market for freedom fighters.”

“We have a different word for them,” Tyler replied.

“Of course you do. They are your enemies now.” He smiled with more than a hint of contempt. “It depends on your perspective, I suppose.”

“Our perspective is that detonating a nuclear device among innocent civilians is wrong,” Anya retorted.

Franz's smile faded. "Yes. On that, we agree. And because of that, I truly am sorry I can’t help you more. I won’t presume to ask for your help disappearing, but if you should happen to learn something in Prague, I hope you’ll remember me. Perhaps you can at least convince the government here to grant me a lenient sentence.”

So that you have a better chance of escaping and disappearing. Still, she had made the offer. She had to follow through. “I’ll see what I can do. If your information turns out to be useful.”

“Of course. Thank you, Lady Bianka.”

The two of them left him and returned upstairs. Gruber waited for them with his hands folded across his chest. “Did you find what you were looking for?”

“We hope so,” Anya replied. “Thank you, Herr Gruber.”

Gruber nodded. His scowl softened somewhat. “Your superior told me what you are looking for. For what it’s worth, I am sorry for standing in your way. I do wish you had simply been honest with me from the beginning.”

Anya smiled sadly. “I am sure you understand why that isn’t information we can share freely.”

He sighed. “Yes. I wonder if sometimes those who run your nation consider that they may have done worse for the world by revealing that power. Perhaps it would have been better to take a longer but less damaging path to victory.”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps we had to show that power before our enemies discovered it.”

He shrugged. “Does that make you the evil then and them the good?”

Anya shook her head. “I can state with absolute certainty that they’re not the good. Perhaps we’re not always good either, but our enemies certainly aren’t. The United States detonated two nuclear weapons and ended a war with a nation that would have fought to the last man to defeat us. Had Stalin obtained that technology first, then I guarantee you far more than two would have been launched, and the world would look far different than it does today.”

Gruber took a deep breath. “Maybe. I suppose we have no choice but to finish the path we started and hope it doesn’t lead us to Hell.”

The agents took their leave then. Anya considered Gruber’s words as she returned to her hotel, but she still felt no doubt about the rightness of their cause. What Gruber didn’t understand that Anya had known since childhood was that Hell didn’t wait at the end of any path. Hell surrounded them on all sides. A small nudge to the left or right, and the world would be bathed in flame.

And once more, it was Anya and Tyler who must shield the world from such a fate.


 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

“Prague, huh?”

"That's what he said. He didn't seem very confident, though. I'll be honest, sir, this feels like another wild goose chase to me."

“Yeah. It sure does.” The Wall sighed. “Damn it. We’ve always had something concrete before this. Now we have nothing. Winters just disappeared into thin air, and we have no idea where he went, no idea what he’s doing or who he’s working with or for and no idea if we’re even on the right track.”

“You haven’t heard anything from anyone else? No one’s come across a clue?”

“That’s just it. We have a lot of potential clues but nothing to tie them together. They used surplus C4 from a Navy demolitions depot that went missing four weeks ago but wasn’t discovered missing until an inventory was taken last night. We’re pretty sure that ‘they’ is just Dr. Winters at this point, at least in New Mexico. Dr. Chenowith has informed us that Dr. Winters was prone to wandering around the facility a lot more than normal lately.”

“So maybe it’s not a hostile nation at all. Maybe it’s just him.”

“Maybe. But how could he accomplish something without help from others?”

“If he could steal a hundred pounds of C4, make them into bombs, plant those bombs over the course of several days, detonate them precisely, steal nuclear material and files from a secure facility and escape without being caught, then he can figure out how to build a bomb.”

“One doesn’t necessarily follow the other, Wolf, but I understand your point.” He paused for a moment, then said, “Go to Prague. See what you can find out. Maybe there’s no one working with Winters, but maybe someone has an idea where he might be and who he might be talking to. I’ll keep pulling threads back here, but I want you two to keep digging.”

“Understood, sir.”

The Wall hung up, and Tyler sighed. “Okay. We’re going to Prague.”

Anya nodded. She looked pensive. “Do you think that’s true? That Winters has just gone insane and is planning to build a bomb himself?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know. I think we’re all just upset that we don’t really have a lead. We already know the answers to a lot of the questions we need to ask, but we don’t know the answers to the most important questions: where’s Winters and what is he planning to do? It’s hard to have every piece of the puzzle but the two you need the most. I think the Wall and I are just trying to think about what puzzle piece might fit there. Which is very annoying because we might get lucky, or we might end up interrupting an Austrian police operation.”

She chuckled. “So basically, you two are upset that we have to be intelligence agents.”

“And pray tell,” he said drily, “how do you feel about the situation?”

“I’m incredibly frustrated. If only I could seduce Dr. Winters and get him to return the secrets to us. I’m good at that kind of intelligence gathering.”

“Ha ha,” Tyler said, rolling his eyes.

“I mean, if it stops nuclear war.”

Both of them fell silent after that. That wasn’t something it was possible to joke about.

Tyler broke the silence a few minutes later. “What is this, three times now that we’re preventing a possible nuclear war?”

“I believe so, yes.”

“Jesus.” He rubbed his hands over his eyes. “You know, Gruber had a point. Maybe we should have just tucked the bomb away instead of broadcasting it to the world.”

“We weren’t the only ones exploring nuclear weapons. Someone would have figured it out eventually.”

He sighed. “Yeah. People suck.”

“On that, we agree. Now pack your suitcase. We are taking the train to Prague. If we catch an early one, we can reach the city by this evening.”

“And go where after that?”

“We’ll look around and put feelers out. Trust me, if we show interest, they will reveal themselves.”

“And if they don’t?”

“Then Dr. Winters and his associates or possibly captors will detonate a nuclear weapon in an American city and kill millions.”

Tyler frowned. “Thanks for the pep talk, Anya.”

She shrugged. “If that doesn’t motivate you, nothing will.”

“Fair enough. All right. Let’s get going.”

 *** 

Cities like Prague made Tyler wish that he could take the time to truly visit the places he traveled to. The city was a colorful and vibrant gem that spoke of a time long before the troubles of the modern era. The cobblestone streets, bright facades, and red roofs would have looked perfectly at home sporting horse-drawn carriages, wagons carrying vegetables and cheese to market, and people in old-fashioned dress bustling about hawking their wares or shopping for the day's food. The ornate gothic spires of the Old Town Hall, the Cathedral of St. Vitus, and the Church of St. Nicolas were a match for any of the great churches of France and Italy.

But the evidence of the Communist occupation was everywhere. In the Old Town Square, Soviet tanks stood next to the Jan Hus Memorial, and everywhere Tyler and Anya looked, they could see soldiers armed with rifles. The war had ended here, but the liberators had made it clear very quickly that they had saved Czechoslovakia only to become its new rulers.

The two of them found a room in a hotel in New Town just outside the walls of Old Town. Military presence was lighter there, which made Tyler a little more comfortable, although not much. Anya was a known Soviet fugitive, and the closer they got to Russia, the more Tyler worried that someone would recognize her.

Once in the room, the two of them ordered food and coffee from the hotel’s restaurant. While they ate dinner, they made their plan.

“We need to discover where the criminal element makes their home here,” Anya said.

“How do we do that?”

“We look for them. I can already tell you they won’t be in Old Town. There are too many soldiers there. We look for places where living conditions are poor and the authorities don’t congregate.”

“Wouldn’t authorities congregate where conditions are poor? That’s where crime is most likely to occur.”

“In a Western nation, that would be true,” Anya replied. “Although in a Western nation, that is still where the criminal element is most likely to be found.”

“Yes, but we don’t want them to know who we are. Even if they don’t arrest us right away, they’ll watch us. Czechoslovakia isn’t an Allied protectorate, it’s a Soviet protectorate.”

“That is an inexact way of looking at things, but your point is valid. My point is that in a Communist nation, law enforcement’s purpose is to keep things quiet, not to protect the innocent. Petty theft and violence is of no concern to the police so long as that violence doesn’t organize into an uprising.”

Tyler grimaced. Traveling made him wish he could be a real tourist, but hearing things like this made him more grateful than ever to live in a free nation. “Okay, good point. Second concern: the people we’re looking for won’t necessarily live in the shadows. If Winters really is hiring himself out via a broker, then it’s likely that broker will be interacting with the wealthiest people in the city, right?”

“No. Franz said this is where brokers meet. It’s not necessarily where they sell. We might find Winters here, but more likely than not, we’ll only find more information.”

“Got it.”

Tyler stood and paced the room. He wasn’t especially happy that the best they could hope for was just another step up a climb that was looking more and more difficult with every passing moment.

“What’s different about this?” he asked after a moment. “Why is it so hard for us to find a real lead this time when we’ve been able to find all the information we need in past cases?”

Anya smiled a little. “I think you might be looking at our past assignments with rose-colored glasses. However, to answer your question, I think this is difficult because in the past, we’ve known from the beginning who our enemy is. We’ve been surprised with the existence of other enemies, but the main culprit has been known from very early on. In Berlin, it was Heinrich Muller. After that, it was Elisabeth Hart. Then it was Ivan several times in a row. In our last assignment, it was Chen Wei and Nguyen Vu. We began our operation knowing who the villain was. The only questions were what were they planning, how did they intend to accomplish that plan, and how could we stop them?

“This time, we know only that a nuclear scientist is missing with important information and a rod of exotic material of dubious value. He’s successfully disappeared into thin air, and unless something catastrophic happens, we might not gain any more hard information on what his plans are. We don’t even know if he’s a perpetrator or a victim.”

“We’re pretty sure he’s a perpetrator,” Tyler said. “Our assets in New Mexico have all but confirmed that he was the one behind the bombing.”

Anya’s face hardened slightly. “Ah. I see. Well, my point stands. If he’s our big bad villain, then we need to find out what he’s planning to do and how. That’s a lot harder when your criminal hasn’t broadcast his motives to everyone and everything the way Chen Wei did for example.”

He sighed. “That doesn’t make me feel better.”

“It’s not meant to. This is, I believe, the first time you have truly encountered an intelligence problem and not, for lack of a better term, a law enforcement issue.”

“A law enforcement issue?”

She shrugged. “It’s not a perfect analogy. I only mean that we’ve been used to capture fugitives and break up criminal enterprises thus far. This is the first time we’ve been given almost no information and been tasked with discovering all of the rest of it. This is what it is to be an intelligent agent, and it’s very difficult. There are no guarantees of success, and sometimes, the only time we learn more is when our enemies act.”

“The problem is that if our enemy acts this time, an entire city could be wiped off the map. If that happens somewhere like New York or Chicago, you’re talking about millions of people dead.”

“I’m well aware of the risks, Tyler.”

Tyler detected a hint of reproach in that. He met her eyes and said, “I’m sorry for being harsh with you about the Nikolai thing. I maintain that I was right and you were wrong, and there’s going to be a time when we need to really address that. But now isn’t that time, and it was wrong of me to hold that against you. I can commit that for the remainder of this assignment, I’ll let it go, and we can focus on putting a stop to Winters. That means I’ll include you in my conversations with the Wall again.”

To his surprise, Anya stiffened, and anger flashed across her eyes. “I see. Very well. Thank you for letting me know.”

He blinked. “Anya, I… I mean, I don’t expect you to shower me with kisses, but… isn’t this good news?”

“I thought you were shielding me from the Wall to protect me. I didn’t realize it was because you didn’t feel you could trust me.”

He opened his mouth to insist that he was protecting her, but he closed it without saying anything. He was protecting her.

But he also wasn’t sure that he could trust her. Her behavior had been so immature that he really did have concerns that she was in the right frame of mind for the job.

But he didn’t have a choice now. He couldn’t handle this on his own. He needed her help.

“Like I told you earlier,” he finally said, “You’ve been acting off ever since you got that false lead on your father’s whereabouts. Not this most recent one, the one you followed up on before Vietnam. You were able to pull it together for that assignment. I need you to pull it together for this one.”

She stiffened again, but he could see in her expression that he had gotten through to her with that. She pressed her lips together but grudgingly admitted. "You're right." She turned away from him and changed briskly into her night clothes. "It's late. I'm going to bed. You should get some rest, too. We have a long day tomorrow."


 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Anya dealt with a lot of conflicting emotions as the two of them began their foray into Prague. Part of her, of course, was furious with Tyler. He’d complained for months that she treated him like a child and didn’t take his opinions seriously, yet here he was doing the same thing to her. He had a good point. She should have kept him, at least, in the loop about her search for her father. That didn’t give him a right to be patronizing, though.

Another part of her was worried about this mission. What she'd told Tyler the night before was true. This was a real intelligence-gathering mission and not just a counterterrorism mission. The problem was that intelligence-gathering missions often took months to succeed. For that reason, success often comes too late to be meaningful. The consequences of failure here were too awful to consider. If they didn't get very, very lucky very, very quickly, a lot of people would die, and the world would likely be plunged into another war.

But another part of her, in spite of the real danger that failure presented, was excited. This was her element. This was the sort of work she was good at. If she couldn’t seduce answers out of a foolish general or politician, then finding answers in the cracks and crevices of the enemy’s infrastructure was her next specialty.

She focused on that as they walked through the various districts of Prague. The Renaissance and Early Modern architecture of New Town gave way to the Baroque architecture of Lesser Town, an ancient and historic district of the city that sat within view of Prague Castle and was patrolled heavily by soldiers and police.

As they walked, Tyler leaned over and asked in French—an increasingly less common but still far from unspoken lingua franca in many parts of the Soviet sphere of influence—“I thought you said we need to move away from Old Town.”

She replied in the same language, “The district I wish to reach is on the north side of the castle.”

“I didn’t realize you were so familiar with the city.”

“I visited a few times during the war. There was a particular part of the city where officers would travel to indulge in pleasures frowned upon by their commanders. It became a well-known den of vice in the early stages of the war. German military leadership in the city adopted a don’t ask, don’t tell policy since many of them were taking advantage of the same pleasures.”

“Got it. And you think this place might still be a den of vice?”

“Could be. It’s a place to start. Do you speak Czech?”

“No. You?”

“Well enough, but if you don’t, it doesn’t matter. We’ll speak Russian. French is not as common anymore, especially among the working classes.”

“Works for me,” he replied in Russian.

They skirted the castle, a journey of roughly a kilometer. Prague Castle was actually a complex of buildings contained behind a high stone wall. It was the largest ancient castle in Europe. Anya hoped that one day the world would be such that she could visit its wonders without fear, but she doubted that would ever be the case.

As they left the castle behind, the military presence thinned out, but the police presence remained considerable for another two miles. Several officers stared at the two of them, their eyes stony. She felt Tyler tense under their gaze and said, “Relax, Tyler. They’re staring at me.”

“Well, you’re a Russian fugitive.”

She smiled drily. “That’s not why they’re staring at me.”

“They don’t look like they’re checking you out.”

“They’re keeping a professional demeanor, but I am Slavic just as they are. I can tell the reason for their stares.”

He sighed. “Well, I still don’t like it. How much further is this place?”

“A mile, perhaps two.”

“Good.”

She chuckled softly. He could be so dramatic sometimes.

They reached Lysolaje a half hour later, just as the sun reached its zenith in the sky. Here, the police presence was nil. The district was far cleaner and less rough-looking than Anya remembered it, but the worn streets, damaged buildings and graffiti told her that it retained much of its lawless character. She was encouraged to see small clusters of people standing outside several of the buildings and more pleased to see most of those clusters staring at the two of them with something that was definitely not lust. Secrets were exchanged here. It remained to be seen whether those secrets were of the sort that was useful to them, but they were on the right path.

“Look for people who are dressed well,” she said. “They will be confident, almost brazen about the looks they get from lesser criminals.”

“Well, we’re dressed well, but that doesn’t mean we can just follow them wherever they go.”

“We won’t. We will tell them that we are looking for a casino. Those are illegal in Czechoslovakia, as they are in every Communist nation, but illegal houses still operate in neighborhoods like this.”

“I don’t think the people who run card tables and speakeasies are going to be the same people who buy and sell nuclear weapons.”

“They won’t be,” Anya agreed, “but they’ll know where things are happening here. Even if they only know that something big is happening that they should stay away from. Think of this as looking for the small thread that will lead us to the big lead.”

He sighed. “All right. Not like I have a better idea.”

 

 

They moved through the streets of the district. Occasionally, a few of the bolder street thoughts catcalled them, but most simply stared daggers at them until they passed. From time to time, someone who wasn't part of any gangs would rush furtively down the street, glancing side to side in terror that today would be the day one of the criminals chose to rob them.

Still, it was unusually quiet. The Communist regime must have done an efficient and thorough job of stamping out resistance. That was one thing she could admit about the Soviets. They were nothing if not thorough and efficient.

After two hours of wandering through the streets, she began to fear they were wasting their time after all. They’d scoured most of the district and she hadn’t seen any sign of a casino or card house.

She was about to give up on learning anything useful in Lysolaje when she caught sight of a well-dressed man with expertly coiffed hair and an aristocratic mustache entering one of the larger residences. A cluster of men convincingly portraying street toughs stood in front of the entrance. That’s why she hadn’t noticed it before. They were camouflaged well.

She squeezed Tyler’s arm. “I found a place. Make eye contact with the guards.”

“If you say so.”

The men frowned when they saw the two agents approach. One of them is called in Czech. "Move on. This is a private residence."

“Not the people’s residence?” Anya teased in Russian.

“Cute,” the guard replied in the same language. “Piss off before my friends and I cut you a new hole.”

“My, what a gentleman you are,” she said with a chuckle.

“I’m not kidding. Leave now. We’re asking nicely. Don’t make us ask not nicely.”

“But you don’t know why we’re here yet,” Anya said with a pout.

“You want to play a game. This place is invite only.”

Anya’s pout became sultry and just a little taunting. “It’s not what you can offer us. It’s what we can offer you.”

The man’s eyes narrowed. He glanced at his companions, and one of them, a slightly built man with a pencil mustache and an unusually pale complexion, shook his head.

“We don’t care,” the first man replied. “Go find whatever you’re looking for somewhere else.”

Anya shrugged. “Very well. I suppose they don’t want our money, Vasily. Perhaps there are others in this city willing to offer special services for a special price.”

The guard chuckled. “You sound like a cop.”

Tyler stiffened slightly, but he didn’t understand this was good news. The man was engaging with them. That meant that he wanted to hear what they had to say.

Anya met his eyes. “If I were a cop, I would have raided this place hours ago. Letting your guests in through the front door is a foolish mistake. Now all of the city knows you’re here.”

His smile vanished, replaced with a look of fear. Anya kicked herself. She’d pushed too far.

“Move on. There’s nothing here for you.”

