
        
            
                
            
        

    
THE DISSONANT


AN ESPIONAGE THRILLER SERIES
BOOK 2


SAUL HERZOG


[image: AuthorContact]



CONTENTS

Foreword
Join the Club
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30
Chapter 31
Chapter 32
Chapter 33
Chapter 34
Chapter 35
Chapter 36
Chapter 37
Chapter 38
Chapter 39
Chapter 40
Chapter 41
Chapter 42
Chapter 43
Chapter 44
Chapter 45
Chapter 46
Chapter 47
Chapter 48
Chapter 49
Chapter 50
Chapter 51
Chapter 52
Chapter 53
Chapter 54
Chapter 55
Chapter 56
Chapter 57
Chapter 58
Chapter 59
Chapter 60
Chapter 61
Chapter 62
Chapter 63
Chapter 64
Chapter 65
Chapter 66
Chapter 67
Chapter 68
Chapter 69
Chapter 70
Chapter 71
Chapter 72
Chapter 73
Chapter 74
Chapter 75
Chapter 76
Chapter 77
Chapter 78
Chapter 79
Chapter 80
Chapter 81
Chapter 82
Chapter 83
Chapter 84
Chapter 85
Chapter 86
Chapter 87
Grab Book Three
Afterword
Review the Dissonant
The Lance Spector Series



FOREWORD


Dear reader,

I want to thank you for taking the time to look at this story. It took more than a few sleepless nights at the keyboard, and I truly hope you enjoy the results. Over the years, I’ve hacked out more than my share of pages at this keyboard, books that were written at the behest of some of the most influential publishers and editors in the country, and I want to make one thing very clear to you—this is the book I always wanted to write.

And, for what it’s worth, and in whole reliance on that magical bond that exists between writer and reader, you are the person I always wanted to write it for.

So with that said, please enjoy what follows. If you have any concerns about what you see—from typos, to errors of fact or logic, to too much cussing and smoking and whoring and drinking—please feel free to get in touch. Likewise, if you simply want to say hello, please do. At my age, I’m looking at a future with more goodbyes in it than hellos.

So drop me a line at:

saulherzog@authorcontact.com

Alternatively, you can sign up for updates from me at:

Saul Herzog Notifications

I am always thrilled to hear from readers so please stop by, say hello, let me know what you think of Lance Spector and the world he inhabits.

God bless you, and happy reading,

Saul Herzog


JOIN THE CLUB

NEVER MISS A NEW BOOK

[image: Sign Up for updates from Saul Herzog]


Sign up for my email updates here:

Saul Herzog Notifications
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Oksana Tchaikovskaya knew instantly she was screwed.

Professor Bennet’s hand stopped mid-scratch on the blackboard, the chalk frozen in its dissection of Dostoevsky’s Raskolnikov.

Seven seconds of silence.

Then he turned toward her with the slow deliberation of a predator scenting wounded prey.

Around her, the other students shifted in their seats, grateful it wasn’t them.

“I see. So you’re defending murder?” he said, announcing it like he’d just caught her in a snare.

Twenty-three heads turned.

She glanced down at her notebook. She’d been sketching a lock in the margins—spring-loaded, five pins, Schlage design. Baldwin had taught her to see them that way. Sixteen years old, angry at everything, and the old man had slid a pick set across the counter at Joe’s like it was an order of eggs.

“Locks are like anything else,” he’d told her. “Learn the parts, and you learn the whole.”

She’d thought he meant doors, cars, safes. It took years to realize he’d meant everything else too.

The last rays of winter sun slanted through the blinds, painting stripes across the page.

She should have kept her mouth shut. But that wasn’t how she was built. Never had been. Not that night at the bar either—vodka on his breath, one hand gripping her arm too tight, the other where it had no business being.

“You’ll regret this,” he’d spat.

Maybe.

But not as much as he would.

“I’m explaining context,” she said.

“Context,” he repeated, rolling the word like an expensive wine. “Is that what we’re calling it now? Tell me, would Raskolnikov’s victims have appreciated this… context?”

He moved closer, Italian leather tapping the old wood. Each step made her skin crawl. She held his gaze.

“Raskolnikov believed that, in certain circumstances, what looks evil might serve a greater good,” she said. “He was wrong, but understanding why—that matters.”

Bennet’s smile thinned. “Perhaps we should apply that logic more broadly,” he said. “To the actions of certain foreign powers, for example.”

Russia. Of course. The insinuation landed exactly where he aimed it.

A couple of students shifted. They knew Bennet. Or had heard the rumors.

Oksana wasn’t the first to catch his eye. Wouldn’t be the last.

“Understanding isn’t agreeing,” she said. “If we can’t examine evil, how can we prevent it?”

“Examine evil?” he said, close enough now that she could smell his cologne—something expensive trying to hide the sour odor of a man who drank his lunch. “Is that what we’re doing, Ms. Tchaikovskaya?”

The emphasis on her Russian name. Even here, in a class on Dostoevsky, it was a cudgel.

From a distant recess of her mind, her mother’s voice rose, low and exact: Make them pay, Ksyusha. Keep them close and make them pay. No matter the cost.

A harsh lesson for a six-year-old. It made a different sort of sense now that she knew the ballerina story was bullshit.

Anastasia had never been a dancer. She’d been a spy caught between empires, playing the KGB and CIA the way other mothers played the lottery—desperate, calculating, against impossible odds.

“Literature,” Oksana said, “is the universal made personal. Isn’t that what you told us, Professor?”

It felt good to throw his own words back at him.

“Change the name and the story’s about you. That’s what they say, right?”

His expression hardened.

“Indeed,” he said. “Though one would hope you’d know the difference between fiction and reality. In the real world, such moral relativism has consequences.”

“Everything has consequences,” she said. She couldn’t help the smile.

The old radiators clanked. Bennet held her gaze a moment longer, then abruptly turned back to the board.

“For next week,” he said, voice clipped, “five pages on guilt in Crime and Punishment. I expect rigorous analysis, not personal philosophy. Some of you,” he said, looking right at her, “would benefit from learning that distinction.”

Students packed up—papers rustling, laptops closing. Oksana took her time, sliding her notebook into her bag. She’d almost reached the door when his voice stopped her.

“Ms. Tchaikovskaya? A word, if you wouldn’t mind.”

She turned, face neutral. The last students filed out. The door clicked shut.

He came toward her with the measured slowness of a man who thought he was about to get what he wanted.

“Your Turgenev paper,” he said, shaking his head in mock solemnity. “Terribly disappointing.” He looked at her gravely—Oscar-worthy.

“Oh?”

“C-minus. And that’s being generous.”

She shrugged, as if it were the least interesting thing she’d heard all day.

“That doesn’t concern you?” he asked.

She’d die before giving him the satisfaction. “I know what I wrote. I’m good with it.”

He stepped in, boxing her against the doorframe with one hand.

“Very cavalier for someone who needs my recommendation to keep her scholarship.”

“I don’t need anything from you.”

“We all need something, Oksana.”

His hand crept closer, fingers brushing the wood beside her shoulder.

“I tried to be nice, remember?” he said. “But you had to make things so… difficult.”

“Difficult?” she said, picturing him in that awful bar.

“Uncivil.”

“I kneed you in the balls, if I recall. Almost made you throw up.”

“I wouldn’t go that far.”

“You practically cried like a little girl.”

“You have no idea,” he murmured, “how precarious your position is.”

“Position?”

“Full scholarship. No family. No one to catch you if your grades were to suddenly… fall. One failed course. One misconduct allegation. That’s all it takes.”

He let the threat linger.

“It would be your word against mine,” she said quietly.

He was already shaking his head. “Who would believe you? A girl with no support, from a sanctioned, pariah nation, accusing a tenured professor⁠—”

The fluorescent light flickered overhead. The ballast hissed once, then died. Only the emergency exit sign remained, casting a malignant red glow that made him seem larger.

“Pariah nation?” she said softly. “I’ve lived within two miles of this campus my whole life.”

“I’m saying it would be a shame, is all. I’d hate to see the waste of so much potential.”

For once, she had no comeback.

“All it would really take,” he continued, voice dropping to a whisper, “is a few simple emails.”

He pulled out his phone, thumb poised.

“Unless…”

“Unless what, Professor?”

He gave a slight shrug, the words slithering out. “We could start over.”

“Oh, could we?”

“My office. Tonight. We’ll discuss that Turgenev grade—see if we can’t do something to get it up.”

“I doubt we could,” she said.

“Could what?”

“Get it up.”

It took him a second.

She reached for the door. His hand shot out, catching her wrist—twisting it back, just enough to hurt.

“You think you’re so clever,” he spat. “But you’re making a very big mistake.”

Her eyes dropped briefly to his crotch.

“Better than a very small one.”

Something flickered in his expression. Not just anger.

Doubt.

She’d won.

At least this round.

“Get out,” he said.

“With pleasure.”
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Dr. Mei Wu worked forty feet underground. Like a miner. A submariner.

Above her head, a million tons of pre-Cretaceous bedrock pressed down. No windows. No natural light. Just fluorescent tubes that hummed and recycled air that tasted faintly of metal.

The ventilation system wheezed in her office, pushing the same stale air through the same steel ducts.

Five years of this—twelve-hour days, seven days a week.

She’d missed parent-teacher conferences, school plays, all the small moments that built a childhood. And her marriage? A husk now: two strangers sharing a mortgage.

The facility was suffocating her—not all at once, but slowly—one recycled breath, one missed dinner at a time.

Somewhere above, the California sun was shining. She couldn’t remember what it felt like.

She stared at her screen—her life’s work in neat columns of numbers. Data that would change battlefields.

In two hours, they’d test-fire the prototype in The Tunnel: Resonant’s two-mile weapons range carved through the heart of the mountain. According to the company’s DARPA filings, it was longer, deeper, and more tightly sealed than anything the Russians or Chinese had yet built—and so was the weapon being tested inside it.

The cursor blinked like a pulse in the dark lab.

Her phone buzzed. Amy.

Her thumb hovered over the decline button—so much for the mother-daughter bond—then she answered.

“Mom.” Amy’s voice was flat, careful. Restaurant chatter behind her. “I’ve got maybe ninety seconds before Trevor gets back from the bathroom.”

“How is he?” Wu said, trying to sound like she cared about the answer.

That forced brightness in her daughter’s voice, still trying too hard. “He’s great. He’s got a job interview tomorrow.”

Wu forced herself not to say what she was thinking. “That’s great, honey.”

“At the port.”

“Longshoreman?”

“Warehouse. Forklift, I think.”

The details didn’t matter. He wouldn’t get the job. Never did. Wu couldn’t believe her daughter had been with that controlling asshole for three years—but she bit her tongue. Another battle she’d already lost.

“So, what’s up?” Wu asked, glancing at the clock in the corner of her screen.

“I know work’s been…” Amy paused, and Wu could picture her jaw working, choosing words like she was defusing a bomb.

Her daughter knew nothing about Wu’s real work. As far as Amy was concerned, her mother pushed papers in HR for a small tech firm. Everything at Resonant was classified TS//SCI, accessible only to personnel read into the Dissonant program.

“It’s been busy,” Wu said.

“Right.” One word, loaded like a gun. Another pause.

“Honey?”

“How’s Dad?”

Wu’s grip tightened on the phone. “At a conference. Omaha, I think⁠—”

“Conference,” Amy said, her tone level. “Sure.”

Through the reinforced glass, Wu watched the security checkpoint. Those guards had it easy—keeping the threats out. So much simpler than keeping them in.

“Listen,” Amy said, shifting gears, “I’m coming home.”

Wu’s stomach dropped. “When? You said you had that paper⁠—”

“Tonight. The paper can wait.”

“Amy, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong.” The pause said everything. “Can’t I just want to see my mother?”

“Of course, sweetheart, but—” Wu caught herself. The last three times Amy had shown up unannounced, there’d been reasons: a pregnancy scare her first semester, anxiety attacks the semester after, then a thing with the pills. Each visit, another crack in their perfect-family façade.

“I need to talk to you about something,” Amy said quietly. “In person. And before you panic, no, I’m not pregnant. And I’m not dropping out either.”

Those weren’t necessarily Wu’s biggest fears, but a part of her was glad Amy thought they might be. “Are you in trouble?” she asked.

“Trouble?”

“Honey, what’s⁠—”

“Just… something I need to get off my chest.”

There it was. That agonizing pause.

Her mind drifted to David. Twenty-five years of marriage.

“I should let you get back to Trevor,” she said, forcing lightness into her voice.

“Mom—”

“Love you, honey,” she said, hanging up.

She stared at the phone, wondering what fresh crisis might be coming. Were they finally about to stop pretending? Had her efforts to hold the family together with silence and willpower reached their inevitable conclusion? Twenty-five years of marriage reduced to awkward meals and separate bedrooms. Now Amy was old enough to see through the performance—old enough to demand the truth.

“Dr. Wu?” Park’s voice crackled through the intercom. “Director Doerr just passed surface security.”

“What?” Wu said, straightening. “He’s not on the list.”

“Elevator’s already descending.”

“Fuck me,” she said aloud. Dominic Doerr wasn’t just the Director of National Intelligence—he owned Resonant. And he wasn’t in the habit of making surprise visits. Not unless something was very wrong.

She had maybe three minutes before he reached her level—three minutes to figure out what the hell he was doing there.

She stood and smoothed her lab coat.

Doerr’s presence was a problem. As if she didn’t have enough of those already.
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Oksana burst out of the lecture hall into January air so cold it burned her lungs. She could still taste Bennet’s cologne in her throat—like engine oil—and was so focused on getting away from him she nearly collided with a group of students at the top of the steps. They parted for her, then went back to talking about paper deadlines and weekend plans. Ordinary lives. Ordinary problems. She envied them. A few weeks ago, she’d been one of them. Or close enough.

She almost missed the figure at the bottom of the steps.

Almost.

Her body knew before her mind did, muscles tensing.

In chess, there was a saying: after spotting the threat, look for the second—the real one.

Here was hers.

Roman Adler.

He looked like he’d been there all evening—hands in the pockets of a long wool coat, weight on his back foot, ready to move. The fading light cast his shadow long and sharp. His eyes swept the quad, alert for danger that might jump out any second.

For a moment, he almost looked sympathetic. But she knew better. She’d seen what he was capable of. Heard the way he spoke when he thought no one was listening.

“Oksana,” he said, his clear eyes locking on hers. “Walk with me.”

She could run, she thought. She should run.

But running meant never knowing. And not knowing was killing her—one internet search, one sleepless night at a time.

Her feet betrayed her, falling into step beside him. The same thirst that brought her to his hotel room was going to get her in trouble again. She could already feel it.

“What are you doing here?” she said. “Stalking me?”

“I keep tabs on open loops,” he said quietly.

“Open loops?”

“Bennet’s going to be a problem,” he added, not looking at her—just stating a fact. Which meant he’d heard every word in the auditorium.

“So you are stalking me.”

He ignored the accusation. “I know how men like him operate.”

Men like him. His voice carried that same dead quality she’d heard before—like nothing mattered anymore. Like he’d seen everything worth seeing. A man who existed solely as a favor to the gods.

Roman Adler moved like a man who’d already attended his own funeral.

“He’ll write those emails tonight,” he said. “Academic misconduct. Plagiarism. He’s done it before.”

“And you know this how?”

He looked at her. The ghost of a smile. “Your mother was the same way. Fight first, think later.”

They crossed College Walk in silence, their breath clouding in the cold like fog.

The campus was beautiful and still—buildings rising like tombstones, everything sharp-edged and brittle under a thin film of snow.

Roman stopped at a bench overlooking Low Library. “Your mother and I used to meet at a bench near here. Across from St. John the Divine on Amsterdam. You know it?”

That was the second time he’d mentioned her mother. He was probing, manipulating her. He’d better stop.

“They call it St. John the Unfinished.”

“The church?”

“It’s been under construction for a hundred and thirty years.”

She shrugged. “What’s taking so long?”

“Bigger priorities.”

“Than God?”

He smiled, almost sadly. “Wars.”

She nodded, then looked at the bench before them.

“She’d sit on that bench for hours when things got heavy,” Roman continued. “When the fear got too close." He touched the frozen wood. “Said benches were neutral ground. No one owned them. No allegiances.”

Oksana said nothing.

Whatever sentiment had flickered in his voice was gone now, replaced by that flat, operational tone.

“You haven’t been returning my calls,” he said, getting to the point of his little visit.

She looked at him long and hard. Three weeks ago, he’d shown her classified documents—the truth about her mother. And right after, Oksana had fled his hotel room like it was on fire.

“I left a note with the concierge.”

She had. Some petty excuse.

The truth was uglier. She’d left because of what she’d overheard that Christmas morning in his hotel room. The president’s voice on the phone: “She’s a big girl. She’ll have to find her own way home.”

And Roman just… agreeing. Abandoning Margot to her fate.

And then he’d had the gall to ask Oksana if she still wanted in. As if one could be swapped for the other. As if they were interchangeable parts.

Not exactly the recruiting pitch of the century.

“Your note didn’t say much,” he said.

“It said enough. I’m out.”

“And yet, here you are.” His expression didn’t change. “I know what you’ve been doing at night,” he said softly. “Three a.m. Searches—Dresden, Angelikastraße, 1989. Over and over. Like picking at a wound that won’t heal.”

The words landed with a weight she hadn’t braced for. Details from the files he’d shown her, the browser history she’d tried to erase. He had been watching her.

She stopped walking and studied his face. He looked every one of his sixty-five years. The streetlight caught his watch as he checked the time—a nervous gesture. She’d seen it twice since they’d started walking. Whatever had him worried was worth paying attention to.

“My mother⁠—”

“Made her choice.” There was urgency in his voice. “She came to us, not the other way around. She saw what men like Chichikov were doing to Russia. She saw what was coming. And she chose to fight.”

Trust no one, Ksyusha.

Her mother’s final lesson—not whispered at bedtime but written in the twisted metal and shattered glass of a high-speed crash.

“Tell me the whole story,” she said.

“Not here. Not now.”

“Then we’re done,” she said, turning away. “There’s nothing else to talk about.”

She’d taken three steps when his voice cut through the dark.

“You’ve got a choice to make, Oksana Sergeevna.”

The sound of the patronymic froze her. Formal. Possessive. It belonged to another life. He had nerve using it.

She kept her back to him. “Oh yeah?”

“Stay here. Be a Columbia student worried about grades and professors who won’t keep their hands to themselves. Or finish the fight your mother started.”

She turned back to face him. “My mother didn’t start this fight. She was nineteen when they recruited her—a child, caught between empires that⁠—”

“She knew what she was doing, Oksana. She believed in something bigger than herself—something she was willing to die for.” His eyes held hers. This time, there was no cynicism. This was the thing that still kept him alive.

“You’ve been searching for the truth about her. But you’ve been circling her death. You won’t find your answers there.”

“Where then?”

“Her life, Oksana. That’s the path you have to follow.”

Her voice went flat. “And you just happen to have the map?”

“What if I told you the men responsible are still out there?” he said. “Still pulling strings. Still destroying lives.”

Her mother’s words echoed again. Trust no one.

“You’re scared,” she said, reading him.

“I’m not scared.”

“You need me to fight your war. Another soldier. Another woman to throw away like Margot Katz.”

His expression didn’t change, but she caught the tell—a microscopic pause. “I never throw anyone away.”

“You let them hang her out to dry,” she said, throwing his own words back at him. “Then you turned around and asked me to take her place.”

The flicker in his eyes told her he hadn’t realized how much she’d heard—or that he’d forgotten how dismissive he’d been.

“That’s right,” she said. “Now you need a new Margot. Someone young and expendable.”

“I need someone who understands what’s at stake,” he said evenly. “Someone with the right skills. The right ability. But also the right motivation.”

“And I have it?”

He stepped closer. For the first time, she saw something raw in his face—desperation. “Someone I can trust.”

The same dark curiosity that had driven her since childhood—the impulse to pry open what was locked, to go where she didn’t belong—was betraying her again.

“Find another girl to throw to the wolves.”

The words should have ended it. But even as she said them, she felt the pull—the terrible need that kept her searching.

“There’s no one else,” he said softly. “There’s only you. Anastasia’s daughter.”

Her hand moved before thought—slapping him hard across the face. Her palm burned.

Color drained from his cheeks, but his voice held. “These men won’t stop,” he said.

She started walking away.

“Not until they’ve erased everything your mother fought for.”

She didn’t turn. “I’m what she fought for.”


4




Wu waited on the observation deck as the countdown to the test ticked closer. The room hummed with tension—technicians at their stations, voices low, radios crackling with clearance codes. The tang of ozone and cold metal hung in the air.

She didn’t have to turn to know he’d arrived. The temperature seemed to drop. Conversations stopped mid-sentence.

“Mr. Director,” she said, standing as Dominic Doerr swept into the room, flanked by two bodyguards—not his Secret Service detail, who waited topside, barred from descending to this level, but his private Resonant security team, men cleared to move freely through a facility even the government’s own agents couldn’t enter.

“Dr. Wu.” His tone was curt, distracted.

Beyond the glass, the test tunnel stretched into darkness—two miles of concrete, titanium struts, and vacuum-sealed airlocks. Even here, Wu could feel the mountain pressing down, could almost hear the rock settling around them.

“Power on,” the range controller said from his console.

On cue, floodlights flared to life one by one, washing the tunnel in sterile white.

And then they saw it—bathed in light behind foot-thick glass, a hostile creature summoned for observation.

The Dissonant.

Beautiful and terrible—matte-black carbon fiber that seemed to drink the light. Its barrel stretched impossibly thin, five feet tapering to a needle point. Cooling vanes ridged its body like the spines of a reptile, faintly pulsing with the liquid nitrogen coursing beneath. It looked as if someone had fused a .50-cal anti-materiel rifle to a linear accelerator—brute force engineered for impossible velocity.

Yet to Wu, there was something disturbingly animate about it, as if she were looking not at a weapon but a living thing. A cobra—sleek, coiled, waiting to strike.

Even dormant, it radiated a quiet promise of violence.

Above the glass, a wall of monitors showed every feed. The central display—a twelve-foot slab of ballistic glass—projected their target at the far end of the tunnel: an M1 Abrams, its desert-tan armor sun-bleached and pitted from Iraq.

“We weren’t expecting visitors today—” Wu began.

“Don’t mind me,” Doerr said, eyes never leaving the weapon. “Heard there was a live-fire test. Thought I’d see it for myself.”

“It wasn’t on the schedule,” she said, and instantly regretted it.

His reflection in the glass smiled faintly. “A lot of things aren’t on the schedule.”

“Of course,” she said quickly, recovering her tone. “We’re honored to have you, sir. Though this is only a systems check—the DARPA team won’t be here for weeks.”

“I’m aware,” he said, stepping closer to the glass. “Still impressive. Two-point-two kilometers of hermetically sealed concrete.” He glanced at her, the faintest trace of amusement in his voice. “You could test anything down here. The world would never know.”

“Such as a hypersonic railgun?”

His smile deepened. “Among other things.”

“The vacuum’s the key,” Wu said, forcing professionalism back into her tone. “No air resistance, no turbulence—pure ballistics.”

“And the frequency work,” he countered. “Your real innovation.”

“That’s still theoretical.”

“You underestimate yourself, Doctor.” He turned from the glass, the compliment already forgotten. “Still—after the incident in Virginia, Washington’s nervous. The President wants more than theories.”

Her mind jumped to the near-meltdown at the Dominion plant.

“They’ve moved up the timeline,” he said. “The President wants proof of concept. Today.”

“Today?”

“Let’s see what your little machine can do.”

She nodded to the range controller. “Prepare for ignition.”

As her team moved, Wu studied Doerr. Silicon Valley billionaire—neural networks, quantum encryption, then Resonant Technologies. Now the nation’s top intelligence official. The company’s name had once meant harmony from chaos. With Doerr, she’d helped make it the opposite. He hadn’t just weaponized dissonance—he’d industrialized it.

“Walk me through it,” he said. “And spare me the jargon.”

“Everything has a resonant frequency,” she said. “Find it, amplify it, and you can make it—” She paused. “You can make it fail.”

“The dissonant frequency,” he said softly, savoring the words.

“Yes. The slug’s just delivery. The pulse that follows⁠—”

“Unravels the target’s molecular cohesion,” he finished for her. “Makes it forget what it once was.”

Wu nodded. That would do. Most CEOs didn’t read physics journals. They didn’t care for the minutiae of quantum harmonics. Doerr wasn’t most CEOs.

“Your paper on acoustic weapons was brilliant,” he said, watching her closely.

She looked away. That hadn’t been in his briefs. She’d barely referred to it since the initial DARPA proposals five years ago. He’d been reading up on her.

“But it’s your unpublished work that really caught my attention—the monograph on frequency-induced molecular dissociation.” His smile was razor-thin. “Revolutionary thinking, Mei.”

Wu went rigid. The monograph had never been finished—just rough equations and scribbled notes, sealed in a fireproof safe at home. There was no way he could know about it without⁠—

“Ready to fire,” the controller announced.

The lights dimmed. The capacitor banks groaned as five megawatts dumped into superconducting magnets in a two-second surge. The cooling system pumped liquid nitrogen like frozen blood. Wu felt the building settle into a low mechanical hum as the structure absorbed the load. Her fillings ached from the subaudible vibration.

On the main monitor, a white ticker pulsed: T–60.

“Telemetry green,” the console called.

T–45. Magnets locked. Capacitors held. Liquid nitrogen hissed through the cooling maze.

T–30. Wu held her breath. Drive current, coil stability, thermal margins—everything she’d built balanced precariously on those lines.

T–10. Checklists fired off in rapid succession: “Magnets—nominal. Capacitors—online. Vacuum integrity—stable.”

T–5. The room dimmed further, emergency lighting bleeding a thin, clinical red across faces and consoles. The central display switched from schematics to a live muzzle feed.

T–2. The barrel shivered—a vibration below hearing, visible only on the instruments.

T–1.

Ignition.

The Dissonant fired without sound—the vacuum swallowed everything but light.

First a shimmer, then a bloom of blue corona along the barrel, writhing like static. Radiation spilled outward, and the observation glass wavered as heat and energy bled into it, bending the view until the tunnel seemed to twist on itself.

In the control room, they felt it not as sound but as a pulse—deep in the bones, a low mechanical vibration that traveled through steel and stone, the mountain itself echoing the sound that space could not.

Instruments spiked. Magnet coils screamed in frequencies no ear could register.

A tungsten slug tore down the vacuum throat at Mach 5, trailing a ghost of ionized vapor—lightning trapped in a bottle.

On Wu’s display, the acceleration curve went vertical.

On the twelve-foot monitor, the world seemed to hold its breath.

Seventy tons of American armor hung frozen mid-frame—then, simply… ceased.

For a heartbeat, the screen was pure brilliance, like a new star being born.

The tank didn’t explode—it unmade itself. Armor became plasma, matter forgetting what it was. Watching it was like witnessing a body dissolve from the inside out.

Then—nothing but a mist of incandescent dust.

A clipboard fell. In the silence of the observation deck, the sound was deafening.

“God help us,” someone whispered.

Telemetry streamed in—energy draw, harmonic envelope, dissipation metrics.

The controller’s voice cut through the quiet, solid as bedrock. “Telemetry nominal. Impact confirmed.”

Doerr’s smile was small and cold. He stepped closer, eyes on the fading image of vaporized steel. “Battlefield engagements require sustained fire. Suppression. Volume.”

She waited.

“But for precision work…” He let the thought hang, then leaned in with a casualness that made her skin crawl. “You don’t need volume.”

The implication cut through her like ice water: not a battlefield weapon, not tanks in a desert—but a single, deliberate strike where it would hurt most.

The smile vanished, and a cold certainty crept through Wu that he was already seeing the target in his mind.
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Elaine Rutherford moved the photographs for the hundredth time. Gabriella left, Cassie center, the housekeeper right. Wrong. No arrangement could fix what she’d done.

It was one in the morning. Her home study had grown cold. Roger’s old West Point sweatshirt hung over her shoulders, still carrying his scent like a secret. The crime-scene photos spread across her desk shouldn’t have been there—classified CIA documents she’d slipped past Secret Service agents in the bottom of her briefcase.

Five women dead. All because of her.

The grandfather clock chimed. The sound rolled through rooms that used to hold Roger’s bellowing voice and her sons’ laughter. Now it was just her—and these photographs of corpses.

She picked up Gabriella’s photo, set it down with surgical precision, and aligned the edges. No. Wrong. She slid it right, past the housekeeper’s, past Margot’s. Still wrong.

Order created meaning when nothing else could. Her staff had called it her Tetris obsession. She didn’t get the joke anymore.

Her hand froze over Cassie’s picture. Fourteen years old. The girl’s eyes stared up at her from the glossy paper. She turned it face down—couldn’t bear to look at it.