“Let me be as frank as I can,” Tyler said. “We’re looking to make a point. The sort of point that is best made as loudly as possible to as many people as possible in as short a time as possible. We need to hire someone who’s very good at making loud, fast points to a lot of people, and we’re willing to spend quite a bit of money to make that happen. We will find someone. We can find one of your friends, and you can get your cut, or we can move on and someone else can take our money.”

The men looked between the two of them, then at each other. This time, the pale man nodded.

“All right,” the spokesperson said. “Go on inside. Just know that if we learn that you’re lying, we’ll carve both of you up and send you out of here with the garbage.”

“How frightening,” Anya said contemptuously.

She pushed past him on her way inside, smiling a little when she saw him redden out of the corner of her eye. The brashness was all for show, but that didn’t mean she didn’t enjoy it.

Inside the building, she knew instantly they had come to the right place. While the exterior of the house looked like any other rundown building in the neighborhood, the interior looked like a card room in an upscale European resort, smaller but just as opulent with richly upholstered furniture, hardwood floors and young women in revealing outfits flitting about with alcohol, hors d’oeuvres, and sealed envelopes containing private messages between people sitting at different tables across the room.

The next step would be to visit some of the games until they found someone who might have the information they needed, but as it turned out, they didn’t need to spend any more time searching. Within a minute of arriving inside, a young woman of maybe twenty approached with two glasses of vodka and gestured toward a poker table on the back wall of the room. “Right this way. Your associates are waiting for you.”

Tyler and Anya shared a look, then followed their host. Anya’s heart began to pound with excitement once more. Now the real spycraft began.


 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Tyler couldn’t believe Anya had found this place so quickly. It was like she had a sixth sense for this kind of work. He was beginning to understand now why she had so much leeway with the MGB.

Of course, this could all turn out to be a waste of time. They wouldn’t know until they started talking whether the brokers here had the information they wanted, or whether, like Franz, they would turn out to be red herrings. Still, even if they were only eliminating another bad lead, doing that on their first day was much better than spending weeks crawling around the city finding nothing.

They reached the table, and the four men already seated there separated to make room for the two newcomers. One of them was the well-dressed man they had seen enter a few minutes ago. He gave them the typical hard-eyed smile and said, “Welcome. To whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?”

“You can call me Vasily,” Tyler replied. “This is my associate, Natalya.”

“A pleasure to meet both of you. My name is Dragan Kovacevic. You may have heard of me.”

“The name sounds familiar,” Anya replied. Tyler guessed that was a lie. He’d never heard the name. “But what is a Yugoslav doing in a Czech city?”

Dragan laughed. “Not all Czechs hate us, and not all Yugoslavs are worth of their hate. I am, like everyone else in this room, a businessman at heart. As my father used to say, gold doesn’t care the nationality of the hand that grasps it.”

“Well spoken,” Tyler replied. “Do you have what we’re looking for?”

Dragan laughed again. "So eager! Relax, boy. We will talk business soon enough. I must get to know you better first. You understand the product I offer is quite… exclusive. I won't sell to every eager revolutionary with deep pockets."

“We understand that,” Anya assured him. “However, please understand that our time is valuable as well.”

"Of course, of course. A game"—he gestured toward the deck of cards—"and if we haven't decided by the end of it that we will work well together, we will part as friends. And don't worry about the men at the door. They have fragile egos, but they are far from stupid enough to make trouble for you. At the worst, you will leave here empty-handed."

“We very much hope not,” Tyler replied, “but I appreciate your assurance.”

Dragan bowed, then deftly shuffled the deck. His thick fingers were surprisingly dexterous as he dealt the cards. “Do you play poker, Vasily?”

“Not often. I hope you won’t judge me based on how easily you part me from my bets.”

Dragan laughed, and this time, the others joined him. There was no more popular man at a poker game than a talentless fool. “I assure you, we won’t hold your generosity against you.”

“You won’t find me so easy an opponent,” Anya said, flashing a sultry smile at him.

“Beautiful and intelligent, eh?” Dragan replied. “I look forward to seeing your prowess.”

The game began. The betting started at twenty thousand rubles. Tyler stifled the horror he felt at that amount. That was nearly one thousand dollars. They didn’t have nearly that much currency on them. He was somewhat relieved when the amounts were represented by chips rather than actual cash, but still, this would end badly for them if they lost the game and weren’t able to pay up.

He kept his expression cool, however, as the hand continued. The others around the table spoke rarely, taking their cues from Dragan, who asked a lot of seemingly benign questions about Tyler and Anya that Tyler could tell were meant to gauge the level of openness he could expect from them.

“You two are Russian?” he asked after raising the bet one thousand rubles.

“We are,” Anya confirmed. “I trust your loyalty to Tito doesn’t hurt your opinion of us.”

The others at the table laughed at the joke. Stalin had five times ordered the assassination of the Yugoslav leader and five times failed. Eventually, Tito had warned Stalin to stop trying to kill him or he would send an assassin to kill Stalin, and in his words, wouldn’t need to send a second.

“I trust your loyalty to Stalin won’t cause you to take offense to my statement that all world leaders are capitalist aristocrats whether they admit it or not,” Dragan replied.

“Oh please, Dragan, if we were communist, we wouldn’t be playing high-stakes poker with an arms dealer.”

Dragan’s smile faded at that statement. Tyler looked nervously at the others, all of whom looked equally uncomfortable. “Perhaps we can save such details for the next hand?” Dragan suggested in a way that told Tyler it wasn’t a suggestion.

“Of course,” Anya replied. “I didn’t mean to offend.”

“No offense taken,” Dragan replied, “but you must understand that what you’ve intimated to me is something far more serious than the typical deals brokered here. We are all friends at this table, but that doesn't mean that all in this room are friends.”

“Oh!” Anya cried. “How rude of us! We haven’t introduced ourselves to your three companions.”

“They are buyers, like you,” Dragan replied before the men could speak, “and to be blunt, it’s better that buyers not know any more about each other than that.” He smiled graciously, “At least, not information that could be used to identify you.”

Anya nodded. “Whatever you think best.”

The hand continued. Tyler was working on a full house, which encouraged him a little. A full house would win ninety percent of poker hands. Of course, depending on how sore a loser these men were, winning might cause them more trouble than losing.

Why did it have to be a poker game?

“How long have you been in business, Dragan?” Tyler asked as he raised the bet another two thousand. “Or is that question too personal?”

“Not at all. I’ve been in this line of work for twenty years.”

“Oh? Even during the war?”

“Especially during the war. You’d be amazed, Vasily, how much of a war is decided in back rooms and facilitated by people like me. If you want to bomb an oil refinery, you call the Air Force. If you want to assassinate a president, you talk to people like me.”

“And in peacetime? Do we still call the Air Force for bombs?”

Dragan smiled and raised the bet. “That depends on you, me, and what exactly you want done. Peace doesn’t necessarily afford more opportunities than war, but it does afford different opportunities. Folding so soon, my friend?”

The buyer to his left shrugged and set his cards face down on the table. “I don’t have anything.”

Dragan shrugged. “Ah well. That’s the way it goes sometimes.”

Shouting outside caught their attention. Tyler and Anya turned their heads to the door just in time to see the guard who had accosted them fly backwards through it. The pale man issued a series of hand signals, and the attendants quickly fled the room, closing cabinets and locking doors on their way.

Eight men entered, frowning darkly at Dragan. Other tables emptied quickly, and the three buyers abandoned Dragan and scurried past the newcomers out the door.

Tyler and Anya remained where they were.

“Perhaps you two should join your fellows,” Dragan suggested tightly. “It seems today is not a good day to do business.”

“I hope you won’t think me too eager,” Tyler replied, “but my business is far too important for me to wait. If these gentlemen seek to interrupt us, then it’s they who must be disappointed.”

Anya gave Tyler a questioning look, and he nodded back. She sighed but shifted her position so she could more easily get to her feet and draw her weapon from inside her coat if necessary.

The eight men formed a semicircle around them, and Tyler was grateful that Dragan had chosen a table next to the wall because it prevented them from forming a full circle.

“Dragan Kovacevic,” the leader of the newcomers said. “Where is our money?”

“Your product was faulty,” Dragan replied calmly. “I don’t pay for broken merchandise.”

“If she was broken, then you broke her. Not us. You agreed to pay us, and you refused to. We’re trying to be kind and give you the chance to reimburse us now. Or we’ll just beat you to death and take what you have.”

“You’re mistaken. You sold bad product. I don’t pay for bad product. No doubt your current struggle to fund your enterprise is due to your inability to provide products that meet your buyers’ expectations.”

The leader snarled and reached for a weapon. Tyler drew his first. The others reached for theirs, but Anya was faster.

“There’s more of you than there are of us,” she said, “so you’ll certainly kill us. Which of you would like to sacrifice your life to make that happen?”

The gangsters stared at the two agents in amazement. “Who the hell are you?” the leader asked.

“We’re in the middle of a business meeting,” Tyler said. “Please allow us to conclude that meeting.”

The gangster’s eyes reddened. “Go to hell.”

Tyler shrugged. Then he pulled the hammer back on his pistol. The gangster turned white as a sheet. “All right. We’ll leave.” He glared at Dragan. “This isn’t over, Dragan.”

The men turned to go, but Tyler stopped them. “Your weapons, please.”

The gangster looked back at Tyler and found him steadily holding his gun. “You’re joking.”

“I am not. Leave your weapons. You, sir, the gentleman in charge of the guards.”

The pale man raised an eyebrow. “Yes?”

“Search them. If any of you flinch while he’s disarming you, I’ll make sure you’re the first to die.”

The leader of the newcomers trembled with rage. “You’re a dead man. You and your woman. And you Dragan. You’re all dead.”

“Perhaps I should just kill you now,” Tyler suggested. “Since you seem so eager to kill me. What do you think? Should I kill you now?”

The leader glared at him, but there was fear behind his gaze too. He didn’t reply to Tyler’s threat.

When the men were disarmed, Tyler said, “All right. Arm some others and escort them as far from here as you safely can. If anyone resists, kill them.”

The pale man lifted an eyebrow at Tyler, but he nodded in agreement and barked orders. To Tyler's surprise, seven women stepped forward and picked up the guns, calmly checking the loads before concealing the weapons under their clothing.

“Okay,” the pale man said. “Move.”

The intruders reluctantly followed the instructions and moved out of the house. When they were gone, Tyler said, “That should give us a few hours head start. Maybe we should continue this conversation in private somewhere else, Dragan.”

“Who are you?” Dragan replied in awe.

“Maybe we should save those details for a more private setting,” Tyler replied.

Dragan chuckled. “Yes. Perhaps we should. Meet me at the old cannery in Lipence this evening, say six o’clock. We’ll discuss business there.” He stood. “Thank you for your intervention. I can’t say I understand it yet, but perhaps that is something else we can discuss.”

“Perhaps.”

The three of them left the house and went their separate ways. When Tyler and Anya were alone, Anya turned to Tyler, her eyes wide. “That was incredible, Tyler! Well done!”

Tyler smiled at her praise, but he was still unsure if he had accomplished anything other than making an enemy in the city. “Don’t thank me yet. This could be all for nothing.”

“Or it could be the key to solving this mystery. I choose to hope.”

He nodded. “Then I choose to hope too.”

If only hope was a guarantee of success. As it was, Tyler worried he had just gambled away their cover for nothing.

“We have four hours until our meeting,” Anya said. “Let’s return to our hotel and change into warmer clothes. We’ll take more weapons with us as well. Just in case.”

The two of them left Lysolaje behind, clinging to the hope that finally, they might be closing in on their rogue scientist.


 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Harold Winters wasn’t sure if Reiter was a liar or a fool, but General Sung-Ho Park and his entourage looked nothing like Chinese people. Other than the epicanthic folds in their eyelids, it was clear to Harold that these men didn’t share a common heritage with his wife.

But they shared a common cause. The People’s Liberation Army had won their victory, but the North Koreans had yet to unify their peninsula. With the United States now involved in the war, it was looking very likely that the North Koreans would continue to fail. Even with the growing likelihood of Chinese and Soviet support, Harold knew that the American war machine was far too great for the communist coalition to defeat them.

But with the weapon he would provide them, the nature of the war would change considerably. Public opinion in the United States was already ambivalent, with many people wondering why the United States was involved at all in a war between Koreans. The shadow of World War II loomed dark over the populace, and the fear of nuclear winter loomed darker still.

And Harold was going to give North Korea the ability to play on that fear while simultaneously causing enough destruction to frighten the United States. Whether that fright would result in a U.S. pullout or the total obliteration of Communist forces on the peninsula remained to be seen, but either way, Harold would get his revenge. He would cause the U.S. to bleed for refusing his wife's safe haven.

“It’s settled then,” Reiter said. “General Park, it was a pleasure doing business with you.”

He shook hands with the general, then turned to Harold. “And to you, Dr. Winters, good luck. Perhaps we will meet again someday.”

Harold frowned. “You’re not coming back to the United States with me?”

Reiter hesitated. “Ah. No. I will be returning to the United States. You will be joining General Park.”

Harold’s eyes widened. “What? But that wasn’t the deal. You… you said I was selling the thorium so they could have a catalyst for their weapon and files that would give them the information they would need to build the bomb.”

“The deal changed,” General Park interrupted. “It will be faster if you simply build the weapon for us.”

“What? No! I didn’t agree to this!”

Park’s lip curled in a sneer. “Do you feel yourself less guilty if others put the bomb together, Doctor? Can you wash your hands of the blood if you lack the courage to admit your desire?”

“I…”

Harold looked around at the amused face of Heinrich Reiter, the contemptuous sneers of the Koreans. They thought him weak.

And they were right. He was weak. Too weak to fight when Li was denied her visa, too weak to travel with her and brave the horrors of the Chinese Civil War together, too weak to die by her side.

But he wasn't too weak to kill for her. And if, in the process, he lost his own life, well, maybe the preachers were right. Maybe he'd find her on the other side.

“All right. You want to hear my desire? I don’t really give a shit if you win your war.”

Reiter flinched and looked nervously at the Koreans. The soldiers’ eyes popped open in shock. General Pak lifted an eyebrow but appeared otherwise calm.

“I don’t care if you win or if the U.S. turns your homeland into glass.”

“Doctor—” Reiter interrupted.

“Quiet. Your business is concluded, Mr. Reiter.”

The others snickered at that. Harold continued. “You know what I care about? Nothing. The one thing I cared about died. She was caught in the crossfire between the Kuomintang and the People’s Liberation Army in the Battle of Beijing. Her name was Gongsun Li. She was the most beautiful, most perfect person to ever live, but she’s dead. And now, I don’t give a shit about anything.

“I’m going to build your bomb, General Pak. You’re going to use it to kill as many Americans as you possibly can. They’ll never know why they died or why one of their best and brightest gave the most destructive weapon in the world to their enemies. But that’s fine. What they will know is that it's dangerous to treat people like they're worthless just because they don't look like them. They'll know that just because they won the war doesn't mean they get to decide what right and wrong is anymore. So let's go. Let's build a bomb. And good luck to you, but like I said, I don't really give a shit."

The room fell into silence. Reiter shuffled nervously and kept his eyes averted from the Koreans. The soldiers watched their general for a sign of how to respond to Harold’s vitriol.

Harold held General Pak’s gaze. For a long moment, the general didn’t say anything. Then he smiled and bowed to Harold. “It will be my pleasure to facilitate your revenge, Doctor Winters.”

Reiter released the breath he had been holding and quickly took his leave. The North Koreans escorted General Pak and Doctor Winters toward the waiting truck. Harold had turned a corner. The next phase of his revenge had begun.

Harold had a feeling the men around him were among the last people he’d see alive, but that was all right. If this worked, then it was all right.

For Li.


 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Night had already fallen by the time Tyler and Anya reached the factory. While most of Prague had been cleared and repaired of the damage sustained during the war and the brief skirmishes that accompanied the communist takeover, some of the city’s outskirts sported ruins that had yet to be removed and replaced. The cannery was one of these ruins. Tyler and Anya entered the building and found a hollowed-out shell supported by fractured remains of posts and beams.

Tyler saw a shadow move in a corner and quickly drew his weapon. Dragan’s voice called out, “All right, Vasily, relax. There’s no need to shoot.”

Tyler holstered his weapon and approached Dragan. The broker nodded curtly at the two of them. No charming smile, no fancy wordplay. They were here to strike a deal.

“All right,” Dragan said. “Let’s make this quick. You’re looking for explosives. I can get you explosives. What is the target?”

Tyler and Anya shared a look. Dragan mistook their hesitation and said, “There can’t be secrets between us, not over this. If I am to provide you the services you need, I must know what services you require.”

“How do I know I can trust you?” Tyler said. “How do I know you’re not a spy?”

“It’s far too late to ask that question, Vasily. You are here. Either you will tell me what you want, and we’ll make a deal, or you won’t, and we’ll part as friends. Friends who forget each other immediately and never speak of or see each other again. Which is it?”

Tyler took a gamble. “We are looking to partner with someone to perpetrate a nuclear attack on the United States of America.”

Anya snapped her eyes to him. He hadn’t told her he was going to play things that risky. To be fair, he hadn’t known he was going to do that until just now.

Dragan stared at him in amazement. “Seriously? Another one?”

Yes! Tyler hid his excitement and frowned. “Another one?”

Dragan folded his arms across his chest. “Well, it’s a little imprudent, I suppose, but… you’re telling me the truth? You want to bomb the United States?”

“Yes. Washington, D.C. to be exact.”

Dragan shook his head. “You’re insane.”

“And clearly we’re not the only ones,” Anya said. “So who else is bidding against us for the resources to make this happen?”

“Well… shit, I thought you two wanted to bomb a target in Prague or perhaps Russia. I didn’t… The thing is that I’ve already been contracted to help someone with just such a service. I’ve been acting as a representative for another buyer to obtain the services of someone who can attack the U.S. with nuclear weapons.”

This was it. They were on the right track and on the cusp of learning exactly who was behind this. If Tyler and Anya played it carefully, they could wrap this up right here in Prague.

Assuming Winters was in Prague.

“Who can provide this service?”

“I can’t tell you. You’ve caught me in an awkward position. I’ve already committed to these other buyers.”

Tyler frowned. “Your seller. Can he contract with two people at the same time?”

Dragan opened his mouth, but before he spoke, he shifted his eyes to the left. Tyler pressed his advantage. “We’d be willing to pay, of course.”

Dragan sighed. “Hmm. I would have to contact the broker representing the seller before I could make that arrangement. And I would have to speak to my buyers before I could make the seller an offer. You have to understand—I’m sure you understand—what you’re asking for is an entirely different thing than plastic explosives. I can easily get you a truckload of C4 to blow up a government building, but I can see in your eyes that won’t suffice.”

“It won’t,” Anya agreed. “We must cause destruction. It must be widespread.”

“Well, that’s not an easy thing to do.” He shook his head. “I just…”

He ran his hands through his hair and looked pensively over his shoulder as though expecting someone to come charging through the door to kill them.

“Name your price,” Tyler said.

“It’s not just the price. It’s the risk. And if I don’t get everyone to agree, then there’s no deal no matter how much you pay me. It’s as I said, this isn’t like finding ordinary explosives. An opportunity like this may never come again.”

"Which is why I told you to name your price," Tyler replied. He took another gamble. "We heard the news about that nuclear research facility in America. A scientist escaped with a rod of radioactive material and a lot of files. That's your seller, right? He's selling his knowledge. Like you said, this opportunity might never come again. Clearly, we're not the only ones who've thought of this."

“And you want to take this risk even though others are taking the same?”

“There are many great cities in America. If they intend to target Washington, we will choose another.”

“No, Washington is available.”

That meant their enemies weren’t targeting Washington. Where then?

“The United States must be brought to its knees, or it will become an empire greater than the worst ambitions of Hitler.”

“And in its place, you’ll install an empire as great as the worst ambitions of Stalin?”

Anya scoffed. “Stalin is old. The Soviets are weak. If they wanted to bomb the United States, they would. Clearly they don’t. But we do.”

“Name your price,” Tyler replied.

Dragan shook his head. “It won’t just be me you have to pay, you understand. The seller will need to be paid, and the broker will have his own fee. Also, the other buyers may object, and there might be more money needed to change hands just to keep them quiet. It will take at least five million, but possibly double that.”

“Five million rubles? Done.”

“No,” Dragan replied, shaking his head. “Five million dollars.”

Anya coughed in surprise. “Five million?”

“Up front.”

"You can't possibly expect us to have that kind of money upfront," Tyler protested.

"You can't possibly expect me to hire a man to build a nuclear weapon for you, but you do. Five million upfront, and you should be prepared to pay that same amount again upon delivery."

"That's ridiculous," Tyler countered. "We can get you five million, but I can't deliver it to you upfront."

“Then I wish you well and bid you good day,” Dragan said.

“One million,” Anya replied. “I can get you one million up front.”

Tyler frowned at Anya. She nodded at him, then turned to Dragan. "I can get you one million dollars by this time tomorrow evening. Then, four million upon delivery. If you incur expenses, we'll reimburse you as well."

Dragan shook his head. "This is not a normal negotiation, Natalya. We're not going to haggle. I've named my price, and this will be the final time I will ask if you accept. Five million upfront and five million upon delivery. That number is now set in stone, and believe me, there will be consequences if you don't follow through."

Anya and Tyler shared another look. Tyler had no idea how Anya planned to get one million dollars to take to their meeting tomorrow. The Wall could wire a considerable sum to them and even encrypt the transfer, but ten million dollars was utterly insane.

Still, they were too close to give up. They only needed this “deal” long enough to find out who the players were. Once they had that information, they could leave with it and leave Dragan to pick up the pieces. Actually, they would have Dragan and the rest of the conspirators arrested.

They just needed that information.

"All right," he said. "Five million. We'll have it to you tomorrow at six o'clock."

“Good. Wait five minutes before you leave.”

Without another word, Dragan spun on his heels and left the factory. Tyler and Anya watched him leave, and when he was gone, Tyler said, “We’re not going to get five million dollars.”

“We only need to listen in long enough to have answers to where Winters is,” Anya replied. “Once we know where he is, we can sever our relationship with Dragan.”

“And the others won’t come after us?”

“They will. And we’ll do what we have to do. But stopping Winters is most important.”

The two of them left the warehouse and returned to their hotel. Tyler felt an odd sort of disconnect. He was about to pretend to buy a nuclear scientist so he could flatten a U.S. city.

But if all went well, they could still stop this before a tragedy occurred. And if not, at least they would finally know exactly who their enemy was.

 


 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

"Damn," the Wall replied. "Good work, you two."

Under ordinary circumstances, his praise would have thrilled Anya, but right now, there was no room to be thrilled. This mission was of at least equal importance to their assignments to prevent a nuclear assault by Ivan, and if this didn’t work out, the chances of them finding another lead were very thin.

So instead, she asked,” Do we have more assets in Prague? Anyone who can help in the case of a firefight?”

“No, not in Prague. You two will need to avoid a firefight at all costs. That might mean letting our baddies get away for the moment and bringing us information that we can use to stop them at a later time. That’s fine with us. Just putting names and faces to all of this will help us considerably.”

“Yes, but what happens when Dragan asks for his money, and we don’t have it?”

“You’ll likely have to extract from Prague. As for the enemy, they’ll know that we’re onto them, or at least that someone’s onto them. That might change their plans, but like I said, we’ll have names and faces. That’s a big step in the right direction.”

Tyler stepped out of the shower, a towel wrapped around his waste. He saw Anya on the phone with the Wall and gave her a dry smile. So now you’re talking to the Wall without me.

Tyler seemed in good spirits though, almost playful. Anya was the only one who seemed worried. It was as though she and Tyler had switched positions.

At least we’re not both anxious at the same time.

“There’s no way to wire us the funds? Even temporarily?”

“It’s easy enough to hide a few hundred here and there for expenses,” the Wall replied. “But you’re talking millions of dollars. People notice when that kind of money is moved.”

“Even when it’s the CIA moving it?”

“Money is one of the very few things in life that can’t be altered. It’s paradoxical, I know, since a dollar bill only has value because people agree it has value, but when the entire planet agrees something has value, that perception is more real than anything on Earth. Yes, people will notice if five million dollars appears in a bank account in Prague.”

Anya sighed. “Very well. We’ll do our best without that money.”

“That’s all I’m asking for. You’ve proven that you’re still our greatest asset. Both of you.”

Anya allowed herself a bit of hope when she heard that. “Does that mean that you’ve forgiven me?”

Her hope was dashed an instant later. “Hell no. You’re on this mission because you and Tyler are the most qualified agents we have for this sort of assignment. That doesn’t change the fact that you’ve endangered our national security by keeping the MGB’s campaign against you a secret.”

“I didn’t know it was a MGB campaign, sir,” she protested.

"That's because your emotions on the subject of your father are compromising your judgment. If you had made us aware of the overtures the MGB made to you in the guise of a helpful informant, we would have picked up on the deception right away. Instead, you put yourself, your partner, your Agency, and the nation you chose as your home in danger. You'll complete this assignment because, for all your faults, you understand that giving the enemies of the United States access to nuclear weapon technology is catastrophic. What happens when you come home is an entirely different question, one we'll answer when you come home."

Anya kept her emotions under control when she replied, “Understood, sir.”

“I hope so, Agent Fedorov. Contact me as soon as possible once this meeting is over,” the Wall finished. “I understand you might need to leave Prague before you can call me, but the sooner you can get to a phone and get me information, the better.”

“Of course, sir. We’ll call you as soon as we can.”

“Good.”

When he hung up, Anya sighed and turned to Tyler, who was now fully dressed. He met her eyes and nodded. His expression was serious but showed no anger or hurt. Maybe he, at least, had forgiven her.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

She took a deep breath and pushed her worries aside. They had a job to do. “I’m ready.”

The two of them took a different route to the cannery to minimize their chances of detection. They weren’t sure how dangerous the men who had threatened Dragan yesterday were, but it would be a hilarious stroke of bad luck if they showed up to interfere with their investigation today.

The city was no different today than it was yesterday, but it seemed to Anya like all eyes watched them. The police staring at her no longer admired her figure but wondered if she was harboring secrets. The soldiers wondered if she was an enemy. The civilians accused her silently of bringing death and violence to their city yet again.

It was only her anxiety that made her feel this way, but anxiety was powerful. She hadn’t felt this way before. Even with Ivan, she had been confident that they could stop him. Ironically, they had come extremely close to not stopping him, and once, she had even gotten herself captured trying to stop him.

Maybe Tyler was right. Maybe she was too distracted. Maybe her mind wasn’t in the right place.

Then they reached the factory, and it didn’t matter anymore. Time to work, Anya. If you fail, fail with your head high and your weapon in your hand.

Dragan met them just inside the building. He was white as a sheet. “Say nothing! He hissed. “Don’t speak unless you are asked a question!” He muttered under his breath in Slovenian, then said, “Come with me.”

The two agents followed him, and Anya’s fear gave way to excitement. They were going to do it! They were going to discover the identity of their enemies!

She frowned as another thought struck her. Dragan hadn’t asked for his money yet. Was that good news or bad news?

Anya hadn’t thought much about who these conspirators might be, but she would never have suspected the men she saw standing in a loose formation in the open space in the middle of the ruined factory. Her first thought was that they were Chinese, but as she drew closer, she recognized that they were Korean.

And now she understood. The United States had just entered the Korean Civil War on the side of the South, and while the Soviets supported the communists with materiel and money and China was nearing a military action, the hard truth was that the United States would win this war.

Unless, of course, North Korea managed to bomb their leadership into nonexistence.

Except they weren’t targeting Washington, D.C. Why was that? That made no sense. They would likely only get one chance, so why not cut the head off of the snake?

She shared a look with Tyler and saw him frowning in puzzlement, probably wondering the same thing.

Dragan spoke first, in thickly accented English. “Good evening, gentlemen. Thank you for meeting me. These are the two I told you about. I hope that you will hear them out before you pass judgment.” He looked hard at Tyler and Anya. “I was just telling these gentlemen that the two of you wish to join forces with them. With your resources, they could build not one but two bombs and could target Washington, D.C. as well.”

As well as where? Anya thought.

“I have to admit,” Tyler said, making sure to speak English with a Russian accent. “I thought for sure that Washington would have been your top target. May I ask why you’ve chosen a different target?”

The Koreans didn’t reply. None of them wore any kind of insignia, but one of them stood ahead of the rest and appeared to be their leader. He looked at Dragan and said, “What the hell is this? Why weren’t we consulted before you talked to them?”

“They came to me independently,” Dragan replied. “I thought since the two of you had the same goal, it would be simpler for you to work together. It’s not exactly an easy thing to find someone willing to build nuclear weapons.”

“And you thought we’d be willing to just work with anyone? We hired you for a very specific task, Mr. Kovacevic, and you’ve failed at that.”

Dragan blinked. “N… what? I haven’t failed. I found your scientist.”

“We found our scientist. We’ve already bought him from your colleague.”

Dragan flinched, and Anya and Tyler stiffened in shock. The North Koreans already had Winters?

Dragan reddened and muttered an oath in Slovenian. In English, he said, “I see. That’s unfortunate. I wish Herr Reiter had seen fit to tell me that he had already made the delivery. We could have moved to the second phase of the plan.”

"There is no second phase for you," the North Korean leader replied. You're done. We came here to pay you your money, and now we find out that you've brought others with you. You've told others what we plan to do? What if they've told others themselves.”

“I assure you,” Anya insisted, “We haven’t told anyone.”

“I don’t know you, woman,” the Korean sneered. “Your words mean nothing to me.” He looked Dragan up and down in contempt. “And neither do yours, apparently.”

“He’s telling you the truth,” Anya said quickly. “We can help. We can work together. We have resources to allow us to make another bomb, provided we have Dr. Winters’ expertise.”

Tyler snapped his eyes to her and shook his head, but it was too late. The Korean soldier’s eyes widened, and he looked at Dragan, who had gone white as a sheet. Anya had said Dr. Winters’ name and revealed that the two of them knew exactly what Dragan’s “product” was.

And the Koreans made the leap. “You brought spies here?”

“I didn’t know!” Dragan shrieked, backpedaling away from the two agents. “I didn’t know they were spies! They…” he stared at the two Americans and hissed. “How dare you? Who are you?”

One of the other Koreans spoke to their leader in their language, and the leader nodded. Before Anya or Tyler could react, the soldier drew his gun and aimed it at Dragan. The broker made a sound like a teakettle about to boil and dropped to his knees, hands clasped.

“Who are you really?” the Korean asked. “Tell me now, or I’ll kill all three of you.”

The other soldiers drew their own weapons. The nearest cover was forty feet away—too far for them to reach it without being shot. Neither she nor Tyler could draw fast enough to shoot the enemy before they were killed.

Her slip of the tongue had just compromised their entire operation.

A gunshot sounded. Dragan stiffened, then fell face forward, a hole in the middle of his forehead. The Koreans stared in bewilderment before another volley of gunfire felled two of their number. The leader was struck in the arm. He cried out and fell to the ground, and two of his men dragged him toward cover. One of them didn’t make it.

Tyler grabbed Anya and pulled her away. She snapped out of her funk and looked toward the gunfire. The men who had threatened Dragan the day before were now in the middle of a pitched gun battle with the surviving Koreans.

When they were behind cover, Tyler and Anya pulled their weapons. “Okay,” Tyler said. “We want one Korean to survive. No one else.”

He gave Anya a grim look. They weren’t exactly killing innocent people right now, but it was still sobering to discuss who got to live and who would die.

But the only other option was to allow the North Korean military to succeed in its ambition to attack the United States with nuclear weapons.

So, Anya aimed at the attacking gangsters and fired, dropping the man who had threatened them yesterday.

The other gangsters noticed the extra gunfire, and the momentary distraction allowed Tyler to drop two more before a bullet fired by the Koreans forced them both to duck behind cover.

“Another day, another dollar,” Tyler muttered.

She frowned. “What?”

“It’s a saying.”

“What does it mean?”

“Means we’re screwed.”

Anya didn’t like to be pessimistic, but as they crouched down to avoid fire from two sides, she feared Tyler was right.


 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Tyler ducked from behind cover and fired at the gangsters. She caught one man in his ribs. He cried out and got to his feet, and a Korean soldier shot him through the neck.

There were five Koreans and five gangsters left now. They were all behind cover, and while their cover wasn’t as effective as Anya’s and Tyler’s, they had five times as many guns. Anya and Tyler were left waiting for opportunities when the other two sides were distracted by each other.

He looked around for a way to flank the gangsters, but Anya pulled him down just before a Korean bullet slammed into the stone where his head was a moment ago. He nearly thanked her for saving his life, but he was still upset with her.

Damn it, if she’d only avoided using Winters’ name, they might have been able to convince the Koreans they were on their side and infiltrate the group.

Do you really think so?

He pressed his lips together. Okay, probably not, considering the Koreans were already mistrustful of them.

A bullet exploded just to Anya’s right, and Tyler pulled his mind back to the present. He dropped another Korean soldier, then heard a cry to his left as one of the Koreans killed another gangster.

He looked around again, but the cover they were stuck behind was a corner where rooms had once been divided. To move to new cover meant crossing open ground for at least ten yards.

“Reload,” Anya said quietly.

Tyler covered her, firing at the Koreans and gangsters to keep them behind cover. As soon as she finished snapping a new clip into her handgun, his clicked empty.

“Damn it. Reload.”

He quickly placed a new magazine into his handgun. They each had one left after this. They couldn’t just sit pinned down here, but they couldn’t spray a bunch of ammunition just to see if they could get to a better position.

Another Korean soldier fell, then another. That left two Koreans. Somehow, the Prague street gangsters were actually beating the North Korean soldiers in a firefight. If the two of them wanted their information, they needed to ensure that at least one of the Koreans survived.

But how?

Tyler looked at the gangsters and saw that they were sitting underneath an overhang that was once part of the upper floor. A crack extended across the overhang, and as he watched, a stray Korean bullet hit the crack, and the structure sagged.

Well, it was worth a shot.

“Aim for the crack in the ceiling,” he told Anya.

Then he aimed and fired. Their handgun bullets weren’t especially powerful, but the ceiling was already near collapse. Each bullet that struck home weakened the thin layer of concrete and splintered wood holding the ceiling up. Better yet, the gangsters were still focused on the Koreans and hadn’t noticed the ceiling about to collapse above them.

Another Korean soldier dropped, and the gangsters cheered. One of them stood and pumped his fist, and a piece of rubble fell on his shoulder. He looked up with a frown that quickly turned into a look of horror.

Tyler’s and Anya’s guns clicked empty. As they reloaded, they watched the gangster try to run, frantically calling to his companions.

The ceiling fell. The gangsters shrieked in alarm before rubble collapsed over them. The man who was trying to run stumbled forward and fell. His gun clattered across the floor just before a large piece of concrete crushed his head. Tyler watched his hand lift in the air, tremble for a second, then slowly lower back to the ground.

He sighed and turned to the surviving Korean.

Just in time for the soldier to shoot him in the shoulder. He cried out and fell backward, dropping his handgun.

“Tyler!” Anya called.

Before Tyler could react, she aimed and fired at the soldier. The bullet entered his brain just below his ear, and he fell limp.

“No!” he cried out. “Damn it, Anya! He could have told us where to find Winters!”

“So I should have let him kill you?”

“Shoot him in the arm or something!”

“He’s forty yards away! I was aiming for his chest!”

He sighed. “Damn it.”

“I’m sorry! I was worried for your life!”

“It’s all right. It’s over. Don’t worry about it. Just help me up.”

She lifted him to his feet. Pain seared through his shoulder, but when he checked the wound and moved his arm, he decided it was a minor injury. “I’m all right. Let’s get back to the hotel room. We can dress my wound there, then we’ll call the Wall and tell him what we know. At least we know North Korea’s behind it now. Maybe the military can do something with that.”

“Okay. Are you sure you’re all right?”

“As good as I can be with a bullet in my shoulder.”

Anya lowered her eyes and reddened a little. Tyler grabbed her shoulder and said softly, “Hey. I’m okay. It’s okay. Honestly, we had almost no chance of learning anything else anyway. Don’t worry about it.”

She managed a small smile, but it didn’t last. Tyler could understand her frustration. It was an easy mistake to accidentally let Winters’ name slip, but it was also a very dangerous one.

They left the building just as sirens began to sound in the distance. Tyler wondered what the Prague police would make of Korean soldiers dead in the ruins of an old factory. Would that news make it back to the surviving foreign agents? Would the North Korean government learn of this fight and discover that they had been found out? Would that accelerate or delay their plans?

Had they made the discovery that would eventually lead them to victory, or had they hastened their defeat?

 *** 

Tyler called the Wall the moment they were in their room, forcing Anya to dress his wound while he sat in a desk chair. The Wall answered on the first ring.

“What do you have for me?”

“The North Koreans are behind this,” Tyler said through gritted teeth as Anya cut away his shirt. “We met our contact at a warehouse, and he tried to convince the soldiers to work with us.”

“Work with you?”

“We posed as Russian terrorists looking to bomb Washington, D.C.”