Gabriella Wintour—bullet to the head.

Cassie Westport—fourteen, tortured first.

Housekeeper—wrong place, wrong time.

Margot Katz—CIA officer, missing, presumed dead.

Irina Volkova—died in Moscow.

She flipped Cassie’s photo back over, forced herself to remember what she’d done.

She’d leaked the Wintour memo—operational details about a Russian source called Hummingbird. She’d handed it over, and these women paid the price.

The burner phone buzzed.

It did almost every night now. The same mixture of dread and relief hit when she heard it: dread because it meant another demand, another betrayal, another treason; relief because it meant James was still breathing.

Her hands no longer shook when she picked it up. Six months of treason had cured that. Now she had other problems—a constant tightness beneath the ribs, a dread that made the ground tilt every time a car door slammed. She’d lost twenty-eight pounds. Her wedding ring slipped off in the shower. Even her flesh rejected what she’d become.

And people were starting to notice.

The President himself had asked her just the day before if she needed time off—a man who’d come up the ranks before stress leave was even a thing.

She looked at the screen.

***

Unknown Number

1:03 a.m.

Status update required.

***

She typed, deleted, retyped, deleted. What do you want now? — Why? — I’ve done enough. Each attempt felt like a confession. The cursor blinked, indifferent.

***

Elaine Rutherford

1:04 a.m.

Package delivered as requested. No complications.

***

Yesterday’s package had been the NSC assessment of Ukrainian positions: troop concentrations, supply routes, gaps in the winter line.

She knew what it meant. Russian artillery would already be using the coordinates. Villages would burn. Mothers would lose sons.

She’d weighed their lives against her own son’s—and made her choice.

***

Unknown Number

1:04 a.m.

Good. Your son flew three missions yesterday. Beautiful sunrise over the Syrian desert. The Iranians just received new Igla-S systems. Two hundred feet leaves no room for error...

***

She drew a slow, shallow breath.

That was his way—never direct. Always a reminder.

James in his helicopter. Igla-S missiles. Engine failure. Human error. A hundred ways her son could die, and Morozov knew how to make her imagine every one of them in perfect detail.

Her other son, Michael, had died three weeks before the end of his tour—so close she could almost hear his footsteps on the porch. She wouldn’t let that happen again. Last time she’d counted the remaining days like beads on a rosary, each one an act of bargaining with a God who didn’t exist. She wouldn’t make that mistake twice. No more prayers. If she could keep Morozov satisfied for sixty-seven more days, she’d bring a son home alive.

***

Unknown Number

1:05 a.m.

New requirement. Security Summit—La Malbaie. Three days. Need final advance-team assessments. Hotel layouts, motorcade routes, contingency plans.

***

Her gut twisted. She tried to stand, but her knees didn’t cooperate. La Malbaie. Heads of state. Foreign ministers. The entire Western security apparatus in one place, focused on one thing: Russia. Those protocols were locked down, but she could get them. Presidential aide privileges opened doors.

Whatever Morozov wanted with those plans, people would die. She had five photographs on her desk to prove it.

She typed: I can’t access those files. Deleted it. He’d know she was lying.

She typed: This is too much. Deleted that too. Weakness now would get James killed.

***

Elaine Rutherford

1:07 a.m.

The summit files are locked down. I’ll need time.

***

She waited forty terror-struck seconds.

***

Unknown Number

1:07 a.m.

You have twelve hours. Don’t disappoint us, Elaine. We’d hate for James to have an accident.

***

The message hit like a blow to the gut.

She set the phone down and walked to the window. Her reflection stared back—pale, gaunt, a ghost of the woman she’d been. Behind her reflection—Roger’s books, Michael’s chess set, James’s graduation photo—a museum of a life she no longer owned.

How the hell had it happened?

Six months ago. A UN reception in New York. Crystal chandeliers, diplomatic limousines. She’d been drinking the cheap wine provided for the event, watching delegates work the room, when he appeared at her elbow from nowhere.

“Americans serve such terrible swill,” he’d said in that deceptively soft accent. Then he’d produced two flutes and a bottle of real champagne—Bollinger. “Perhaps this will go down easier.”

She should have walked away, but he’d looked so utterly unthreatening. Pasty skin. Thinning hair combed over liver spots. Watery eyes behind thick glasses. Someone’s lonely uncle. A man who collected stamps. The kind of man neighbors kept their children away from.

Certainly not anyone’s idea of a honeytrap.

They’d talked about nothing and everything—Petersburg winters, whether poetry survived translation, Pushkin. Not once did he ask about her work. Never probed about her access. Just kept refilling her glass and listening like someone who’d been lonely too long.

Part of her had wondered if he’d suggest going upstairs. Not because she wanted him—God, no—but because she wanted to feel like a woman again. Wanted to turn him down. Gently. Gracefully. Firmly.

He’d only kissed her hand. Dry lips like paper. She’d forgotten his name by the time she reached her room.

She should have reported the contact. Form SF-86C, Section 19: Foreign Contacts. Basic protocol.

She never did.

Three days later, the photos arrived.

James in the desert heat, crossing a concrete runway—caught in the black circle of a sniper’s scope. Michael’s grave, fresh flowers she hadn’t placed.

She’d dropped the envelope. Photos scattered across her floor. On her knees, gathering them with shaking hands, she’d understood with perfect clarity.

Cooperate—or bury another son.

And that wasn’t a choice at all. Not for a mother.

That was what she told herself, anyway. Every time she photographed another document. Accessed another file. Every time another person died.

She walked to the kitchen and made tea in the mug Michael had painted in third grade. The heated floors Roger had installed warmed her feet. He’d have known what to do—found some West Point solution, some honorable exit. But he was under six feet of earth, and honor with him.
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Wu watched Doerr circle the prototype like a vulture appraising fresh carrion.

Three hours now—his manicured hands on her work, fingerprints smudging the titanium housing, breath contaminating the purified air of her test chamber.

“Incredible,” he breathed, running a palm along the casing. “Even better than the simulations.”

The fluorescents hummed overhead.

“What’s the effective range?” he asked, too casual. He already knew her answer would be a lie.

DARPA specs promised 2.5 kilometers: a number she’d signed off on before fully grasping the complications of atmospheric degradation.

But corporate had been clear: report contract specs, not field results. Keep the board happy. Keep the government happy. Keep the money flowing. For all she knew, that directive had come from Doerr himself.

“Two point five clicks,” she said. The lie slid out, smooth as motor oil. “Like the contract says.”

“Good girl,” he said, pulling out a phone sleek enough to be a movie prop. The phrase made her skin crawl—words meant to remind her who held the leash. She stared through him, her silence deliberate.

“Magazine capacity?”

“Six slugs,” she said, voice flat. “Forty-five seconds between shots for capacitor recharge.”

“Without grid access?”

“Field deployment requires a portable generator. The capacitor bank weighs two hundred kilos—designed for mobile operations.”

He typed something into his phone. “How soon can you prep for transport?”

“Transport?” The word lodged between them—wrong. All wrong. This was a DARPA program under Pentagon supervision. Years of work. Every detail buried under a mountain of paperwork. You didn’t just ship out the prototype like an online order.

“Director, we have at least three more months of testing before DARPA⁠—”

“Change of plans,” Doerr said coolly. “Arctic trials start immediately. How long?”

“Arctic?” The word came out sharper than she meant. “The contract specifies desert conditions. We haven’t even run cold-weather simulations⁠—”

“Plans change,” he said again, that thin smile never touching his eyes. “Pentagon wants it ready to move by midnight.”

“Tonight?”

“It’s simple enough, Doctor. Put it in a crate. Ship it out.”

Wu’s mind catalogued problems: arctic deployment without cold testing, midnight transport instead of seventy-two-hour prep. And worse—no confirmation through official DARPA channels. No mention of General Morrison, who’d run point for the DOD on this project for five years. Just Doerr in his Patagonia vest, rewriting everything.

“Moving a project of this scale⁠—”

“Just the prototype, Wu. The device. Your team stays put.” He held out a tablet, the signature line already highlighted and waiting. “Standard DOD protocols.”

Like hell it was.

She took the tablet, muscle memory guiding her through the classifications. Everything looked perfect. Too perfect. Pentagon letterhead. Morrison’s authorization code. Proper TS/SCI markings. Then she saw it—the routing designation ANC-COM-7745. Commercial freight to Anchorage. Not the military code for Fort Greely, where they actually tested Arctic weapons.

Her stylus hovered over the signature line. One tap and her weapon would vanish into civilian shipping. She could rationalize it—budget cuts had privatized half of military logistics—but those still used DOD routing codes, still tracked through military systems. This was different. This would disappear.

“I’ll need to brief my team,” she said. “And implement data security protocols⁠—”

“No need,” Doerr interrupted. “And this stays between us. No briefings.”

“The team⁠—”

He raised a hand, and she stopped talking.

“I was thinking about Peter Kolinski on the flight here,” he said.

Wu kept her face neutral. “Oh?”

“Brilliant researcher. He worked on the titanium contacts.”

“I remember,” Wu said.

Doerr nodded, almost sadly. “Heard he’d been struggling before… well. The job takes its toll. Long hours, constant pressure, always wondering if you’re asking the right questions.”

“He was dedicated,” Wu said carefully.

“Too dedicated. His wife said he’d been losing sleep. Seeing problems where there weren’t any. Paranoia.” Doerr shook his head. “This kind of work requires balance. Knowing when to push—and when to trust the system.”

The words sank in.

“I wouldn’t want that happening to anyone else,” he continued, almost fatherly. “Especially someone with family to think about.”

“Of course not,” Wu heard herself say—the words automatic, even as dread pooled cold in her gut.

“Good.” The fake smile returned. “I knew I could count on you, Mei. You’ve always been one of our best.”

He watched her a moment longer, as if testing whether the message had landed. Then he turned and started toward the upper gallery.

Wu followed a few steps behind, her palms slick with sweat. They climbed a short metal staircase and passed through a heavy pressure door into the observation deck. Below, technicians in radiation suits were already dismantling the test platform.

She watched them move the Dissonant onto a padded cradle, fit vibration-damped restraints over the housing, and seal the superconducting coils into nitrogen-purged containment pods. A gantry crane rolled into position, its yellow frame stenciled CAUTION: CRYOGENIC MATERIAL – DO NOT IMPACT.

To Wu, every motion seemed deliberate, cautious—pallbearers handling something sacred.

Doerr rested his hands on the railing, watching with the calm of a man used to being obeyed. “You have a capable crew,” he said lightly. “Efficient.”

“They know what’s at stake.”

He nodded, eyes still on the weapon. “And how’s Amy? Been meaning to ask.”

Wu didn’t register the question. “I’m sorry?”

“Your daughter,” he said, not looking at her. “Pre-law, right? Came up in your last clearance review.”

“Oh.” The word scraped out dry as sand. “They flagged her⁠—”

“Berkeley’s a very international place,” Doerr cut in. “You’d be amazed what counts as a ‘potential contact’ these days.”

She cleared her throat twice. “She’s… doing well.”

“Constitutional law this semester, isn’t it?” Doerr’s smile was syrupy. “Berkeley’s an excellent school—very costly. Good thing I fought for those education perks in the last budget cycle.”

The threat rose between them like gas from a swamp—colorless, suffocating.

“Yes,” she said quietly. “We’re grateful.”

His phone buzzed. He stepped aside to answer, his voice dropping low. She couldn’t hear the words, but his posture changed; the tone she picked up was deferential. Maybe even scared.

Who scared a man like Dominic Doerr?

Ratcheting clamps echoed from below—a mechanical burial. She looked down: the weapon was half-swallowed by its transport crate, its sleek contours sinking into foam. To her, it seemed almost to resist containment—as if it wanted to stay free.

Her pulse quickened. Once it left this mountain, it would vanish—beyond oversight, beyond recall. If she didn’t act now, she never would.

She glanced once at Doerr, tapped her watch, then turned away—decision made.

The Espionage Act meant life in prison. She knew the wording by heart—recited each year as part of her clearance: “Any person, being entrusted with any document relating to national defense…”

She moved before her courage could falter. The pressure door hissed open, and she stepped into the corridor. The air felt colder there, thinner, as if the mountain itself knew what she was about to do. She walked fast but without panic, passed two technicians without meeting their eyes, and reached her office. Finger to the biometric pad, the door clicked open.

She knew what she was doing—the decision that would split her life in two: before and after. No going back. Crossing a line that might cost her everything.

But she hadn’t built the Dissonant so that it could vanish into a murk of shipping manifests and anonymous freight codes. She’d built it to defend her country. If she couldn’t stop the crate, she could at least ensure it left a trail someone could follow.

She went to the terminal, thumbed open the secure workspace, and brought up the operations console. Her hands moved by muscle memory—opening the logistics window, pulling the transport manifest, freeze-framing the routing code: Anchorage, commercial freight. She exported the manifest and crate serial numbers, each file stamped with the system’s digital signature.

Next, she pulled the range logs: telemetries, harmonic envelopes, capacitor discharge curves, timecodes for the test. She queued the raw camera feeds from the staging bay—muzzle cam, overhead gantry cam, side cam, target cam—clipped thirty seconds of footage around the impact timecode, generated checksums, and wrapped the files in an encrypted container.

She opened the shipping scheduler and copied the bill of lading, then cross-checked it against the freight routing database. The entry was flagged ANC-COM, not DOD-MIL—no military routing, no standard audit trail. Exactly the obfuscation that would allow the crate to disappear into the ether.

Every export wrote an entry to the access log. She duplicated those logs and fed them into a quiet, air-gapped staging node: a hardened, offline system hidden behind a secondary pad. The node accepted the encrypted containers, generated SHA-256 hashes, and returned green confirms. She saved the hashes to an encrypted text file and copied that file to a military-grade thumb drive.

She didn’t take everything—only what someone with patience and access would need to reconstruct the crate’s route later.

She ejected the drive and slid it into her pocket, logged out, and scrubbed the terminal’s recent-access cache—overwriting transient traces. No obvious footprints. Just the stolen copy tucked against her thigh.

She returned to the gallery in time to see the crate’s lid close. Doerr stood by the window, hunger barely concealed.

“Sorry about that,” she said, face blank, hands steady. “Had to finalize the systems audit.”
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Dominic Doerr, Director of National Intelligence and CEO of Resonant Technologies, sat alone in the cream-leather cabin of his Gulfstream 650, forty thousand feet above the continent.

The air still reeked faintly of ozone and scorched circuitry, the ghost of Dr. Wu’s test range clinging to his nostrils like a film of oil.

“Get me something,” he snapped at the hostess. “Aspirin, coconut water—whatever.”

The engines droned while he pressed his fingers to his temples.

That Abrams. Just—gone.

Not blown up. Not melted. Erased, as if space itself had closed over it.

He had to hand it to her: Wu had turned schematics and theoretical physics papers into the ultimate weapon—an unstoppable bullet.

The hostess returned with pills and water. He knocked them back. The taste in his mouth wouldn’t leave.

Twin emotions warred in his gut—exhilaration and dread.

The prototype worked: tungsten slugs at hypervelocity, a harmonic pulse that tore matter apart. He’d promised the Russians the weapon months earlier, when it was still equations on a whiteboard. Now he’d seen it run, and cold dread settled through him like nuclear winter.

Initially, DARPA had wanted a battlefield weapon—a sledgehammer to break the front lines in Ukraine. What Wu had built was closer to a silenced pistol: a scalpel for single, surgical eliminations. Doerr wasn’t naïve enough to miss the implication. He was about to hand the Russians an assassination weapon.

But the money—God, the money. It was obscene. Nation-state money.

It would move through shells within shells: dummy companies in Cyprus, venture funds in Singapore, until it landed in Swiss accounts as clean as Alpine snow. Untraceable. Untouchable.

By the time anyone connected the dots, Doerr would own half of K Street. Senators would answer his calls before they answered the President. He could hand-pick committee chairs, shape legislation—hell, why stop there? With that kind of leverage, anything was within reach. Even the Oval Office.

Power—that was the play. Money was just the instrument.

He wasn’t a traitor, he told himself. He was a patriot. A necessary one.

America was bleeding out—to China, to complacency, to institutional rot. He’d been to the dark factories of Shenzhen and Chengdu—entire industrial zones running without human hands, machines feeding machines, algorithms guiding robotic arms that never slept. AI weapons, quantum arrays, and hypersonic platforms were rolling off assembly lines while Washington drowned in hearings and partisan gridlock. America had grown soft; it needed someone with the balls to knock it into shape. Someone not afraid to play dirty. Someone ruthless.

If a short-term pact with Moscow was the tradeoff, he could justify it: take their dirty money now, then turn it back on them later.

Let Chichikov think he was buying a puppet.

What he was really doing was creating the monster that would devour him.

That was the play.

His Breguet read 3:17 a.m.—just a few hours until the White House meeting where he’d finally gut Roman Adler for good. Slide the knife in smooth, draw it slow along the belly, the way you’d split a fish from gills to tail. Watch everything spill out.

The Bookshop was dead in the water—dissolved Christmas morning by presidential order—but Adler’s influence lingered like a festering wound. His quiet reach still coiled around Westfahl’s throat, whispering in the old man’s ear through back channels and midnight calls.

That ended today.

By sunrise, Adler’s grip would slip for good. His access revoked. His network absorbed—its assets and personnel folded neatly into Doerr’s new architecture of control. Every system, every contact, every loyalist already marked, already his.

He let the thought settle, let it warm him from the inside.

It wasn’t revenge. It was a purge.

A necessary cleansing. A precise excision of rot from the body of government.

Doerr pictured the old spymaster asleep in his bed—if creatures like him slept at all. Paranoid as a cockroach in sudden light. But this time, paranoia wouldn’t save him.

He could almost see the moment—the flicker in Roman’s eyes when he realized the game was over. That he’d been outplayed.

Outmaneuvered. Outlived. Obliterated.

The thought thrilled him.

He waved a hand without looking. “Bring me the Beluga.”

The hostess returned with a crystal decanter. Turbulence rocked the cabin as she poured, vodka sloshing on the tray. He took the glass before she’d finished, downed it in one smooth swallow, the burn spreading through his chest.

“Stop fussing,” he said as she dabbed at the spill. “Leave the bottle.”

He pulled out his phone—quantum-encrypted, proprietary Resonant tech—and flicked his eyes back at her.

“And give me some privacy. I have a call to make.”

She vanished at once, the door to the galley sealing behind her with a soft click.

Doerr leaned back as the jet engines droned beneath his feet, dialed, waited.

Static. A tone. Then the whisper of a channel opening—to the only man on earth who could help him finish the kill.

Morozov’s face filled the screen, every pore rendered in merciless high definition. His office was dark, lit only by the glow of Manhattan beyond the glass and a single lamp that carved his features into planes of shadow.

He hunched toward the camera, the angle unflattering, his voice low and rough.

“Do you know what time it is?”

“You’re awake, aren’t you?” Doerr said.

Morozov grunted, unimpressed. “You said you had confirmation.”

Doerr’s fingers moved quickly across the screen, transmitting the encrypted files—high-res images of the Dissonant in titanium, power specs, energy discharge curves, and finally the test video.

Morozov leaned in, his eyes flickering in the reflected light. “So it works?”

“It doesn’t just work,” Doerr said, a slow smile tugging at his mouth. “Tungsten at Mach 5.2. An energy pulse that makes armor irrelevant. It didn’t destroy the tank—it erased it.”

Morozov replayed the footage, expression unreadable. “And the shipment?”

“Northern Pacific Air Freight,” Doerr said. “Direct to Anchorage. Manifest lists acoustic-mining equipment—plenty of that up there.” He spoke slowly, like reading from a script.

“Russian planes are under sanctions—” Morozov began.

“Handled.” Doerr’s voice was flat. “It lands in Anchorage, then overland to Polar Aviation Services—private field, no DOD guards, no military manifests. From there, a Vancouver shell company—Cascade Logistics—takes the next leg.”

Morozov replayed the loop, eyes narrowing. “So it never gets a DOD stamp. Civilian paper all the way.”

“Commercial routing, phantom consignee, gray-market freight. By the time anybody notices, the crate’s a ghost.”

Morozov nodded.

“Fine,” Morozov said, not quite smiling. “You know, Dominic—you’ve never once asked what we plan to do with your weapon.”

The air seemed to tighten around the remark.

“I sell technology,” Doerr said carefully. “How it’s used isn’t my concern.”

“Come now,” Morozov said, fixing him with that flat gray stare. “You didn’t build an empire by playing dumb. You know what this weapon means.”

The chemical taste rose again. Doerr reached for the vodka.

“I’m a businessman, Vasily.”

Morozov’s laugh was quiet, almost pitying. “Businessman. Is that what you call yourself?” He leaned in. “We have a word for this in Russian.”

“Do you?”

“Predatel.”

“Fuck off with your word,” Doerr said, not waiting for a translation. “This is a transaction. Nothing more.”

“That’s what they tell themselves,” Morozov said, the smile barely touching his lips.

“Who?”

“Predateli.”

The air felt chemical again.

“Or perhaps,” Morozov continued, savoring it, “you tell yourself it’s a longer game.”

“Are you finished?”

“I want you to know I see you, Dominic Doerr. I see exactly who you are.”

Doerr set down his glass carefully, forcing calm. He’d been through enough deals to know when he was being baited.

“You done jerking off, Vasily? Because from where I sit, you’re a middle manager in a dying empire—buying toys you’ll never understand with money you stole from your people. You’re a parasite feeding on the Soviet corpse. You and your bosses. Tell them I said so.”

Morozov’s eyes darkened.

“The difference between us,” Doerr continued, voice low and precise, “is that I have options. In five years, you’ll still be taking orders from psychopaths, praying they don’t decide to put a bullet in your skull. Me? I’ll be rich enough to buy half your government.” He leaned back. “So spare me the sermon. We both know you’d sell your own mother for a Black Sea dacha.”

A long silence followed. Then Morozov smiled—not warmth, not humor, but something colder. The quiet acknowledgement between two predators who finally recognized each other.

Doerr let the moment breathe, then leaned forward, his tone shifting back to business.

“There’s something else. Something I need input on.”

“There better not be a problem.”

“No problem. Not yet. But the lead scientist⁠—”

“What about him?”

“Her. Dr. Wu. She’s… perceptive.”

“How perceptive?”

“She asked about arctic deployment. The shipping codes. DOD authorization.”

“She suspects something?”

“She’s… asking questions,” Doerr said. “And she’s the only one who can connect the prototype to me. The only one who knows the full picture.” A cold realization crawled up his spine. He knew what came next.

Morozov pinched his lower lip between thumb and forefinger, weighing the problem. “We have a saying in Russia about people who ask questions.”

“Spare me the culture lesson,” Doerr snapped. “Wu’s not an idiot. And she doesn’t scare easily.” His mouth went dry. This was the line. No going back. “We need to do… something.”

“You need to do something.”

“My people won’t be good for this. It has to be one of yours. A Russian.”

“Russian?” Morozov raised an eyebrow. “From the man who doesn’t need cultural lessons.”

Doerr held his gaze.

“You want a bullet,” Morozov said, his voice low, almost conversational.

Doerr swallowed. “Untraceable.”

Morozov leaned back and smiled, slow and pleasant. He struck a match, lit a cigarette, then blew the first slow ring of smoke. “You want me to do it so you can sleep at night.”

“Call it what you want.”

“Oh, I will,” Morozov said, the cigarette ember flaring. “In my language, we call it irony.”
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Roman Adler fed another file into the shredder and watched forty years unspool into curling ribbons of paper.

He was thirty feet below the Dupont Circle bookshop that had served for decades as his camouflage: beneath the shabby old sofa where customers leafed through used hardbacks, beneath the shelves lined with Kennan and Mearsheimer, beneath the smell of burnt coffee and the low murmur of AM talk radio—noise that had masked the hum of servers for a generation.

Down there, in the sub-basement, the illusion ended. The air was cool and dry, carrying the faint ozone tang of a laboratory clean room. Fluorescent light glared off limestone walls. Racks of servers lined the perimeter like sentinels, each one humming with the current of a clandestine network he’d spent a lifetime building, piece by invisible piece, beneath the capital’s feet.

If the Agency’s inspectors ever found it—the electromagnetic shielding, the redundant fiber conduits, the real-time satellite uplinks—they’d finally understand the truth: that the most powerful intelligence node in the Western Hemisphere wasn’t buried under Langley or Fort Meade, but beneath a rented bookshop with a leaky roof and a two-dollar coffee donation jar.

This was Roman Adler’s life’s work. His one love. His cathedral of secrets and silence.

And now he was dismantling it—one dusty, yellowed file at a time.

The machine caught on a photograph—Natasha Petrov, East Berlin, 1985. Twenty-three years old. Secretary at the Soviet Trade Mission. Roman had turned her himself, promising a new life in America. Two years later, the Stasi found her in a Kreuzberg apartment, throat opened ear to ear. Her blood painted the wallpaper like a Shiraga—raw, furious, human.

Bad intel. Compromised source. His fault.

He yanked the photo from the shredder’s teeth and shoved it back in.

Next—Katarina Nowak, Budapest, 1987. A Pole who’d slipped inside what was left of Hungary’s secret police. Brilliant. Fearless. Burned alive when her extraction went sideways. The team arrived minutes too late. They said they could hear her screaming from three blocks away.

Into the shredder.

His watch showed 6:00 a.m. Two hours until the White House. Two hours until Westfahl’s new jackals got everything. The meeting wasn’t about dissolution—that ship had sailed weeks ago. This was annexation. Doerr didn’t just want to gut the Bookshop; he wanted to wear its skin like a trophy.

He wouldn’t get it.

Not while Roman lived.

His hand hesitated on the next file—Anastasia. His finger traced the faded brown ink of her maiden name. Dresden, 1989. Nineteen years old. The photograph showed her in a safe house kitchen, mid-turn, almost smiling. Almost.

He set it aside. Couldn’t bring himself to feed that one to the blades. Not yet.

The shredder droned on, chewing the next file. He reached for the next, then jumped when a voice came from just behind him—low, British, sharp as a scalpel.

“Still playing your game with the daughter?”

He didn’t turn. “What sort of way is that to announce yourself?”

“Not my fault you’re so bloody jumpy.”

“And it’s not a game.”

“What would you call it?” she said, stepping beside him. “Drip-feeding her information one fragment at a time—keeping her hooked like an addict.”

He studied her face—anger simmering beneath the calm. “Why are you so upset?”

“Why can’t you let the past go?”

“She deserves to know who her mother⁠—”

“It’s strangling the present, Roman.”

He fed another file into the shredder. “The servers. You ran the wipe protocol?”

She stared at him—that look that seemed to cut straight through him, probing for something she could never quite find. Then she looked away. “Forty-three petabytes, gone before you reach the White House. Every database. Every footprint. No recovery.”

He nodded. “Scorched earth. Nothing for them to steal.”

She moved to the metal table behind them. “Your insurance is ready, too.”

He didn’t turn. Didn’t want to look at it. The dirt. The blackmail. The kompromat he’d gathered on them all over the years.

“What do we have on Hawke?”

“Bermuda trip last spring. Twenty-six-year-old assistant. Lingerie receipts from La Perla. Room service charges. All expensed to the Agency.”

“Idiot,” Roman muttered, turning back to her. His eyes settled on the thumb drive in her hand.

“And that’s Westfahl’s?”

She slid it to him like it was something toxic. “Munich. Six years ago.”

Roman nodded. One night. Too much wine. The wrong woman.

He’d been friends with Calvin Westfahl a long time—decades of loyalty, shared ghosts, crises and near-misses that never made the papers. A bond rare in his line of work.

And now he was about to use it as leverage.

“I’m sorry,” Foxtrot said, watching him pocket the drive.

He exhaled, a long, quiet breath. “Now’s not the time to be sentimental.”

They stood in silence—two old spies who’d done worse for less.

But this was different. Personal.

“The Cold War’s only reliable doctrine,” Foxtrot said at last. “Mutually assured destruction.”

Roman nodded. “And Doerr?”

“That’s a problem,” she said, adjusting her glasses—her tell when she’d failed. “He scrubs his footprint daily: two teams, quantum encryption, all run through Resonant. His personal security has higher clearance than the Secret Service. No one outside his payroll gets a look in.”

“That’s not right,” Roman said.

“A lot of things aren’t right.”

“So we’ve got nothing on him?”

She shook her head.

“What about the Wintour Memo?” he asked—the leak that cost Margot her life.

“Not confirmed,” Foxtrot said. “It came from inside the West Wing. That’s as far as I’ve gotten.”

“I’ll bet dollars to donuts it was Doerr.”

“We don’t have proof.” Her voice was firm. “Jumping to conclusions gets people killed.”