“Is that their target?”

“No. We tried to get them to tell us the target, but they were not enthused about working with us.”

“Damn it. That would have been our victory right there. Shit.”

He fell silent for a moment. Tyler pressed his lips together firmly to keep from crying out as Anya cleaned his wound. When the Wall came back, he said, “All right. So what happened?”

Tyler sighed and shared a look with Anya. “We were made.”

Anya lowered her gaze but didn’t say anything.

“You were made? How?”

“They discovered that we were American agents.”

“Yes, that’s what made means, Tyler. How were you made?”

Tyler hesitated for a moment, just long enough for the Wall to get to the truth. “Did Anya blow your cover?”

Tyler sighed. “They were already going to refuse our help. Things ended the way they would have ended anyway.”

“How did they end?”

“The Koreans killed our contact and nearly killed us. We were saved when a group of gangsters who had threatened our contact the night before attacked us and ended up in a firefight with the Koreans. We escaped, but everyone else—no one else made it out.”

“Huh. That’ll be a great story when you get back home to tell it.”

“It’ll be a story,” Tyler said drily.

“Are you hurt? You sound like you’re in pain.”

“I took one to the chest. Superficial wound. Anya’s sewing me up right now.” He bared his teeth as she began to do just that with a needle and thread she always packed for just such a purpose.

“Can she hear me?” the Wall asked.

Tyler hesitated. Part of him wanted to tell the Wall that anything he needed to say could be said to both of them. Another part of him understood and shared the Wall’s concerns. Most of him just didn’t want to get into an argument right now, so he answered honestly. “No.”

"Okay. Between you and me, Wolf, I'm concerned that Anya's losing it. Not permanently, but this situation with her father has her in a bad frame of mind to do her job. I'm not sure what I want to do about it yet, but I'm giving you plenty of advance notice that this might be the last time the two of you work together for a while. I'm also telling you that you need to take the lead on this."

“Yes, sir, you already told me.”

“And I’m sure you haven’t done so. So this is a reaffirmation of that instruction and I am being very clear that you need to be in charge. She’s a very capable agent, and she’s done good work on this assignment, but the cracks are showing, and this is not a time we can afford cracks. Do you understand?”

Tyler sighed. “Yes, sir.”

“Okay. Don’t be so mopey. I’m not firing her. I’m just managing my assets, and right now, you have the clearer head. So you know it’s North Korea, but you don’t know the target.”

“Correct.”

“Is Dr. Winters with the North Koreans now?”

“Yes. He was connected with them by a third party. A broker of extralegal services.”

“A broker? Jesus. The plot thickens. Any idea who this broker is?”

“No, but he was known to Dragan. We can return to the location we found him and—”

“Negative. You two are coming home.”

Tyler started. Anya cursed and said, “Will you please hold still until I’m finished sewing your chest closed?”

“Sorry,” he said, “The Wall’s bringing us home.”

This time, Anya was the one who flinched. “What? Because of me?”

“I don’t know.”

“You’re right,” the Wall said. “You don’t know. So maybe shut the hell up so I can tell you.”

Tyler reddened a little. “Yes, sir.”

“Christ, it’s like talking to two overgrown children.” He sighed and said, “The New York City Port Authority detected slightly elevated levels of radiation near a marina in Staten Island this morning. They swarmed the place, obviously, but they couldn’t find anything.”

“How did they detect radiation?” Tyler asked.

“Most major ports in the United States have instruments that can detect radiation now. It’s not common knowledge, but we’ll know if nuclear weapons have been shipped into the United States.”

Tyler’s eyes widened. “They got the weapon into the U.S.?”

“We don’t know that for sure, but we’re behaving as though they have. In any case, Winters is already with the North Koreans. We know they’re attacking the U.S., and the only place we know they’re not attacking is D.C. If they’re not going for D.C., then they’re probably going for New York. And we found radiation there. So there’s a lot of reasons for you to come home and not a lot of reasons to stay in Prague.”

“Understood, sir. As soon as Anya is finished bandaging me up, we’ll pack and head home ASAP.”

“Good man. And don’t be too upset about the botched up. We learned a lot from it. Things are moving quickly, but we’re keeping up, even if it doesn’t feel like it.”

“I understand that, sir, and I appreciate your words of encouragement. I would just much rather be ahead of it than just keeping up.”

“Your mouth to God’s ears, Wolf. Safe flight.”

He hung up, and Tyler said, “Okay. We’re going home. Well, to New York.”

“That’s where they brought the weapon?” she asked.

“Yes. New York Port Authority smelled radiation. They couldn’t find anything, but it’s likely that was our weapon coming in this morning.”

“This morning? So Winters already built the weapon?”

“It looks that way.” His eyes widened with hope. “But maybe not. Maybe those are only components of the weapon and they’re looking to construct it in the U.S.”

“Well,” Anya said, taping down his bandage. “Let’s make sure we blow it up before they blow it up.”

Tyler chuckled. “Was that a joke?”

“I wish it was.”

His smile faded. “Yeah. Good point.”

The two of them packed quickly and started their journey from Prague. They had to take a train to Vienna since no flights left the communist city for New York. It would be late at night in New York when they arrived, but they would sleep on the flight and be alert for whatever awaited them.

They could only hope they arrived soon enough for their alertness to matter.


 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Anya read the news article twice before she could process the news enough to call her father. He answered on the third ring. “Hello, Comrade. What do you need?”

He sounded frustrated. She had probably interrupted something important, but frankly, nothing was more important than what she had to tell him. “Have you read the newspapers?”

“The United States dropped an atomic bomb on Hiroshima, Japan.”

She blinked. He sounded so… unconcerned. “Yes. The blast destroyed the entire city.”

“Yes. We believe the casualty number to be greater than one hundred thousand.”

She blinked again. “And that doesn’t concern you?”

It was highly irregular for her to speak to a superior this way, even if that superior was her father, but so many had died. And at the hands of an American weapon that put to shame the most powerful bombs the Soviets had at their disposal. Hell, more powerful than anyone had. If the U.S. were to drop such a bomb on Moscow, the Soviet Union would cease to exist.

How did they make something this terrible? Why? Did they need this to win the war?

They were already winning. Most strategists predicted an American victory in Japan within a year. So why create this bomb that could wipe entire cities from the map?

And these weren’t soldiers killed. These were civilians. Innocents. Families with children. Gone in an instant. A flash of light, then nothing. If the Soviets obtained such a weapon…

She shivered. She knew the cruelty of which the Soviets were capable. She decided then—although it would be years before she realized it—that Stalin must never be allowed to have such a weapon at his disposal.

“Anya. Anya?”

“Yes, sorry father.

 *** 

“Anya. Wake up.”

Anya stirred and opened her eyes. Their plane had landed in New York and was now taxiing to the gate. She straightened in her chair and took a deep breath. “Sorry. I guess I was more tired than I thought I was.”

“That’s all right. I only just woke up ten minutes ago.”

They had taken a commercial flight to New York, so they couldn’t discuss their assignment until they left the airport and reached the car the Wall had reserved for them. Once inside, Tyler told her they would be meeting with the Port Authority.

“We’re hoping they’ll have more information for us,” he told her. If not, then we’re hoping we can learn something ourselves from looking at shipping manifests.”

“Shipping manifests? For every ship that docked in New York yesterday? That has to be hundreds of ships.”

“Yes, it is. The Port Authority will lend us some personnel, but… Well, we should hope we figure something out without having to scour manifests.”

She pressed her lips together and looked out of the window. It felt odd to leave Prague at night, sleep for hours, then wake to night again. She was used to this after so many years traveling the world, but it still felt strange. Maybe it was just the knowledge that despite all of the miracles that had landed in their favor during this case, they were still a step behind their enemy.

Maybe it was the knowledge that at any moment, she could see a bright flash and seconds later, cease to exist, along with millions of innocent people.

She bit her lip softly and asked, “Tyler? Do you ever wish the United States had never invented nuclear weapons?”

He laughed humorlessly. “Well, I’d much rather we had them than anyone else.”

She looked back out the window. “The bombs the U.S. dropped… they were on civilian targets, not military targets.”

His hands tightened on the steering wheel a little. “Yeah. I know. It was terrible.”

“It was catastrophic. Devastating. Imagine being in one of those cities. Everyone you know, everyone you’ve ever interacted with, probably for your entire life, gone in less than a second. Just a flash of light, a rush of heat, and then everything that you and all of your friends, family and neighbors ever were is gone.”

He glanced at her. “Are you all right?”

She sighed. “No. I’m not all right. This is now, what, the fourth time we’ve had to prevent misuse of a technology that has the ability to kill hundreds of thousands of people in seconds? Three of those times—including this one—an actual weapon was built. I just feel like if the U.S. hadn’t shown what that weapon could do, you wouldn’t have people like Ivan or people like Winters trying to use it to kill innocent people.”

“People like Ivan will always exist,” Tyler replied, “and the U.S. wasn’t the only nation researching nuclear weapons. We know for a fact that Germany was as well. As for Japan, if they had somehow managed to develop the technology, they would have obliterated us. I’m not saying it’s okay that we used nuclear weapons. I’m just saying that it was inevitable that they would have been made eventually.”

“I know,” she replied. “And that terrifies me. Are we really so depraved as a species that our greatest minds work together to find a way to kill as many of our fellows as possible?”

He looked at her again. “Anya, we will stop these guys. We started with absolutely nothing, and now we’re only a half-day behind them. I’ll bet anything the weapon’s not even assembled yet. We have time to catch them and put a stop to this before anyone gets hurt.”

She nodded. “I hope so.”

He glanced at her a final time, but didn’t say anything else.

They reached the Port Authority headquarters and walked in to find the agency in a state of panic. People flitted from desk to desk while others shouted over the telephone or at each other. Every face was white, and a few people were even crying.

A chill ran down Anya’s spine. Up until now, she’d held onto the fact that even when things seemed to be at their most desperate, the people running the show had things under control.

Now, she realized just how little anyone was prepared for this.

Tyler cupped his hands over his mouth and shouted, “Hey!”

The stunned office workers turned to him and fell silent.

“We’re from the CIA!” he called, pointing at Anya. “We’re here to figure out what’s happening. Which one of you do we talk to if we want to answer that question?”

A short, wiry man with short, wiry hair and short, wiry spectacles lifted his hand tentatively. “I’m Supervisor Stannis. I was the—I mean, my shift was the shift to identify the readings.”

“Perfect. Is there an office we can use?”

“Um… sure. Follow me.”

The bustle behind them gradually resumed as the two agents followed Stannis to an office near the back of the building. The anxious Stannis trembled and muttered to himself as he walked, and Anya’s fear increased.

Keep it together, Anya. This is nothing you haven’t faced before.

Once inside the office, Tyler took immediate control. “Tell me exactly what happened this morning.”

“Okay.” Stannis swallowed. “Um, well, the Geiger counter started beeping at six-forty-five this morning. We sort of… well, we didn’t know what to do. We’ve never encountered anything like this before. We finally called the police—that was at six-fifty-two—and they surrounded the pier where the radiation was detected.”

“And which pier is that?”

“Pier thirty-six. It’s currently taped off while forensics tries to figure out what happened.

“Do you know what ship docked at the port just prior to six-forty-five?”

“Um… We had… It looks like a freighter out of Sao Paolo. The Dom Vincenzo. We scoured that ship from head to toe, though. We didn’t find anything.”

“What about anywhere else? No radiation spikes on the roads?”

He shook his head. “NYPD doesn’t have Geiger counters. Just us and the airports.”

“What about the crew?”

“NYPD has them in custody, but they’re… well, look, we opened every crate on that ship. There’s nothing on it. As for the crew, they’re cooperating fully, and we’re not coming up with anything that says they could be involved in… something like this.”

Tyler folded his arms across his chest and started to pace the room. Stannis paled a shade further and swallowed. “Hey… listen, I don’t mean to be a pain, but… I mean, I have family here. Should we… do we need to evacuate before the summit?”

Anya frowned. “Summit? What summit?”

“The U.N. summit. They’re having an emergency meeting to discuss the crisis in North Korea.”

Anya’s eyes widened. “When?”

“Tomorrow.”

Tyler swore and ran his hands through his hair. “How the hell did we not think of this? This should have been our first guess after we determined that Washington wasn’t the target.”

Anya swallowed. “I think the CIA was so focused on protecting the United States that they neglected the possibility that North Korea would strike a blow at the entire Western world.”

He shook his head. “Well, let’s hope we can learn from our mistake before it’s too late. We need to contact the Wall.”

“Do you have a phone we can use?” Anya asked.

Stannis blinked. "Uh. Um… yes! Yes, we do." He gestured to a phone on his desk. "Here, just tell the operator it's an outgoing call. Well, you know how to use a phone, I'm sure."

“Tyler, tell him the target is almost certainly the U.N. building. Have him contact U.N. authorities and coordinate with the NYPD to keep the building unoccupied.”

Tyler nodded. “Got it.”

She turned to Stannis. “Stannis, I’m not familiar with the waters of New York City. Which direction does water flow at pier thirty-six?”

“Uh… It depends on the tide. Coming in, it would be south to north, going out, uh, the opposite.”

“Was the tide coming in or going out when the radiation spiked this morning?”

He blinked. “Um… Coming in! The tide was coming in!”

“Look up every arrival between the most recent low tide prior to six-forty-five and six-forty-five. Every shipped that docked north of pier thirty-six.”

“That would just be thirty-seven and thirty-eight. Those three ports are in a little inlet.” His eyes widened. “That’s only a few arrivals! A sailing yacht, the ferry—it had to dock for repairs—and the Blue Danube, a class one freighter out of Vienna carrying a shipment from Czechoslovakia.” He lifted his eyes to Anya. “That’s it. That has to be our ship.”

“Where is it now?”

“It departed two hours ago. It’s in the Atlantic already.”

Anya swore. “Can you tell me where it’s cargo went?”

“I can try to find out. Let me make some… Oh… well, when your partner’s done, I’ll make some phone calls.”

Tyler heard him and said, “I have to hang up. The Port Authority might have a lead on the nuclear components. I’m giving them back the phone. We’ll call as soon as we have more information.”

He hung up, then stepped aside so Stannis could begin calling about the nuclear material. He gave Anya a sober look. “The Wall’s going to do what he can, but the foreign delegates and their entourage are already here. Then there’s the little point that if a bomb goes off in the U.N. building, we’re looking at Manhattan gone at the very least. That’s almost two million people.”

Anya shivered. The headline from her memory flashed across her mind again. The mushroom cloud in the sky and the simple headline: HIROSHIMA DESTROYED UTTERLY.

They faced similar destruction now. The last time, they had stopped the terrorist just before the missiles were launched.

This time, there were no missiles. The target wasn’t half a world away. It was here, only a few miles from where they were standing. Either they succeeded in stopping this attack in the next few hours, or millions of people—including the two of them—would be annihilated.

 


 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Harold looked at the components of the weapon on the floor and table in front of him. It was so… small.

It wasn't really small. Fully assembled, the device would weigh fifteen hundred pounds, and it would have to be loaded by crane into the truck they planned to use to deliver the weapon.

But still, only three quarters of a ton, and it contained more than three times the yield of the bomb dropped on Hiroshima. Considering how tightly packed people were in New York, it was almost certain that millions of them would be incinerated. And then the fallout would probably kill millions more.

He was about to kill millions of people to avenge the death of one person.

No, he thought angrily. Not just one person. My wife. Li. The one person on Earth who absolutely didn’t deserve her death.

But why here? Why New York? The people he wanted to punish were in Washington.

“General Park? Why are we bombing New York? Shouldn’t we destroy Washington? You want the U.S. out of your country, right?”

“Don’t worry about what I want. What you will do is create our bomb. It will be detonated in the United Nations building.”

“Yes, but… I mean, that won’t change anything, except it might mean the United States uses nuclear weapons in North Korea. I know I’m a little late asking this, but… should you maybe reconsider your strategy?”

Park fixed a dark glare on Harold. “You need to build your bomb. That’s the only thing you need to worry about.”

“Yes, but—”

“You said you didn’t care, right? You just wanted to kill millions of Americans?”

“Yes, and I do, but—”

“You will kill millions of Americans here. Where better than in the most populated city in your union?”

“Yes, but—”

“Dr. Winters. If you question one of my orders again, I will cut out your tongue. Build my weapon and keep your thoughts on strategy to yourself.”

A chill ran through Harold. Up until that moment, he thought he was too valuable to threaten. Now, though, looking into Park’s dark eyes, he was absolutely certain that Park meant that threat. He swallowed and nodded.

Park returned a single nod of his own, then barked commands at his soldiers. When he finished, he told Harold, “They are at your command. They all understand English even if they don’t speak well. They will help you however you need. Move quickly, Doctor.”

He left without another word, leaving Harold to wonder for the first time if what he was doing was worth it.

He looked back at the components in front of him and swallowed. Everything was here. Everything he needed to make a thorium-uranium bomb. It would be easy.

And what truly terrified him was how excited he was to build it.

God forgive me.


 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

“Okay!” Stannis called. “I’ve got it!”

The two agents turned to him. “You found the materials?” Tyler asked.

“Well, I figured out where the cargo unloaded from the Blue Danube was taken.”

“Where?”

“A warehouse in Brooklyn a few miles from the water. I have the address. I can take you there.”

“No, you stay here. You need to help coordinate an evacuation if it comes to that.” And it almost certainly will. “Anya and I will go to the warehouse and see if the nuclear materials are still there. Call NYPD and tell them to meet us there.”

He didn’t say it out loud, but he also hoped to catch the North Koreans there. If they were assembling the bomb in the warehouse, they might be able to stop them before the bomb was even finished.

How many times had they said almost the exact same thing? If we can reach them here, we’ll stop them before this. Yet each time, they had been just too late.

They couldn’t be too late this time. They had to succeed.

Traffic was atrocious, of course. Why the hell did everyone need a car when there was a perfectly good subway system?

“Should we find another way there?” Anya asked. 

Tyler shook his head. “As annoying as this is, driving is still the fastest way to get there. I recognize the area the warehouse is in. The subway doesn’t run there, and the nearest bus stop is a mile away.”

“That’s still seven miles closer than we are now.”

He shook his head. “We can run faster than the buses can move.”

As though to emphasize his point, they passed a bus that had stopped and was now unloading passengers. Anya frowned. “Damn it. If we’re too late—”

“I think everyone’s aware of what will happen if we’re too late,” he said curtly. Then he sighed. “Sorry. This just… I don’t know what it is. Something about this seems even worse than it was when Ivan was going to launch missiles at the United States. Maybe it’s because it’s an American scientist this time.” He shook his head. “Why would Winters do this? Why would he betray his country? It makes no sense. So many people are going to die. How can he not care?”

She sighed. “I don’t know. I don’t even know if he knows.”

"Oh, come on. How would he not know?"

“It’s just speculation,” she replied, “but when I was trained in the MGB, we were indoctrinated to believe the Party was infallible. I mean that in a literal and strict sense. We were taught that the Party was the distilled will of the people of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics and any decision it made it did so with the authority of every citizen, even those who clearly disagreed with those decisions. We were taught that if we killed for the Party, it was noble, not murder. If we lied for the party, it was necessary. If we stole for the Party, it was because what we stole rightfully belonged to the people. We believed this even if it was the people from whom we were stealing. It was a religion more than a government, and anyone who betrayed it was branded a heretic. My father shot his own son for heresy and imprisoned me. Such beliefs are powerful and can overwhelm the reason of even the most rational person.”

“An excellent point,” Tyler replied. “Except Winters is American. He’s never been indoctrinated like that.”

“That you know of.” She sighed. “I really don’t know. But I know that it’s possible. I know that when otherwise good men convince themselves of the right beliefs, their actions can become incalculably evil. I’ve seen it happen. If I had to guess, I would say that Dr. Winters has been considering an act like this for many years and only just now had the opportunity to act on it.”

Tyler’s frown deepened. “Well, that’s an even more excellent point. But that seriously sucks because it means we might have many others like him.”

Anya shivered. “Yes. It seems Ivan was only the tip of the iceberg.”

They fell silent, each ruminating on the danger they faced in the coming hours. When they finally reached the warehouse, Anya saw with relief that the police had already arrived and were now swarming the place.

They headed inside and found the police marking outlines in chalk near the rear door of the building. The two of them jogged closer, and Tyler saw that those outlines identified crates that had been moved.

They were on the right track, but once again, they were just barely too late.

“What have you found?” he asked the highest-ranking police officer there, a sergeant according to his chevrons.

“It looks like four crates were stored here temporarily,” the sergeant replied.

“How temporarily?”

"Just a few hours. Probably out of here by midday, judging by the dust."

“And taken where?”

“We haven’t gotten that far yet.”

“Get that far,” Anya said tersely. “Everything else can wait.”

The sergeant frowned. He clearly didn't like being told what to do by non-police officers. His eyes shifted to the right a moment later, though, and his frown turned into worry. "We're in a lot of trouble here, aren't we?"

Tyler saw no reason to lie. “Yes. We could be. At the moment, we believe they might not yet have completed assembly of the bomb, but—”

“Well,” Anya interrupted. “To be honest, if they were here for a few hours, then left, it’s a good bet we know what they were doing for those few hours.”

Tyler’s stomach did a somersault. The police sergeant went white as a sheet. They shared a look, then the sergeant called, “Hoskins, Doyle! Outside! Look for footprints and tire tracks. We need to know where these crates went from here!”

Two young officers nodded, then jogged through the rear door. The sergeant lifted his cap from his head, revealing a shiny bald spot that he scratched anxiously for several seconds before replacing his cap.

“Does your police cruiser have a phone?” Tyler asked.

“Yeah, we just got it installed last week. Who do you need to call?”

“Our boss,” Tyler answered. “We need to update him on this so he can coordinate a wider search. You need to radio your supervisors as well. Prioritize the U.N. Building. We think that’s the target. If you find the bomb, do not touch it. Tell us, and we will determine if we can disarm it or if we need to just evacuate the city and let it go off.”

“Let it go off?”

Anya touched Tyler’s elbow and gave him a look. He understood. They needed to be honest with the civilian agencies but causing them to panic wouldn’t help anything.

Tyler sighed. “Right. Okay, let’s go talk to the Wall.”

The two of them walked outside to the nearest police cruiser. Tyler dialed the number while Anya looked at the skyline of Manhattan in the distance, made visible in the darkness by the glow of the city lights. He shivered. This might be the last time they saw that skyline.

The Wall answered on the second ring. “Hello, Wolf. What do you have for me?”

“Bad news, sir. We confirmed the initial location of the cargo once it reached New York, but it was moved about twelve hours ago, give or take. It was here for a few hours, but we don’t know where it went after that.”

“What does that mean?” the Wall asked.

His tone told Tyler that he already knew the answer. Tyler told him anyway. “It means that the bomb might already have been assembled.”

“Shit. Crap. Son of a goddamned bitch.”

“Yes, sir. All of the above.”

“What’s NYPD doing right now?”

“Helping us, searching the U.N. building, figuring out a way to search the rest of the city.”

"Okay, we need to redirect their efforts. I absolutely agree with the U.N. building. It needs to be searched and watched, and absolutely no one and nothing needs to get inside. But we're looking for a needle in a haystack with a forest fire bearing down on us. It's time to just empty the haystack."

“Evacuate, sir?”

“Yes. We’ll work from the U.N. building outward. At the very least, we need Manhattan empty.”

“Sir, it would take the better part of a day to evacuate Manhattan in a best-case scenario.”

“I know that, Wolf. That’s why we’re starting now. This summit runs for the next six days. We have to hope that the bomb isn’t slated to go off until later.”

“That’s a foolish hope, sir.”

“Well, damn it, Tyler, it’s what we have right now!” the Wall shouted. “Keep looking for the bomb. Keep looking for the Koreans and keep looking for that traitor who made this all possible.”

“We will, sir. I just—”

“Felt a need to point out how likely it is that we’ll fail and millions of people will die? I get that, Wolf. Let’s not cry over a loss we haven’t suffered yet. If I had a dollar for every miracle you and Fedorov pull out of your asses, I’d be rich enough to pay Winters to disarm the bomb himself. We’re still alive, and we’re still fighting, so I, for one, plan to beat the hell out of these assholes just like we’ve beaten every other enemy we’ve ever faced.”

Tyler smiled. “Sounds good to me, sir.”

“Then get your ass to work.”

The Wall hung up, and an understandably annoyed Anya asked, “Why are you smiling?”

“Because it means a lot to hear my boss talk like he’s still confident. Even if he isn’t. This is a random thought, but the Wall’s actually a damned good leader.”

“Well, I’m happy for both of you,” Anya said drily, “but we’ll buy him his world’s best boss gift later.”

“Let’s stop this nuclear attack. That’ll be the best gift of all. Trust me, Robert and I go way back.”

Anya rolled her eyes, but Tyler caught a soft smile behind the gesture. “We have to keep our chins up,” he said seriously. “We have to tell ourselves we’re going to win. Even when all hope is lost.”

She nodded. “Yes. I suppose you’re right. All right then, Tyler. Let’s go win.”

The two of them headed inside, then walked out of the back door. Hoskins and Doyle were now outlining tire tracks. Tyler measured the tracks and decided they were looking at a one-ton truck.

The officers apparently thought the same thing.

“One-ton,” Doyle said. “Civilian model.”

“What’s the difference between civilian and military?” Tyler asked.

“Civilian model has street tires and a more powerful engine, but weaker axles and frame. It’ll haul two thousand pounds, but if you want it to last a while, you’re looking at fifteen hundred pounds tops.”

“I meant visual differences,” Tyler clarified.

“Ah. Well, aside from the tires, the hood will be more streamlined, and there will be big fenders over the front tires. That’s the easiest way to tell.”

“Good. Put out an APB.”

Hoskins blinked. “An APB? For every civilian one-ton truck in New York?”

“One of which will have a bomb inside of it powerful enough to sink Manhattan.”

Hoskins paled. “Right. I’ll get started on that, sir.”

While the police officers scrambled to prepare for the coming struggles, Anya stepped close to Tyler. “We’re spreading them too thin.”

Tyler frowned. “I know, but all of this stuff has to happen. We’re running out of time.”

“So let’s put ourselves at the most important location. I think we should go to the U.N. building and look for the bomb.”

Tyler nodded. “Well, it beats standing around here.”

They let the police sergeant know, then returned to their cars. At the moment, traffic was no worse than its usual terrible pace. Soon, that would change. Soon, America’s largest city would know it stood on the brink of annihilation.

Then the panic would start.


 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

Harold Winters had his epiphany as he finished the assembly of the "gun" that would launch the ring of uranium around a core of uranium. The uranium would then reach critical mass and, via a thermodynamic process of his own design, convert the thorium into a different isotope of uranium. This uranium would interact with the uranium of the ordinary "gun" design.

The resulting explosion would be far more powerful than Winters original projection. Twenty-four times more powerful. Instead of a fifty-kiloton blast, this bomb would generate an explosive yield of one-point-two megatons, enough to functionally destroy all of New York. Casualties would top five million within a few minutes and ultimately render the entire city uninhabitable.

In an academic sense, this was something to be proud of. Harold had created the most powerful nuclear weapon to ever exist by at least two orders of magnitude.

But Harold wasn’t proud. As he stared at his nearly finished handiwork, he thought of his wife and wondered what Li would say to him if she knew what he was doing.

The thought sickened him. Li was a sweet, gentle creature, and if she knew that her husband had built a weapon capable of destroying all of Manhattan, she would have been devastated. She would have been horrified. She would have looked at him like he was… like he was…

“A murderer.”

He wiped sweat from his brow. He couldn’t do this. This was wrong. He was angry, but… this wasn’t the way to deal with his anger.

He lifted his eyes and saw the North Korean assembly team frowning at him as they waited for further instruction. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I was wrong to do this. I can’t do this. This is too much. It’s too far.”

As he expected, General Park drew a handgun, pulled the slide back, and aimed it at him. Harold began to tremble, but it was okay. He’d be with Li soon. He’d tell her that he didn’t kill anyone, that he hadn’t finished the bomb. She’d forgive him. He knew she would.

“Go ahead,” he said to the general.

“You don’t mind if I kill Eliza Chenowith and her sister and brother-in-law? You don’t mind if I kill her nieces, Carla and Sallie Mae, or her nephew, Rodney?”

Harold’s eyes widened. “W—what?”

“Oh yes,” Park informed him. “I have soldiers near her home at four-twenty-two east Harrison Avenue in Albuquerque, New Mexico. I have soldiers at her sister’s home at seventeen Harcourt Drive. I understand that the deaths of many people you don’t know might be difficult to accept. Perhaps you’ll have an easier time accepting the deaths of people you do know.”

Harold began to tremble. “You monster.”

Park chuckled. "What's the American saying? Is the pot calling the kettle black? Do you know what's monstrous, Dr. Winters? What's monstrous is treating an entire race of people like a pawn in a war you're too cowardly to fight with your true enemy. What's monstrous is that right now, the American military is killing my people because they think that the other side should win our civil war.

“Well, I think that we should kill some of your people. I think that a lot of Americans should die. It’s only fair. After all, it’s very likely that Americans will kill millions of Koreans for no other reason than that it offends them that Korea has chosen a form of government they disagree with.”

His eyes hardened. “You are the monsters. Now you’ll know what the consequence of monstrous behavior is. Finish the bomb. You had your chance to have a conscience. Now you’ll do as you’re told. Or I’ll call them on the phone and make you listen while I cut their hearts out one at a time.”

Harold looked back down at the bomb. A choked sob escaped his throat.

I’m sorry, Li. I’m so, so sorry.

And as he apologized, he knew that there would be no forgiveness for him.


 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

By the time they reached the U.N. building, the panic Anya and Tyler had feared was in full swing. NYPD officers tried to keep the evacuation orderly, but they were panicking too. The situation was about to explode into chaos.

Anya grimaced at the scene. “Tyler, we need some organization to this, or people will get trampled to death.”

“I hear you, but we need to focus on finding that bomb.”

“It will be much easier to find the bomb if people aren’t piling on top of each other in a mad rush for the door.”

He frowned. “We don’t have time. Damn it, we don’t have time.” He grabbed a nearby NYPD officer and asked, “Who’s in charge here?”

“Sir, you need to evacuate—”

“We’re CIA,” Anya told him. “We have a lead on the location of the explosive device, but we need the area cleared before we can follow up on that lead. Talk to whoever is in charge and make them understand that this evacuation must be orderly and organized. Otherwise, it will take longer, and you will get in our way.”

The officer paled, but he nodded. “All right. I’ll do that.”

He rushed away, and Tyler said, “I really hope that works.”

“Me too.”

Once they were past the crowd, Tyler and Anya found themselves in a nearly empty building. The crowd seemed just as disorganized as before, but they were moving steadily away, so maybe Anya’s exhortation had helped.

But now another problem presented itself.

“Where the hell is everyone?” Tyler asked. “We’re supposed to have a bomb squad here.”

“This isn’t an ordinary bomb,” Anya hypothesized. “They might not have anyone who can disarm a nuclear device.”

Tyler misunderstood her point. “A frag grenade from six inches will kill you just as well as a nuke. This is no excuse for cowardice.”

"I mean, they might not have anyone who can disarm a nuclear device. I assume it’s more complicated than a simple fragmentation grenade.”

“Not really,” Tyler replied. “You just need a mechanism to combine fissile material into a critical mass and a mechanism to prevent that material from combining until you want it to. The key to disarming it is to disarm the mechanism that combines the fissile material. That’s usually a conventional explosive charge or charges that shoot a tube of radioactive metal over a cylinder of radioactive metal or compresses radioactive metal into a supercritical state.”

Anya’s eyes widened. “I wasn’t aware you knew so much about nuclear weapons.”

“After the Ivan scare, I read up. I anticipated I might need to know how to disarm one of these bombs one day. I really wish I was wrong.”

“Yeah,” Anya agreed. “Me too. Still, if we can get you to the bomb, you can disarm it, right?”

“Yes, but it shouldn’t just be me. There should be a whole team of people! For God’s sake, this thing could go off at any minute!”

Anya grabbed Tyler and turned him to face her. His eyes were wide, and his lips were pulled back slightly from his teeth. He was near panic himself.

“Tyler, keep it together. We can do this. This isn’t any worse than our last grapple with Ivan.”

“I know, but… This might be selfish of me, but this bomb will hit the United States, and I’ll be here to see… well, I won’t see it, but—”

“I know. Believe me. I’ve seen my own countrymen die. I’ve seen mothers dead over the bodies of their children. Ivan was going to launch U.S. nuclear weapons at the Soviet Union before we killed him. I understand what you’re going through. But you need to keep yourself under control. We can stop him, but not if we lose our cool.”

Tyler nodded. He took a deep breath, and when he released it, his expression returned to something more approximating normal. “You’re right. Okay, let’s split up. I want you to find a phone and call the Wall. See if he can organize things a little better here. I’ll start looking for the bomb from the center working outward. When you’re finished with the Wall, start from the outskirts and work inward. Do you have your radio?”

Anya tapped the bulge in her vest that held the CIA issue handheld radio, a technology that was limited only to the premier intelligence agencies of the world. “Yes, I have it.”

“Okay, good. Stay in contact. And good luck.”

“You too.”

He squeezed her hand, then rushed toward the General Assembly room. Anya took a steadying breath of her own, then left to look for a phone. The offices surrounding the auditorium should have some.

She heard sirens as she entered the first room. It could have just been her imagination, but she thought she could also hear the panicked shouts of civilians outside of the headquarters building.

There were so many people in this city. So many innocent people with ordinary jobs and ordinary families who didn’t care anything about war or political power or the struggle of nations. They only wanted to live their simple lives in peace.

She pulled her attention away and tried the phone. A recorded message informed her that all lines were busy right now.

She swore and tried dialing the Wall’s secure line. No message greeted her, but no answer greeted her either. The telephone system was overwhelmed.

She cursed again and radioed Tyler. “Tyler, I can’t get a line out. The phone lines are overrun.”

“Shit. Okay, try this channel and see if you can get NYPD on the radio.”

He gave her a channel, and she said, “All right. I’ll try it. Have you reached the auditorium yet?”

“Yeah, I’m here. Nothing under the Chairman’s desk. Only a few hundred more places to check.”

“Stay calm, Tyler. I’ll call the police.”

She clicked off and tuned to the channel Tyler had given her. A moment later, a gruff voice replied, “Who is this? This is a secure channel. Keep this radio clear.”

“I am Senior Case Officer Anya Fedorov with the CIA. I am trying to locate the nuclear device in the U.N. building.”

“Fedorov, huh? That’s funny. A Russian with the CIA?”

Heat climbed Anya’s cheeks. “I would like you to send bomb squads to the U.N. building to help disarm the weapon. If you’d like to believe that it is a nefarious Soviet scheme to prevent a nuclear attack on U.S. soil, feel free, but since doing so will also save millions of your neighbors, perhaps you should assist the Party just this once.”

Sarcasm probably wasn't the best strategy right now, but Anya was afraid, too, and the fact that this policeman was worrying about her name when his city was about to explode infuriated her.

The officer was silent for a moment. When he spoke again, the sarcasm was gone, replaced by a bleak tone. “We don’t have anyone available. Every officer we have is assisting the National Guard with the evacuation of Manhattan.”

“You can’t spare a few teams to prevent the bomb from going off in the first place?”

“Do you have the location of the device?”

“No. We’re looking for it right now. That’s why we need more personnel.”

The officer paused again. Then he said, “If you find the bomb, let us know, and we’ll send people to help disarm it. Until and unless that happens, our resources are best used to help evacuate civilians.”

“Don’t you understand? We can prevent this from happening in the first place! We can save the city if—”

“I’m going to stop you right there,” the officer said more firmly. “If you can find the bomb, and if you can disarm it. If you can stop it. We don’t know if we can save the city. We can save as many people as possible.”

“So that’s your plan? Give up on stopping the bomb and just hope you can move eight million people in the span of a few hours?”

“Manhattan’s population is about a quarter of that, and we’re hoping we can move them as soon as possible. That’s as close to an estimate as I can give.”

“But—”

“Screw your ego, Fedorov!” the office shouted. “I don’t give a damn if the Soviets bomb an empty city. I care if a lot of people die. We might not get everyone out, but we’ve already got some of them out and more with each passing minute. Go ahead and try to win your war if you want. Honestly, I wish you luck, and I sincerely hope you succeed, but I don’t think you will. So I’m going to get back to saving lives.”

He clicked off of the radio, and Anya stared out of the window. The U.N. complex was empty now, so Anya couldn’t see what the press looked like in the city beyond, but she could still hear the sirens and the screaming.

She radioed Tyler. “Hello, Tyler.”

“Hey. I’ve finished in the auditorium. Nothing here. I’m moving on to the committee chambers. How did things go with NYPD?”

She sighed. “Not good. They’ve given up on finding the bomb, and they’re just trying to evacuate as many people as possible. We’re not getting any help.”

Tyler didn’t answer right away. When he did, his voice sounded surprisingly calm. “All right. Let’s keep looking for the bomb, then.”