He nodded wearily. She was right, even if he was dying for an excuse to go after the smug prick.

He picked up more files—Prague, Warsaw, Bucharest, East Berlin—and fed them to the shredder.

Then his throat caught. Margot’s file. Her CIA headshot stared up at him—cocky, half-smiling, bright-eyed. He set it on top of Anastasia’s. It wasn’t over. The kompromat would buy him time—to find her killers, to make them pay.

“We’ll get the sons of bitches,” Foxtrot said, the words sudden, raw.

Roman nodded, teeth clenched. “I know.”

On the status board, Foxtrot had written MISSING—PRESUMED DEAD beneath Margot’s name. Roman uncapped a black marker and struck a line through PRESUMED.

He capped the marker. Set it down.

“I guess we should have known it would come to this,” Foxtrot said, voice suddenly strained.

“Vee—”

“The whole place is burning,” she said, standing. “And you’re still⁠—”

“Still what?”

She shook her head.

He knew what she meant, but she was wrong. He wasn’t chasing ghosts—he was recruiting. His eye stayed on the mission—Margot’s killers. Revenge. Nothing more.

“We need her,” he said.

“We need an asset.”

“Her,” he said, insistent.

“She said no.”

“I’ll reel her in.”

“She fled that hotel like her life depended on it. One honest glimpse of you and she ran.”

“Cold feet.”

Foxtrot paused, choosing her words. “Do you even remember what you said?”

She didn’t wait for him. She pulled a small digital recorder from the table and set it between them, then pressed Play.

Roman’s voice crackled through the speaker, tinny but clear: “Margot’s still in play.”

Then the president’s voice, compressed through a phone line: “She’s a big girl.”

“You’re not serious.”

A pause. Then the president again: “She'll have to find her own way home.”

Roman heard himself respond: “You’re hanging her out to dry?”

“It’s over, Roman. Don't do anything stupid.”

The line went dead. Static hissed for three seconds. Four. Five.

Then his voice again—different now, reverb from the hotel room: “You heard all that? And you’re sure you want in? You’re sure you’re ready for what’s to come?”

Foxtrot stopped the recorder and looked at him. “That’s what Oksana heard,” she said quietly. “Margot’s death sentence—then thirty seconds later, you trying to slot her in as the replacement.”

The shredder had gone quiet. In the silence, the server fans filled the room with a low, oceanic hum—steady and mechanical. He saw that his empire of shadows was finally doing what all empires did in the end—crumbling. It was over. In two hours, Doerr and the President were going to tell him as much, in no uncertain terms.

He picked up Anastasia's file. Foxtrot’s eyes tracked it like a weapon.

“FBI warehouse in Long Island City,” he said, handing it to her. “Get it stored there.”

“You still can’t let go?”

“It’s the only one I’m keeping.”

“It’ll come back to haunt you.”

“One file from hundreds,” he said. “Grant me that much.”

She took it reluctantly. “I thought there was no room for sentimentality?”

He looked at her—shy, almost embarrassed. “You’re right,” he said.

Foxtrot blinked. “Excuse me?”

“The recording. You were right. I use people. It’s what I do. It’s what Oksana heard.”

She stared at him with that same all-seeing gaze. He thought she understood. She moved closer—close enough that he could see the lines around her eyes, the years spent in rooms like this.

“You can’t keep doing this,” she said.

“I know.”

“You couldn’t save Anastasia. You couldn’t save Margot. And you can’t save Oksana from a past that’s already been written.”

“I’m not trying to save Oksana.”

Her hand found his shoulder, the touch so unexpected he almost flinched.

“And what about me?” she said.

“You?”

She turned away, hand withdrawing. “Never mind.”

“You,” he said quietly, “don’t need saving.”

She considered that, turning the words over—but before she could reply, the secure phone on the table began to ring.

Roman checked his watch—6:47 a.m.

Foxtrot glanced at the display. “It’s Holman.”

Kathleen Holman. Attorney General.

“Bit early for a social call,” he said, taking the receiver.

“Roman.” Kathleen’s voice was flat, ready to deliver bad news. “I’m calling as a courtesy. Respect for what you’ve done for this country.”

“Spit it out, Kathleen.”

She cleared her throat. “Doerr’s convinced the President to sign a new order.”

“Let me guess. My name’s at the top in bold.”

“Conspiracy. Unauthorized intelligence operations. Violation of the Espionage Act. Sedition.” A pause. “They’ll ambush you with it at the meeting.”

Roman met Foxtrot’s eyes. “An arrest?”

“They want you out of the way,” Holman said softly. “I’m sorry.”

Roman exhaled. “Good to know I’m still worth the paperwork.”
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Elaine Rutherford stopped cold.

Bootprints circled Michael’s grave.

Fresh tracks in the frost. Brazen. Deliberate. Someone had been there, pacing around her son’s headstone like a predator marking territory.

Her first thought was groundskeepers, but none of the other graves bore the same tracks.

Cigarette butts littered the ground too—distinctive, foreign. She knelt in her wool coat, too expensive for what she made, and plucked one from the frost. Gold. Sobranie Black. A Russian brand.

“Someone was here,” she whispered to the headstone, her palm flat against her son’s name. “Leaving their butts like calling cards.”

Her fingertip traced each letter. Michael David Rutherford. Twenty-two letters. She counted them every visit. Twenty-two years of life.

Taps drifted across Section 60’s white markers—another mother’s nightmare, another folded flag. The bugle’s cry cut through the mist, long and mournful.

The burner buzzed in her pocket.

She ignored it, forcing herself through the ritual. Last week’s roses out. Today’s in. Twelve blood-red stems—week after week since that awful day.

In the headstone’s polished surface, she caught Rodriguez watching her. He shifted, touching his earpiece.

She’d never warranted personal protection before. Presidential aides didn’t rate it. But after what had happened to Wintour, the Secret Service had widened its umbrella. Even mid-level staffers had minders now.

The phone wouldn’t stop.

“I need a moment,” she said. “Private. Family matter.”

Rodriguez hesitated, scanned the perimeter, then gave her twenty yards. Not much. But enough.

She slipped off a glove and checked the phone.

***

Dead drop: Noon. Lafayette Square. NW bench facing St. John’s.

***

The same location as for the Wintour memo.

She stared at the message a second longer, then deleted it.

Pocketing the burner, she began calculating—access windows, clearances, who would be on duty that morning.

The protocols sat in a West Wing vault she accessed daily. Technically monitored, yes—but she and a dozen other aides handled files constantly. Nuclear policies. Diplomatic cables. Security assessments. The machinery of power slipping through their fingers. Who would notice if a few pages went missing for a few minutes?

She rose, joints protesting after kneeling on the cold earth.

Movement flickered at the edge of her vision.

A photographer stepped from behind the memorial oak. Expensive equipment. Sony telephoto. Dark overcoat, European cut. No attempt to hide. He approached—unhurried, confident—as if her Secret Service detail weren’t even there.

He was whistling something low and tuneless, a Sobranie cigarette balanced between his fingers—black and gold.

Rodriguez reacted instantly. “Sir, you need to maintain distance.”

The photographer stopped fifteen yards away. His shutter clicked—once, twice—documenting her like evidence.

Rodriguez’s hand drifted toward his holster.

“Wait.”

Elaine wasn’t sure why she said it. Only that she recognized the choreography—another message. Another warning. Another threat from Morozov.

The man studied them over the lens, then moved past toward Michael’s headstone.

“Sir!” Rodriguez warned.

“He’s paying his respects,” she heard herself say. “Let him.”

“Ma’am, I don’t think⁠—”

“Arlington is public, Agent Rodriguez. People visit graves.”

The lie tasted bitter. This man had no right to stand where she’d just knelt—but there was nothing she could do.

He stopped at the headstone, head tilted as if reading the inscription. Then he raised his camera again. Click. Click. Each shot deliberately invasive.

He reached into his coat.

Rodriguez drew halfway, but the man only produced a pack of cigarettes—Sobranie Black.

He gave Rodriguez an amused glance. “Jumpy,” he mouthed, then lit the cigarette with exaggerated ceremony.

Smoke curled into the January air—bitter, acrid. He took three long drags, savoring each one. Then he knelt.

Elaine watched, frozen, as he pressed the burning cigarette against Michael’s headstone. A desecration. The motion was grotesquely intimate. The ember hissed on the cold marble, and he ground it out with slow, deliberate pressure, smearing her son’s name with ash.

For a single, sickening moment, she thought she smelled burning flesh.

Rodriguez started forward.

She caught his arm. “Don’t.”

“He just⁠—”

“No,” she said, hollow.

Bile rose in her throat. Her knees buckled—not completely, but enough for Rodriguez to reach for her.

She shook him off.

The photographer stood, brushing frost from his knee with care. He took his time. Then he looked directly at Elaine, nodded once—like a businessman closing a deal—then turned away, walking with the same unhurried pace.

“Ma’am,” Rodriguez said, voice taut, ready to pursue.

“No,” she said again, unable to meet his eyes. “Let him go.”
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Roman walked briskly toward his execution, his shoes echoing off the polished marble like footsteps in a tomb. A fitting place for what was about to happen, he thought—the Eisenhower Building, birthplace of American hegemony.

It brought to mind 1918—the armistice, the French forcing the Germans to sign in the same railcar they’d surrendered in at the end of the previous war. Some places were built for revenge.

The building felt different, too. Wrong. Cables being run in the corridors, a fresh paint smell in the lobby. At security, new Resonant hardware was being installed—scanners that would sweep retinas like at a supermarket checkout.

The guards waved him through without checking his credentials. They’d been expecting him.

His fingers brushed the Patek Philippe on his wrist. Sixty years it had survived on his father’s arm—wars, market crashes, McCarthy’s witch hunts. He could still picture the old man in their Dakota apartment, the Wall Street Journal draped across his knees like a blanket. The watch had outlasted nations. Today, it would outlast him.

The antechamber lay at the end of a long corridor. The building supposedly contained two miles of them, every inch paved in checkered marble. Guards flanked the door. The rookie stood too straight. The veteran tracked Roman’s approach with cop eyes—one predator recognizing another.

He hadn’t been told who would be in the room. It didn’t matter. None of them could save him now. If they’d come, it was as vultures—to pick his bones and watch him burn.

“Take a seat,” the veteran said.

“Like the dentist,” Roman replied, smiling thinly.

He knew they would make him wait. A ritual humiliation. Power games. Even now.

The watch ticked against his wrist, each second a small death.

He catalogued the changes around him. Furniture moved. New sight lines. A painting shifted—probably hiding a camera. The Roosevelt portrait hung three inches too low.

He glanced up at a pane of one-way glass set into the wood paneling and resisted the urge to wave.

They weren’t trying to be subtle. Why should he?

Eventually, the door swung open. One of the president’s aides—Elaine Rutherford, according to her name tag. Even in the waiting room, he needed a babysitter.

Her finger moved across a tablet with nervous energy. Then she looked up.

“Mr. Adler.” She knew exactly why he was there—he could hear it in her voice.

“Elaine,” he said. It bothered him that she was there, loitering when she didn’t need to be. Another breach of protocol in an administration that leaked like a colander.

“What’s the holdup?”

She shook her head. “Waiting for Doerr, I think. He’s flying in from California.”

Another breach—information she had no business sharing. Roman filed it away. California. Home of Resonant.

“Who’ll be attending the meeting?” he tried.

She gave him a measured look, then decided not to answer. Went back to her screen.

“Twenty-five years we’ve known each other,” Roman said. “You’d think he’d face me alone.”

She pretended not to hear.

Roman watched her the way he’d once watched enemy assets—cataloguing every tell, every micro-expression. Old habits died hard. Sometimes they didn’t die at all.

After a few minutes, the veteran guard touched his earpiece.

“They’ll see you now,” he said.

Roman stood, straightened his tie, and walked into his execution chamber.

Inside, the room smelled of leather and power—but underneath it, something older. The same scent that had lingered there after Watergate. After Iran-Contra. After every great unraveling.

Fear.

The executioners had arranged themselves like a tribunal—Westfahl at the center, Hawke to his left, and an empty chair to his right for Doerr, who still hadn’t arrived.

There was a chair in front of them too—for the accused—but Roman didn’t take it, forcing them to look up at him. A small act of defiance. Tactical.

“Roman,” the President said—the voice of a man about to do something he’d regret. “Thank you for coming.”

“Like I had a choice.”

Westfahl studied him—measured, almost sympathetic—as if tempted to ease the moment, to remind them all they’d once fought on the same side. But before he could speak, the door opened.

Doerr swept in—sculpted beard, sleeveless vest, Silicon Valley polish. Dressed for a startup pitch, not the White House. No apology for keeping them waiting.

He moved behind the president, deliberately ignoring his chair. A small gesture—but the temperature in the room dropped a few degrees.

They waited.

Westfahl’s jaw worked. “We all know why we’re here,” he said at last, his voice dull with fatigue.

“Yes,” Hawke said, leaning forward. “The Bookshop is finished.”

The president motioned toward Roman’s chair, but he refused it. “You didn’t summon me to tell me what I already know.”

Doerr’s lips curved—precise, bloodless. “We need to talk asset transfer.”

Roman returned the smile, cold and knowing. “Then the Bookshop isn’t dead after all.”

“You are,” Doerr replied.

Roman stepped closer to the desk. “But you’d like to pick over what’s left—my files, my assets, the network I spent half my life building.”

Doerr didn’t blink. “I want what you’re required by law to surrender.”

Roman’s mouth curved faintly. “You want to eat my porridge.”

Doerr’s expression barely shifted. “Everything’s a game to you, isn’t it, Adler?”

Roman closed the distance between them, the air crackling like a live wire. “You want to sit in my chair. Sleep in my bed.”

A silence spread—tense, sterile, surgical.

Roman knew what they saw: a tool that had outlived its usefulness.

“Mr. President,” Hawke began, but Doerr cut him off.

“Your systems, your institutional knowledge, your people,” Doerr said. “The days of running your own private fiefdom are over. From this point, everything falls under DNI oversight.”

Roman leaned in, voice soft, almost intimate. “Let’s not pretend this is about oversight, Doerr. It’s a power grab—naked and brazen.”

Doerr’s eyes hardened. “Not a power grab,” he said, reaching into his vest pocket. “A correction.”

He unfolded a document and laid it flat on the desk—crisp and white against the wood grain.

From where he stood, Roman recognized the seal of the Department of Justice.

An arrest warrant.

Federal charges.

Conspiracy. Unauthorized intelligence operations. Violation of the Espionage Act.

He exhaled once. “Well. At least you came prepared.”

The president had been watching in silence, and when he finally spoke, his voice came out louder than he intended.

“Roman, enough. It’s over.”

Roman studied him—the man who’d once drunkenly confessed his father was a coward in Korea, who’d had him to all four of his daughters’ weddings. “This is what you want, Calvin?”

“Of course it’s what I want.”

“Forty years of black ops—handed to a man who’s flown to Moscow and Beijing twenty-two times in the last⁠—”

Doerr’s hands went up. “Legitimate business interests. We were all friends with the Russians, the Chinese—right up until Chichikov’s invasion.”

Roman’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Not all of us were friends.”

“Enough,” Westfahl snapped. “We can’t keep running unilateral cowboy operations out of basements⁠—”

Roman’s smile widened a fraction. “Cowboy?”

The word hung there. Heavy. Inevitable.

This was it then—the sum of forty years. Nothing left to salvage. Time to burn it down.

Roman reached into his own jacket. Doerr tensed—expecting a weapon. But Roman drew something smaller: the size of a cigarette lighter, black plastic, unremarkable. A thumb drive containing a few minutes of grainy footage.

He set it on the desk with the care of a man laying down his final hand.

The silence thickened—alive now, pressing against the walls, against their ribs, searching for a way out.

Roman didn’t move. Didn’t speak. The power wasn’t in the reveal. It was in the waiting.

“What’s that?” Westfahl said.

Roman swallowed. “Munich.”

The word came out like a pin pulled from a grenade. Westfahl’s face faltered, drained. His hand shifted toward the thumb drive—then stopped, the hesitation saying everything.

“Munich doesn’t mean jack shit to me,” Doerr began, but Westfahl cut him off with a glance.

Then his eyes found Roman.

The room seemed to shrink around them. Decades of trust balanced on a knife’s edge. They held each other’s gaze, and Roman saw the hurt take shape—slow, dawning—and wished, for a fraction of a second, that he hadn’t caused it.

But he had, and there was no way back.

He turned to the others. “Six years ago,” he said—for their benefit. “The Munich Security Conference. A hotel room, the Frauenkirche visible through the window.” He let the words sink in. “And Senator Westfahl with a woman who wasn’t Martha.”

Doerr and Hawke kept their eyes on Roman. To look at the President would have been like watching a grown man soil himself.

Doerr spoke first. “Tell me it hasn’t come to this, Roman.”

Roman weighed his words, heard the calculation beneath the surface. Not outrage—opportunity.

Then, to Calvin: “These are my terms. No one gets my files. No one gets my people.”

“You piece of shit,” Westfahl said, his voice cracking with fury.

Roman felt the words like a punch, the knot tightening in his throat, but he pressed on. “If you want to serve that warrant, fine—but you don’t come after anyone else. It ends with me.”

“You filthy fucking piece of shit.”

Roman didn’t flinch. “And you give me a week.”

Doerr’s lip curled. “A week? No. You’re going to prison.”

“Forty-eight hours,” Hawke said.

The President’s voice cut through, raw with anger. “To do what, Roman?”

Roman looked at each in turn, then back to the President. “Bury the dead.”
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Oksana’s fingers were black with thirty-year-old ink, as if the past itself had marked her. Paper cuts crosshatched her fingertips. Her eyes burned from hours of bad photocopies. But she couldn’t stop. She hadn’t slept. Cold coffee sat beside her laptop, skin forming on the surface, and the old radiator had died sometime during the night, turning the tiny apartment into an icebox. She pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders.

On the floor, Roman’s files—hundreds of pages of old CIA rot—sprawled across the room like maps of a battlefield. Now dawn bled through the blinds, and she didn’t know if she was any closer to the truth than when she’d begun.

Something Roman had said kept coming back to her: “Those who go out in search of monsters…”

But why give her the files if he didn’t want her looking? Why hand her a map, then warn her not to follow it?

She looked at the mess on the floor and almost thought she saw it—the pattern. The files he’d given her weren’t random. He’d arranged them deliberately—certain documents present, others missing. A story under construction. A trail.

Always playing chess, she thought. That was his way. Mysteries inside enigmas. Like Matryoshka dolls.

Her color-coded system mocked her from the floor: blue sticky notes for Russian intelligence, yellow for CIA, red for every mention of Roman’s name, green for dates. Something was forming. A shape in the chaos.

She forced herself to move, joints cracking like kindling, and reached for another file.

There—pencil marks so faint she almost missed them. “R.A.” with a date.

R.A. Roman Adler. His breadcrumbs across the decades. He wasn’t just giving her a puzzle; he was leading her somewhere.

The file was supposed to be about Moscow taxi companies—the kind of mind-numbing detritus that apparently filled CIA archives—but the pages were thick. Glued together.

Deliberately.

She peeled them apart. Careful. Patient.

***

TCHAIKOVSKAYA, A—DRESDEN TRANSMISSION

***

Her mother’s name hit like a slap.

The papers shook in her hands. Someone had hidden this—or meant for it to be found. Those faint initials again. RA. What was he up to? Where was he leading her?

The transcript dropped her into 1989 as if she’d fallen through ice—the shock of cold water, lungs seizing.

***

TRANSCRIPT—TELEPHONE INTERCEPT

DATE: 05 DEC 1989 / 0317 ZULU

TARGET LOCATION: KGB H.Q., ANGELIKASTRAẞE, DRESDEN

TARGET: TCHAIKOVSKAYA, A. [PRIMARY], MILLER, A. [CASE OFFICER]

COLLECTION: COMINT / SIGINT — TELEPHONE INTERCEPT

COLLECTION SITE: CIA STATION EAST BERLIN

CLASSIFICATION: TS/SCI / NOFORN / ORCON

AUDIO QUALITY: POOR—DEGRADED

ORIGINATOR: NSA SIGINT COLLECTION BRANCH

HANDLING: ORIGINATOR CONTROLLED — NO FOREIGN DISSEMINATION

DURATION: 1:41

BEGIN RECORDING:

[0:17] TCHAIKOVSKAYA: Arthur, thank God. I’ve been trying to reach you.

[0:23] MILLER: Anastasia. Our comms in Berlin are cut. I’m on a payphone.

[0:26] TCHAIKOVSKAYA: Chichikov’s out of control. The Stasi is in complete collapse. The army won’t follow orders without Moscow. But Moscow’s silent.

***

Oksana stopped breathing. Chichikov. There. With her mother in Dresden.

***

[0:31] MILLER: Are you in danger?

[0:33] TCHAIKOVSKAYA: He’s interrogating our own people.

[0:34] MILLER: Interrogating?

[0:35] TCHAIKOVSKAYA: Enhanced techniques. Sensory deprivation. Ice water. Loud music. He doesn’t know what he’s after. Thinks terror will restore discipline. My turn’s coming, Arthur.

***

Enhanced techniques. Such a clean phrase for torture.

***

[0:40] MILLER: Can you get out?

[0:41] TCHAIKOVSKAYA: Listen, I've seen his cables to Moscow.

[0:42] MILLER: Get to Berlin. I can⁠—

[0:44] TCHAIKOVSKAYA: He wants them to use tactical nukes.

[0:45] MILLER: What?

[0:46] TCHAIKOVSKAYA: To restore control. One warhead on a Leipzig suburb. Low collateral, he says. Stop the hemorrhaging.

***

Oksana set down the transcript, hands shaking.

She knew the Wall had come down on November 9th. This call was from December 5th. The Soviet empire dying—and young Vladimir Chichikov wanting to cauterize the wound with nuclear fire. She read the line twice, unable to decide which was more terrifying—the madness or the logic.

A memory surfaced: her mother in their 95th Street apartment, 3 a.m., standing at the window. Six-year-old Oksana watching from the hallway.

“Mama, what’s that music?”

“Back to bed, little fox. It isn’t for little girls.”

Years later, she’d learned it was Shostakovich her mother listened to in those midnight hours. “Some music is for remembering,” she’d said, cigarette smoke and Chanel clinging to her silk robe. “Some is for forgetting.”

She picked up the transcript again—had to finish.

***

[0:54] MILLER: That's madness. Moscow won’t⁠—

[0:56] TCHAIKOVSKAYA: I don't know what they’ll do. But he’s going to interrogate me next.

[0:59] [LOUD NOISE—DOOR]

[1:00] TCHAIKOVSKAYA: God, the music.

[1:01] MILLER: What music?

[1:02] TCHAIKOVSKAYA: From the basement. Where he works on people. Always the same. Classical. Dissonant. It echoes through the vents all night.

***

Oksana took a breath.

Classical. Dissonant. The words crawled under her skin. She could almost hear the music when she closed her eyes—a sound that scraped the soul, that made the listener complicit in its darkness.

***

[1:06] [BACKGROUND VOICES—RUSSIAN—UNINTELLIGIBLE]

[1:22] MILLER: Anastasia! Are you there?

[1:24] TCHAIKOVSKAYA: I need extraction. Chichikov’s going to kill someone.

[1:26] MILLER: They’re all over us in Berlin. I don’t know if⁠—

[1:29] TCHAIKOVSKAYA: You promised to keep me safe.

[1:32] MILLER: Give me seventy-two hours.

[1:35] TCHAIKOVSKAYA: I don’t have seventy-two hours. The music, Arthur. I don’t want to die in that room.

[1:39] [BACKGROUND NOISE—CLASSICAL MUSIC AUDIBLE—VOICES SHOUTING]

[1:41] [TRANSMISSION TERMINATES]

***

The transcript ended there, but Oksana remained in Dresden, in that room, in that moment when her mother—nineteen, terrified, trapped—called for help that never came.

She checked the clock. Class with Bennet at nine. He’d love it if she missed it—would draft his complaint with the care of a medieval scribe.

But his petty games felt meaningless now, her mother’s voice still echoing across thirty years.

If the Agency had buried the call, it was because the truth was still radioactive.

She turned on her laptop.

If Roman thought she’d settle for breadcrumbs, he was wrong. She wasn’t just her mother’s daughter—she knew how to hunt online.

She started with the obvious: Arthur Miller, the voice on the other end of the call. Government databases—nothing. National Security Archive—same. The file reference number returned only: NOT FOUND—FILE RELOCATED.

Someone was hiding something.

Time for the less obvious. She routed through VPNs, bouncing her signal through nodes in Reykjavik, São Paulo, Mumbai. Her scripts probed like digital lockpicks. Baldwin had given her the philosophy; she’d figured out the rest herself. Mechanisms were mechanisms, whether brass or binary. The dark web had its own archives. Intelligence dumps. Leaked files. The detritus of a thousand blown operations.

FILE NOT FOUND.

NO MATCHING RECORDS.

ACCESS RESTRICTED.

But patterns started to emerge in the failures.

She tried variations: A. Miller, Arthur M., Berlin Station 1989-1995. Dead ends. One obituary for an Arthur Miller who died in 1988—an obvious plant. Another for a Milwaukee plumber.

Hours passed. Her fingers cramped. Outside her window, Harlem was waking up while she hunted ghosts.

At one point, her screen flickered—a single black frame that shouldn’t have happened. She ran a trace—nothing. But her router logs showed an extra ping. Someone had taken notice of what she was up to.

And then, on a Cold War conspiracy forum: “Whatever happened to the Policeman?”

The poster claimed Arthur Miller, also known as the Policeman, had been CIA Berlin station chief when the Wall came down, but then vanished soon after. No retirement. No memoir. No consulting gigs. No record. Just gone.

“Like he never existed,” someone wrote. “Not even a Langley personnel file.”

Another user—handle CryptoSpook—replied: “The Policeman never existed. It was a cover of a cover. A reflection of a reflection. He appeared in Berlin from nowhere. Disappeared just as suddenly.”

Oksana’s cursor hovered over CryptoSpook’s name. He seemed to know what he was talking about. She checked the profile. NYC-based. Found unfindable people—for a price.

She opened a secure app. Created a burner account. Messaged CryptoSpook directly.

***

Need to find someone who doesn’t want to be found. Policeman. Berlin. 1989.

***

Back to manual searching. Cross-referencing embassy lists with census data, property records, death certificates. Miller had been professionally erased, but no one vanished completely. Not even ghosts.

At 7:23 a.m., the app chimed.

CryptoSpook: “The Policeman can’t be found. Trust me. I’ve looked.”

She photographed the documents scattered across her floor—hundreds of classification codes, file designators, case reference numbers. Legacy CIA indexing from the days when secrets were on paper, not code. She uploaded the images and hit send.

Waited.

Three dots. He was typing.

The dots disappeared, then reappeared.

***

Who are you?

***

She thought. Then typed.

***

If you’re as good as I need you to be, you already know.

***

More waiting. More dancing dots.

***

What does a Russian lit student want with Arthur Miller?

***

She typed again.

***

Look at the name on the transcript.

***

There was another long pause—long enough that she thought she’d lost him. Then the app chimed.

***

It’s a five-thousand-dollar job. Payable in Bitcoin. I’ll need two days, and pictures of every page of every document.

***

Five thousand. She had some Bitcoin from her old life as a thief, but not that much. She typed back.

***

Two-and-a-half. You have four hours.

***

The chat went dark. She stared at the screen. 7:30 a.m. Bennet in ninety minutes.

She made herself move through the motions—shower, clothes, the illusion of routine.

At 8:47 a.m., pulling on her coat, the app chimed.

***

Miller was a ghost last time I looked. Now it’s like he wants to be found.

***

Oksana typed back.

***

What does that mean?

***

I got an address. The Dakota, 72nd and CPW. Apt 736. Be careful, though. It smells of bait.

***

She thought.

***

Why bait?

***

Three dots.

***

It was too easy. ConEd bills. The name on the account was an overseas law firm for decades. Suddenly, it links to Miller for no good reason.

***

She wrote back.

***

A trap?

***

Three dots danced on the screen.

***

That’s for you to decide. I have the email from the account, though. I’d recommend you try that before paying him a visit.

***

He sent it.

***

We done?

***

She typed back.

***

Done.

***

The chat deleted itself.

Arthur Miller. The Policeman. The man who’d handled her mother in East Germany—living three miles away under a paper-thin alias.

She opened her email and began typing.

***

Re: Anastasia Tchaikovskaya—Dresden, 1989

We need to talk.

***

Send.

The message vanished into the void.

No going back.

She’d told Roman she wasn’t interested, but here she was. And something told her he’d known all along she’d end up here.

The reply came instantly.

New email. No subject.

She opened it. One sentence:

***

You’re playing a dangerous game.