“Do you think they’ll evacuate in time? Do you think they can empty Manhattan before the bomb goes off?”

“I think you were right before. We don’t stop trying. We tell ourselves we can succeed whether we think we can or not. I think NYPD is telling themselves the same thing right now.”

Anya nodded. The officer to whom she had spoken had said almost exactly that. "Okay. Very well. I'll be with the foyer."

“Good luck.”

“You too. Tyler?”

“Yes?”

“I love you.”

“I love you too, Anya. We’ll be okay. We’ve done this before, remember?”

She smiled, and a lump formed in her throat. "Yes. So we have."

Tyler hung up and Anya blinked her tears away and moved to the foyer to begin her search for the nuclear weapon. This time, Tyler had saved her from near-panic, but she wasn’t sure either of them could save the other from despair.

They had done this before, and if they succeeded today, they would almost certainly do this again.

Until they couldn’t. They would save the world until they didn’t. They would stay alive until they weren’t. One day, the bad guys would win, and the best comfort Anya could hope for was that death came too quickly for her to realize it.

But not today.

She set her lips grimly and repeated aloud, “Not today.”

Today, come what may, she and Tyler would find this bomb, and they would save the world again.

No other outcome was acceptable.


 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

Once again, Harold was surprised at how underwhelming the device was. Fully assembled, it looked even smaller than before. Nearly all of its fifteen hundred pounds of weight was due to the thin lead plate container, the black powder explosive and the barrel of the "gun." The fissile material consisted of only thirty pounds of lithium deuteride, the twenty-pound rod of thorium, and an eighty-pound tube of uranium. It wasn't quite a Teller-Ulam bomb, but the secondary fusion reaction that would occur upon detonation would be wholly sufficient to produce the yield Harold expected.

Fifteen hundred pounds would produce the explosive energy of two-point-four billion pounds of TNT. In a few seconds, the island of Manhattan would be flattened, and within hours, the whole of New York City would be irradiated and unable to support life.

And Harold Winters would be responsible. Millions of people dead so Eliza and her family could survive.

He shouldn’t have done this. He should have accepted their loss to save the lives of millions.

No, asshole. You should have reported Reiter to the Pentagon the moment his simpering face left your house. You should have warned Eliza that people were trying to use you to make a nuclear weapon. You should have never put yourself in this position in the first place, but you did, and now you’re going to go to hell, and you’re going to deserve it.

A hand clapped his shoulder, and Harold flinched. General Park ignored the flinch and squeezed his shoulder. “Beautiful. Beautiful, doctor.”

“You’re going to get your own people killed,” Harold said. “The United States will obliterate you for this.”

His voice was eerily calm to his ears. He knew that was only shock, but it still disgusted him.

“Maybe. Maybe not. Maybe the U.S. people will tell their government to pull out after the Soviet Union threatens retaliation if the U.S. escalates. Either way, we will accomplish our mission.”

He shouted to the soldiers in Korean, and they carefully loaded the weapon onto a van. Harold’s stomach turned when he read the words RED CROSS SOCIETY on the side of the van.

Two of the soldiers approached him and dragged him toward the van.

Harold understood everything now. He was going to die with his bomb. The bomb had a four-hour timer to give the attackers time to escape, but Harold wouldn’t escape with them.

He was only a disposable tool, and now he would be discarded. Maybe his change of heart and the insults he had given to Park contributed to his fate, but he doubted it. This had the feeling of a tradesman tossing a broken axe blade into a rubbish heap. He had served his purpose. Now, he was a loose end, and the Koreans would clean him up along with all of the other loose ends.

He didn’t resist. He deserved to die.

The two soldiers joined him. One drove, and the other sat in the passenger seat with Harold in the middle. They started the van and left the warehouse. Harold wondered if they felt even a slight measure of guilt at what they were about to do, or if their hatred of the United States was so great that they didn't mind that the millions they were about to kill were innocent civilians and their families.

Maybe it didn’t matter.

Forgive me, Li.


 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

Veterans of the war had told Tyler about the way time seemed to be both eternal and instant during combat. Everything seemed to happen all at once, but at the same time the past was a fog, and everything prior to that engagement a distant memory. Once the battle was over, the battle itself seemed distant, with the exception of a few searingly clear memories that would haunt them in dreams for the rest of their lives.

Tyler could understand that feeling now. He’d been in several firefights during his career with the CIA, and even a few engagements that neared a pitched battle in intensity, but he’d never felt this sort of time dilation before. He’d felt something slightly similar when trying to disable the guidance systems of the missiles Ivan had launched at the Soviet Union from a black site in New York State, but even then he had a better sense of clarity.

Now things just seemed foggy. He could focus, but only with constant conscious effort. When Anya called him about the NYPD’s decision to focus on evacuation and essentially abandon the disarmament effort, he felt fear and despair, but those emotions seemed to exist outside of himself, almost as though the Tyler who was crying out in fear and weeping with despair was watching the Tyler searching for the bomb.

This disconnected feeling ebbed and flowed as the hours passed. From time to time, when he finished examining a room and still found no bomb, he would swear and press his hands to his temples in panic. Other times, he would barely register the fact and just keep looking.

He and Anya checked in with each other after every room. Each time she called him, he had a kernel of hope that this time, she would tell him that she had disarmed the bomb and everything was going to be okay, and each time, she told him that instead, her search had continued to show up as empty as his, the fugue strengthened.

Part of him wondered if they should just give up too and get out of the city to prepare for the inevitable. But even in the depths of his despair, he knew he’d never forgive himself for giving up. He had to try. Even if it meant the end of his life.

Sure would be nice for Nikolai to swoop in and save the day again.

He chuckled to himself, and the action cleared some of the fog again. Several times in their campaign against Ivan, Nikolai had shown up to help Tyler and Anya through a particularly dangerous scenario. In fact, he was the one to actually kill Ivan after Tyler disabled the missiles.

There would be no Nikolai this time, though. Tyler was convinced that this time, Nikolai was truly in hiding to stay. He was an old man, and he’d done what he could to bring the world a future he could be proud of, but he had thrown his hat in with the wrong side, and his few attempts to help the right side had lost him everything. Nikolai wasn’t coming back. It was up to Tyler and Anya now.

His radio crackled. “Tyler, I’ve checked the last of the offices. There’s nothing.”

Tyler cursed. “Okay. What else is…”

His voice trailed off when he rounded a corner and saw Anya staring at him.

They had finished. The U.N. building was empty of weapons. He checked his watch. Four o’clock. They had spent six hours searching this building.

Any second now, Manhattan would cease to exist.

“Damn it,” he said, putting his radio back into his pocket.

Anya was pale as snow, her blue eyes big and terrified. “Have we arrived too early?” she asked.

He shook his head. “I can’t see how. They left that warehouse hours ago. The only thing I can think of… Maybe underground?”

She gasped. “Oh God. Yes. The bomb could be too large to move into a single room. We should look at the subway stations nearby.”

He nodded. “I agree. Try NYPD. Tell them to send help.”

“They won’t help, Tyler.”

“Try anyway!” he shouted. Then he sighed. “Sorry, I just… Just try them.” It would be nice if some of that fog came back instead of panic.

Anya called NYPD, but after less than a minute of back and forth, she hung up. “No answer. They’re not going to help us. We’re on our own.”

He swore. “Well, I should have expected that. No luck with the phones?”

“I’ll try again.”

They walked into the nearest office—the last one Anya had checked—and Anya dialed the Wall. After a few seconds, she shook her head. “The lines are busy. No answer.”

“Here, let me try the radio.”

He tuned to the Wall’s frequency, but the handheld radio was too weak to compete with all of the radio traffic between New York and D.C. The airwaves were no doubt filled with news of the feared nuclear assault.

“Okay. Well, we’re still alive, and Manhattan’s still here. We’ll take it in stride and keep looking.”

“How many subway stations are around here?”

“Just one, but it’s a big one. Grand Central Terminal.”

“How big?”

Tyler chuckled. “It’s the biggest passenger rail station in the world. It should be empty right now—there’s no way the subway’s operating with a nuclear threat—but it’s a lot of square footage to cover.”

She sighed. “Should we… I mean, do you think it’s worth it?”

“I think we need to do everything we can to try to keep this bomb from going off. Even if it seems hopeless.”

She nodded. “Okay, then. We’re still in agreement about that. Lead the way.”

Tyler nodded and led her out of the U.N. building. Outside, the empty streets were eerie. What was once one of the most crowded cities on Earth was now a ghost town.

At least here it was. As they drew closer to the station, the sounds of sirens and shouting carried to their ears again. All of this time, and the island still wasn’t even close to being evacuated.

An absurd thought came to Tyler that this was all just a joke, that at the end of all of this, someone would pop out of a manhole or a trash bin, point their fingers and laugh. Ha ha, look at all of you! You actually thought a nuclear bomb was going to go off! Oh, ho ho, so funny!

That thought was replaced by a rush of frustration. He almost wished the damned thing would explode already so they could stop running around like chickens with their heads cut off.

He didn’t really wish that, of course, but this was all just so frustrating.

By the time they reached Grand Central, they were close enough to the evacuation that they could see glimpses of people in the distance, milling forward in their mad rush… somewhere. Tyler wasn’t actually sure where they’d take everyone. Maybe just up into Brooklyn and from there… well, where?

He put that thought from his mind as they entered the station. The lights were shut off, so they used their flashlights to navigate and search for the weapon.

“What are we looking for?” Anya asked. “I mean, what will the bomb look like?”

“It would have to be encased in an inert metal like lead or steel. It won’t look like a bomb dropped from an aircraft, though. Probably a crate or a shipping container.”

“And the detonator?”

“It’ll be a timed detonator. Unless the North Koreans want to explode with the bomb.”

“Will it be recognizable from the outside, or will it be contained within the bomb?”

Tyler’s face fell. He didn’t know the answer to that. It was possible that they wouldn’t set the timer until after they placed the bomb, in which case it would have to be visible on the outside of the device, but if they set the timer before they placed the bomb, then they would have no way of knowing if anything they saw was the bomb or not, and no way of knowing if forcing their way into it would cause it to detonate early.

That was really the most frustrating and terrifying part of this entire assignment. They just didn’t have enough information. And with their time running out, this was no longer an intelligence operation. It was crude guesswork, and if they guessed wrong, it would cost them one to four percent of the population of the United States.

“I don’t know,” he admitted, “but we’re not going to stop until we’re stopped or until we’ve won.”

His words of encouragement sounded hollow to his ears and looked hollow on Anya’s face. She nodded, but it seemed mechanical, just something to do rather than an agreement she felt.

Looks like I’m not the only one barely hanging onto sanity.

They descended the steps onto the platform and began looking through this latest haystack for the world’s most dangerous needle.

 


 

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

The van pulled to a stop, and Harold frowned. “This isn’t the U.N. building.”

His guards didn’t reply. It was possible that they didn’t speak English. It was equally possible that they just didn’t care to answer him.

He looked around at the thrill rides, carnival tents, and food courts of Steeplechase Park and wondered why on Earth they would want to detonate a bomb on Coney Island. Sure, it would kill a lot of people, but not as many as if they detonated it in the U.N. building. And none of these people were foreign dignitaries or U.S. politicians. What sort of strategic value did a few theme parks have?

Then he saw the other vans. There were a dozen other vehicles with the Red Cross emblem and multiple others with the NYPD and NYFD logos. There were even military vehicles, all staffed with nervous soldiers.

He looked in the sideview mirror and saw columns of people approaching the park. Through the side windows, he could just make out other columns entering the defunct developments where Dreamland and Luna Park had once stood.

The true extent of the horror became clear. This was the staging area for Manhattan's evacuation. That was why none of the rides were operating, and all of the booths were either empty or being repurposed as supply depots.

General Park had anticipated the evacuation and placed his bomb where it would do maximum damage. Aside from the hundreds of thousands of evacuees who would reach the island by detonation, there were millions more in Brooklyn who would die.

He had to stop them.

He reached for the driver’s gun. If he could shoot these two and drive the van away, he could make it to the police station. He would make sure no one started the timer. He could right this wrong before—

Fire exploded in his belly. He looked down and saw the other guard’s handgun pressed into his abdomen. His fingers weakened, and the driver removed his hand and set the timer through the console in the van.

Harold reached for the timer, but the passenger shot him again. The gunshot was muffled by Harold’s body, and none of the preoccupied aid workers outside noticed it.

The passenger dragged Harold from the vehicle and dragged him into the tent nearest the van. The tent was a funhouse with mirrors angled and curved to reflect the visitors’ images back in macabre and fantastic shapes.

He tied Harold to the center post of the tent in the middle of the funhouse, then conversed with the driver briefly before walking away. Neither of them looked back. Why would they? The tool had served its purpose, and the brief moment of conscience the tool had suffered hadn’t prevented them from achieving their goal.

Harold opened his mouth and tried to scream, but all that came out was a weak, breathy gasp. No one could hear him, and with millions of people set to pour onto the island, no one would look for him.

He was too late.


 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

Anya and Tyler worked efficiently as they searched the station. Their search was helped by the fact that the only objects present that could theoretically hold their bomb were subway cars, all of which had open windows through which the agents could easily see anything suspicious. They still searched the various platforms and rooms in the terminal and even scoured a mile or so of tunnels around the station.

Nothing. It was now seven o’clock, and they had found nothing.

Anya wiped sweat from her brow and sighed. “Can we safely say the bomb isn’t here?”

“We can say it’s not here,” Tyler replied. “As far as safety, I think it’s very damned unsafe that we can’t find it here.”

“That’s not helpful, Tyler.”

“Well, excuse me if I’m a little pissed off right now.”

There was no heat behind his rebuke, though. Exhaustion now colored their fear.

“I feel like we’re just grabbing at straws,” Tyler said. “We need to think. If the U.N. building isn’t the target, then where else?”

“Times Square, perhaps? Downtown?”

“Maybe. That would be the next place I would check.” He shook his head. “I want to stop guessing, though. We need to have an answer.”

“We don’t have time, Tyler.”

“We had time. We’ve spent nine hours looking for the damned thing.”

She pressed her lips together. “Well, what do we know?”

“We know that it’s North Korea,” Tyler said. “We know that they’re not targeting Washington. We know that Harold Winters helped them build the bomb or is helping them build it.”

“It’s possible that he hasn’t completed. I don’t want to get our hopes up, but maybe we’ll have time to evacuate the city after all.”

“Maybe, but then they can have time to pick a new target.” He shook his head. “Maybe they’re going after Washington after all, and New York was just a misdirect.”

“Or their way to get the nuclear components into the city.”

He nodded. “Okay, well, running around like chickens with our heads cut off hasn’t helped. We need to reset. The question is, how far back do we reset?”

Anya tilted her head. “The last piece of evidence we had for sure was at the warehouse. That’s where we learned that the weapon or its components were moved from the warehouse on a one-ton truck.”

Tyler nodded again. “Yes. That’s right. But how do we figure out which one-ton truck has our bomb?”

“We had an APB out on the truck,” Anya said. “Maybe NYPD has information for us.”

“Maybe, but I doubt it. They’re stretched thin.” He shrugged. “Call them anyway. It might be worth it.”

Anya switched her radio and headed for the surface with Tyler following. When she reached the street, she noted that the sound of the evacuation had quieted. They were clearing the island much faster than she anticipated. Whether the people leaving Manhattan were going far enough away to escape a nuclear explosion was a different question, but they were making good progress.

She called NYPD and realized the problem that came with that progress. Her radio was powerful, but if NYPD couldn’t call back, it didn’t matter if they could hear her. She sighed and said, “They’re too far away.”

“Then we go where they’re going.”

“Where are they going?”

He shook his head. "They would need to be somewhere a lot of people could gather. Off the top of my head, that would be one of the parks in the other boroughs, the port—the part that isn't in Manhattan—or Coney Island. Rail transit is probably out of the question, considering that a nuclear explosion will collapse the lines in Manhattan and maybe beyond. That leaves air—which is going to be an extraordinary challenge—or sea—which is going to be a challenge, but maybe doable? It would take a long time, though."

“There isn’t an overland route?”

"The overland route is through the rest of the city. That's probably the best option, but it'll take time to set up, too. I think the focus right now is probably just to get everyone out of Manhattan and then figure out where to go from there."

“If it was you, where would you take people? What would your plan be?”

Tyler thought for a moment. "Well, if it was me, I would take everyone to Coney Island first. Then, I would organize a corridor to get people through the city and out to some empty land past the metro area, where we could set up a more long-term refugee center. Then I'd use the ferry to get people to transport vehicles and—"

“But Coney Island first, yes?”

“Yes.”

“Which way is Coney Island?”

“East. That way.”

“Okay, we head east and hope that you’re right and that NYPD answers soon.”

“Works for me.”

The two of them jogged east, keeping their pace quick but not so quick it would burn them out. The night air was cool, and already, Anya could taste the approaching chill of winter. With the city quiet for perhaps the first time in its history, the evening almost seemed peaceful. The proverbial calm before a storm of fire and light that would erase the city from existence.

After a mile, she tried her radio again. The reception was scratchy, but she could hear the officer on the other end. “Hello? This is the CIA agent?”

“Yes, this is Anya Fedorov.” She gave Tyler a thumbs up, and the two slowed to a walk.

“I never gave you my name last time. I’m Lieutenant Deveraux.”

“Nice to meet you, Lieutenant. Listen, did you receive an APB for a civilian one-ton truck?”

He chuckled. “Well, yeah, but we’re not really looking for missing trucks right now.”

“That truck could contain the bomb.”

“There are thousands of one-ton trucks in New York. Everyone uses them. Hell, bakers use them to deliver bread. There might even be tens of thousands of the bastards between Long Island and Yonkers.”

She sighed. Tyler was right. “Where are you taking the evacuees right now?”

“We’re going to Coney Island first. We’re going to hold everyone there while the National Guard opens a corridor out of the city. It looks like we’re going to take people east across Staten Island and into Jersey. The Guard’s going to establish a refugee center outside of Flemington. It’s going to be a couple of days until we get that established, though. I don’t know how the hell we’re going to keep all of these people here. And if that bomb goes off…”

A horrible thought came to Anya. Her hands started to tremble, and she had to fight to keep her voice calm. “Lieutenant, is their civilian aid at Coney Island, or is the Guard handling all of that?”

“No, we’re sharing the duties. The Red Cross is here, NYPD, NYFD, and a couple of hospitals.”

“And are they delivering that aid using one-ton trucks?”

"Yeah. Like I said, they're the most common mode of… Oh, hell."

“Listen to me, lieutenant,” Anya said. “Don’t panic. If you panic, then there will be no chance of discovering this weapon. Do you have men you can trust to stay calm and quiet in the face of danger?”

“Um… I mean… yes, but… Oh God…”

“Find those men. Tell them to search every truck. If they find anything they can’t explain, do not let them touch it. My partner and I are heading to your location. He has experience disarming explosives.”

“Oh God. Okay. Um… Okay. I’ll start looking.”

“All right. We’re on our way.”

She clicked off and looked at Tyler. He hadn’t heard the other end of the conversation, but he’d heard enough from Anya to understand the danger she’d identified. His wide eyes and pale complexion showed her the fear he felt.

She looked around and found a truck—not a one-ton, a much smaller pickup. She pulled Tyler to the truck and crouched below the dash. She’d learned how to hotwire vehicles in the MGB, knowing that there would often be times when she would be forced to resort to the tactic to escape after gathering information. She was never more grateful for that skill than she was when the engine of the truck roared to life.

She grabbed the wheel and spun the vehicle around, accelerating quickly east.

“Do you know how to get to Coney Island?” she asked Tyler.

“Yeah. I can give you directions.”

“Get us as close as you can. When we reach the crowd, we’ll abandon the vehicle and run as fast as we can the rest of the way.”

“Coney Island’s big,” Tyler said. “I mean, not huge, but there will be hundreds of trucks there. Reaching the location could—”

“It’s too late to think about everything that could go wrong,” Anya said. “We just have to do our best and hope that things start going right.”

“Right.”

The truck was powerful and reasonably fast, but even though it wasn’t as large as a commercial truck, it was still tippy around the corners. Each time Anya had to slow to make a turn, she felt a burst of frustration. If she was right, then the bomb was now sitting in what would soon become the most densely populated area on Earth.

And if she was wrong…

No, she couldn’t think about that. She had to do her best and hope that the rest would work out in their favor.

They made it a few miles before they reached the crush. Anya’s heart sank when she saw the massive column of people moving across the bridge onto the island. At least the people weren’t panicking.

She could almost hear their thoughts. They were evacuating. They were in Brooklyn now, not Manhattan. If the bomb went off, they wouldn't die. Fallout was a concern, but maybe the fallout wouldn't reach that far. It would be okay. It always was. If the bomb went off, the U.S. would find out who did it, and they'd win this war just like they'd won the last one.

She wondered if any among the crowd had any idea how close they were to their own destruction.

She parked the vehicle, and she and Tyler started running toward the island. It was a mile to the island, and the last portion was across the crowded bridges.

It would take too long for them to cross via bridge. “We need to swim,” she told Tyler. “It’s not very far. Look for a place with shallow enough banks to climb to the other side.”

“Follow me. I know a place.”

He led her to a shore a few dozen yards from the nearest bridge. It was a sixty-foot swim across the channel, and the shore was slippery but not particularly steep. The water was chilly, but they managed to reach the other end without incident.

They had reached the third haystack. Time once again to look for the needle.

Anya prayed they weren’t already too late.


 

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

 

“Li? Do you ever think that the communists might be right?” Li propped herself up on her elbow and gave Harold a fishy look. “I’m not saying I agree with them, I’m just asking… not for the United States, but for China or Russia or places run by dictators, do you think the communists might be a better option?”

She lay back down next to him and looked up at the clouds drifting lazily across the blue sky. “I think that anything is better than a dictatorship. The problem is that communists are just dictators disguised as socialists. If they were really going to give power to the people, then maybe I would say they were right, but they won’t. You know what happened to Russia. Stalin is worse than any of the Tsars were. Mao might as well be an emperor. Both of them have killed millions of their own people and brought abject poverty to the rest. Capitalism isn’t perfect, and there are poor people in the United States, but it’s nothing like China. Nothing like Russia. No, I don’t think communism is right. I think it’s a lie.”

He nodded. “Got it.”

She propped herself up on her elbow again. “What made you ask that?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I just thought that maybe for different people, different forms of government work better.”

“It takes more than an elected legislature and a free market to make a government effective, but I don’t think there’s ever been a nation on Earth that’s benefitted in the long term from a monarchy.” She lay back down again. “I’m just glad I’m here.”

She turned to her side and draped her thigh over his waist. Her skin was smooth and soft as butter. She brushed her lips to his ears and whispered, “Glad I’m with you.”

His heartbeat quickened as he turned. Li met his searching lips with a firm and decisive kiss and pulled him to her. She wrapped another butter-smooth leg around his waist, and Harold forgot about the world for a while.

 *** 

Harold stared out of the kitchen window with the phone pressed to his ear. Just beyond their backyard fence, a tumbleweed caught against an ancient cholla and pressed lovingly against its spined branches.

“Sir? Dr. Winters?”

A gust of wind pulled the tumbleweed free. It passed out of Harold's view, and his attention focused on a roadrunner bounding across the plains. It shouldn't be out in this wind. It should be safe in its nest, waiting for the calm to bring the lizards it hunted out from their own burrows.

“Dr. Winters, are you there?”

The roadrunner moved on. With nothing else for his eyes to focus on, Harold fixated on the cholla. The fourteen-foot cactus must have been ancient. Harold didn’t know biology, so he didn’t know how old a cholla had to be to get that tall, but it had to be over a hundred years, at least. Could it be over a thousand? How long did cacti live?

“I think we lost him,” the voice on the other end of the phone said.

“I’m here,” he replied.

His voice sounded strange to his ears. It was numb, flat, thick, almost stupid. And why wasn’t he weeping? He should be weeping, right?

“Sir, did you hear what I said?”

The first glimmer of emotion crossed Harold's mind, not at the question but at the slight irritation evident in the caller's voice. How dare she be irritated at him? How dare she act like she was being put upon because Harold didn't complete this conversation as efficiently as possible? Of course, he heard her. He just needed a damned second to process this.

“Yes, I heard you.”

He said nothing else, and a moment later, the woman—now a little hesitant—asked, “Do you want us to claim her remains?”

What a fool this woman was. It didn't matter if they claimed her remains. The communist leaders who now ruled China weren't going to ship the probably mutilated and possibly scattered and unrecognizable remains of a traitor who had fled her homeland for America. The U.S. was only making a claim so the federal government could pretend they gave a damn, but they didn't give a damn. Of course, they didn't. If they'd given a damn, they would have let her stay. They would have allowed her to remain in the United States instead of suspending her visa on suspicion of being a communist, a communist of all things.

Just because she was Chinese. Just because her eyes had an epicanthic fold. Just because her face was a little rounder than theirs. She was Chinese, so she must be a communist goddamned spy.

“Sir? Do you want—”

“You know, she hated communism,” he interrupted. “Hated it. I asked her once if she thought the communists were right, and she spent the rest of the day in a haze. We made love first, but once we were finished, I could see in her face that it hadn’t fixed whatever I’d reminded her of. I never asked her again.”

The woman on the other end didn’t reply. She might have hung up, but that was okay. Harold really didn’t give a shit.

“She was so proud to be American. When she got her visa, she had it framed and put on our bedroom wall so it would be the last thing she saw before she went to bed and the first thing she saw when she woke up. The very next day, she called Immigration and asked what the next step to becoming a citizen was. She knew the names of every President and every Vice President along with all of their noteworthy accomplishments. Do you know how much you need to care about U.S. history to name every single Vice President since John Adams?”

“Sir, I’m sorry for your loss.” So she hadn’t hung up. “If you’d like, we can make a claim for her remains from the Chinese government.”

“Which one? The one that lost or the one that won?”

“I… we’ll reach out to—”

“When she was deported, the last thing she said to me was, ‘Don’t worry. I’ll prove that I am as American as any white woman. The country is only being cautious, but they’ll see. I’ll come home, and I’ll be a citizen. We’ll raise American children and send them to an American school. It’ll be all right, darling. Don’t cry. I love you.’”

The woman on the other end was silent for a long time. Harold wondered once more if she’d hung up. Then she said—and now she was both hesitant and annoyed. What a delightfully unique combination—“If you need to speak to someone—”

“I need to speak to my wife, you dirty fucking whore.” A second emotion—satisfaction—glimmered across Harold’s mind when he heard the woman on the other end gasp. “I need to speak to my wife. I need to speak to the American who I guarantee you knew and loved America more than you or anyone else you know. I need to hear her tell me, ‘See? I told you everything would be all right.’ I need to see her frame her citizenship document next to the visa and cry tears of joy in front of it every morning. I need to hold her in my arms. I need to hold her hand while she gives birth to our children. I need to watch her tell our children all about President Zachary Taylor with the same awe with which she speaks of President Abraham Lincoln. I need to sit on our front porch with her and watch the stars come out. I need to speak to Gongsun Li, a woman who hid underneath manure in a cart and then in a barrel of hemp and then finally among bolts of silk to escape to the United States only for the United States to turn her back on her and tell her to go back to a nation that lines its own citizens up in front of a ditch and shoots them dead for the crime of not believing that it was the will of the people to get shot in front of a ditch just because Mao Zedong says it is. Can you get me Gongsun Li? Can you put her on the phone?”

“I… this is clearly a bad time.”

“Oh, clearly.”

“We’ll reach… You may reach out if you—”

Harold hung up then. He planted his hands on the kitchen sink and watched another tumbleweed drift lazily across the sand. It caught on the cholla for a few seconds, then blew away, drifting wherever the desiccated corpses of common saltworts went when their skeletons separated from the ground and traveled across the desert.

 

***

 

Harold coughed and opened his eyes. He was still in the funhouse. He blinked until his eyes came into focus and revealed an image of him with a tiny body and a huge head with a wide, grotesque grin and tall, elliptical eyes.

His reflection leered at him while he lowered his eyes to the wounds in his abdomen. His hands were gray, the skin loose and wrinkled. A pool of blood spread out underneath him. More blood trickled out of the bullet wounds in his abdomen. How was he conscious? He should be dead.

Soon, my love, Li’s gentle voice crooned in his ear. I’m waiting for you.

Tears came to his eyes. That surprised him, too. He wasn't a medical doctor, but losing this much blood should have meant he was too dehydrated to cry. "I'm sorry," he whispered, and finally, something that made sense. His voice was a harsh croak that barely sounded human.

I forgive you, Harold. I do. I promise. I love you, but I love you for your sensitivity and your intelligence. You were never strong. That was all right. I was supposed to be strong for both of us.

He chuckled, and something else that made sense happened when pain lanced through his body. He gasped, and more pain filled him, a deep, dull ache that throbbed all the way to his fingertips. “You were strong. You were the strongest person I ever met.”

I know. I’m sorry I left you.

“It’s not your fault. You didn’t have a choice. The United States abandoned you.”

No, they shouldn’t have. But that doesn’t make them guilty. Not these people. Not these families with their children.

More tears welled in his eyes. “I know. I’m so sorry.”

It’s all right. Or at least it can be. You have one thing left to do. Then you can come to me, and we’ll go somewhere there is no violence, no pain and no betrayal.

“I don’t think I can, my love. I’m bleeding out. I don’t even know how I’m conscious right now.”

You can. You have to. You have to be strong. Just this one time. One time, love, and then we’ll be together again.

In the back of his mind, Harold knew that this was only his own mind playing tricks on him. Li wasn’t speaking to him now. There was no Heaven, and he would die whether he wanted to or not, whether he succeeded in disarming the bomb or not and probably faster if he tried. He would die, and he would stop. Just like Li stopped a year ago.

But the tiniest kernel of hope remained that he might be wrong. Maybe Li was waiting for him, and maybe God would see fit to grant him the mercy of seeing her again. Probably not, but maybe.

It didn’t make him strong that the prospect of seeing his wife again made him kick the mirror in front of him and pull a shard of glass close with his feet so he could cut the ropes that bound him and maybe disarm the bomb. It didn’t make him strong that even now, it was Li who made him fight and not the fate of millions.

But that was all right. If he succeeded, that was all right.

And if not, maybe God would show him mercy and allow him to disappear from existence rather than face the consequences of what he’d done.


 

CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

 

Tyler wiped sweat from his brow and looked over at Anya. Her eyes were bloodshot, and the lids drooped. If she was anything like him, the physical exhaustion wasn't what made her eyes droop. They had now spent forty minutes searching Coney Island, and they'd barely covered one twentieth of the island. To make matters worse, Lieutenant Deveraux's progress was even slower. As a middle-ranking officer in the department, he had responsibilities that he couldn't shirk without alerting people to the fact that there was possibly a nuclear weapon in the middle of exactly where they had taken the people escaping a nuclear weapon. If a panic started, they were finished. It was as simple as that. He'd sent two other officers to look, but that meant that, at best, they'd covered a tenth of the island between them.

“Maybe we should look for a particular kind of one-ton truck,” Anya suggested.

“What kind? Other than it has to be civilian.”

“I don’t know. What would be the best cover for a nuclear weapon?”

“I don’t think it matters,” Tyler replied. “Not anymore, anyway. But to answer your question, the best cover for a truck mounted nuclear weapon is to make it look like a truck. Which doesn’t help us at all.”

She sighed and ran her hands through her hair. “No, it doesn’t. All right. Let’s keep looking.”

The two of them moved on, entering Steeplechase Park—the only active theme park remaining on Coney Island. Tyler had been here three times as a kid, once with his mother and twice with both of his parents. He remembered being really excited to try a real Coney Island hot dog, only to find out that it was the same as any other chili dog he'd had. He had told his father that and been warned not to say it to a New York native or he might get beat up.

There were no hot dogs for sale today. Instead, crowds of people pressed into available places, sometimes guided by police and National Guardsmen but usually just pushed by the force of the crowd. He and Anya had been able to move because they ran along the outskirts of the island, but now that they were moving into the interior, progress slowed considerably. Soon, there would be no chance of progress. In hindsight, packing everyone onto Coney Island had been a mistake. There were too many people and not enough space.

But where else were they gonna go? This was New York City. Everywhere was too many people and not enough space.

Maybe it would have been better to just let people panic. A lot of people would have gotten hurt and some of them killed, but a lot of people might have managed to make it out one way or another. Maybe. Hell, Tyler didn’t know. The United States was protected by two oceans and the most powerful military on Earth backed by the most powerful industrial complex on Earth. The one battle that had taken place on U.S. soil that amounted to more than a skirmish was Pearl Harbor, and that was on an island territory thousands of miles from the mainland. The sad and brutal truth was that no one here was prepared to handle an actual threat. Those threats just weren’t supposed to exist.

“Tyler!”

Tyler followed Anya’s point and saw a line of Red Cross trucks. He nodded. “All right. We’ll check those next.”

“No, look! The one by the funhouse tent!”

Tyler narrowed his eyes and looked closer. The funhouse tent was barely visible in the darkness, but Tyler found the truck backed right up to the entrance. He watched it for a moment, then saw the slight red glow reflecting off of the bulkhead at the back of the panel truck’s cabin. His eyes widened. That was the timer.

“Come on!”

He and Anya moved as fast as they could toward the truck. This was one of the less-packed portions of the island, but they still had to shove and jostle their way toward the crowd to reach the truck. When they finally reached it, Tyler confirmed that the red glow was from a timer integrated into the dash of the truck. The red came from a weak backlight that shone just brightly enough to illuminate the numbers of the timer. During the day, this backlight would be invisible, but at night, its reflection was enough to alert the two of them.

Tyler looked through the back window of the cabin bulkhead, and his stomach turned.

The bomb was a lead box, just like Tyler had predicted. It was about seven feet long by four feet wide by four feet tall. Other than the lead, the only visible part were the wires that extended from a small cutout underneath the box. Tyler followed those wires through a similar cutout in the bulkhead and into the dash.

He looked back at the timer, and his stomach turned again. They had fourteen minutes left.

“Can you disarm it?” Anya asked.

“I don’t know,” Tyler said. “But I have to, so I will.”

“How encouraging.”

“Really? The last thing you want to do before we die is berate me for not being positive enough?”

“Now that’s really encouraging.”

“Help me get this panel off.”

“With what?”

“You have a multitool, right? Use the screwdriver.”

He pulled his own multitool off and began removing the screws on the right side while Anya worked on the left. This being a truck, the interior was utilitarian, which meant that the rivets that held everything together were clearly visible, a nice stroke of good luck.

“Be careful when you remove the dash,” he said. “We don’t want to disturb any of the wires unless we know for sure we won’t set the bomb off.”

“All right. Steadily then.”

They carefully pulled the dash panel away. The timer moved with the dash, so Tyler risked only a few inches before he told her to stop. He shone his light through the gap and found the wires from the bomb snaking up toward the timer. There were eight different wires, all dark brown. The wires collected into a single rubber cord that split into three different cords of varying thickness at the base of the dash and extended into the box behind them.

“Shit. I can’t tell which wire does what.”

Anya looked outside at the thickening crowd. The bridges were still full of people pouring in. “Do you think if we drove it into the ocean it would absorb some of the force?”

Tyler shook his head. “No. We wouldn’t be able to get the truck more than ten yards past the shore before the engine got waterlogged. Actually, we probably wouldn’t even make it that far. If the water caused a spark, there would go the bomb.” He looked back at the wires. “I’m going to try disarming the bomb itself. Maybe I can open the lead panel and figure out a way to sever the electrical connection without causing a short.”

“Be careful, Tyler.”

Not sure it matters much at this point. “I will.”

He looked at the timer. Eleven minutes.

He walked around to the back of the truck, looking around at the people pressing close. The other Red Cross trucks distributed blankets to people. Fortunately, no one seemed to notice or care about the one truck that wasn’t running and didn’t have its lights on. He could only hope that would remain the case long enough for him to fix this.

He opened the back of the truck and stepped inside. He laid a trembling hand on the box and was surprised to find it cold and silent. He could almost believe this was a dud, a harmless box with harmless chunks of harmless metal inside. The timer would go off, and nothing would happen.

But he knew better. If the timer went off, he wouldn’t live long enough to realize it, and neither would anyone on Coney Island.

About two million people in Brooklyn will, though. They’ll see the light. Then they’ll feel the heat. Then, if they’re lucky, a building will fall on them. If they’re not lucky…

He shivered. He’d seen pictures of people with radiation sickness. They barely looked human by the end.

He took a deep breath. “Focus, Tyler.”

He looked at the wires and sighed in frustration. They filled the hole in the lead snugly. He tapped the box and sighed again. It didn’t sound hollow. Obviously, the lead couldn’t be especially thick, or it would crush the floor of the truck, but it wasn’t thin enough for him to just punch through it with his knife. Even if he had a saw to open the box with, he had no idea what he’d be cutting into.

He had to disarm the timer. Somehow, he had to figure out which wires to cut.

He got out of the back and returned to the cabin. Anya looked at him hopefully. He couldn’t bring himself to meet her gaze.