***

She stared at the warning.

“So are you,” she whispered.
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Roman swayed with the bus in standard-issue blues: shirt, slacks, Thorogood shoes, sergeant’s epaulets. He looked like a mall cop, which was the point. All those billions the CIA spent on biometric cloaks and facial scramblers, and here he was—after forty years—still invisible for the price of a Metro fare.

The bus wheezed past Connecticut Avenue. He reached for the yellow cord—then froze.

His phone vibrated—three short, two long. An alert he’d programmed a lifetime ago, back when Oksana was six. Those tripwires had never gone off. Not once.

Until now.

He pulled out the phone.

SEARCH ALERT: ARTHUR MILLER + ANASTASIA TCHAIKOVSKAYA + POLICEMAN + DRESDEN 1989.

He stared. The hum of the engine faded.

The bus lurched forward, carrying him past his stop. He let it.

He thumbed through the alert details: IP spoofed through Balkan exit nodes—Sarajevo, Mostar, Vukovar. Intelligence-grade tradecraft. Still, he knew.

“Clever girl,” he murmured.

He’d built the alerts to protect her. Now she was the one setting them off.

She was following the clues, closing in on him—Arthur Miller—one of the many covers he’d inhabited over the years.

Another alert. The decoy inbox.

He opened it.

***

Re: Anastasia Tchaikovskaya—Dresden, 1989

We need to talk.

***

He almost smiled. She couldn’t help herself—always had to look behind the next curtain.

He typed back, savoring it.

***

You're playing a very dangerous game.

***

The bus approached Dupont Circle. Through the fogged glass, he caught the brownstone—First Editions in fading gold paint. Nobody walking by would ever know they were passing a CIA black site.

He should have gotten off there. Foxtrot was waiting for his report.

But he had a problem. One he couldn’t yet size up.

The woman in the headscarf sat three rows back. She’d sprinted for the bus at the last second. Now she sat perfectly still—no phone, no book, eyes forward.

Nobody just sat on a DC bus.

Then there was the Ford Fusion. Two cars behind for the last six blocks. Making every light. Keeping perfect distance.

Roman had been doing this long enough to recognize a tail.

Doerr, he thought. Had to be—CIA or Resonant. Either way, the work was sloppy.

He stayed standing as the bus rolled past his stop. Let them follow. Let them think they were in control.

He got off two stops later. Watched the Ford turn right at the intersection—its job done. A blue Toyota slid into place. Smooth handoff—except the driver looked straight at him through the windshield.

Rule one—never make eye contact—broken.

He took his time on the sidewalk. Pulled out his phone, scrolling nothing.

A white van tried to set up in the Hilton’s loading zone, flashers blinking. Static observation post. But the hotel concierge was already waving them off, pointing at the NO PARKING sign.

Overwatch burned already.

CIA wouldn’t make that mistake. Their surveillance teams knew every stalling zone, every blind alley, every camera angle in Central DC.

This wasn’t them.

Roman started walking—unhurried, almost bored. Let them scramble. Let them show their tells.

If this was Doerr’s idea of a play—a second-rate corporate crew blundering like amateurs—it was embarrassing. And it wasn’t happening. Not today.

The foot team was better. Fresh faces. The woman with the Starbucks cup who’d appeared from nowhere. A jogger marking time at the Florida Avenue crosswalk, waiting for a light that had already turned green.

They held position. No one moved to intercept.

Just watching. Documenting.

Being documented.

At Dupont Circle, Roman ducked into the CVS—through the aisles to the pharmacy in back, then out the loading dock. A clean exit. Old trick, still worked. A few more turns to confirm he’d shaken the tail.

Five minutes later, he cut through an alley, checked the reflections, the angles, the rhythm of the street. No one there. No one that mattered.

Certain he’d lost them, he slipped through the Bookshop’s rear door.

Foxtrot looked up from her desk, startled, hand half-raised before she caught herself. “Roman!”

“Sorry,” he said.

“How’d it go?” she said, straightening in her chair as if he hadn’t just startled the life out of her.

“They tried to follow me back.”

“From the White House?”

He nodded.

“Who—Doerr?”

“Must have been.”

“Westfahl never authorized that before.”

Roman nodded. “I never blackmailed him before.”

She glanced at her screen, pulled up the external camera feeds. “You sure you lost them?”

Roman didn’t answer. He threw his jacket on the peg. “They gave us forty-eight hours to settle accounts.”

“That’s it?”

“Could’ve pushed for more time.”

“Why didn’t you?”

He shrugged. “I needed to get out of the room. If we need more time, we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

“They know what we have,” she said.

He nodded again.

He crossed to the coffee maker and poured a cup. The milk in the mini-fridge was questionable, but he used it anyway. “Any luck pinning down our leak?”

She gave him a look over her wire-rimmed glasses—she’d barely had an hour. “I’ll get there. Nine people saw the memo. NSC Principals.”

“And their staff.”

She smiled thinly. “It’s possible.”

He took a sip of coffee, grimaced, then reached for the Pepto-Bismol.

Foxtrot watched him twist off the cap, her expression equal parts concern and disgust. “That stuff will be the death of you.”

“Old habits,” he said, taking a long pull. It coated his throat like chalk.

She shook her head—half mother, half case officer—and turned back to her screen. A moment later, her posture changed. Rigid. Alert.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Roman…” she said, voice low. “You’d better see this.”

He leaned over the desk, unsure what he was looking at.

Her eyes never left the screen. “Russian UN Mission, New York,” she said. “Their server contains images of the memo. Images it has no business containing.”

“Images?”

Her fingers attacked the keyboard. Data spilled across the screen—columns, hex, timestamps.

“Metadata’s been scrubbed, but…” She leaned closer, face inches from the monitor. “The compression algorithm tells me what kind of phone.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The photos were taken with a phone. There’s enough data here to⁠—”

“Trace it.”

“Give me a minute,” she snapped.

Roman edged closer, drawn to the screen. He was near enough to catch the faint trace of her perfume.

She felt him there, his breath on her neck. Without looking away from the screen, she flicked a hand—irritated, efficient.

He backed away. But only an inch.

“The images weren’t transmitted. They were downloaded from the phone directly.”

“A dead drop?”

She nodded. “Motorola burner. Bought with cash. Prepaid. Rosslyn twenty-four-hour convenience store.”

Security footage flickered on—grainy, monochrome, useless. A figure at a counter in a dark coat, ballcap, sunglasses. Could be anyone.

“Street cams?”

She didn’t answer—already pulling up the Russian server files.

And then, there it was: the document that killed Margot Katz. Shot with a cheap phone camera under fluorescent light, the edge of a copier visible in the frame.

She zoomed in.

“What am I looking at?”

“Digital watermark.” She zeroed in on the top-right corner of the memo. “Every NSC document carries a pixel variation—unique to each copy. Like a fingerprint.”

“I don’t see anything.”

“You wouldn’t. But the software can.”

“So you can tell whose copy this is?”

“If the watermark’s readable at this resolution.”

The image zoomed in tighter. Filters flipped past—red, blue, inverse. Her fingers never stopped moving.

And then—silence.

She just stared at the monitor.

The blue light caught the sweat on her temple. Her hands hovered over the keyboard, trembling slightly.

She ran the analysis again. Same result.

“What?”

The pattern was there—dots and dashes embedded in the document like digital DNA. She ran it a third time. Roman saw her swallow hard.

“Vee?”

“Doerr,” she breathed—barely above a whisper, like saying it louder might summon him.

Roman felt his chest tighten. Not surprise. Not vindication. Cold rage.

“You’re sure?” he said through gritted teeth.

“That’s his watermark.”

Roman set his coffee down carefully. “No question?”

She shook her head.

“Resonant did billions with Russia before the sanctions,” Roman said.

“Could be someone framing him,” she said, though she didn’t sound convinced. “Someone who stole his copy.”

“Sure.”

“I mean, can you really see Doerr ducking into a 7-Eleven for a burner every time he wants to leak a memo?”

Roman’s phone buzzed. Another alert. More tripwires.

Oksana was digging deeper than he’d expected—and faster. And she was using methods that would draw attention.

Foxtrot caught the look on his face. “What is it?”

“I have to get to New York.”

She knew instantly. “Roman.”

He met her eyes. There was no point pretending.

“She’s not Anastasia,” Foxtrot said.

Her voice cracked—not anger, but something older, heavier. Decades of disappointment he’d chosen not to hear.

She looked away. All those years watching him chase ghosts while she remained invisible. “Roman,” she said again.

“I know what you’re going to say, but if we’re going after Doerr, we need an asset. Someone to handle the legwork.”

“And it just has to be her? Anastasia's daughter?” A pause. Long, measured.

He looked at her. “Say what you’re going to say.”

“I’ve said it all a hundred times.”

“Yes, you have⁠—”

“From where I’m standing,” she cut in, “it looks like an old man trying to fix his greatest regret.”

“Vee, if you’ve got a better idea⁠—”

“You’re sure you want to do this? Use this girl like you did her mother?”

“This is different.”

She pulled off her glasses and rubbed her eyes. “Listen to yourself.”

“She has the instinct. The natural talent.”

Foxtrot met his eye, then looked down, pretended to study her screen.

He stood for a long moment, then turned for the door.

“Don’t walk out on me,” she said, sharp as glass.

He stopped. Looked back. Her hands were clenched white.

“Vee—”

“You’re about to make the biggest mistake of your life,” she said quietly. “For the second time.”
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Vasily Morozov pressed a red pin through Roman Adler’s face—a grainy surveillance photograph from another lifetime, taped to the wall map that consumed half his office. Washington DC sprawled before him, bristling with colored pins. Each marked a failure: a rumor, a false lead, a dead end, inherited from his predecessors like a debt no one could ever quite repay.

He stepped back.

It wasn’t a map, it was a web, every thread seeking one man.

Each intercept, each report, each whisper in a hotel bar had begun to tighten around a single quadrant of the city: Connecticut Avenue, Dupont Circle. Only today, after years of patient triangulation, had the pattern drawn taut enough to matter. Roman Adler was close—so close Morozov could almost feel the vibration of his existence along the strands.

He touched the photograph. The paper was worn smooth from years of handling. For a long time, he had carried it in his wallet, a private relic of humiliation.

Berlin, 1989.

The night Adler slipped through his fingers and left him a laughingstock. His colleagues had christened him Moron-ov, a name that clung from one rezidentura to the next, Berlin, Moscow, New York, like smoke to cloth.

But every debt, eventually, came due.

Every fly, in time, met the web.

The door opened without a knock. Only one person would dare.

“Your tea,” Nadia said, setting the tray on his desk with practiced precision.

He didn’t turn. “From the commissary?”

“The samovar was empty.”

He faced her, expression flat. “Darjeeling?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Next time, see that it’s done properly.”

Her eyes lingered on him—steady, unreadable. “Of course.”

She turned to go.

“And it better be hot.”

“It’s scalding,” she said, without looking back.

Gone before he could answer. Always leaving first. Always with the last word.

He watched the door close, wondering what it would take to break that composure—to make her flinch.

Then the phone rang. He already knew who it was.

“Report.”

A woman’s voice—professional but tight. Lidiya Chernenko. Another bitch yet to learn her place.

“Roman Adler left the White House at 09:04. Dressed as Uniformed Secret Service, exactly as the aide predicted.”

Morozov smiled faintly. So simple. All these years, and no one had thought to look at the uniforms.

“Continue.”

“We maintained textbook box formation. Multiple vehicles, over a dozen on foot, three on the bus.”

“And?”

A pause. “He entered the Dupont Circle CVS. We held position, but…”

“But what?” His tone flattened.

“We pulled back.”

“You lost him?”

“I didn’t want to burn assets—or force him to run.”

“If you’d done your job properly,” he said, voice low, “you wouldn’t have been faced with that choice.”

Silence

He turned to the map, the phone wedged between shoulder and ear. Dupont Circle. CVS. The threads were tightening.

“If you were made, we prepare for him to move. You understand?”

“Flood the zone? Saturate⁠—”

“No.” His reply cut like a blade. “You don’t flood anything when you’re dealing with Roman Adler. He’ll feel the pressure shift and read it like sheet music. He’ll know within the hour.”

“Then what?”

“The area’s contracted. I’ll see if Moscow can pull a satellite. They want him as badly as we do.”

“Understood.”

“Hold your positions. Watch. Report. Nothing else.”

“Of course.”

“Surveillance is patience,” he said, ending the call. Then he pressed another line. “Nadia. Back in here.”

She reappeared almost instantly, a manila folder in one hand.

“Yes, sir?”

“What’s the status of our friend from Sakhalin?”

She checked her tablet—deliberately, making him wait. “Toko Sakhalinsky landed in Anchorage fifty minutes ago. He’s connecting to San Francisco shortly.”

“Target confirmed?”

“Dr Wu.” She hesitated.

He caught it immediately. “What is it?”

“It notes a daughter.”

“So?”

“Nothing. Just… curious why it’s highlighted.”

Morozov studied her face. She’d seen Toko’s work before. “You think our man might get distracted.”

Her throat tightened. “No, sir.”

“What age is the daughter?”

She scrolled. “Amy Wu. Nineteen. A Berkeley sophomore.”

He nodded slowly. “Then perhaps you’re right to worry.”

Her composure faltered—a flicker, gone as quickly as it came. He watched it, savored the discomfort.

“There’s something else,” she said, holding up the folder. “The surveillance photos from this morning. I know you prefer printouts.”

“You’d know a lot about what I prefer.”

She smiled—not warmly. Too knowing by half. If his years in the service had taught him anything, it was that everyone had their own game, their own angle. Even the typists.

“You can go,” he said. “And close the door properly this time.”

She left, and he picked up the folder and spread out the contents. Roman on the bus in his Secret Service uniform. Roman on Connecticut Avenue. Roman outside the CVS. The pictures glowed under the lamplight—Adler’s radius contracting. The spider could feel the fly’s wings beating. On foot, in winter, at his age—ten minutes from the CVS, at most.

He opened a fresh terminal and keyed in the coordinates, drawing a grid between Florida Avenue, M Street, 15th Street, and 22nd Street. Then he logged the satellite requisition and routed it to the Forest.

He typed “Adler” in the memo, hesitated, then hit enter.
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Oksana had been watching the Dakota for two hours.

The cold had worked through the seams of her Goodwill peacoat, a slow, deliberate infiltration. She’d stopped feeling her fingers some time ago, but it didn’t matter. The body adjusts; it’s the mind that resists.

Across the street, the building rose like a Bavarian castle exiled to Manhattan—ten stories of gables, spires, and Gothic stone too ornate for the city surrounding it. The windows glowed faintly, the light filtered through century-old glass. The place seemed alive, like it knew how to keep secrets.

Forty-five years ago, John Lennon had been shot beneath that archway. It still drew pilgrims.

She watched from the doorway of an abandoned dry cleaner, her breath rising like mist in the pale morning light. Every half-hour, the doorman stepped out, smoked, glanced around, stamped his feet, and went back in. The same pattern, over and over. Predictable. Above the entrance, a camera swept its arc every thirty seconds, leaving a four-second blind spot she could count with her eyes closed.

The wind funneled down Central Park West, scattering grit and old snow. She pressed her hands into her pockets, felt for the phone. No messages.

She’d brought her lockpicks—old friends—and had already checked the service gate on 73rd. A Yale lock from the sixties. The kind that kept out honest people. Thirty seconds and she’d be through.

But something held her back: that faint resistance at the edge of instinct, the sense that the board was already set and someone else had made the first move.

A delivery truck rattled past. When it was gone, her gaze lifted to the seventh-floor corner window, its curtains drawn tight.

That was the one.

The ghost. The enigma.

Purchased October 30, 1929—according to the records she’d uncovered. The day after Black Tuesday, when millionaires were jumping from windows, and smart money was buying Manhattan for pennies on the dollar. The buyer: a Panamanian shipping company that existed only on paper, its ownership concealed behind a legal device known as bearer shares. Whoever held the paper owned the company. No names. No trail.

Complete anonymity—perfected before anyone imagined the surveillance state to come.

Over the years, the shares might have changed hands a thousand times—or never at all. The New York City property register—responsible for recording every title transfer—wouldn’t have a clue. Even the utilities and mail were routed through a Cayman law firm.

Ownership as opaque as smoke.

Someone had kept the place completely anonymous for nearly a century.

Until now.

It was as if Miller had suddenly raised a flag, calling her to him.

The question was why.

She stamped circulation back into her legs, the motion sending a dull spark through her knees.

A yellow cab pulled up to the curb.

The man who got out moved like something inside him had broken a long time ago. Right shoulder higher than the left. Each step measured—foot, weight, balance. Walking was a negotiation with gravity itself.

But something didn’t fit. The body was wrecked, brittle. The eyes were not. They swept the street with surgical precision, cataloging every face, every doorway, every reflection in glass. The eyes of a hunter.

When he turned her way, she dropped her gaze. One thousand one. One thousand two. Three.

When she looked up, he was at the entrance, the guard blocking his path. Or trying to. The man looked at him with the patience of someone who’d outlasted better obstacles than a doorman in a wool coat.

But the guard didn’t recognize him.

That was what caught her attention.

A man at the entrance showing ID, waiting while the guard made a call.

The Dakota didn’t treat residents like that. Not ones it knew.

He didn’t belong—and yet he moved like he did.

She caught his profile as he adjusted his glasses—an unconscious gesture, automatic. Something about it snagged at her memory.

The guard finished his call, gave a reluctant nod. The man disappeared into the darkness of the archway.

She waited two full minutes, pulse steady. Something told her to follow. The guard was back to his crossword—he might not stop a twenty-something girl who walked with purpose. She could spin a story if she had to.

Or she could circle to 73rd, beat that Yale lock, take the service gate.

Her phone buzzed. No caller ID.

She answered without speaking.

Silence. Then faint classical music bled through—piano, distant, deliberate.

The line from the transcript echoed in her mind: BACKGROUND NOISE—CLASSICAL MUSIC AUDIBLE.

“Miss Tchaikovskaya. I see you’ve done your homework.”

She forced her voice steady. “Wrong number.”

A sound that might have been a laugh—or a cough. “Persistent little thing, aren’t you?”

She tried to place the accent—expensive education wrestling with Philadelphia docks. “I’m not a little thing.”

“Neither was your mother.”

That stopped her cold.

“Don’t act so shocked,” the voice said. “You know I was there.”

“Where?”

“Let’s not waste time, Oksana. I can see you’re freezing.”

She looked up at the corner window, her skin prickling.

“Seventh floor,” he said. “Apartment 736. But you already know.”

“Why would I⁠—"

“Because the questions are eating you alive.”

The line went dead.

She stood there, phone in hand, the city suddenly very quiet.

Never go in without knowing your exit. The thief’s first rule.
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Elaine counted her breaths. In. Out. In.

She was in the West Wing, the staff entrance thirty yards ahead—a plain gray door used by aides and press wranglers.

It was coming up to the eleven-thirty shift change.

Rodriguez had been with her since dawn. Polite, persistent, predictable. Now he was logging his final report. His relief wouldn’t need to put eyes on her as long as he thought she was inside.

Two uniformed agents traded posts—badges scanned, radios crackling, attention divided between procedure and fatigue. The moment she’d been waiting for.

She moved.

Head down. Folder in hand. The stride of someone with purpose and clearance to match. The trick wasn’t invisibility, it was conviction.

She passed the checkpoint. For a heartbeat, she thought she heard one of the guards say her name.

Then silence.

And the cold January air on her face.

She’d stepped out earlier, sent the message from her burner by the loading dock, then slipped back in like a ghost. Brief, nothing traceable—just enough for Morozov’s watchers to know when Roman left the Eisenhower and what he wore.

She didn’t know where the Bookshop was. No one did. That secret lived only in Roman’s paranoia. But she’d given them what they needed to mark him, to close the distance, to follow. His location would soon be blown, and whatever bloodshed followed would be on her too.

On Pennsylvania, she walked briskly, but not too briskly. Hurrying was how you got noticed. She moved like every other government drone heading to lunch—just another suit in the crowd. Except her hands were trembling; she shoved them deeper into her pockets.

At McPherson Square, she doubled back through the park, listening for the cadence of footsteps. A jogger passed—white Nikes so new they might still have tags. At the Chase Bank, she checked her reflection in the glass. Nobody behind her. Still, she felt it—the crosshairs at the base of her skull. What her husband would have called a sniper’s kiss.

Outside Farragut West, she stopped at a kiosk, bought a copy of The Post, and tucked it under her arm like any other commuter. Then into the station—one stop to Metro Center, then up again into the cold. The whole dance felt like overkill, but Morozov had planned it to the letter.

She drifted through Macy’s for three minutes, watching reflections more than scarves: a mother with a stroller, a businessman testing perfume, a tourist with a camera. Ordinary people doing ordinary things. She forced herself not to think otherwise.

Back outside, she walked until the statue of Andrew Jackson emerged through the bare trees—horse rearing, hat lifted against the gray sky. The chalk mark on the trash can—a single vertical line—told her she was clear to proceed.

The bench faced St. John’s, its yellow façade washed pale in the winter light. She sat, folded her hands in her lap, and took a coffee receipt from her pocket, smoothing it flat. A minute later, she slid it into the seam of the bench—something small, forgettable. A token. Proof she’d been there.

Then she waited.

When the bells tolled noon, she reached into her coat for the burner. It felt heavier than it should—like a live grenade. On it were the summit protocols she’d photographed while the President was stabbing his oldest friend in the back: hotel layouts, motorcade routes, security positions, comms frequencies.

A jogger passed—another one—breath pluming in the cold air. Too many for January. A homeless man pushed a cart across the square. It could have held blankets. Or cameras. Directional mics.

She slid the phone into the folded Post, then placed the paper under the bench, exactly as Morozov had instructed. The pigeons scattered when she stood, wings beating against the cold air.

The 7-Eleven on K Street came next. She pushed through the door, the electronic chime announcing her to a clerk who didn’t look up from his phone.

“One of those,” she said, pointing to the burners behind him. “And water.”

He barely glanced at the hundred she slid across the counter. Made change like a robot.

Outside, she tore at the plastic packaging.

Then her personal cell rang.

James.

She nearly dropped it, fumbling to answer. “Sweetheart?”

“Mom?” His voice was rough, the connection breaking—military encryption chewing the signal. “Wasn’t sure I’d catch you.”

She pictured him at seven, walking this same street beside her, paper planes folded from restaurant menus.

“Of course, honey. Everything okay?”

“We lost someone today. They had our intel—knew exactly where to hit us.” He hesitated. “I was supposed to be on that patrol.”

The sidewalk tilted beneath her. She caught a parking meter to steady herself. Random luck—or Morozov’s hand? She could no longer trust herself to know.

“Mom? You still there?”

She was—for now. “You’re okay?”

“I’m fine. My friend isn’t.”

“I’m sorry, sweetheart.”

“I’ve got to go. Just wanted to hear your voice. Tell you I⁠—”

Static.

The line was dead.

She stood on K Street, one phone in each hand—the mother and the traitor.

Then she powered up the burner and sent an empty message to Morozov.

Five steps later, it buzzed.

***

Scrub your hard drive. Delete everything. Destroy all evidence.

***

He’d never told her to do that before.

She knew instantly what it meant.

He was cleaning house. Eliminating trails.

After six months of working her, he was preparing to cut her loose.

She’d outlived her usefulness.

But James was still in Syria. Still in the crosshairs.

She wrote back.

***

I understand.

***

His reply came instantly.

***

You never told me POTUS plans to attend La Malbaie via video conference.

***

Her fingers hovered, paralyzed. The protocols she’d just delivered showed the President would participate remotely—a security precaution given the current threat level. It wasn’t unusual. He’d done it before.

***

I didn’t know it was relevant.

***

She waited, pulse loud in her ears.

***

Make sure he attends in person. No video link. He must be there.

***

She read the message once.

Then again.

The truth hit like a detonation.

This wasn’t about intelligence anymore.

It wasn’t about punishing Roman or resisting American overreach.

It was about positioning the President of the United States in a specific place at a specific time.

Assassination.

She typed. Deleted. Typed again.

***

I did what you asked. We agreed—information only.

***

The dots appeared.

She could see him—choosing his words like weapons.

***

Your son’s survival depends on this.

***

She closed her eyes. Heard James’s voice cut off mid-sentence.

When she opened them, her hands were steady for the first time all day.

She began typing.

The words felt like ash in an urn—cold, final, without life. Like the cigarette butt ground into Michael’s headstone.

Some mothers gave their sons to war.

She was giving hers to something worse—survival purchased with other people’s blood.

But she would do it. Even if it damned them both.

***

I’ll make sure he attends.

***

The moment she hit send, something broke inside her.

Not her conscience—that had died with the Wintour memo.

Not her patriotism—that was buried with Michael.

This was deeper. The last piece of the woman she’d been.

Standing there on K Street, the lunch crowd pressing past, Elaine Rutherford understood fully what she'd become.

Not just a traitor.

The kind they used to hang.
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Oksana stepped out of the elevator and into another age.

The air smelled of wood polish, old leather, and older money—the scent of things maintained, not lived in. The corridor stretched ahead in perfect silence, paneled in dark oak that glowed like honey beneath the sconces. The carpet, the color of oxblood, was so thick it swallowed her steps. Even sound didn’t travel here without a note to the doorman.

She was seven floors up, in a building that kept secrets as well as any tomb. Each doorway she passed felt like the entrance to a safe-deposit box—sealed, heavy, private. Everything about the place whispered of money that had long ago learned how to hide in plain sight.

On the walls, sepia portraits of the Dakota’s past: women in furs, men in homburgs—the kinds of faces that didn’t smile for the camera.

At the end of the corridor, the door to Apartment 736 stood slightly ajar. Waiting for her. A thin sliver of darkness showed between brass hinges and the jamb, and from inside, music drifted out—Shostakovich.

Her mother’s voice surfaced, unbidden: Some music is for remembering. Some is for forgetting.

Which was this?

At the threshold, she hesitated. Every instinct told her to walk away.

But the air inside seemed heavier—with age, with memory, and maybe answers.

She pushed the door.

Inside: twelve-foot ceilings, crown molding that belonged in a museum, windows overlooking Central Park through glass so old it bent the view like water.

“Shut the door behind you,” a voice said from somewhere deeper inside.

Arthur Miller.

His tone was careful. Measured. The voice of a man who understood that words could kill cleaner than bullets.

She stepped forward, pulling the door shut. The lock clicked—a small, final sound.

The apartment opened into a long drawing room, part library, part shrine. Books climbed every wall—Russian literature, all of it. First editions behind glass, the kind collectors insured rather than read.

“Come on. Don’t be shy,” he called.

She followed the sound through a narrow hall, dimly lit, heavy with stillness.

Miller sat by the window in a leather chair, winter sun cutting across his face. His left arm lay motionless on the chair’s armrest, the hand curled as if holding something that wasn’t there. The right—his good hand—hung loose. Not quite hidden. Not quite visible. Calculated ambiguity.

“You have your mother’s walk,” he said. “Same way of entering a room—already looking for exits.”

Her mouth went dry. “Maybe I am.”

She moved farther in, cataloging: a sideboard with crystal decanters, two porcelain cups with coffee still steaming, a silver sugar bowl and creamer arranged just so. Everything staged like a play.

The air carried polish and glass cleaner, a trace of gun oil beneath. Not decay, but preservation. A place tended, not lived in.

For a moment, neither of them spoke. The quiet was so thick she could hear a clock somewhere in another room.

Then she said, “You knew her in Dresden.”

It wasn’t a question.

“I knew her,” he said, turning at last. His eyes caught the light, pale, unreadable. “Though maybe not as well as I thought.”

Oksana didn’t move closer. “The transcript. December fifth, 1989. She called you for help.”

His right hand found the chair arm. “You like digging up the past.”

“What I like,” she said, “is answers.”

His mouth twitched—something between a smile and a wince. “She saw three moves ahead, your mother. Even at nineteen.”

“She was terrified,” Oksana said. “Chichikov was torturing people in the basement. She begged for extraction.”

“You’re right,” he said finally, his tone flat, resigned. “If you came to ask if I failed her, the answer’s yes. Just one on a very long list of sins.”

Oksana studied him a moment, waiting for more.

It didn’t come.

The disappointment was sharp, almost childish. She pushed it down and turned to the shelves.

The books rose like history itself—Russian spines, original gold lettering dulled by time. Something about them tugged at her, not for their beauty or their value, but for a familiarity she couldn’t place.

“Your mother loved those,” Miller said, tracking her. “Said they were the only honest thing Russia ever produced. All that suffering distilled into truth.”

“She came here?” Oksana asked, though she knew the answer.

“She did.”