He unscrewed the back panel of the timer and carefully separated it from the circuit board. As he feared, it was far more complicated than it needed to be. The timer only needed a mechanism to measure the passage of time and a means of sending an electrical signal to the detonator in the bomb. If those were the only two major mechanisms present, it would have been easy enough to isolate the signaling mechanism and sever its connection to the timing mechanism.

Unfortunately, each wire split into two smaller wires, which split into eight filaments each. Those filaments snaked around each other and connected with multiple circuits all over the board. When Tyler examined the wires between the circuit board and the display, he saw a similar gaggle of wires extending from all over the backside of the board into the display.

They had designed this well. Even if he could open the bomb casing, it would take hours to determine which wires were the decoys and which were the actual leads to the bomb.

They didn’t have hours. They had seven minutes.

Despair washed over him. There was no way for him to disarm the bomb in time.

“What is it?” Anya asked. “What’s wrong?”

He took a deep breath and forced a smile. “Nothing. I’ve got this. It’s a simple design.”

Her face brightened. She was so beautiful. Her eyes were like the summer sky, and her hair like strands of gold. Her lips were so soft and so full and so perfect. He leaned forward and planted a kiss on those lips, savoring the way they yielded to him. He was so privileged to have loved her.

She pulled away a second later and gave him a slightly flustered smile. “Let’s save the celebration for after you disarm the bomb.”

“Right.” He looked back at the panel, and his smile faded.

“What is it?” Anya asked. “You said it was simple, right?”

“It is,” he said. “There are guide wires that lead from the timer toward the central cables. I just needed to doublecheck I’d found the right ones.”

“You’re certain you’ve found them?”

It doesn’t matter. Not anymore.

“I’ve found them.” A lump formed in his throat. “Anya. I love you.”

“Tyler, what’s wrong?”

“Tell me you love me.”

“Tyler—”

“Please.”

She hesitated for a moment. Then she said. “I love you, Tyler. I love you more than anything.”

He nodded. Then he took a deep breath and released it slowly. He looked out the window at the crowd of people milling around, fear and desperate hope clawing for victory on every face. Mothers carried infants and children clung to their father’s legs. Police officers and aid workers tried to maintain their composure as they faced the end of everything they’d ever known.

I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.

“Okay,” he said aloud. “Here goes.”


 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

The voice that spoke then was so hoarse and strained that Tyler wasn’t sure he’d really heard it at first. “Stop! Don’t cut the wires!”

He hesitated, but it wasn’t until he heard Anya cry out that he turned toward the voice. He gasped when he saw the figure in front of him.

He wasn’t sure how the man was even alive. He was trembling and pale, and his intestines bulged through a massive wound in his abdomen. The sight was sickening, and if the world wasn’t about to end, Tyler would have vomited at the sight of him.

“Who are you?”

“That’s Dr. Winters,” Anya said. “I recognize him from the file.”

Tyler’s eyes widened. “Dr. Winters? You built this?”

The man nodded. “Yes.”

Hope filled Tyler again. “How do I disarm it?”

“There’s… a button…” Winters said. “Left… side.”

Tyler looked and saw the button recessed just behind the frame of the timer where it had bolted into the dash. “Okay, I see it. I press this?”

“Hold… it down… five seconds.”

Tyler pressed the button, and Winters counted, "One… two… three… four… five… Good. Now… Press it four times. Fast."

Tyler pressed it four times, and Winters said, “Good. Hold it for… twenty seconds.”

Tyler pressed the button and held it. Winters counted the time, and Tyler noted that he kept flawless pace with the timer itself.

Then the timer stopped. Tyler stared at it, almost not believing what he was seeing. “It stopped.”

Winters released a sound that might have been a cry of pain or of joy. Maybe it was both. “Yes. It’s… over now… Don’t… tell… anyone. Tell… authorities. The bomb’s still dangerous…” He grimaced and slumped to the ground. “Needs to be handled with care. Cut… rear panel off… Take gunpowder out… thorium and lithium too. Uranium… not… enough to explode… on its own.”

“We’ll do that,” Anya said. “We’ll make sure it doesn’t go off.”

“Good.”

Winters slumped again. His eyes rolled up in his head. Tyler was sure he had finally died when a smile spread across his face. “Li… I love…”

His eyes closed. A final breath rattled across his lips. Then finally, Dr. Harold Winters went to be with his wife.

Tyler felt a rush of emotion so powerful it almost broke him. He turned to Anya to see her trying her radio. “Robert? Robert, are you—”

Her voice trailed off when Tyler pulled her close and kissed her deeply. She stiffened and put her hands on his chest for a moment. Then her hands relaxed. She wrapped her arms around him and kissed him back with just as much passion as he showed.

Outside of the van, the crowd still hadn’t noticed the unlit Red Cross van or the body of someone who had come minutes away from being the architect of the most devastating attack in the world’s history. The darkness hid that body, the van, the bomb, and the two CIA agents who had once more narrowly avoided disaster.

Inside the van, Tyler and Anya didn’t care one bit about anything but the fact that the two of them were alive and in each other’s arms.


 

CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

 

By the time they left the van, the authorities had begun to release the civilians off of the island. The columns of people pouring onto Coney Island were now columns of people pouring off of the island. Once more, the civilians didn't spare more than a passing glance to the two bedraggled agents. They were more concerned with leaving the island and symbolically leaving behind the panic that had driven them here. Many of them, judging by their harried pace and slightly annoyed expressions, were already thinking ahead to the return to normalcy and the effort that awaited them in fixing the problems this sudden interruption to their work and family lives had caused.

Tyler and Anya were going to wait here until the CIA came for the bomb. There was really no chance of the bomb going off now, but it was a very bad idea to leave a nuclear weapon just lying around. Their night probably wouldn’t end until sometime the next morning.

That was all right. Anya didn’t mind waiting. Her own mind was moving ahead to the trouble she might face once this was all said and done. She understood the reason for the Wall’s anger, and she would accept whatever punishment she deserved, but if she was suspended or terminated, it would mean no more assignments with Tyler. She would become a housewife waiting for her husband to return home.

Well, maybe not a housewife. She’d find some job to occupy herself. But she wouldn’t be with him. He’d be gone on exciting missions saving the world, and she’d be left home to worry that his life might be in danger.

Or maybe she’d look for her father in earnest. Maybe without the CIA to follow her every move, she’d take some time to search for him without being constrained by her commitment to the CIA. Tyler wouldn’t be happy with that, but she thought he would relent. He knew how important it was for her to see him again, one last time, just to ask him…

“Anya.”

Anya turned to the voice, not believing at first that it could be who it sounded like. When her flashlight beam fell on the wizened but still strong face and the bright, frost-blue eyes of Nikolai Fedorov, her heart skipped a beat. “Father.”

“Oh, shit,” Tyler whispered.

Nikolai smiled at his daughter. “It’s good to see you, Anya. You look well.”

Anay blinked, too stunned to say anything else. When she could finally speak, it was only to blurt out, “Where have you been?”

He shrugged. “Many places. The world is not what I thought it was. I took some time to learn what it actually is.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Anya pleaded. “I was looking for you. Did you know that?”

Nikolai glanced at Tyler. Tyler cleared his throat and said, “I’ll give you two some time.”

He stepped away, and Anya repeated her question. “Why didn’t you tell me where you were? I didn’t know if you were dead or alive.”

Tears welled in her eyes, and she wasn’t sure if they were from anger or relief. Nikolai lowered his eyes briefly and admitted, “I was ashamed.”

Now she felt anger. “Of what? Say it, father.”

“Of everything,” he replied. “Of my life. I joined the Bolsheviks to free Russia from tyrants. Then we won, and I and the rest of the Party became tyrants ourselves.” He lifted his hands as though looking at blood dripping from his fingertips. His lips trembled. “I killed my own son. I shot my boy. I thought what I was doing was right.”

He met Anya’s eyes. “But I was wrong. I was so wrong. I thought that I was a soldier for freedom, but I was only a tool of oppression.” He shook his head. “I wanted to be a worker and make life easier for other workers so that their families weren’t cut down in the streets. But I cut families down in the streets.”

He took a deep breath. “I didn’t want to see you because I didn’t think you would forgive me. I still don’t. And I won’t ask for your forgiveness. I just want you to know that I am proud of you. You are everything I wished I could be, and I’m so grateful that—”

A gun shot cut him off. Anya watched in horror as he staggered forward, blood welling in his chest. He dropped to his knees, then fell onto his back, gasping and coughing.

The crowd was removed a little from their position now, but screams still echoed at the sound of the gunshot. Anya lifted her eyes to see the crazed smile of Dmitry, once his father’s most loyal agent, now his enemy. Now his murderer. The MGB operative laughed and turned his gun to Anya.

Anya drew first. She fired four times, peppering his chest with bullets before putting one in between his eyes. He dropped to the ground, and she emptied the rest of her clip into his body, shouting and screaming in rage and pain.

When her gun clicked empty, she tossed it to the ground. She dropped to her father’s side and took his hand. Tears streamed down her face as she met his pained gaze. “Father. Hold on. We’ll get you help. It’ll be okay.”

Tyler sprinted back, drawn by the sound of the gunshots. He swore as he fumbled with his radio before saying, “Robert? This is Wolf. We need medical for Nikolai Fedorov. Yes, the Nikolai Fedorov. He’s here, and we need medical first and a CIA paddy wagon later.”

“Don’t bother,” Nikolai wheezed. “It’s over for me.”

He coughed, and blood sprayed from his mouth in a fine mist. Fear and grief twisted Anya's chest, and she shook her head. "No, father. We can help. Remember Tyler when you rescued him. He was almost dead, and they helped him. They can help you."

“No!” Another cough caused a spasm in Nikolai’s chest. He took a ragged breath and repeated, “No. I am Soviet. I will die Soviet.”

“Father, please…”

“I’m dying too fast anyway, malen'kiy medvezhonok.”

Little bear. Anya’s strength evaporated at his use of the endearment. She collapsed on top of him and begged, “No! Please, father, please.”

“It’s justice, Anya,” he said. His voice was a hoarse whisper now. “For what I did to Pyotr.”

“I forgive you. I forgive you, Papa.”

He smiled. Blood was trickling from the corners of his lips now. "And I love you for it. For so many reasons, I love you. Thank you for being better than me."

Anya caressed his cheek. “Papa. I love you too.”

“I know you do,” he said.

With sudden strength, he gripped her collar. One last time, his frost-blue eyes blazed with the fury of the Bolshevik. “Be a good person, Anya. Be strong. Be humble. Live a good life. A worker’s life.”

“I will, Papa. I promise.”

He sighed. “Good. Good.” He released her collar and lay back down onto the ground. His eyes widened, and a smile of pure joy crossed his face. “Olga. Ty vse yeshche lyubish' menya.”

That smile remained on his face as his final breath left him. Anya bent low and kissed his forehead. “Goodbye, Papa.”

She held him and wept. Tyler placed an arm around her but said nothing and made no attempt to move her. She wept, and when she finally allowed the ambulance to take her father’s body away, she clung to Tyler and continued to weep.


 

CHAPTER THIRTY TWO

 

The Wall lifted his glass. “A toast. To the two of you, and yadda yadda, victory, yadda.”

“To yadda,” Tyler agreed.

The three of them sat in an office in a building in Queens that Tyler had learned an hour ago was the headquarters of the CIA North America office. Apparently, leadership had decided that the office should be located somewhere other than the Company's overall headquarters in Langley, Virginia, just in case.

The Wall didn’t smile, and Tyler didn’t blame him. This was the worst mission he’d ever taken, and he’d love very much if he never had to do anything like this again.

He looked over at Anya. Her eyes were still puffy and red-rimmed. He understood that feeling, too. Losing a father was a pain he wouldn't wish on anyone.

At least she got to say goodbye to him.

They drank, and the Wall said. “Okay. Let’s talk business. The bomb’s been completely disassembled. The National Guard was able to safely remove the rear panel and deconstruct the weapon. The components are being shipped to Nevada.”

Tyler frowned. “Nevada? What’s in Nevada?”

The Wall met his eyes and said very seriously. “Nothing.”

Tyler and Anya shared a look and decided it wasn’t worth pressing the Wall on the issue.

“That is good news,” Tyler agreed. “Am I allowed to ask what’s happening to New Mexico?”

"The facility's being shut down. The personnel are being let go. The ones who know too much to be let go are being reassigned. The equipment that can be demolished is being demolished, and what can't is being shipped elsewhere."

“I see,” Anya said. “I feel sorry for Dr. Chenowith. She really believed in this project.”

The Wall shrugged. “That’s what happens when you’re right-hand man decides to blow up the largest city in the United States.”

Anya lowered her eyes. “I feel sorry for Dr. Winters too. I know I shouldn’t, but… he lost his wife. Did you hear how?”

The Wall nodded. “Her visa was revoked after the communist victory in Beijing. She was suspected of being a spy.”

Tyler’s eyes narrowed. “Well, she was Chinese,” he said sarcastically. “So she must have wanted the downfall of the United States.”

“Those decisions are out of our control,” the Wall replied, “Even the ones we hate. As for Dr. Winters, I don’t feel the same sympathy for him that you two do. What happened to his wife was shitty, but what he was about to do to a lot of other husbands was shittier. You don’t get to put innocent people in danger because of your own personal tragedies.”

He poured each of them another shot and said, “Before I go any further, I want to tell you two that you were the best field agents I’ve ever seen. It’s not an exaggeration to say that you two are the reason the United States still exists. Most people don’t get to stop a single nuclear threat, not to mention multiple threats within the span of less than two years.”

“I’d say that’s a good thing, sir,” Tyler said drily.

“It is,” the Wall agreed, “and thanks to you two, we can confidently say that for now, at least, the nuclear threat is firmly under control.”

“For now,” Tyler repeated.

“Yes. For now.” The Wall lifted his glass. “So, this is for you two. Congratulations on your retirement.”

Tyler blinked. “Retirement, sir?”

“Well, not really. Reassignment. The other directors and I have been talking recently about the way we operated as an agency. We’ve been reacting well to existential threats, but we’ve been very shitty about being proactive and stopping those threats before they become threats in the first place. We’d like to change that.”

Tyler lifted an eyebrow. “What did you have in mind?”

“Not just me. All of us. See, the key to all of our success is information, right? As incredible as you two are, all of your talents would have been wasted if we never learned where this bomb was going to be set off. We learned that information because of you two. More broadly, we learn things because of boots on the ground—people who go places and talk to people and gather information that way. I think it’s time to admit that doing things the old way is going to fail eventually.”

Tyler made the leap. “So you want us to start doing things a new way.”

This time, the Wall did smile. “Very astute, Wolf. That’s exactly what we want you to do. That’s why we’re sending you two to Nevada.”

Anya’s brow furrowed. “Nevada, sir?”

“Yes.”

“What’s in Nevada?” Tyler asked.

The Wall chuckled. “Right now? A lot of empty space.”

Tyler shook his head. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“The future, Wolf. If there’s one thing the Company’s learned in its short existence, it’s that the wars of the future won’t be won like the wars of the past. Sooner or later, we’re going to have to find better ways to find information. You and Anya happen to have skill sets that we think will be useful in implementing those better ways. That’s all I can tell you for now, and all I can tell you for a while, probably. But I’m sentimental, so I’m telling you this now.”

He poured them another drink. “One more toast. To all the lives you two have saved.”

Tyler wasn’t sure how Anya would take the news that they were being pulled from the field for good. When he saw her eyes, though, he saw only love and gratitude. And Tyler had been ready to step away from field work for a while now. They’d still get to be on the frontlines of keeping the world safe, but they’d finally get to do it like intelligence agents instead of commandos. Sure, it wasn’t a beautiful Atlantic beach, but the Nevada desert had its own beauty, and if this new CIA intelligence plan worked, maybe they’d get some time off one of these days and get to travel the world like normal people instead of like spies.

All in all, things could have ended much worse.

He lifted his glass. “To life.”

Anya smiled and lifted her own glass. “To the future.”


 

EPILOGUE

 

The wind blew gently over Anya’s face. Tyler had warned her that the wind would often be harsh and biting in the Nevada desert, but today it was a soft, warm caress.

She recalled how her father used to caress her when she was young, when she was his little bear and not his star agent or his enemy. She recalled his final caress, and tears welled in her eyes.

She allowed them to fall. It had been a long time since Anya Fedorov felt an urge to stop her tears.

She had intended to say something to her father, but there was nothing left to say. They had said all they needed to when he died in her arms, a proud Soviet one final time.

And he was a proud Soviet. The Party had fallen into the same decadence the Tsars had succumbed to a half a century ago, but Nikolai Fedorov remained a Bolshevik, even at the end.

She pulled the trinket from her pocket, a faded brass pin that she had once worn to symbolize her loyalty and pride to the Soviet Union. She felt no loyalty for that nation anymore, but her father had. Not to the Soviet Union of today but to the vision of a nation dedicated to exalting its working class, not to its subjugation.

She laid the hammer and sickle onto the gravestone. Perhaps it would remain there. More likely it would be blown away or buried by sand, forgotten by the world. That was all right. It’s what her father would have wanted. He wouldn’t want anyone, not even himself, to be exalted beyond any other person.

He had led a life. Not always a good life, but always a worker’s life. Anya was proud of him.

She bent low and kissed the pin. “Goodbye, Papa.”

Anya got to her feet and, for the final time, saluted the emblem of the Communist Party. Then she turned around and headed forward toward the home where she and Tyler would live the remainder of their days.

She didn’t look back.
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“Thriller enthusiasts who relish the precise execution of an international thriller, but who seek the psychological depth and believability of a protagonist who simultaneously fields professional and personal life challenges, will find this a gripping story that's hard to put down.”
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“One of the best thrillers I have read this year. The plot is intelligent and will keep you hooked from the beginning. The author did a superb job creating a set of characters who are fully developed and very much enjoyable. I can hardly wait for the sequel.”

--Books and Movie Reviews, Roberto Mattos (re Any Means Necessary)
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Jack Mars

Jack Mars is the USA Today bestselling author of the LUKE STONE thriller series, which includes seven books. He is also the author of the new FORGING OF LUKE STONE prequel series, comprising six books; of the AGENT ZERO spy thriller series, comprising twelve books; of the TROY STARK thriller series, comprising eight books; of the SPY GAME thriller series, comprising ten books; of the JAKE MERCER thriller series, comprising twenty books (and counting); of the TYLER WOLF thriller series, comprising seven books (and counting); and of the new LARA KING thriller series, comprising ten books (and counting). 

Jack loves to hear from you, so please feel free to visit www.Jackmarsauthor.com to join the email list, receive a free book, receive free giveaways, connect on Facebook and Twitter, and stay in touch!
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