The spines glowed under the lamplight: a 1923 Berlin Pushkin, samizdat Solzhenitsyn that could have gotten its owner shot, first edition Turgenev. She picked up a leather-bound Akhmatova and opened it. “In Russia, even the truth needs papers.”

Miller’s eyes flicked up. “That’s not Akhmatova.”

She smiled.

“It’s le Carré,” he said.

“What happened to my mother,” she said, “when you abandoned her in Dresden?”

“That’s not the right question.”

More games. She ran her fingers along the Akhmatova again, half to needle him, half to steady herself. The paper was soft with age, fragile as skin. She was about to slide it back when it fell open on its own, landing on a well-worn page.

There, in the margin, faded blue-black ink.

Her breath caught.

She knew the handwriting. The precise Cyrillic loops her mother had taught her to copy when she was six.

***

The truth will set us free,

but only after it destroys us.

***

The words blurred. She blinked hard, but it wasn’t her eyes.

Her mother’s careful strokes, the way she shaped her letters, that particular slant Oksana had copied until her hand cramped. Six years old, kitchen table, her mother’s voice:

Words survive when we don’t, Ksyusha.

She almost said something—that she’d found the message—but stopped herself.

The Shostakovich swelled, strings climbing toward desperation.

She closed the book and set it back with care, as if the act itself were a kind of reverence.

“Why am I here, Mr. Miller?” she said at last, her voice steadier than she felt.

He sat back, studying her. “That’s the right question.”

Then he reached for an envelope on the side table, the movement slow and careful, as though the contents might burn.

He slid it across the table.

They watched each other in silence—two animals deciding whether or not to fight.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Take it.”

She did, slowly, unfolding the papers inside.

Building schematics. Pages of notes. A brittle index card clipped to the top.

“An FBI evidence warehouse,” he said. “Long Island City—Pearson Street facility. There’s a microcassette on level 3. December 5th, 1989. You’ve read the transcript, but transcripts don’t capture everything.”

“Federal property,” she said. “That’s twenty years, minimum.”

“Only if they catch you.”

Her fingers traced the blueprint: security rotations, camera cones, access points. Everything laid out for a professional job.

“You want me to risk life in prison⁠—”

“This has got nothing to do with what I want.”

“Life in prison,” she repeated, “to hear the original of a transcript I already have?”

His expression went flat. “The transcript stops. The machine didn’t. Something else was recorded after the line went dead.”

“Why not just tell me what’s on it?”

“Because you wouldn’t believe me.”

She unfolded the pages again.

“Everything you need,” he said. “Case number. Row. Section. Misfiled with the car-crash evidence.”

She searched his face. “Why help me?”

“Maybe I owe her.”

“You could say that.”

He nodded once.

“And this will absolve you?”

He shook his head. “Nothing can do that.”

“This could be a setup.”

“Then take me on faith.”

“Faith?”

“Like your mother once did.”

“She died for that.”

His voice went hard and small. “She trusted the wrong man.”

“Roman Adler?”

He didn’t need to answer.
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Toko turned his back to the Arctic wind and cupped his hands around the Marlboro. The cheap lighter wouldn’t catch. His left hand cramped in the cold—three fingers that never bent quite right, a gift from his handlers long ago. Five tries. Six.

On the seventh, it took.

Across the tarmac, men in coveralls worked on the enormous Ilyushin Il-76 he’d flown in on. A bumpy ride—just the way Moscow liked. Nobody looked his way. He wasn’t here. None of them were. The place didn’t exist.

Twelve miles northeast of Anchorage, he stood on cracked concrete that used to be part of Elmendorf Air Force Base—abandoned when the Cold War finally ran out of gas, not that anyone ever told the spooks. The runway lines were still there, ghost white beneath the frost, but the lights had been out for decades. The control tower watched nothing now.

Hard to believe B-52s once stopped there, live nukes in their bellies. If death had ever come from above, this is where it would have refueled. Now it was just three hangars sagging into themselves and a scatter of crumbling buildings no one had bothered to tear down.

Above the nearest hangar, the words POLAR AVIATION SERVICES were hand-painted on rotting wood. One of the last outfits that didn’t ask questions. They flew to places that weren’t on maps, carried things that didn’t have names. Perfect for jobs like this.

He looked at the sign, then at the Chugach Mountains, looming in the distance. Ice crystals hung in the air. Minus thirty-eight. Cold enough to freeze spit before it hit the ground.

He drew deep from the cigarette, tasting tobacco and aviation fuel—breakfast of champions.

Inside the hangar, his package waited. It had arrived overnight via Northern Pacific Air Freight, routing code ANC-COM-7745. The manifest read: Resonant Technologies Acoustic Testing Equipment.

The manifest lied.

His phone buzzed. Morozov. Never one for small talk.

***

Inspect the package. Confirm specifications.

***

Toko flicked the cigarette into a snowbank and headed inside.

The hangar was colder than outside—fluorescent light flickering off corrugated steel, his breath billowing in the still air. A Dassault Falcon waited in the next bay, engines silent for now, ready to take him south.

Once he verified the weapon, he’d be gone. The Ilyushin would carry the package east across the Bering Strait.

“Clear the hangar,” he said, not raising his voice.

The nearest man, a thick-necked Siberian with prison ink crawling up his throat, hesitated. “The schedule⁠—”

“The schedule can wait.”

Something in Toko’s tone made the man retreat—the sound of someone who’d killed more people than he’d had birthdays.

When the hangar was empty, Toko approached the crate and keyed in Morozov’s code. The locks released with a soft hydraulic hiss.

Inside, nested in precision-cut foam like some exquisite mechanical insect, lay the Dissonant.

Toko had never seen anything like it.

He pulled off a glove and touched the barrel with his bare hand—almost reverent. The carbon fiber was warm, like something alive. As if it had its own pulse.

Smaller than he’d expected. Matte black that swallowed light. The barrel looked thin enough to snap, but the specs said otherwise: tungsten slugs at Mach 5.2, harmonic frequencies tuned to unmake matter at the molecular level. One shot could turn a tank into soup.

And a crowd into vapor.

Toko had killed with knives, guns, poison, his bare hands. But this was different. Meant for the battlefield, it would be unstoppable in the hands of an assassin.

Morozov had said it would reset the board.

Looking at it now, Toko believed him.

He powered up the diagnostics, watching columns of numbers stream across the display. A week ago, they’d have meant nothing to him. Now he read them fluently: temperature, charge, alignment—all green.

Perfect.

He powered it down, resealed the pneumatic locks—then froze.

Someone was calling his name.

“Továrisch Sakhalinsky!”

The old Soviet greeting stopped him cold.

A kid in a fur parka walked into the hangar—fresh from the Academy, trying too hard to look dangerous.

“Krupin,” he said, nervous as a conscript.

“You have my dossier?”

Krupin handed him a tablet. Toko swiped through. Female target. Dr. Mei Wu. Age 44. Physicist.

Mother.

The word caught. Why include it? He scrolled on. Morning jog, Iron Horse Trail, 6:45. Coffee at Peet’s in Danville, 7:15. Daughter Amy, 19, sophomore at Berkeley.

Why show the daughter?

“Sir, everything all right?”

Toko looked up at Krupin, measuring him. “How long have you been here?”

“Few weeks, sir. More shipments since the sanctions⁠—”

“First job for the Committee?”

“First job on U.S. soil, sir.”

“They show you where to find the coffee?”

The kid blinked, processing. Then nodded. “I’ll find some right away, sir.”

Alone again, Toko went back to the tablet.

Amy Wu. Nineteen. Nothing like his Katya—three years old, safe in Moscow with her mother.

But all daughters shared one thing.

They didn’t get to choose their parents.

He studied Wu’s surveillance photos.

Then, without meaning to, he opened the daughter’s image again. Nineteen, same age as his first.

A familiar tingle crept down his spine. It always came before the memory.

The bar girl in Yuzhno, back before he understood what he was.

He could still smell her perfume—cheap and sweet, trying to cover the fish-market stench of the docks. She’d been humming when he found her. An American song. “Material Girl.” Madonna on a broken jukebox in a Sakhalin dive bar.

The song still made him quiver when he heard it.

He’d replayed that night a thousand times. Her fingernails breaking against his jacket, leaving half-moon cuts he could still feel when he closed his eyes. She’d tried to speak at the end, but no sound came—just her lips opening and closing, wordless, like a fish gasping on ice.

The breathing had stopped before the heartbeat. He’d held on another minute to be sure. Then another, because he liked the silence that followed. The stillness. Like he’d fixed something broken.

Krupin returned with Styrofoam coffee, offering it like a trophy.

Toko sipped it, grimaced, then walked the kid back out into the cold.

Across the tarmac, the Il-76 crew was beginning the pre-flight checks.

The weapon would head east to the Kura Test Range in Kamchatka.

Toko, west to California.

“Get it loaded,” he said, not loudly—but every man on the tarmac heard.

They rolled the crate toward the cargo ramp. It looked impossibly small against the cavernous hold of the plane.

“You’re going with it,” he said suddenly to Krupin. “Make sure it arrives intact.”

The kid went pale. “Not in the hold, surely?”

“That parka’s state-issued,” Toko said, not bothering to look at him as the Ilyushin’s engines began to whine. “You’ll be fine.”

Krupin’s protest was lost beneath the rising roar of the engines. The cargo doors sealed with a metallic shudder, and the Ilyushin began to taxi toward the far strip.

Toko watched until it was a gray shape against the snow.

A few minutes later, he was in the Falcon’s leather cabin. It all smelled new—carpet, upholstery, even the recycled air. Through the window, the Ilyushin looked prehistoric by comparison, its bulk shuddering against the snow.

It lifted first, engines tearing the clouds apart as it clawed into the gray.

The Falcon followed—fast, smooth, silent.

As soon as they leveled out, Toko powered on the tablet. Amy Wu’s photo again.

The bar girl hadn’t been a job. She’d been personal. Laughed at his accent, his mixed blood. Made him feel small.

He took her to the docks that night. The tide was high. When it was over, he threw her into the sea and watched her float.

He’d told Morozov once, years later, after too much vodka.

“I dream about them sometimes,” he’d said. “The women.”

Morozov hadn’t looked up from his glass. “Which women?”

“The ones…”

“Oh.” The faintest smile. “Then shut the fuck up about it. Nobody wants to hear your nightmares.”
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Wu hadn’t slept.

Morning light leaked through half-closed blinds, striping the cluttered desk where her laptop glowed like an interrogation lamp. The coffee had gone cold hours ago; another mug sat untouched beside the keyboard. The office was a sprawl of printouts and open folders that no longer made sense. Her eyes burned from twelve straight hours at the screen, chasing a thread she should never have started pulling.

Her hair was unwashed, her pulse jittered with caffeine and dread, and her reason was beginning to fray.

Remote-access logs scrolled across the screen—timestamps, IPs, authentication keys. She’d pulled them minutes before an unscheduled data purge wiped the entire archive. The timing was too perfect to be coincidence. This wasn’t maintenance. It was an execution. Doerr was cleaning house—starting with her.

But not before she saw it.

He’d been in her files.

Not the memoranda on the shared drive or the dry quarterlies she sent to DARPA and corporate—her private folders. The sketches. The equations she hadn’t dared publish.

“Son of a bitch,” she whispered.

He hadn’t just stolen her work—he’d crawled inside it. The half-formed ideas, the private doubts, the fears she’d never spoken aloud about how the weapon might be used. Why would the CEO spy on one of his own scientists? She’d have reported up anything they asked for.

But maybe that was the point.

He didn’t want Resonant knowing either.

Data was moving—just not in the right direction. The destination servers weren’t military, weren’t corporate, and didn’t exist on any public registry. She traced the packets as far as she could before the trail dissolved into a cluster of anonymized nodes.

DARPA funded the Dissonant. They were supposed to be the ones calling the shots. Doerr was routing behind their backs. The logs showed the hemorrhage—her life’s work being siphoned away, line by line, into a void she couldn’t see.

Which left her with the thumb drive—everything she’d copied the night before: the hashes, the duplicate logs, the bill of lading. If the data trail was a dead end, maybe the air freight wasn’t.

She opened the shipping manifest. ANC-COM-7745. Commercial freight to Anchorage.

Not DOD. Not DARPA. A ghost route—the kind that let cargo vanish without a trace.

She kept following the trail. Running searches. Cross-checking reports. Public satellite tracking. FAA filings.

The pattern emerged fast: Russian shell companies, Anchorage airfields, half-legal charters to Vladivostok. Mining transports that didn’t add up. One State Department memo flagged rising Russian activity around Alaska’s Cold War bases—photos of Gulfstreams with Cyrillic tail numbers, flight logs to Moscow and Murmansk.

Anchorage had become a waystation for sanctions evasion.

The pieces clicked into place.

Doerr wasn’t shipping to Arctic testing.

He was positioning for a Russian handoff.

She stared at the screen.

The Dissonant. The weapon she’d built.

In American hands, it had already been a moral compromise—something she’d forced herself to justify as science in service of deterrence.

But in Russian hands? That wasn’t deterrence. It was annihilation sold to the highest bidder.

Her pulse thudded in her throat. She closed the browser, pushed back from the desk, shaking. The laptop fan whined in the silence.

Then she saw it—another tab left open by her husband.

A hotel confirmation.

Vegas. Not Omaha.

Another lie. Another man using her trust as currency.

It almost made her laugh.

She attracted betrayal the way a carcass drew flies.

“Mom?”

Wu’s heart stopped.

Amy stood in the doorway, still in pajamas at eleven, a Berkeley hoodie hanging loose around her shoulders.

“Good grief, Amy—you scared me.” She minimized the windows fast, instinctively angling the screen away.

“Sorry,” Amy yawned, stretching as she wandered in. “Tell me you haven’t been in here all night.”

“Tell me you didn’t just wake up.”

Amy smirked. “Your hair. You look like you stuck your finger in a socket.”

Wu shrugged, feeling the weight of exhaustion settle back over her.

“Have you eaten?” Amy asked.

Wu shook her head. Cold coffee didn’t count.

“Come on,” Amy said. “I’m making breakfast. You need real food before you collapse.”

Wu sighed—surrendered. She shut the office door carefully before following her daughter downstairs.

In the kitchen, soft morning light streamed through the windows, falling across twenty years of family life. Framed photos lined the wall: Amy’s high school graduation, their last trip to Hawaii, David’s promotion dinner.

A gallery of normalcy.

The life she’d built.

The life that was quietly, irreversibly falling apart.

“Scrambled eggs?” Amy asked, already at the fridge.

“Sure, sweetheart.” Wu’s voice sounded hollow, even to herself.

She sat at the counter, watching her daughter move through the familiar ritual. Amy always cooked when things went bad—after fights with David, after bad grades, after the pregnancy scare. Her way of taking control when everything else was chaos.

Wu poured coffee into two mugs.

“So,” Amy said, cracking eggs with practiced indifference, “want to talk about why you’re living in your office?”

Something about it made Wu feel like the daughter.

“Project deadline,” she said. “You know how it is.”

“Right.” That tone they’d perfected—the sound of a lie they’d both agreed to maintain. “And Dad’s really in Omaha?”

“I thought you came home to talk about something important,” Wu said quietly. “That’s what you said on the phone.”

Amy’s whisking slowed. “That can wait. This seems more pressing.”

Pressing. Right. The conversation they’d been orbiting for years.

Wu set down her cup and met her daughter’s eyes. They were equals now—two women old enough to stop pretending.

“No,” she said. “He’s not in Omaha.”

There it was. The first honest thing between them in years.

Amy didn’t stop stirring. “Okay,” she said. “So we’re doing this.”

“I’m tired of pretending. Aren’t you?”

Amy’s laugh was sharp, brittle. “You know how exhausting it’s been? Watching you both perform this charade like I’m still five?”

“Amy—”

She pressed on, emotion rising in her voice. “That Saturday at the Starbucks on Shattuck? When I ran into him with his client?”

The whisk stopped.

“I never told you,” she said quietly, “but he wasn’t wearing his wedding ring.”

Wu didn’t move. Each word landed like a nail in the coffin of her marriage.

“Honey—”

“I went to the bathroom and threw up,” Amy said flatly. “He knew I knew.”

“Honey, you could have said something.”

“Me?” Her eyes were bright with tears she refused to let fall. “We’ve been circling this my whole life. Him lying. You pretending not to notice. And I could have said something?”

The only sound was the soft scrape of the whisk against the pan—a small, domestic rhythm at odds with the wreckage between them.

Wu wanted to reach for her, to promise everything would be okay. But this was a time for truth, not more lies.

Amy slid a plate over.

Wu took a bite. Tasted nothing. The eggs might as well have been ash.

Amy kept watching her, those too-smart eyes narrowing, as if she could see through every layer of pretense. She drew a breath—about to speak again⁠—

When Wu’s phone rang.

David’s ringtone.

It cut through the kitchen like a knife.

On the third ring, she answered.

“Hey,” he said, voice carefully casual. “Just checking in—how’s everything?”

“Fine.” Automatic lie. “How’s Omaha?”

“Good. Good. Meeting’s going well.” A pause. “Amy there?”

“Yes, she is.” She held out the phone. “Your father.”

Amy took it reluctantly. “Hi, Dad.”

Wu watched her daughter’s face—the practiced blankness, the slight tightening around her eyes. When had her little girl learned to hide so well?

“Yeah, everything’s fine. Trevor and I broke up.”

Pause.

“Love you too. Bye.”

She handed the phone back. Wouldn’t meet her mother’s eyes.

“You and Trevor⁠—”

“You never liked him anyway.”

“Yes, but honey⁠—”

“Dad’s not in Omaha,” Amy said quietly. “I heard slot machines.”
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Elaine moved through the Oval Office like a ghost that refused to leave.

She worked in silence—collecting abandoned mugs, straightening briefing folders, aligning the pens on the President’s desk—clearing away the residue left by men too important to notice her.

That was the art of it: the practiced invisibility, the years spent blending into wallpaper, listening without being seen, remembering what people said when they thought no one was listening.

She paused at the window. The South Lawn lay pale and gray beneath the afternoon mist, still and soundless as an old photograph.

Somewhere beyond that glass, Morozov was hunting Adler. And Adler was hunting her.

They couldn’t both survive much longer.

Behind her, the President sat hunched at his computer, tie hanging loose like surrender, jacket draped over the back of his chair. She could have stood there forever.

“Goddamn it,” he muttered, stabbing at the keyboard with two fingers. The man who controlled the nuclear codes still typed like a child.

She glanced at the document beside his elbow: Security Summit–Final Briefing.

Her pulse jumped.

Morozov had been very clear—make sure he attends in person.

Her hands went cold. If she did this, she wasn’t just passing information; she was marking a target.

The realization hit her like a muzzle flash.

Her stomach clenched, the same pain she’d felt holding Michael’s flag at Arlington.

Grief and guilt, she was learning, were very nearly the same thing.

“Can I get you anything, Mr. President?” Her voice was pitched to soothe—a glorified waitress.

He looked up, startled to find her so close.

“God, Elaine. How long have you been⁠—”

“I can come back⁠—”

“No, no. Stay.”

He rubbed his face with both hands—a man trying to wake from a nightmare. The meeting with Adler had clearly taken its toll.

“Actually, coffee would be good. The strong stuff from the Navy Mess. Not that organic crap Doerr’s been pushing.”

“Of course.”

She returned five minutes later with a tray. Coffee, as black as her guilt. Two sugars on the side. Cream he’d never touch. The familiar ritual of service hiding the serpent underneath.

As she set it down, she noticed him staring at his phone—jaw clenched against invisible pain.

“Everything alright, sir?”

He looked up. For a moment, the mask slipped.

“Munich,” he said, then added, “that ever-loving son of a bitch.”

Elaine didn’t know what Adler had said, but it had gotten under Westfahl’s skin. The old spy, it seemed, had left teeth marks on his way out.

“All these years,” Westfahl continued, sipping his coffee, “coiled around his secret like a snake in a basket.”

“Difficult situation,” Elaine said carefully.

“Waiting to strike at the hand that fed him.”

She drifted closer, straightening papers, noting every word like a tape recorder in an interrogation room. He’d picked up the summit briefing, scanning the pages with that weary bureaucratic squint.

The event was less than forty-eight hours away. Russian aggression. Chinese posturing. An Iranian launch that wasn’t supposed to be possible.

Every line on that agenda was a match waiting for the right spark.

“If I may, Mr. President…” She paused, choosing her words like a surgeon selecting a scalpel. “Given the current tensions, wouldn’t your physical presence at the summit send a stronger signal?”

“Physical presence?” His tone carried the same acid he’d used for Adler. “The Russians just shut down our embassy in Moscow. They attacked a nuclear plant. The Poles are a hair’s breadth from invoking Article 5. My presence would be a provocation.”

“Or strength,” she said softly.

She moved to adjust a picture frame, every instinct screaming at her to stop. It was madness. The price was too high. She wasn’t pulling the trigger—but she was handing him over on a silver platter.

“Martha’s unwell.”

“Roosevelt didn’t phone Stalin at Yalta,” she continued, hating each word as it slipped from her tongue. “Churchill didn’t dial in to Potsdam. Dangerous moments require leaders to look one another in the eye.”

“Chichikov won’t be there.”

“No,” she said softly. “But his Molotov will. His Beria.”

Westfahl studied her—really looked at her—for the first time in months.

Or maybe he wasn’t seeing her at all.

“You’ve been reading your history,” he said.

“Roger used to say,” she replied evenly, “storms don’t test the ship—they measure the captain.”

The words curdled in her mouth.

Roger—who’d bled out in a Kandahar medical tent, still believing in duty. Roger—whose last letter home said honor was the only thing you couldn’t lose in war.

And now she was using his words to sell out the country he’d died defending.

Her wedding ring burned like a brand.

She was leading him to slaughter—she felt it as surely as the cold stone of Michael’s grave. But James—he was counting down the days like a man on death row. She couldn’t abandon him; she wouldn’t. She looked at Westfahl, the man she’d served loyally for fifteen years, and the decision set in her bones.

She would burn the world to ash if it brought her son home breathing.

Westfahl scanned the briefing. “Hawke’ll have a coronary. Secret Service is already stretched thin after what happened to…”

Elaine nodded. Wintour. “Sir,” she said softly, “the Secret Service exists to help you lead, not lock you in a bunker.” Then, laying down her final card: “They have to see we’re not afraid.”

Something crystallized into decision.

“Get Hutchinson on the line. Tell him plans may have changed.”

“Yes, Mr. President.” Her voice was steady, but the room seemed to tilt. She’d just signed a death warrant.

“And keep it quiet for now.”

“Very good, sir.”

At the door, he called after her.

“Elaine? Thank you. Sometimes it takes someone outside the noise to see clearly.”

“Of course, sir.”

She left the Oval Office with measured steps—professional, calm—but her hands shook as she stepped into the hallway bathroom. She locked the door and gripped the sink. Her reflection stared back.

Not a mother.

Not a widow.

Not a patriot.

A Judas.

Michael looked back from her eyes—the same green, the same gold flecks. Michael, who’d died for his country. Michael, whose mother was about to help murder her Commander in Chief.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered to the ghost in the mirror. “But you’re dead, and James isn’t.”
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Oksana watched Manhattan bleed away in the taxi’s rear window, lights dragging across the East River like smeared paint. Ahead, the Queensboro Bridge loomed—girders pale and thin, like the ribcage of a dead animal.

She pressed her fingers to the glass. Cold as ice.

The driver kept checking his mirror. She’d started the ride looking ordinary enough—a young woman in black, messenger bag on her lap, headed for Queens. Then the transformation began: black gloves, a wool cap pulled low, jacket collar pulled high.

He gave up on small talk.

The car rolled through an industrial stretch of Long Island City and turned onto Pearson Street, a corridor of warehouses and chain-link fences. Half the signs were missing, the rest too faded to read.

“This is it,” she said quietly.

The driver slowed, uneasy. Sodium lamps cast long orange bars across cracked asphalt. The air smelled of oil and the river.

“You sure?” he asked.

She nodded, already pulling a few bills from her pocket. He didn’t take them right away. His eyes flicked from her gloves to the darkened warehouses, then back again. Whatever story he’d built about her on the drive over, this new version didn’t end well.

“Don’t wait,” she said.

He didn’t. The cab pulled away fast, taillights swallowed by the dark.

She stood alone on the empty street, her breath silver in the cold. The warehouse Miller had described lay ahead—three stories of concrete and neglect, the windows blacked out, the only light a weak glow from the security booth by the gate. Nothing to mark it as an FBI evidence facility.

She adjusted the bag on her shoulder and slipped into the shadows, where she could watch unseen.

Miller’s instructions had been perfect.

Too perfect.

Building 47-B. Third floor, northeast corner. Security rotation at 8:15 and 11:15. Ninety seconds between perimeter sweeps.

Intel that clean stank of a setup.

An ambush.

Or worse—more games.

She circled away from the gate, keeping to the shadows, and crept closer, studying her target.

The fence was twelve feet high, topped with razor wire that glinted orange in the sodium light. She’d come prepared—thin rubber padding sewn into her gloves, a strip of cutproof fabric in her bag just long enough to throw over the coils. Security cameras swept in slow, mechanical arcs—seven seconds, nine, seven. The same rhythm she’d clocked at a dozen other jobs.

At 8:14, she moved.

The fence mesh bit into her gloves as she climbed. The messenger bag bumped against her hip. Speed was everything. Hesitation got you caught. Hard lessons from foster care—ten homes in as many years—when she’d learned to take what she needed and vanish.

She dropped into the yard. Soft landing, knees bent. Sixty feet of open ground to the service door. Blood roared in her ears. Any second now—spotlights, alarms, dogs.

Nothing.

The lock was almost insulting—standard pin tumbler; she’d seen better on storage units.

It gave with a mechanical click.

Inside was a narrow corridor of painted cinderblock, faintly sour with ammonia and machine oil. Fluorescents buzzed overhead, their light stuttering in long, uneven flickers. A camera dome watched from the corner—dead, according to Miller’s notes.

She moved forward, her boots dull against the concrete.

A metal door stood ajar at the end of the hall.

Beyond it, the space opened into a cavernous bay—rows of shelving rising floor to ceiling, stacked with cardboard evidence boxes and file crates. Dust drifted in the fluorescent light like slow-falling ash.

The air tasted of old paper. Of secrets.

And it was too quiet.

She paused in the doorway, heart thudding in her chest. The silence didn’t feel accidental—it felt choreographed.

In a federal facility, there should have been noise: voices, footsteps, the murmur of a radio at the guard post. Instead, there was only the low hum of HVAC and the sound of her own breathing.

It was like stepping into a slaughterhouse after they’d cleared out the cattle.

And still, she went in.

And found the stairwell exactly where Miller had said.

She climbed quickly to the third floor and met her first obstacle—an electronic lock, standard Bureau hardware. It might have been a problem, but Miller’s file had come with an override code.

She keyed it in, heard the soft click.

He’d thought of everything.

The door opened onto darkness.

A small concrete room, colder than the rest of the building. Rows of gray filing cabinets stood like tombstones, labels curling, metal faces dulled with age. The only light came from an exit sign bleeding red above the door.

She pulled a flashlight from her bag and thumbed it on. The beam cut a thin white path through dust and shadow.

For a moment, she listened—motionless, breath held. The only sound was the low exhale of air through the vent. No footsteps. No voices.

She moved forward.

Miller’s note had been exact: Cabinet J-7, drawer three.

Her gloved fingers found it easily. The lock was old, unambitious. Her pick slipped in—precise, silent.

Click.

The drawer slid open on stiff rails.

She aimed the flashlight inside—and her fingers began to tremble.

Miller had promised a microcassette. There were two, each in its own plastic evidence bag. A battered dictation recorder lay beside them.

The first cassette bore a label:

***

COLLECTION SITE: CIA STATION EAST BERLIN

05 DEC 89 / CASE 89-EB-6255

INTERCEPT: DRESDEN COMM LINE

***

Same date as the conversation between Miller and her mother that she’d already read.

The second had no label at all.

She pocketed both cassettes, along with the recorder.

At the back of the drawer, a file was wedged tight against the metal. She pulled it free.

Inside lay a single page—official letterhead, stamped, sealed, signed. Central Intelligence Agency. A photograph clipped to the back.

The paper was thin as receipt stock, brittle at the edges, the text dense with codes and language she didn’t immediately understand.

Until she did.

A termination order.

Dated fourteen years after Dresden.

The date meant nothing. Neither did the name.

S. Pravdin.

She stared at it for a long moment. Almost put it back.

But she didn’t.

And that hesitation—barely a heartbeat—would divide everything that came before from everything that came after.
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Foxtrot rode the brass cage to the seventh floor. The Dakota had always reeked of old New York money—cigarette smoke and the sour sweetness of vermouth left out overnight. She knew those scents too well: not privilege, but tragedy.

She couldn’t enter the place without seeing Roman’s father adrift off Montauk, the yacht rocking gently, the gun beside him.

And a month later, at the sprawling Amagansett estate, the mother and sister—this time carbon monoxide. The kind of death the rich called an accident.

Roman came home from Choate that Christmas—two hours on the New Haven Line, coat and tie, suitcase on his knees, the low laughter of boys who never let him forget he wasn’t one of them. He walked from Grand Central through falling snow. The housekeeper met him in the foyer. That was when he learned inheritances always came with blood on them.

She’d made the drive from D.C. alone, in Roman’s Escalade—no driver, no security detail. They were on their own now, cut loose from the machinery of state. The highway had been treacherous: ice and sleet in the dark, visibility near zero. Not her preferred conditions, but Roman had left her no choice. If he was in New York, she had to follow.

Apartment 736—purchased by Solomon Adler the day after Black Tuesday. She’d always thought that was a little too neat.

She used her key and stepped inside. Shostakovich filled the apartment—music from a stereo system worth more than most cars. The sound set her on edge: desperate notes circling resolution, never finding it.

She moved through the dark without turning on the lights; she knew every inch of this place. A touch to the bookshelf, the soft click of hidden hinges.

A false panel opened into the surveillance room, where Roman sat hunched over his father’s old mahogany desk—the same one that, according to the unpublished memoir, had been used to plan the Bay of Pigs.

Now it was buried under screens showing every angle of the FBI facility in Long Island City.

“Ah, you made it,” he said, eyes fixed on the monitors.

She took in the half-eaten Reuben, the empty Pepto bottles, the untouched Scotch.

“Roman, you look hideous.”

He finally glanced up. “I’d hate to upstage you, my dear.”

A monitor switched feeds, washing his face in pale light.

She tried not to flinch.

The Arthur Miller disguise still clung to him. The latex had begun to pull away from his skin, forming small pockets that shifted when he moved. One edge near his ear had torn, exposing the pink flesh beneath like a wound. He didn’t seem to notice—or care.

She wondered what Oksana had made of it. Had she seen through him? Either way, from the look of the feed, the girl had bought what Miller was selling.

Foxtrot moved closer. On-screen, Oksana dropped into the facility yard. Grace, weaponized. She really did have her mother’s poise. When the time came, she’d make violence look just as easy.

Security at this facility was real—live weapons, trained men—but the guards had been redirected under one of Roman’s old clearance tokens. Foxtrot could tell he’d used the same credential to push a maintenance flag through the surveillance network, looping the cameras.

“I thought you weren’t going to pull your punches,” she said.

“I don’t want her getting killed.”

“If she’s going to work for us⁠—”

“Vee.”

“All right,” Foxtrot said, raising her hands. “Where’d you send them?”

“Not far,” he said, switching feeds to the sub-basement. “Inventory audit. They’ll be moving boxes for the next twenty minutes. Plenty of time.”

On another screen, Oksana slipped between camera sweeps, her timing exact.

“She thinks the cameras are live?”

Roman shook his head. “She knows they’re down.”

“Discipline doesn’t just switch off,” Foxtrot said under her breath.

“Like her mother,” Roman said. “Remember the Sidorov job?”

Foxtrot glanced at him.

“Three cameras overlapping,” he went on. “She moved through them like a ballerina.”

Foxtrot hadn’t been there, but she’d read the file. Colonel Viktor Sidorov. GRU logistics. A dacha outside Mozhaysk—still flying the red star, even after everyone else had pulled the old flag down.

“I’ve seen that file,” Foxtrot said quietly. “Not just the reports. The photos.”

Roman’s hand stopped halfway to a Pepto bottle. The room seemed to contract around the glow of the screens.

Now he remembered.

“You watched from the van,” she went on. “Thermal imaging. Even then, you were obsessed.”

On-screen, Oksana reached the third floor. Roman tried to redirect her attention back to the monitors.

“The cleanup crew documented everything,” Foxtrot said, eyes still on him. “You crossed a line that night.”

Roman fumbled with the Pepto cap, his knuckles pale.

“And now you’re doing it again,” she said, turning back to the monitors. “Different generation. Same obsession.”

“You can stop,” Roman said, voice low but edged.

“Her heart must have still been pounding from the kill⁠—”

“Enough.”

A silence rose between them. There was no justification, and they both knew it.

On-screen, Oksana paused at the electronic lock, then keyed in Miller’s override.

“We just need to know what she’s made of,” Roman said at last, trying to fill the void.

“Or she needs to know what you’re made of.”

He looked at her then—something flickering behind his eyes. Realization, or the start of it.

Oksana was at Cabinet J-7, Drawer 3—exactly where Foxtrot had ordered the file placed.

“What do you mean by that?” he asked, a faint tremor in his voice.

On the monitor, Oksana pulled out the two cassettes. Roman leaned closer, eyes fixed on the feed.

Then her hand reached deeper into the drawer.

“There’s something else,” he said, almost whispering.

Foxtrot didn’t answer. She knew what came next.

Oksana lifted a photograph. The camera couldn’t catch the image, but her body language told the story—shoulders tightening, spine straightening.

Recognition. Then betrayal. Then fury.

Roman’s voice, distant, almost childlike: “Vee… what did you do?”
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Foxtrot wasn’t her name. Not really. No parent ever looked down at their newborn and thought, Let’s name her after a call sign.

Roman had made that leap—the sixth letter in the NATO alphabet.

Alpha. Bravo. Charlie. Delta. Echo.

“Next on the list,” he’d said when she asked why F.

He never spoke of the five who’d come before.

Her real name was Veronica Bailey, though that girl—tennis whites, Swiss boarding school, the effortless grace that came with privilege—had been traded in long ago for clearance levels and a code name that fit better than the original ever had.

She seldom thought now of the villa on Madingley Road, her father’s reward for twenty years at the Circus. The real one. He’d run networks in Prague and Budapest, burned a dozen good men to save a hundred questionable ones, and come home in ’71 with a pension, a medal he couldn’t show anyone, and a daughter who’d learned to read the pauses in conversation the way other children read storybooks.

The house had been Georgian. Elegant. Full of locked cabinets her father never opened and silences her mother never broke.

There’d been a Zenith Space Command in the drawing room—American manufacture, purchased in West Berlin. When the picture went to static, her father struck it with the flat of his hand—once, hard, as if disciplining it.

It always worked.

She’d been twelve when she understood what her father actually was. Fifteen when she decided to become the same thing. By eighteen, she’d been recruited at Cambridge—not because she’d applied; one didn’t apply for such things—but because they’d known her from birth. The Service took care of its own. Three generations of Baileys had served Crown and country, had lied in the name of truth, killed in the name of peace.

She would be the last of them. No children. No legacy. Just thirty years in Roman Adler’s shadow—cleaning up the messes, running the operations, keeping the secrets, and the lights on.

She was seventy-two now, and the only thing she’d ever wanted stood three feet from her, staring at a screen, chasing the same ghost he’d been after for a lifetime.

Some wars never ended. Some loves never started. And Foxtrot—Veronica—had made her peace with both.

Or thought she had.

They’d both watched operations go bad before—assets blown, covers burned, lives erased from the ledger. But this time was different.

This time, she’d been the one to betray him.

The silence hung between them like the moment before a detonation.

Foxtrot counted his breaths—shallow, rapid, the breathing of prey that had just heard the branch snap.

He looked at her, and something in his eyes faltered—understanding. In that instant, he realized that everything he’d so painstakingly built was about to collapse.

“What else was in that drawer?” he said, his voice brittle now, the edges fraying.

“Just what you asked for.” A pause. “Anastasia’s file.”

On-screen, Oksana held the document up to the light. Roman leaned closer to the feed. Zoomed the camera. Enhanced the frame. Zoomed again.

And then he saw it—the watermark, the signature, the one thing that shouldn’t have been there. His stomach dropped first, then his hands. The air seemed to drain from his lungs, the blood from his face.

Only the flicker of the monitor remained.

Foxtrot didn’t move. She didn’t have to.

***

PRAVDIN S—TERMINATION AUTHORIZATION

AUTHORIZING OFFICER: ROMAN ADLER

***

“No!” Roman shot to his feet, the chair crashing backward. Both hands gripped the desk for balance.

“That’s impossible. That file was destroyed. I watched it burn⁠—”

“Did you?”

His hands went to his throat as if choking. The latex mask split along the jawline, real skin showing through—years younger, but somehow more damaged.

Oksana stared at the page. Furious, but controlled. The termination order. Roman’s signature.

And clipped to the back—a photograph.

She’d know the face, even if not the name: a military officer, Sergei Pravdin, standing before a flagpole at the Lipetsk Combat Training Center. It was one of the few possessions her mother had passed down—one Oksana had kept hidden through nearly a dozen foster homes. One she still had.

The Pepto bottle hit the floor, pink liquid spreading across the polished wood.

“This is a disaster,” Roman gasped.

On the monitors, Oksana held the photo of her father—the man Roman had ordered killed the way other men ordered coffee.

“But you did want her to find it,” Foxtrot said. “You wanted her to know. You just couldn’t tell her yourself.”

“But not like this⁠—”

“Then how? Another breadcrumb trail? More lies and manipulation?” She watched him track Oksana with desperate eyes. “If we didn’t tell her, you’d have spent the rest of your life waiting for this moment. At least now it’s done.”

Oksana staggered backward—the truth a physical blow. Her shoulder caught a filing cabinet, sending it slamming into the wall.

A fire-alarm sensor snapped loose.

Red lights erupted across every monitor.

Sirens shrieked through the facility, overloading the systems Roman had pulled offline and forcing them back to life. In the basement, guards sprinted to the terminals. They saw the intrusion immediately.

“No, no, no,” Roman breathed, leaning forward as if he could reach through the screen.

Heat signatures bloomed across the infrared display—armed agents converging on the third floor.

“Those are real guards,” Roman gasped. “With shoot-to-kill authorization.”

Foxtrot stared at the monitors. “The system’s in full lockdown.”

“Override it,” he cried, pulling her toward the keyboard. “Shut down that alarm⁠—”

She accessed the terminal readout—it was no good. “Federal protocol. No remote override.”

She looked at him. He looked back—both helpless.

That apartment had hosted three generations of Adler family tragedy. Tonight, with sudden clarity, she realized it would witness another.

Unless Oksana was better than her mother.

Unless she could do what Anastasia couldn’t—survive the truth.
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Wu sat at her desk, staring at the thumb drive—two inches of black plastic, barely half an ounce—between her and all-out war. The drive held data, timestamps, and access keys that—if brought to light—would erase Doerr and the empire he’d built, and send him to a supermax for the rest of his life.

Which made it an absolute powder keg—a chain reaction waiting for a spark.

She had contacts—Ellis at DARPA, Morrison at DOD—and a list of journalists who’d kill to break the story of the decade: President’s Billionaire in Bed with the Reds.

But one thing stopped her.

“How’s Amy? Been meaning to ask.”

That wasn’t small talk.

It was a loaded gun—pointed at her child.

And so the drive had become two things at once: the reason they’d come for her, and the only thing keeping them from doing it.

Her hand trembled as she picked it up. Not from fear. From rage.

She knew what she needed: a dead-man’s switch.

If anything happened to her—or to Amy—the files would detonate.

All she needed was a mechanism. Digital wasn’t an option. Encrypting the files, scattering them across servers from Reykjavík to Singapore, hiding them in mirrored data centers and encrypted nodes—none of it would work. Doerr owned the largest digital infrastructure provider on the planet. One click and he’d trace every last byte. There was no world in which she could outgun the teams he had at Resonant.

No. Her only option was analog.

Paper and a prayer.

The old-fashioned way.

She grabbed the legal pad from her desk and a pen. The details came fast.

***

TS/SCI. Top Secret, Sensitive Compartmented Information.

Project: DISSONANT - Hypervelocity Kinetic Energy Weapon

Commercial Routing: ANC-COM-7745

Destination: Anchorage, Alaska

Carrier: Polar Aviation Services

Manifest Description: Acoustic Testing Equipment

Actual Contents: Prototype weapon system

***

Then she drafted a note to her former Stanford advisor, Shawn Webb—the only man she still trusted with her life.

***

Shawn—

I’m sorry to drag you into this, but it’s life and death.

If anything happens to me, take the enclosed envelope to Anna Carson at the L.A. Times.

No email. No mail. Put it directly in her hand.

—M

***

She tore the pages free and slid them into a padded envelope with the thumb drive. Sealed it. Scrawled Webb’s address across the front. Pressed on the postage. She cleared her desk and emptied the locked filing cabinet into her bag—just in case anyone came looking. Then she changed into her running gear: worn black leggings, a Stanford Engineering hoodie, a black beanie. The ritual helped, but her hands still shook on the laces.

She needed to get out—not just to reach the federal mailbox near the ranger station, but for her sanity. To outrun what she’d discovered.

The envelope went inside her jacket, flat against her skin.

Outside, the porch light hadn’t kicked on yet. She stood in her driveway, eyes adjusting to the twilight, checking shadows.

The Whitakers’ house was dark. Their lab should have been barking at the sprinklers by now—the timers always kicked on at dusk, rain or not.

Now—only silence.

Was something wrong? Or was it just paranoia, making her jump at shadows?

A car door slammed somewhere down the street. She turned—nothing.

She told herself to pull it together, then started to jog toward the trailhead three blocks north. The rhythm felt good. Left, right, breathe. Four counts in, four counts out—the way she’d taught Amy to manage anxiety before the SATs. Simple. Clean. Nothing like the mess their life had become.

The Iron Horse Trail opened between two houses—a narrow gap of darkness leading into the foothills. She’d run this route countless times, knew every switchback between here and the ranger station three miles up.

She flicked on her headlamp—the LED beam cutting through the dark—and tried to still her mind.

Doerr bringing up her daughter. The Dissonant, spirited away without a trace. The package in her jacket that some very powerful men would kill to keep secret.

That wasn’t paranoia. It wasn’t in her head. Those were cold, hard facts.

One mile up, the trail began to climb. Her breathing settled into rhythm—still controlled, still four-four, the engineer in her counting automatically. The envelope pressed warm against her ribs.

Around her, the California night came alive: wind through eucalyptus, coyotes calling from the ridgeline, the rustle of something unseen in the dry grass.

And footsteps.

She almost missed them—buried beneath her own rhythm. Maybe fifty yards back. Someone was on her tail.

Another runner. Had to be.

She sped up anyway.

The trail switchbacked through manzanita and sage, her breathing rougher now—three counts in, the symmetry breaking. She glanced back at the hairpin.

Nothing. Just shadows and Walnut Creek’s lights below.

But the footsteps were still there. Closer.

Two miles. The trail crested onto the fire road—wide open, exposed.

She glanced at her Garmin: 172 bpm. Her body knew she was being hunted, even if her mind hadn’t accepted it yet. Her breathing turned ragged, desperate.

She ran faster.

The footsteps matched her pace. Patient. Unless⁠—

She stopped. Nothing. Then started again.

Her lungs burned, each breath scraping like sandpaper. No counting anymore—just gasps, the body’s panic overriding the mind’s control. And she was certain the footsteps were there: stopping when she stopped, never catching up, matching her pace perfectly. Waiting for her to tire.

Like a wolf running down prey.

Her ankle twinged—last month’s injury flaring again. The envelope bounced in her jacket pocket with every uneven stride.

She looked back. Empty trail. Shadows.

She sprinted anyway.

Her legs protested, already heavy from the climb. Fear drove her forward. The trail plunged toward the ranger station—less than a mile to the federal mailbox.

A root caught her toe. She stumbled, caught herself. Her ankle screamed—real pain. Tomorrow meant ice. If tomorrow came.

She forced herself to stop. The trail opened into a clearing—live oaks giving way to madrones, their pale bark ghostly in the moonlight. Her favorite spot in daylight.

Now it felt like a trap.

Behind her, the phantom footsteps stopped too.

Her chest heaved. Each breath tore from her throat—animal, raw. No rhythm left, just the desperate pull of oxygen into her lungs. Sweat cooling fast. The envelope burning in her jacket. Even the owls had gone quiet.

She could run on. Maybe. Her ankle might hold for another mile—or not.

She could scream. But who would hear? The trail had been empty the whole way. No dog walkers. No other runners.

She couldn’t pretend it was in her mind anymore. She had to face whatever waited in the shadows with the same clarity she brought to everything else.

She straightened her shoulders, back to whoever watched. Her voice found its authority—the same tone that had once explained to generals what the Dissonant was capable of.

“I know you’re there,” she said, cutting through the silence.

The eucalyptus trees creaked above her, their medicinal smell sharp in the cold air. Somewhere behind those trees, she could hear breathing. Controlled. Unhurried. Not even winded.

“I know what you want,” she said to the darkness, voice cracking between gasping breaths.

The breathing paused. Resumed.

She pulled out the envelope—thumb drive visible through the paper like a tumor through skin. Held it up where he could see it.

The silence stretched between them. A wire under load.

Ready to snap.

She’d always wondered if you could hear the bullet that killed you.

Now she knew.
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Oksana froze.

The alarm hit like a gunshot—shrill, immediate.

Red strobes flooded the walls, washing the room in blood. For a second, she heard nothing but the echo inside her skull, in her bones—then the low, pounding thud of realization.

She’d found the truth—her mother’s recordings, her father’s death warrant.

And they’d found her.

The intercom crackled overhead.

***

INTRUDER ALERT. LOCKDOWN INITIATED. SECURITY TO THIRD FLOOR.

***

Her mind reeled.

Roman Adler had killed her father.

And now he’d trapped her like a rat in a cage.

Move, she thought.

But she couldn’t.

She couldn’t swallow. Couldn’t breathe. Her heart slammed against her ribs, drowning out thought.

Move.

Nothing worked. Her body had become a stranger’s.

She had no idea how many seconds she lost to that paralysis—the world pulsing red around her.

Then her mother’s voice cut through the panic: Make them pay.

She glanced around, wild-eyed.

The door she’d come through—sealed. A red light burned on the electronic lock.

Heavy footsteps in the stairwell. Multiple sets. Moving fast.

She grabbed her messenger bag and looked to the ceiling corner. Ventilation grate. Too small for most people.

But she’d learned to be small.

She dragged a filing cabinet beneath the vent, metal shrieking across the floor. No time for quiet.

She climbed, the bag bouncing against her hip.

Radio chatter from the stairwell: “Lone intruder. Approach with caution.”

Four screws held the vent cover. No screwdriver. No time. She braced and kicked. Metal groaned. Again. The cover bent but held.

Third kick—heel to the corner where the metal was weakest. The screws tore free. The cover clattered aside.

The stairwell door burst open.

At the same instant, she pulled herself up—bag first, then shoulders. Tighter than she’d thought. Metal edges bit into her ribs. She forced her hips through.

“Cabinet’s been moved. Someone was here.”

“Check the vent!”

But she was already crawling forward into darkness. The walls pressed in. She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. All she could do was move.

Dust scorched her throat—old insulation, decades of trapped air.

The duct groaned like it might give way at any second.

She kept moving.

“She’s up there. In the air vent. Cut her off at the junction.”

Elbows and knees found rhythm. The ductwork creaked, broadcasting her position. No point in stealth now—only speed.

Twenty feet. The building’s layout unfolded in her mind—the plans Miller had shown her.

Right turn. The duct branched. Through a grate below, flashlight beams swept the room she’d fled.

Then she heard it—scrambling behind her. They’d sent someone up.

Thirty feet. Another branch. She went left, heard her pursuer take right. Bought seconds.

The duct angled down. Her knees screamed against the ridges, blood slicking her palms.

Through another grate, uniforms moved below. One guard looked up, flashlight sweeping.

She froze. Held her breath.

The beam paused.

“Check the air outlets,” he shouted. “If she’s in the vents, don’t let her reach the exterior.”

The beam moved on. She’d seen his eyes through the grate. He hadn’t seen hers.

The duct ended at another vent. Below it, a loading dock stairwell—empty. For now.

She turned, contorting in the narrow space, and kicked with both feet.

The grate exploded outward, clanging on the concrete dock below.

She pushed backward through the opening, hung by her fingertips—then dropped.

She was in the air too long.

Her right ankle folded. Lightning shot up her leg. Not broken—but twisted badly.

She bit through her lip to keep from screaming. Tasted copper.

Pain is just information.

She limped across the dock. Behind her: shouts, radio chatter.

At the far end, a roll-up door—sealed. Beside it, a steel service door with an old mechanic’s lock, the kind she’d picked a thousand times.

Her picks were out before her brain caught up.

But the pick slipped.

“Floor clear! Moving to loading dock!”

The lock should have taken seconds. The pick slipped again.

She closed her eyes and let muscle memory take over.

Twenty seconds. Twenty-five. Thirty.

The footsteps grew closer with every agonizing beat.

And then—the lock gave.

She burst out into industrial fluorescent light. The fence was dead ahead: twelve feet of chain-link topped with razor wire. The same one she’d scaled on the way in.

She ran through the pain. Grabbed the fence. Climbed. Right foot useless, arms doing double duty. Razor wire at the top.

She seized it, felt it bite deep, and hauled herself over. Blood ran down her wrists. She dropped, landed on her left foot, stumbled, kept moving.

Behind her—sirens. The whole area would lock down in minutes.

She ran through the agony in her ankle, through the garbage stink of Queens’ alleys. Security cameras tracked her as she ran. Ten blocks. Twelve. Until her body quit, folding beside a dumpster in near-total darkness.

She sat there, gasping for breath.

In her pocket, the artifacts that would rewrite her history: cassettes holding her mother’s voice, her father’s death warrant.

Roman Adler was a killer. A liar. And the only person who knew why.

For ten seconds, she let it all crash over her—the weight of twenty-four years of lies. Her father’s face in that termination file. Her mother’s voice, panicked, afraid.

Roman hadn’t just destroyed her family.

He’d collected them. Like trophies.

First, her parents. Now he wanted her too.

The tears came hot and sudden, mixing with blood.

Then she was done.

Tears were for ordinary people.

She’d entered her mother’s world now.

No more running. No more crying.

Time to hunt.
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Toko broke the silence.

“Dr. Wu,” he said from the darkness. “You’re quite the runner.”

She didn’t turn, but held the envelope where he could see it. The darkness was nearly complete now, broken only by patches of moonlight filtering through the madrones. Her breath came in ragged gasps. He could smell her sweat—sweet and chemical, the smell of fear.

Her headlamp hung dead around her neck.

She’d stopped running because she’d done the math. It was pointless. And she knew it.

“The ranger station is still a ways off,” he said, stepping out of the darkness. His boots didn’t make a sound—a lifetime of practice. “Too far for that ankle.”

She turned slowly. Her eyes found him immediately in the shadows. He saw it hit her—not who he was, but what he was, what he’d come to do.

“Who are you?” she said. Her voice didn’t shake.

“Does it matter?” he said, moving closer. Not too close. Just enough to make her world smaller—an old technique, the predator’s circle. “The result is the same.”

“The result?” she said, lowering the envelope, pressing it to her chest. “There is no result. You’re already too late.”

He studied her face, Chinese features that reminded him of his own Ainu blood. The same stubborn jaw his mother’s people had. “Explain.”

“The drive in this envelope,” she said. “I’ve set up digital backups. We call them dead-man switches.”

“I know what they are.”

“Then you know that if I don’t check in, everything goes public. The Times, the Post, WikiLeaks. They all get everything. By morning, the whole world knows about the Dissonant.”

He shrugged. “You give me too much credit. My orders are simple: eliminate a security risk.”

“Security risk?” Her laugh was bitter. “I spent five years building that weapon. Doerr spent five minutes deciding to sell it to whoever sent you.”

“My client is not your concern.”

“Isn’t it?” she said, shifting her weight. He caught it—favoring that right ankle. “How many cameras have already caught your face? Recorded your plate? My position at Resonant, the project I was working on—someone will connect the dots in an hour.”

She wasn’t threatening him. She was cataloging facts. And she was right. Blackhawk Ridge wasn’t Vladivostok. Here, everyone had cameras. Everyone called the cops about strangers. Everyone noticed the man who didn’t belong.

A bird called three notes from the madrones above, then silence. Even the birds knew something was wrong. The evening air smelled of eucalyptus and coming rain.

“My neighbors are paranoid,” she said. “Somebody’s already called this in.”

“I’m sure they have,” he said. His voice was still calm. Too calm.

She looked at him, processing. “I wouldn’t beg for myself,” she said, voice steady. Then the crack: the weakness. “But my daughter⁠—”

For half a second, Katya’s laugh echoed in his mind: three years old, a small hand in his. He shut it down. The bird called again.

“Don’t waste your breath on me,” he said. “Keep your dignity.”

Her knees buckled. She steadied herself, eyes glassy but unbroken. He felt the faint sting of pity before he buried it, the way he’d buried everything else.

He studied her face as if reading a file—the fierce intelligence of a scientist who’d created something dangerous enough to bring him there.

“You’re a long way from home,” she said.

He smiled—he knew what she was doing, buying time.

“Sakhalin,” he said. “Practically Japan.”

She nodded. “I’m a scientist. I wasn’t involved⁠—”

“A weapon’s a weapon,” he said. “That’s what you built. This is how that ends.”

His phone buzzed in his pocket—Morozov, impatient for confirmation.

“The envelope,” he said.

“No,” she said, holding it harder to her chest.

He took a step forward. She took one back.

“The backups are already triggered,” she said, voice unwavering as she edged away from him. “Encrypted. Distributed. Waiting. You’re not stopping anything—you’re just adding my name to the body count.”

He shook his head—she was bluffing. “If that’s true, why run?”

He watched her eyes flicker; he could see her mind racing. “Because I need something to bargain with.”

He shook his head again. “The people who sent me—there’s no bargaining with them.”

Something shifted in her face—the last card played. No negotiation. No clever escape. There would be no trading for mercy. Whatever was in that envelope wasn’t the leverage she’d hoped for. Not in this game.

Her muscles coiled. He was a fraction too late. She spun and launched herself toward a narrow deer trail he hadn’t seen, using the terrain against him.

The envelope was a relay baton in her fist. The ankle she’d been nursing didn’t matter now—adrenaline overrode the pain. This wasn’t panic. She knew exactly where she was going; the paths belonged to her. Every turn was deliberate, even in the dark.

There was no question what he had to do. He had one job: kill her. Nothing else mattered—not leverage, not witnesses, not a million leaked files.

And yet, for half a heartbeat, he hesitated.

Maybe it was how she moved—not random panic but deliberate intent, as if she’d mapped the trail in advance. Maybe his body sensed a danger his mind hadn’t yet named.

She was forty meters out, pushing through thick brush—not toward the houses as he’d expected, but toward the road.

The heartbeat ended. Instinct returned. He was in motion before he knew he’d decided—running, silent, like a predator.

He accelerated, long strides eating the distance. She heard him and pushed harder—but the ankle finally gave, folding completely and pitching her off the trail. She slid down the slope, catching herself on exposed roots ten feet below.

He stopped at the edge and looked down. She hung there, fingers white on the roots, face tilted up toward him. There was no pleading in her eyes—only the same sharp intelligence that had been there all along.

And then he saw it—the same look he’d seen in the bar girl in Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk, all those years ago.

Defiance.

He almost respected it.

He looked down the slope. The fall would hurt, but it wouldn’t kill her. Otherwise, he might have left her.

Instead, he knelt and extended a hand. She reached. Their fingers brushed once before her grip on the roots gave way. She fell backward, tumbling twenty feet down the ravine, dirt and stone cascading after her.

He watched her fall. Hurt, not dead. Then he turned for the path.

By the time he’d picked his way down, she was already crawling—blood streaking from a cut on her forehead, her right leg dragging behind her. Still moving, inch by inch, toward the road visible through the trees.

“Stop,” he said.

She kept crawling.

An engine’s hum made them both look up. Through the trees, headlights swept across the road.

Wu used the distraction, dragging herself up the last stretch of slope. With her remaining strength, she hauled herself onto the asphalt just as Toko reached her.

And that was when they both heard it—another engine, coming fast around the blind curve.

A FedEx truck barreled toward them at forty.

Time dilated. Wu looked up. Toko saw her lips move. But there was no scream.

The physics were inevitable—mass, velocity, force, thrust—the same truths that built her life now unmaking it.

The impact threw her twenty feet, her body cartwheeling through the air with an awful grace before landing in the drainage ditch.

The truck skidded to a stop. The driver practically fell out of the cab, face bleached white by shock, fumbling for his phone.

Toko was about to step out when another car appeared—a commuter taking the shortcut home. He held back, letting the driver make his call, letting more cars arrive, headlights slicing through the dark as drivers gathered around Wu’s body in a mix of horror and fascination.

He chose his moment, then stepped out of the trees. Just another witness.

He moved past the onlookers with quiet purpose, descended into the ditch, and knelt beside the body as if checking for signs of life.

“Don’t touch her!” someone shouted.

But Toko was already checking. His broad back blocked their view. There—clutched in her right hand, fingers locked in death’s grip—the envelope. He pried it free and slipped it into his jacket before anyone saw. A quick check of her pockets. Nothing else useful.

“She’s gone,” he said, standing slowly. His accent made the words sound heavier. “Nothing anyone can do.”

He was back on the trail before the first cops arrived.

Walking unhurried.
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Oksana watched the washcloth turn red in her hand. The blood was hers—razor wire, a twelve-foot drop, the trap Roman had sprung.

The face in the mirror belonged to someone else—dirt smeared across her forehead, hair ragged, eyes hollow and wide. A survivor’s face. A stranger’s.

Her ankle throbbed, hot and tight, already swelling. She’d limped to the ice machine even though the desk clerk said it was broken. Another lie.

She sat on the edge of the bed, a plastic bag of ice on her ankle, watching water drip onto the thin motel bedspread.

The cassette player lay beside her. Heavy. Inert. Mechanical.

And the two tapes.

The first was government-issue. White plastic, label typed and numbered like evidence from a crime scene.

***

COLLECTION SITE: CIA STATION EAST BERLIN

05 DEC 89 / CASE 89-EB-6255

INTERCEPT: DRESDEN COMM LINE

***

The second was different. Soviet-manufacture—she could tell from the Cyrillic lettering pressed into the brittle plastic. Heavier. Older. No label, only three letters scratched by hand—КГБ.

It had been acquired later, from a Soviet source.

Why had it been in that drawer?

Only one reason she could think of. Arthur Miller wanted it found.

She picked up the player and loaded the labeled tape first.

One betrayal at a time.

When she pressed the play button, the mechanism resisted—like a gun’s hammer under tension.

Static.

Then a synthetic female voice crackled through the noise:

“Transcript. Telephone intercept.

Date: zero-five December, nineteen eighty-nine.

Time: zero-three seventeen Zulu.

Target Location: K-G-B Headquarters, Angelikastraße, Dresden.

Participants: Anastasia Tchaikovskaya—primary. Arthur Miller—case officer.

Classification: Top Secret. Sensitive Compartmented Information.

Handling caveats: No Foreign Dissemination. Originator Controlled.”

A pause. Then⁠—

“Audio quality: degraded. Begin recording.”

A faint click.

Then came her mother’s voice—young, frightened, the accent thicker than Oksana remembered.

“Arthur, thank God. I’ve been trying to reach you.”

A man answered—tense, urgent—the same Philly-New York blend she’d heard at the Dakota.

“Anastasia. Our comms in Berlin are cut. I’m on a payphone.”

“Chichikov’s out of control,” her mother blurted, words tumbling over each other. “The Stasi are in complete collapse. The army won’t follow orders without Moscow. But Moscow’s silent.”

A burst of static swallowed his reply.

Then Anastasia, clearer: “He’s interrogating our own people.”

“Interrogating?”

“Enhanced techniques. Sensory deprivation. Ice water. Loud music.” The tape warbled, then steadied. “He doesn’t know what he’s after. Thinks terror will restore discipline. My turn’s coming, Arthur.”

More static. Fragments. Then her mother’s voice cut through: “He wants them to use tactical nukes.”

“What?”

“To restore control. One warhead on a Leipzig suburb—low collateral, he says. Stop the hemorrhaging.”

Oksana stopped breathing. There it was again—first in the transcript, now in the terrified voice of her own mother. The man who ruled Russia had once wanted to nuke German civilians to save the Soviet Union.

The tape degraded—more static, broken fragments. Her mother begging for extraction. Background noise. Then Anastasia’s voice, suddenly clear:

“The music, Arthur. I don’t want to die in that room.”

Through the distortion, Oksana heard it too: classical music gone wrong—discordant, warped—echoing from somewhere in the building. And people shouting in Russian.

The line went dead. Then the synthetic voice, flat and absolute:

“End intercept.”

The tape clicked to a stop.

Oksana sat in the dark, motionless, the player still humming under her hand.

They said the past was a foreign country. She’d just listened in on it.

She ejected the tape and picked up the Soviet one. It felt heavier—denser, as if the plastic itself remembered.

She slid it into the player. Hit rewind. The wheels began to spin, winding up the past.

Through the thin motel walls, a television played—a burst of canned laughter, a bass line from some sitcom. Normal people living normal lives.

She pressed play.

Different sound immediately—not a phone tap. A room recording. Reverb. Air. And underneath it, a faint mechanical hum—ventilation, maybe, or tape machinery.

Then, barely audible, a man’s voice in Russian:

“Zapis’ doprosa nachata. Drezden. Komnata nomer sem.”

“Interrogation recording started. Dresden. Room number seven.”

No timestamp. No protocol header. Just that cold announcement in Russian before⁠—

Her mother’s voice, weary and frightened:

“Please, I’ve told you all I know.”

A cultured voice answered in Russian—measured, almost polite. She knew it was Chichikov.

“I think not. But we have methods to improve your memory. Start the music.”

Sound exploded from the player, so loud it nearly blew the speaker.

Not music. The opposite of music.

Notes that refused to resolve, frequencies grinding against each other like metal on metal.

Pure dissonance—engineered to break the mind.

Her mother screamed. High. Animal.

Again. Again. Each one weaker than the last.

The noise went through Oksana’s teeth, through her bones.

Her mother—younger than Oksana was now—breaking apart in some basement while men took notes.

Five minutes. Ten.

Nothing but that anti-music and her mother’s fading cries.

Until, finally⁠—

Silence.

Then Chichikov’s voice again, cold and clinical as a scalpel.

“She’s unconscious, Pravdin. Lower the volume but maintain the frequency. We’ll resume when she wakes.”

Oksana went rigid.

Pravdin.

Her father’s name.

No. It couldn’t be.

She rewound the tape, praying she’d misheard—but there was no doubt. He was there. With Chichikov.

Footsteps. A door. Then—her father’s voice.

“Volume level, Colonel?”

That tone. Eager. Servile.

He only wanted to do it right.

“Three, Sergei,” Chichikov said, paternal warmth curdling into something darker. “That’s enough for today. Remain with her. They talk in their sleep sometimes—after the music.”

“Yes, Colonel.”

Boots retreated. A latch clicked. Then breathing—her mother’s? Her father’s? And that low electric hum, the sound of speakers waiting to bring back hell.

She hit stop. The silence hurt her ears. She forced herself to breathe.

Outside, the TV had gone quiet. Through the wall, a couple was arguing—something about a text she wasn’t supposed to see. Accusation, denial, the weary rhythm of a fight they’d had before.

She pressed play.

The tape jumped—mid-conversation now.

Her mother’s voice, small, disoriented: “What happened? The music⁠—”

“Shh.” Her father’s voice—gentle, almost tender. “Don’t try to move.” His tone softened further—the kind of gentleness people used right before doing something unforgivable. “I’m here now. I’ll always be here.”

“Thank God, Sergei.”

“I heard they brought you in,” he said, his voice a careful performance. “I came as soon as I could.”

Her mother’s voice broke, despair and disbelief catching in the same breath. “Thank God you’re here.”

“Anya, what have they done to you?”

Movement. Fabric. He was right beside her—she could tell by his voice.

“The music,” her mother whispered. “It feels like my thoughts are tearing apart.”

“I know.” His tone was steady now, the performance perfected. “Listen to me. They think someone’s working with an American—someone in Berlin. Tell them the truth. You have to tell them everything.”

“Sergei, I⁠—”

“Please, Anya. For us. For our future. The apartment by the Neva. Don’t make them take that from us.”

“I don’t remember⁠—”

“It’s true. We discussed all of it.”

“You shouldn’t be here. If they catch you⁠—”

“They won’t.” His voice lowered, intimate. “Listen to me. I love you. Trust me. We’ll survive this. But you have to give them something—names, contacts, anything.”

“There’s nothing to give.”

“I can’t watch them do this to you again.”

A long pause. Then her mother: “You love me?”

His voice broke—perfectly. “We’ll have a child, Anya. A child with your eyes and my stubbornness. But only after you give them what they want.”

Footsteps in the corridor. His voice—suddenly urgent: “Someone’s coming.”

The door opened. Closed. Her mother breathing—alone. Then, barely audible: “Sergei? …Sergei?”

The tape crackled. Another jump.

Different room. Different time. The intimacy was gone—only voices now, distant and clinical.

Chichikov first: cold, satisfied. “Well done, Sergei. She’s transferring emotional dependence.”

“She bought it completely,” Sergei said. His voice was flat, obedient.

“Trauma bonding,” Chichikov said. “The most elegant of psychological weapons. She experiences hell—then you appear.”

“Even the talk about marriage. A child. I never thought⁠—”

“She can’t tell what’s real anymore. Her mind will rewrite reality itself, if that makes it bearable. By the time we’re finished, she’ll trust you with her life.”

Oksana’s hands went to her throat. This was her origin—not love, but its perfect counterfeit. She was the child of the worst kind of honeytrap—one forged in torture, manipulation, and manufactured devotion.

“How long before the next session?”

“Six hours. Let her sleep—dream of rescue. When she wakes, we’ll apply the music again. Higher intensity. You’ll arrive just as she breaks. A few more cycles, and she’ll give you everything. Even if she can resist me, she won’t be able to resist you. The mind can only go so far. In the end, she’ll be whatever you want her to be.”

“And after? When she’s given us what we want?”

A pause. Then Chichikov’s voice, matter-of-fact: “That depends on the quality of the intelligence. If she’s the mole, she becomes your long-term assignment. You’ll marry her. Live with her. Report on her. Control her.”

“And if she’s innocent?”

Another pause. Longer this time.

“No one’s innocent, Sergei.”
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***

9:37 P.M. EST

Queens, New York—Motel 6

Oksana Tchaikovskaya

***

Oksana rolled off the bed, stumbled to the bathroom, retched until nothing was left.

Then she lay on the floor, cheek against the cold tile, the air sharp with bleach.

She’d never really understood—her mother’s desperate escape with a three-year-old, the flight from Russia.

Now it finally made sense.

Sergei hadn’t loved Anastasia; he’d handled her. Controlled her. Manipulated her.

The marriage wasn’t a life—it was an operation.

And Oksana—their child—what did that make her? A chain? A tool? A weapon?

It was all coming into focus, like waking from a fever.

Roman’s termination order—not murder, but mercy. Protection.

He’d done what he had to. Otherwise, Sergei would have hunted them down—dragged them back to Moscow, to Chichikov, to the torture cells that broke minds.

No wonder her mother never talked about him. Sergei Pravdin. Just surface stories, a fantasy of a father who’d loved her.

She pulled herself up, gripped the sink. In the mirror, her mother’s eyes stared back at her. Same blue. Same shape. But now she saw what else they shared: the hollow look of someone whose whole world was a lie.

And, of course, Roman had wanted her to find it.

Why else would CIA recordings be buried in an FBI warehouse in Queens?

He’d put them there.

Orchestrated the whole thing—every last detail.

Part of her hated him for it. But another part—the part with her mother’s iron in its veins—understood.

He’d given her what her mother couldn’t. Shown her the real war.

Her phone rang.

Roman.

She stared at the screen until it stopped. Forgiveness could wait.

It buzzed.

A text this time.

***

You’re not safe there.

***

—————————————————————————————————

***

9:51 P.M. EST

Queens, New York—Street

Roman Adler

***

Roman checked his watch.

The Escalade prowled through Queens. Foxtrot drove, steady as always, but he could feel her tension.

“She should be at the laundromat by now,” he said.

Outside, dark storefronts slid past: coffee shops, bodegas, nail salons. All the immigrant dreams the city would eventually crush—shuttered for the night.

“If she followed instructions,” Foxtrot said, her voice edged with that unmistakable British restraint.

“Vee.”

“I’m just saying,” she went on. “The woman couldn’t follow a simple dead drop without adding her own twist.”

Roman’s fingers drummed once on the dash, then stilled. “We told her Northern Boulevard. Twenty-four-hour place between a pharmacy and a check-cashing.”

“We also told her no electronics,” Foxtrot said, taking the corner, smooth as silk. Professional even when pissed. “Her phone’s still pinging towers.”

Roman didn’t answer. Just checked his watch again.

“The girl’s stubborn,” Foxtrot added, each word an ice pick.

He didn’t disagree.

“Stubborn gets you killed in this game, Roman.”

“She’ll be there,” he said, eyes on the glass.

***

—————————————————————————————————

***

10:02 P.M. EST

Northern Boulevard, Queens—SuperWash

Oksana Tchaikovskaya

***

The bag pressed tight against her chest—cassette tapes, termination orders, the evidence of a past she was never meant to find, or survive.

Each breath tore at her ribs.

Her mother’s screams still echoed in her skull.

Her palm had opened again, blood seeping through the makeshift bandage.

Every shadow could mean trouble. Every slowing car could be the police, the FBI, or worse.

Trust no one, Ksyusha.

She kept moving.

Ahead, the Superwash sign bled pink across the wet pavement, neon pulsing like a failing heart.

The laundromat sat exactly where Roman had said—between a pharmacy and a check-cashing place. Inside, dryers tumbled, New York’s night shift washing away the day.

Through the window, she saw an old woman folding whites, a man reading a Spanish newspaper.

Witnesses. Good.

She pushed through the door. A bell jangled overhead. Warm air and detergent wrapped around her.

She took a plastic chair near the window—good sightline to the street, the door, the exit.

Then she waited.

For Roman.

For the FBI.

For whatever came next in this nightmare that had started long before she was born.

***

—————————————————————————————————

***

10:05 P.M. EST

Queens, New York—Street

Foxtrot

***

Foxtrot eased off the gas, eyes fixed on the laundromat.

“There,” Roman said, pointing. “In the window.”

Even through glass and neon, Oksana looked like hell—torn clothes, stiff movements, a hand wrapped in bloodstained gauze.

“She looks more like her mother than I remembered,” Foxtrot said. “Same posture. Same rigid spine. Like the world might collapse if she loosened it.”

Roman’s gaze didn’t move. “Wait here.”

“No,” Foxtrot said, pulling to the curb. “You want this girl, you’ll let me go. We don’t have time for another Queens chase.”

“She doesn’t know you.”

“Time that changed.” She killed the engine, eyes on Oksana through the mirror. “Stay put unless I signal. She’s spooked enough without you breathing down her neck.”

Roman’s hand went to the door handle. “Vee⁠—”

“I mean it, Roman,” she said, already halfway out the door. “If you want this girl—if you really want her—you’ll let me do the talking from now on.”

***

—————————————————————————————————

***

7:07 P.M. PST

San Francisco International Airport

Toko Sakhalinsky

***

Toko sat in the United lounge, watching planes taxi through the dark beyond the glass. His red-eye to Dulles wouldn’t board for another hour—time enough to review Morozov’s next assignment.

Elaine Rutherford. Presidential aide. Widow. One son dead in Afghanistan, another still in Syria. A textbook Moscow recruitment profile. Grief made people pliable. Pliability made them useful.

Until it didn’t.

His phone buzzed. A text from Morozov’s advance team:

***

Package waiting at airport. Sedatives, alcohol.

Target location: 4427 Ravensworth.

Street layout + floor plan attached.

***

The package referred to the means, not the woman.

Nothing exotic—just pills and wine to stage a suicide.

A quiet drift into unconsciousness, then the scene arranged the way Morozov wanted the story told.

He read the message twice, burned it into memory, and deleted it.

Morozov wanted a confession note—a clean admission of guilt, the treason neatly typed. It would be waiting for him with the rest of the materials.

Add a depression diagnosis after her son’s death, and the whole thing became inevitable. The story would sell itself.

Neighbors would stand on their lawns afterward.

Shake their heads.

Say they should have seen it coming.

The lounge attendant passed with a tray.

Same high cheekbones. Same delicate jawline as Wu.

He thought of her face at the end—that flicker of fear and defiance before the truck hit.

And he caught himself wondering how the attendant’s expression would change when the light left her eyes.

Professional curiosity, he told himself.

Nothing more.

The boarding announcement crackled through the lounge speakers.

He rose, smoothed his jacket, and picked up his carry-on.

The attendant was still serving drinks. He looked back once. Then he was gone.

—————————————————————————————————

***

10:08 P.M. EST

Northern Boulevard, Queens—SuperWash

Foxtrot

***

Foxtrot moved through the laundromat with practiced authority—calibrated, not so aggressive as to trigger flight, not so soft as to show fear.

An old woman looked up from folding, then went back to her whites. The man’s eyes never lifted from his newspaper.

The girl’s hand tightened around her bag when she saw her.

“You must be Oksana.”

The girl didn’t move. “And you must be with Roman.”

“Very observant,” Foxtrot said, the accent sharpening the sarcasm. “Name’s Foxtrot.”

“Nice name.”

“Do you find it difficult,” Foxtrot said stiffly, “to follow simple instructions?”

“I’m here, aren’t I?”

“What about the phone?”

“What about it?”

“He told you to leave it at the motel.”

Oksana came within a breath of rolling her eyes—more petulant than Foxtrot had expected.

“Leave it,” Foxtrot said.

Oksana set it on the next chair.

“Now get in the car.”

“Do I have a choice?”

“There’s always a choice, dear.”

Oksana’s smile was thin as paper.

“Come with us, or explain to the FBI why you broke into their warehouse. They’ll be here any minute.”

Through the window, they could see Roman in the Escalade’s passenger seat, watching—the man who’d orchestrated all of this.

“Ten seconds,” Foxtrot said. “Then we leave, with or without you.”

Oksana rose, biting back a gasp as her ankle took weight.

“Your recruitment technique could use some work.”

“I’m not recruiting you, child. I’m keeping you alive.”

—————————————————————————————————

***

10:12 P.M. EST

Queens, New York—Street

Oksana Tchaikovskaya

***

The Escalade smelled of leather and expensive cologne.

Oksana sat behind Foxtrot, watching her in the mirror—the precise movements, how she checked blind spots, the bulge under her arm where a holster ruined the line of her coat.

“So this is what you do?” Oksana said. Testing. “Drive him around? Make his tea? Fold his laundry?”

“In our world,” Foxtrot said, eyes on the road, “laundry doesn’t mean what you think it does.”

Roman turned in his seat. “Do you have the recording?”

Oksana’s hand tightened on the bag. “Recordings. Plural.”

The look that passed between Roman and Foxtrot said everything.

Maybe he hadn’t orchestrated everything after all.

“Your father was a monster,” Roman said quietly. “Now you know.”

Oksana met his eyes in the rearview mirror. “You’d have killed him even if he wasn’t.”

“I killed him because he would have delivered you both to Chichikov,” Roman said. “Your mother knew it. That’s why she called me.”

Oksana started to speak, then stopped cold.

The recognition hit her like a live wire.

The cab outside the Dakota. The old man. Those eyes—flat, unblinking.

The same eyes staring at her now.

“You’re Arthur Miller.”

Foxtrot stiffened.

Roman stayed silent.

“You lied to me.”

Neither spoke.

Until Roman broke the silence. “You need to swallow this, Oksana. The sooner you do, the easier it will be.”

“You looked me in the eye⁠—”

“Your father was KGB. Your mother defected. You were born in the crossfire of those two worlds. You were made from it.”

The words landed—devastating. True.

Her hand found the door handle, the car doing forty.

“Try it,” Foxtrot said, not even glancing back. “See how far you get bleeding out on Queens Boulevard.”

Oksana’s hand stayed there, white-knuckled, then dropped.

The worst part wasn’t the lies. It was the need.

She needed them.

The people who’d taken everything.

—————————————————————————————————

***

7:15 P.M. PST

Blackhawk Ridge, Contra Costa County—Wu Family Home

Amy Wu

***

Amy Wu stared at the cop in her doorway. His words dissolved after “accident” and “I’m sorry.”

“No,” she said, the word barely forming. Then again, louder: “No. That’s not possible. I talked to her an hour ago.”

“I’m very sorry, miss. There was an accident on the Iron Horse Trail. A vehicle collision. She… she didn’t make it.”

The floor tilted. Amy gripped the doorframe. Her mother’s voice came back in fragments—stressed, distracted, trying to hide it the way she always did.

“I need to…”

She almost collapsed. The officer’s hands stopped her, and for a moment she hated him for it.

“Miss, are you all right?”

What now? Call her father in Omaha? Or Vegas? Or wherever the hell he was? Drive to the trail where strangers were zipping her mother into plastic? Scream until the world made sense?

“Is there someone we can call?” His concern hit like another blow. “Family? Friends?”

“My father. He’s traveling.”

She heard herself give his number. Watched him write it down.

Watched the world she knew narrow to a clipboard and a pen.

————————————————————————————————

***

10:15 P.M. EST

Queens, New York—Approaching Highway

Foxtrot

***

“Bloody hell,” Foxtrot said under her breath as brake lights flared ahead.

The on-ramp was blocked—two Bureau sedans—agents walking the line of cars, working flashlights.

“They were fast,” Roman said, already calculating alternatives.

“Options?” she demanded. “Surface streets?”

“They’ll have those too.”

Her hands tightened on the wheel.

“And in about thirty seconds⁠—”

Before he could finish the sentence, the helicopter dropped from nowhere. A blinding searchlight shot down, bleaching the Escalade in white.

“Drive,” Oksana whispered.

Foxtrot was already moving. She gunned the engine, yanking the wheel hard left as the light swung after them. Tires screamed. The SUV punched through a gap in traffic, clipping a car’s mirror. Glass exploded from Foxtrot’s window.

Behind them, Bureau sedans came alive, light bars washing the street in red and blue.

The chase was on.

—————————————————————————————————

***

3:15 P.M. UTC+12

Kura Test Range, Kamchatka—Launch Control

Leonid Zubarev—Sovbez Chairman

***

Zubarev watched through reinforced glass as his team prepped. Outside, the Dissonant sat on its mount like something waiting to feed—matte black, impossibly fragile, humming with contained violence.

“Target set,” the weapons officer announced. “Reinforced bunker. 1.3 kilometers.”

“Proceed.”

The target was built to withstand conventional artillery: three-foot concrete walls, steel rebar—the kind of hardened position that had stopped armies. In sixty seconds, it would be nothing.

“Charging sequence initiated.”

The hum deepened, a low resonance that climbed through the concrete and into his bones. He felt it in his chest, in his skull—building like something alive.

“Target acquired.”

Tungsten penetrators primed for hypersonic velocity—1.6 kilometers per second—pure kinetic energy that would turn matter to plasma.

“Firing.”

The world tore open.

Not an explosion—something older, more absolute.

The air screamed, not in sound but in pressure—a force that bypassed the ears and struck the bones directly. The technicians stumbled back from their consoles. Even behind reinforced glass, they felt the wrongness—an echo of what Oppenheimer felt when the desert turned to light.

The bunker didn’t explode so much as cease. One second, concrete and steel; the next, superheated particles expanding in a perfect sphere. The sound came late—a high, keening shriek, as if the air itself were tearing.

“Target eliminated,” the weapons officer said, voice unsteady. Dust drifted down. In the crater, the concrete had become perfect glass, its edges fused by heat that rivaled a star.

Zubarev ran his tongue over his teeth. “Excellent,” he said. “Pack it back up. Moscow wants it operational immediately.”

—————————————————————————————————

***

10:18 P.M. EST

New York—Queensboro Bridge

Foxtrot

***

The needle climbed past ninety. Foxtrot wove between lanes, the helicopter’s beam slicing across the asphalt. In the mirror, FBI sedans closed the gap, engines screaming.

“Hold on,” Foxtrot warned, jerking the wheel right just before the guardrail vanished. Tires screamed as the Escalade skidded along the rail, then broke free into a controlled drift.

Behind them, a Bureau sedan tried the same move—overcooked it—and clipped the barrier hard. Metal shrieked. The car spun, hit the shoulder, glass flying.

“One down,” Oksana said—her voice flat.

Roman checked the mirrors, voice steady. “Two more closing fast.”

“I see them,” Foxtrot said, hands moving in a flawless rhythm—wheel, gear shift, wheel. “There’s the bridge.”

The Queensboro Bridge loomed from the dark—steel bones caught in siren light. Escape or trap. Overhead, the helicopter dropped lower, its beam herding them toward the roadblock.

“They’re closing the box,” Roman said.

“Not this time,” Foxtrot said, slamming the pedal. The engine howled like something breaking chains. “Sometimes the only way out… is through.”

The bridge rushed toward them—the window narrowing with every yard.

Behind them, sirens screamed fury into the night.

There was no plan now.

—————————————————————————————————

***

10:19 P.M. EST

New York — Russian Mission to the United Nations

Vasily Morozov

***

A few blocks away, inside the Russian Mission to the UN, Vasily Morozov set down his phone and smiled.

The board was in motion now—pieces moving blindly, each serving his design.

By tomorrow morning, Elaine Rutherford would be a corpse, the weapon active, and Roman Adler would discover he had no moves left.
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Oksana braced herself with each swerve as the Escalade screamed down the ramp. The helicopter hovered low, its blades whipping up dust and gravel before climbing skyward again. The searchlight carved through the cabin, bleaching their faces corpse-white as it swept past.

Roman yanked a police scanner from the console and flipped it on.

Static burst through the cabin—then a clipped voice:

“Black Escalade, three occupants, southbound on seventy-eight⁠—”

Another burst of static.

“—roadblock at the toll plaza⁠—”

“Jersey City toll plaza,” Roman said, his voice taut. “No exits between here and there. We’re trapped.”

His hand clenched the door handle, knuckles white.

“Relax,” Foxtrot said, eyes fixed on the road. The helicopter above. Sirens behind. Options vanishing fast.

“Alternate route,” Roman managed, gripping his phone. “Through⁠—”

“I know where I’m going,” she cut in, downshifting between two semis. “I’ve been driving getaway cars longer than you’ve known me.”

The searchlight found them again.

This time, it didn’t let go.

“Unit Seven, we have visual,” the radio snapped. “All units converge on toll plaza⁠—”

Ahead, the toll plaza materialized—a wall of light and steel. Beyond it, a line of Bureau cruisers in perfect formation. Agents crouched behind open doors, weapons drawn, the trap closing with quiet inevitability.

“Oh God,” Roman said, his voice fraying. “There’s no way through.”

Foxtrot almost smiled.

“Who said anything about through?”

She buried the gas pedal. The speedometer climbed past a hundred. The toll plaza rushed closer—three hundred yards, two, one. Close enough to see faces behind the barricade. To count gun barrels.

At the last possible second, she slammed the brakes.

The Escalade’s weight lunged forward, tires screaming, ABS stuttering like machine-gun fire. Oksana snapped against her seatbelt. The world blurred to a smear of light.

Burning rubber filled the cabin. Metal tore. Under the hood, something shrieked like a dying animal. Oksana tasted blood—she’d bitten through her lip.

Still hurtling forward, Foxtrot cranked the wheel left.

The vehicle spun—a perfect bootlegger’s reverse—coming out of the slide facing back the way they’d come.

Before the cops could react, Foxtrot hit the gas again, tearing down the on-ramp in the wrong direction, straight into the industrial sprawl of Jersey City.

“Holy shit,” Oksana breathed.

The searchlight swept past. Lost them.

The scanner erupted.

***

“Anyone have visual?”

“Negative, they went contra-flow⁠—”

“All units, industrial sector⁠—”

***

Foxtrot smiled thinly as she threaded through warehouses and container yards, using the shadows and steel canyons to break the helicopter’s line of sight.

“Jersey City,” she said. “More hiding spots than the Swiss banking sector.”

She caught Oksana’s eyes in the mirror. “You look worried.”

“Of course I’m worried.”

“Not about the police. About Roman.”

“He’s the one who should be worried,” Oksana said.

“And?”

Oksana studied her reflection—the tight lines around Foxtrot’s mouth, the shoulders wound too tight for someone in control. There was something brittle under all that precision.

She hadn’t expected an interrogation—at least not from her.

“You’re angry,” Oksana said quietly, her gaze flicking to Roman. “At him.”

Foxtrot’s laugh was sharp. “Thirty years perfecting my poker face,” she said to Roman. “So much for that.”

Outside, warehouses and refineries drifted past, ghostly in the sodium light.

No helicopter. No sirens. Just cold winter air slipping through Foxtrot’s shattered window.

“We’ve got maybe ten minutes before they throw up new roadblocks,” she said, merging onto the Jersey Turnpike. “Time for some truth.”

“Truth?” Oksana gave a brittle laugh. “From either of you?”

“You broke into that warehouse knowing it was a test,” Roman said, his voice rough. “Part of you recognized the setup—and went anyway.”

“Because I wanted answers.”

“Well, now you have them.” His tone wasn’t cruel, just final. “She was KGB. Then CIA. Your father was her handler.”

He turned toward her. She saw what the admission cost him.

“I killed him to protect her. And you.”

She wanted to lash out. To hit him. Scream at him.

And looking at her, he knew it. He’d earned every ounce of that rage.

Regret flickered on his face, then steadied into resolve.

Guilt was a luxury the job had already burned out of him.

“So what happens next?” he said.

“Next?” Oksana pulled the cassette recorder from her bag—her mother’s screams, her father’s lies, caught forever on magnetic tape. “Next, you tell me why I shouldn’t get out of this car and disappear. Why I shouldn’t vanish for good before you destroy my life the way you destroyed hers.”

Roman met her eyes, but for once, he couldn’t find the words.

It was Foxtrot who broke the silence. “Because running,” she said evenly, “won’t change what you’ve learned. You want more than escape. You want the truth. The whole truth. And—dare I say it—revenge.”

Static crackled.

“—all units converge on Turnpike Bridge⁠—”

“They’re ahead of us,” Roman said.

Foxtrot checked her one intact mirror, then cut across three empty lanes and out onto an industrial road. The Escalade’s engine growled as she pushed it harder, weaving past loading bays and shuttered warehouses.

“Bayonne Bridge,” she said. “Longer route. They won’t have time to set up.”

Her eyes found Oksana’s again. “Your move, dear. Come with us and learn what your mother really died for—or I drop you at the next light, and you spend the rest of your life looking over your shoulder.”

“And those are my only choices?”

Foxtrot’s hand tightened on the wheel. She took a long breath before answering.

“In my experience,” she said quietly, “yes.”

The radio flared to life—new voices shouting over static. “Units be advised, suspect vehicle eastbound⁠—”

Roman killed the sound.

Foxtrot floored it, taking a corner hard enough to throw them sideways.

When it straightened, Oksana’s voice was calm.

“Okay. I’ve made up my mind. I want out.”

“No—” Roman began.

Oksana didn’t let him finish.

“Tell me,” she said. “When you look at me… who do you see? Me or my mother?”

Silence filled the cabin.

“Both,” he said at last.

Foxtrot blew through a red light. “There’s your real truth,” she said. “He doesn’t want to recruit you—he wants to resurrect her. He’s been trying for thirty years.”

In the mirror, cruisers appeared.

“If that’s true,” Oksana said, voice unsteady, “then why are you here?”

Foxtrot gave a hollow laugh. “Haven’t you figured it out yet? The great tragedy of Veronica Bailey?”

“Vee, don’t⁠—”

“I’ve been in love with him for half my life.”

The Escalade drifted off-center for a heartbeat. Foxtrot corrected without a word—but the slip said enough.

More sirens now. Closer.

Oksana watched Roman’s face in the dashboard light.

“Vee, I⁠—”

“Save it.” She yanked the wheel right, tires screaming. “We’ve got company.”

Two more sedans burst from a side street, cutting across the intersection—headlights flaring, aiming straight for them.

Foxtrot didn’t brake. She floored it, eyes locked on the narrowing gap between the oncoming cars.

“They’ll hit us!” Oksana cried.

“No,” Foxtrot said calmly. “They’ll flinch.”

She was right. At the last instant, both jerked aside, one clipping a hydrant, the other fishtailing into a parked car.

The Escalade blasted through the gap, the side mirror shearing off with a metallic crack. Shattered glass rained across the pavement.

Foxtrot never blinked.

“Three blocks to the bridge,” she said, voice steady.

“Give me one reason,” Oksana demanded, “why I should trust either of you.”

Roman’s answer came in a single word, flat as a verdict. “Chichikov.”

She blinked. “What about him?”

His voice changed—harder now, stripped of patience. “What he did to your mother in that basement in Dresden, he’s doing to a whole country. Systematically. Quietly. He didn’t stop with breaking people—now he’s breaking nations.”

She said nothing.

“Your mother tried to stop him,” he continued. “Tried to tear that machinery apart⁠—”

“A lot of people tried that,” Oksana snapped.

“Yeah.” His eyes locked on hers, steady and raw. “But she almost succeeded.”

The silence that followed felt alive, dangerous—like a loaded weapon.

“You can finish what she started.”

“Hold on,” Foxtrot said.

Ahead, the Bayonne Bridge rose out of the darkness, the river below catching faint glints of light.

Then they saw it—flashing blue and red. Three cruisers angled in a V-formation, doors open, guns drawn.

“They’ll shoot,” Oksana warned.

Foxtrot shifted into fifth. “Let them.”

Roman grabbed the dash. “Hold tight.”

The Escalade hit seventy. Seventy-five. Eighty.

Gunfire erupted. Muzzle flashes strobed the night.

Bullets ricocheted across the reinforced windshield, leaving spiderweb cracks but never breaking through.

The bumper slammed a cruiser, sending it spinning into the barrier.

The Escalade roared through the gap.

Oksana slammed against the door. Officers dove for cover.

Foxtrot never flinched—just kept driving. Rounds pinged off the armor, a furious hail against glass and steel.

Then they were clear, racing across the bridge, the helicopter struggling to keep pace overhead.

At the far end, Foxtrot downshifted hard and tore down an off-ramp, blowing through two red lights. The searchlight swung after them, sliding over rooftops, losing them as she cut beneath an overpass.

A hard right—then a dive down a narrow ramp marked PARKING LEVEL 1.

Down they spiraled—one level, two, three. On the fourth, Foxtrot killed the lights and coasted into a corner slot between two pillars.

“Out,” she said.

They moved fast to a gray Honda Civic. Foxtrot produced keys from her jacket.

“You had this planned,” Oksana said.

“Darling, my life’s been one long plan.”

Foxtrot fired up the engine. Tires screeched as they tore back up the spiral ramp and burst out the opposite exit—just as sirens converged on the main entrance.

They emerged onto a service road, the chaos behind them fading to a distant wail. The adrenaline drained fast, leaving only silence and the low hum of the engine.

Roman turned to face Oksana.

“You asked why you should trust us,” he said quietly. “Here’s the truth. You shouldn’t.”

“Speak for yourself,” Foxtrot muttered, eyes on the road.

Roman’s eyes stayed on her, steady and unreadable. “Right now, we’re the only ones who can get you through what’s coming.”

“What’s coming?” she asked.

“War.”

They drove in silence. Each turn pulled Oksana farther from what she’d been—and closer to something unknown, waiting.

“My mother,” she said at last.

Roman didn’t look back. “Go on.”

“Did you kill her, too?”

The question hung there, impossible to take back.

No one spoke. Not for five seconds. Maybe ten.

Oksana studied his reflection in the window, searching for the smallest flicker—a tremor, a tell, a lie.

But Roman stayed utterly still. When he finally spoke, it wasn’t the confession she’d been expecting.

“I failed her,” he said. “Failed to protect her. Like I failed Margot. Like I’ve failed too many others. And maybe I’ll fail you the same way. But on my soul, I didn’t kill her.”

He and Foxtrot exchanged a look she couldn’t read.

They drove on.

When Oksana finally spoke, her voice was so quiet it almost disappeared beneath the sound of the road.

“I see,” she said—so late it might not have belonged to the same conversation.
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Toko stood outside Dulles arrivals, watching families spill through the automatic doors. The laughter, the embraces—too loud, too warm. Their happiness exhausted him.

He found the smoking area and lit a Marlboro. The lighter clicked twice before it caught. Jet fuel and de-icing fluid hung in the air, cutting through the bite of the Virginia morning.

Through the glass, a father lifted his daughter and kissed her forehead. The girl was maybe three. Katya’s age.

Toko turned away. The same hands holding the cigarette had strangled a woman in her kitchen while a baby cried upstairs. How had he done that? How had he held Katya afterward?

He drew smoke. It steadied him.

He’d already been to the parking structure—found the drop.

Morozov’s people had left his package: a black Samsonite in the trunk of a consulate Mercedes, unlocked as promised.

Inside: a burner phone, a Makarov wrapped in oilcloth, two spare mags, a small amber vial of fast-acting sedative, blister packs of Xanax, a half-empty bottle of vodka, and a manila envelope with cash, forged credentials, and the typed confession note.

Everything in order. Everything sterile.

He closed the trunk, wiped the latch with a gloved hand, and walked away without looking back.

His phone rang.

“Are you at the airport?” Morozov’s voice was flat, indifferent—murder was another line item.

“Just arrived,” Toko said.

“Got the package?”

“Of course.”

“Good. The Rutherford matter needs immediate attention,” Morozov said. “And this time it absolutely has to look natural.”

“I won’t screw up—as long as your intel’s good.”

A pause. The faint sound of papers shifting.

“About that,” Morozov said, hesitant.

Toko’s voice flattened. “Tell me the intel’s good.”

“She has Secret Service,” Morozov admitted. “One agent at a time. Rotating shifts.”

Toko exhaled smoke through his nose. “And you waited until now to tell me this.”

“I’ll see about getting them pulled. In the meantime, you need to move fast. Orders from Zubarev.”

Toko flicked the cigarette onto the pavement. A security guard looked over, decided he wasn’t worth the trouble.

“You want quiet or fast?”

“Both.”

“Then get rid of that detail.”

He headed for the rental-car shuttle. “How long do I have?”

The line went dead. No answer. No goodbye.

At the rental counter, Toko signed the papers. Twenty minutes later, he was driving a silver Camry—eighteen miles to Rutherford’s Dutch Colonial in Annandale. He cracked the window as he merged onto the access road and let the smoke trail out. In the rearview mirror, the sunrise turned the terminal gold.

His phone chimed. More background info he hadn’t asked for: some eager junior compiling Elaine Rutherford’s life story. Son in Afghanistan—IED outside Kandahar. The other boy flying helicopters in Syria now. Classic profile: another mother torn between the living and the dead. Another family he was about to finish off.

Toko could picture the boy in Syria—some earnest kid who’d signed up to be like his father and brother, trying to make sense of the loss.

The call would come soon. Your mother. I’m so sorry. Suicide.

He knew exactly what he was destroying. That was the worst part. He knew.

And he hated himself for how clean it felt. How easy.

But he couldn’t change it.

Unbidden, Katya surfaced. Her last visit. Working those shoelaces with her small fingers—stubborn, silent, refusing help.

“Like this, Papa?”

Then the flash of frustration when it wouldn’t hold.

She got that from her mother.

Her mother was the fiery one. Not cold and methodical like Toko. She’d seen him clearly from the start.

That was why she’d taken Katya away—first to her mother’s in Vladivostok. Then to the new husband.

“Just for a while,” she’d said.

A lie. Not to spare him, but because she was afraid—of him, of what he could do.

She should have known he’d never hurt his own family.

He wasn’t a complete monster.

Or maybe he was.

An aberration. A defect in the natural order.

Now they were back in Barvikha—one of Moscow’s most exclusive enclaves—with a new man for Katya to call Daddy.

The GPS said twelve miles to go.

Toko pressed the accelerator.

He’d already driven this route in his head: old Annandale, tree-lined streets, settled families. The kind of place where people knew their neighbors. Where strange cars drew attention.

Hopefully not a silver Camry.

Camrys belonged.

With dog walkers. Newspaper carriers. Garbage trucks.

The invisible machinery of suburban life—steady, unseen, never questioned.

The best camouflage was boredom.

The floor plan showed basement windows, a service door, an attached garage.

Secret Service would cover the obvious approaches. They were trained for intrusions. If they were on-site, there was no way this would end up reading like suicide. And who would take the blame for that?

But the thought of another kill—a real one, hands-on—stirred something in him.

The same thing that had driven him to hold a cab driver in Richmond under bathwater until the bubbles stopped.

It wasn’t duty. It wasn’t even anger.

It was hunger.

He could already feel Rutherford’s pulse weakening under his fingers.

Could already smell the chemical tang of the pills dissolving.

The darkness didn’t just wait for him.

It sang.

He hated himself for it—how steady his pulse stayed, how alive it made him feel. Hatred changed nothing.

Five miles.

Suburban Virginia waking up: coffee shops opening, school buses rolling. He turned onto Ravensworth as the sun cleared the trees. Pretty houses. Picket fences. Everything his childhood in Sakhalin hadn’t been.

He parked at the playground, one block from 4427—a vantage with clean sightlines and multiple exits if it all went wrong.

Sure enough, the Secret Service sedan idled outside. One agent, as Morozov had warned. Drinking coffee from a thermos. The night shift would hand off eventually. That would be the window.

Unless Morozov could get them pulled.

He lit another cigarette.

The only good thing about neighborhoods like this: people minded their own business.

They watched, but they didn’t interfere. They avoided awkwardness.

He ran through his mental checklist, the one honed over dozens of jobs.

He knew what to be wary of. Dogs. They noticed strangers.

People eyeing him from windows. Retirees were the worst.

He checked his watch: 5:47.

And wondered how this aide, Elaine Rutherford, would meet her end.

Wu had started to beg, then stopped herself. He’d admired that. She’d looked him in the eyes in that clearing—almost with pity. Like she understood him, understood that he was as trapped as she was. She knew he’d remember.

Her crawling toward the road, dragging herself, the gravel cutting her palms, the way she’d pulled herself forward on her elbows.

She was right. He’d remember.

Just not in the way she’d thought.

It wouldn’t haunt him as a nightmare.

It would replay as a fantasy—again and again and again.

Her and all the others.

How would Rutherford meet her end?

Would she fight? Struggle? Yes—at first.

But how would she be at the end—the very end? She’d welcome it. It would be a relief. What mother who’d lost a child wouldn’t?

He’d make it look peaceful. That was the least he could do.

In a few hours, Elaine Rutherford would be dead. After, he’d call Katya to say goodnight.

Such was the universe God had made.
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Roman only dreamt of winter—and there was always blood.

Always the same dream. The same women. His operatives.

First, Anastasia. New York—the taxi, blood spreading across the cracked vinyl seat. Bullet holes in the windshield. Snow falling through shattered glass, melting on her face. Those sapphire eyes staring at nothing.

Her face changed—became Margot’s.

He still didn’t know how she’d died, but his mind filled the blanks.

Moscow. Bruises on her throat—purple-black, the signature of Chichikov’s men. A concrete room somewhere. Or maybe a train platform, the SVR already on board, pistols ready. Either way, they never made it quick.

Others followed. Assets lost. Contacts betrayed. Innocents caught in crossfire.

Sometimes he saw Foxtrot. Same blood. Same snow. A premonition, perhaps.

Tonight the face changed—to Oksana’s. Almost indistinguishable from her mother at that age: heartbreakingly beautiful, just as fierce. And blood pooling beneath her head, soaking into fresh snow. In the dim light, it looked black.

She was dead. Snow gathered on her lashes. No breath in the frozen air. Then the light shifted—something unseen moved—and he realized they were in a park. A city park. Moscow. He knew it from the ornate iron lamps, the bench, the frozen pond—all so perfectly still it could have been the moon.

He jerked awake on the ancient sofa. Vertebrae aching. His watch read 6:07 a.m.

Foxtrot sat at her computer, Oksana beside her. They’d been talking while he slept—he could tell from their body language. Thick as thieves. Allied now. United.

Against him, no doubt.

Nothing new there.

“Damn it,” he muttered, rubbing his face. “How long⁠—”

“Three hours,” Foxtrot said without looking up. “You were snoring.”

They were in his office above the bookshop—the place half torn down. Foxtrot had built herself a makeshift workstation.

He groaned as he stood. The sofa had been his father’s—cordovan leather worn to silk, hauled down from the Dakota decades ago. It didn’t offer much in the way of back support. Soon enough, he supposed, it would rot in some government warehouse.

“Coffee’s still hot,” Foxtrot said, fingers still going on the keyboard. “Relatively speaking.”

Roman poured a cup. For all its faults, it helped. It cut through the fog.

Oksana had her leg raised.

“How’s the ankle?” The question came out rougher than he’d intended—more command than concern.

She looked surprised. “It’s fine.”

“You sure? That was quite a drop.”

“I said it’s fine.” That tone—pure Anastasia.

“She still digging?” Roman asked, nodding toward Foxtrot.

She hadn’t stopped digging into the leaked document; something about it gnawed at her—the watermark, the timestamps, the metadata.

“Roman,” Foxtrot said suddenly. There was a strain in her voice he hadn’t heard before. “You need to see this.”

“What?”

“I said you need to see it.”

She’d always had a way of collapsing a conversation into a single command.

He shuffled over, clutching his coffee with both hands. Oksana watched him, her expression unreadable. She looked tired but alert—like someone who’d learned long ago how to function without sleep.

The monitor showed new White House security footage—interior cameras not listed on the Secret Service logs.

Timestamp in the corner—the night Margot died.

A woman photographing documents.

He leaned in. The woman looked familiar. Something about her shoulders. The way she held herself—too careful, too precise.

“Keep watching.”

The woman photographed the documents page by page. No hesitation. She’d done this before. After each page, she placed the original carefully back in its folder.

“Watch the timestamp,” Foxtrot said, zooming in. “Same as the photo metadata from the⁠—”

Roman’s coffee spilled, brown liquid spreading across the desk. Elaine Rutherford’s face filled the screen.

“That’s not possible⁠—”

“Elaine Rutherford,” Foxtrot said, fingers still moving. “The watermark and compression data match the Russian UN Mission cache. Same Motorola burner from Rosslyn. She’s the one who photographed the memo before it reached the Russians.”

Cold spread through his chest like ice water.

“She’s the mole, Roman. Not Doerr. She’s the reason Margot’s dead.”

Roman stared at the screen. “Son of a bitch.”

Oksana was watching, cataloging every detail. He noticed her posture had changed—no longer the slouch of a student, no trace of the novice. She’d always had the look of someone memorizing exits, weighing odds. But now there was something else.

Something coiled in her—focus, not fear.

When she spoke, her voice was quiet. Steady. Certain.

“She’s the one who killed your operative?”

Roman nodded. “Margot wasn’t the only casualty.”

“And now? What happens to her?”

“Justice,” he said—the word sharp as flint.

“Whose justice? Yours?”

The question settled into silence as Roman crossed to the old safe hidden behind a complete set of the Congressional Record, 1973. The combination came automatically.

Inside, among fake passports and emergency cash, sat a Glock 19—compact, reliable, anonymous. The kind of weapon that disappeared into evidence lockers without a trace.

“Time to move,” Roman said, checking the magazine—the soft clack of metal on metal breaking the silence.

Foxtrot stopped typing and looked up at him. He didn’t look back. “It’s time,” he said again, laying the gun on the desk.

“Time for what?” she asked, flat.

“This is why we brought her in.” He watched them both, eyes flicking from Foxtrot to Oksana. “You wanted to help. This is the work.”

Oksana’s fingers gripped the desk edge. “I don’t think⁠—”

“This isn’t the way,” Foxtrot said. Her voice was calm; her eyes never left the gun. “The girl’s right. This isn’t justice. There are channels for that—courts, judges, oversight.”

Roman let out a short, humorless laugh. “Courts? Rutherford got Margot killed. Gabriella. A fourteen-year-old girl. You think a committee is going to fix that?”

Silence filled the room. The air felt thinner. Even the monitors seemed to dim.

Foxtrot stood, slow and deliberate. “And you want her first job to be entering a protected residence? Taking out an American? Rutherford’s under Secret Service detail, or have you forgotten?”

Oksana’s gaze was fixed on the pistol. He pushed it toward her. She didn’t take it. Her voice was low when she spoke. “What exactly are you asking me to do?”

“Roman.” Foxtrot’s voice cracked like a fault line. “She’s not ready. We’ve barely⁠—”

“Nobody’s ever ready.” He didn’t look at her. His eyes stayed on Oksana. “Your mother wasn’t ready when the KGB sent her out the first time. I wasn’t ready. Foxtrot, were you?”

Oksana’s hand shifted toward the gun.

“Don’t,” Foxtrot snapped, stepping forward.

The pistol sat on the desk, matte black under the fluorescents—a quiet piece of metal that now owned the room. Oksana’s gaze never left it.

He could see her mother in her now: the same quiet intelligence, the same dangerous calm.

“Take it,” he said.

She didn’t move.

Foxtrot shook her head, almost pleading. “Roman, don’t do this.”

He didn’t look away. “She’s her mother’s daughter.”

The seconds stretched. The monitors hummed.

“Go on,” he said again, lower now, almost a whisper.

No one moved. Even the air seemed to pause.

Oksana’s eyes stayed on the gun.

Roman waited. Foxtrot didn’t breathe.

Then—slowly, deliberately—Oksana reached out.

Her hand was steady.

“I’m not doing this for you,” she said.

Her fingers closed around the grip. Roman felt the exact moment the weight transferred—not eight hundred grams of polymer and steel, but the weight of everything that would follow. Her stance widened automatically; her center of gravity dropped. Instinct, inherited like eye color.

He watched her test the balance.

“Heavy,” she said.

He smiled, the expression small and sad.

“It gets heavier.”
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Doerr woke in a cold sweat, the phone cutting through his Ambien haze.

He bolted upright in the California king. The penthouse’s climate control held at sixty-eight, but his body ran hot with panic. An empty vodka bottle on the nightstand told last night’s story.

“What the hell?” His voice came out raw. “I told you to stop calling this number.”

“Emergency,” Morozov said. He’d lost his usual condescending bullshit; something more urgent had replaced it.

“You’re going to remove someone’s Secret Service detail. Now.”

Doerr swung his legs out. His bare feet hit heated marble. Through the floor-to-ceiling windows, D.C. lay below him, quiet in the blue hour before dawn.

“What? Whose?”

“Elaine Rutherford.”

Cold flooded his chest. “Elaine?”

“You know her?”

“Of course I know her. She works for the President.” His mind raced despite the pharmaceutical fog. “Why would you want⁠—”

“Just get her detail pulled. Call me when it’s done.”

Dead line.

Doerr stared at the phone.

Morozov’s words had weight—actual, physical weight. He’d seen what happened to Wu. Could still taste it—that burn no amount of vodka could wash away.

His watch read 6:12 a.m.

His hands shook; the tremor he’d picked up last night.

Murder was becoming his stock in trade.

The panic hit fast and hard, snapping his mind into survival mode.

He fired off three quick texts to Marcus Kaine, his private security chief.

Not the Secret Service detail that came with being DNI.

His real protection.

The men who answered to him—and his money.

***

Code yellow.

Double the detail.

Prepare for contingencies.

***

He pulled a Patagonia vest over bare skin and turned to the laptop. It booted with its stupid, cheerful chime. Bile surged up his throat. He forced it down and opened Resonant’s backdoor into the Secret Service deployment system. It had been installed during the last security upgrade—for emergencies, he’d told them.

This qualified.

He leaned closer to the screen, scanning the roster.

Elaine Rutherford.

Single-agent rotation.

The new protocol since Wintour’s murder.

He pulled up the file—knowing damn well what he was setting in motion, pretending he didn’t.

It didn’t take much—just a quiet override in the rotation tool, setting her status to audit-required. The system would auto-pull her assigned agent, and the log would show it as a routine event.

No one would question it.

His finger hovered over ENTER, trembling.

Wu came back.

She’d kept asking questions.

Kept prying.

And he’d pushed for a response.

No. Not a response.

Murder.

“You want a bullet,” Morozov had said, low, almost conversational.

And Doerr—unhesitating, like ordering coffee—had said yes.

His hand shook harder.

ENTER.

The override propagated at once.

A red notification flashed:

Deployment adjustment confirmed. Agent reassignment pending review.

Doerr swallowed. The detail would be gone in minutes.

He wiped his palms on the vest and picked up his phone, hit speed-dial for Marcus.

“It’s Doerr.”

“Yes, sir. I saw your codes come through. What’s the situation?”

“I need an extraction package.”

Kaine hesitated, then said, “Copy that. What tier?”

“Full. Multi-route. International capable.”

“Roger. Optimal window is six hours. I can compress to two if it’s a hot pull.”

“It could be.”

“Understood. Air or ground?”

“Both. I want redundancies.”

A pause—a hairline crack in the man’s Delta Force calm.

“Copy. Spinning up teams and prepping assets now.”

“This stays internal?” Doerr said.

Kaine was a former operator. He’d traded country for cash, but there was only so much loyalty money could buy.

“It stays black,” he said. “Secret Service won’t see it.”

“Okay. Confirm when you’re spun up.”

“Yes, sir.”

Doerr ended the call and immediately dialed Morozov.

Morozov answered on the third ring. “Is it done?”

“It’s done. Now tell me why.”

“Not your concern.”

“Like hell it isn’t. First Wu, now⁠—”

“Wu was your idea, you piece of shit. It’s a little late to grow a conscience on that account.”

“Wu wasn’t my⁠—”

“I have your voice on tape if you need a refresher.”

“Are you threatening⁠—”

“Not threatening.” A pause, razor-thin. “Stating facts.”

“Wu. Rutherford. You’re cleaning house.”

“I’m tying off loose ends.”

“And which loose end is next?”

The quiet deepened. Doerr could almost hear the smile forming behind it.

“Oh, Dominic… losing our nerve, are we? Why would anyone put down such a useful animal?”

“Don’t try me, Vasily. If I go under, I’ll make sure you drown with me.”

Morozov’s voice softened—an interrogator’s pivot.

“Calm down, sweetheart. Panic’s a bad look on you.”

Doerr wanted vodka, but he needed clarity more than courage.

“Don’t underestimate me, Vasily. I see where this is going⁠—”

“If you’re so smart, predatel, why are you in this mess?”

“I don’t like feeling the wolves at my back.”

“The wolves circle us all, my friend. That’s the game.”

A beat.

“Just stay the course, Dominic. Everything you want is coming to you.”

“What does that mean?”

“I thought you could see how this played out.”

“Enough games, Vasily. Talk.”

Doerr could almost hear the gears turning.

“Don’t play coy. We both know it’s why you’re here.”

Doerr’s throat constricted. Silence thickened the line. At last, he forced it out:

“The summit?”

Morozov sounded almost amused.

“That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?”

A shiver crawled up Doerr’s spine—half terror, half exhilaration.

He hadn’t let himself hope for this.

Hadn’t let himself imagine.

“Westfahl said he’ll attend?”

“In the flesh, Dominic. Fixed location. Known time.”

The line went dead.

Doerr sagged back onto the bed, his hands shaking so violently he almost dropped the phone. Bile scorched his throat—acidic, poisonous, impossible to swallow.

He forced himself upright, walked to the minibar.

The Beluga tasted like antiseptic.

Not nearly enough to wash away the treason.

His phone buzzed.

Marcus: Extraction ready. Say the word.

He stared at the screen for a long, long time.
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Foxtrot watched from the doorway as Oksana disappeared into the predawn darkness, the Glock beneath her coat like a secret she wasn’t ready to carry.

Too young.

Too soon.

Too much like Foxtrot herself on her first mission.

The blue Malibu waited at the curb, frost on its windshield. Oksana climbed in, shut the door, and for a moment the street seemed to hold its breath. Then the engine turned over, and she eased into the thin morning traffic without looking back.

Foxtrot watched until the taillights were swallowed by the dark.

Then she turned back to the glowing monitors—her real battlefield.

Roman sat hunched on the sofa, eyes on the floor, refusing to look at her. She recognized the posture, the tension in his shoulders.

He was hiding something.

“She’ll do fine,” he said without looking up, more to himself than her.

Foxtrot crossed to her workstation and began pulling up surveillance feeds. Their official access had been cut, but she still had thirty years of backdoors.

KEYHOLE-7 came online. Then LACROSSE-5. Then D.C. Metro traffic cameras.

“What are you doing?” Roman asked.

“My job,” she said, fingers flying. “Someone has to watch while you run your experiment.”

“It’s not an experiment.”

“No?” She brought up the security feed for Elaine Rutherford’s Annandale home. A Secret Service sedan sat at the curb. One agent behind the wheel, thermos in hand. “Then what is it?”

“Field experience. She needs to learn⁠—”

“Learn what? That she can’t trust us?”

Roman’s face hardened.

Foxtrot turned her chair fully toward him. “The gun’s loaded with blanks, isn’t it?”

Silence. Three seconds. Maybe four.

Roman set down his phone and finally met her eyes.

“Yes.”

“You bastard. You sent her out with an empty gun.”

“You know Rutherford isn’t the enemy,” Roman said. “She’s a broken woman being used.”

“But Oksana doesn’t know that.”

“She’ll make the right call.”

“And if she doesn’t?”

“Then we learn who she really is.” He crossed to the window, staring out at the empty street. “We need an asset, Vee. Someone we can trust in the field. I need to know if she has the judgment. The character.”

“You told her you were done testing her.”

“I need the measure of her,” Roman said, turning back.

Foxtrot wanted to yell at him. Shake him until he understood the recklessness of what he’d done.

Instead, she kept her voice level. Professional.

“There’s an armed Secret Service agent sitting outside that house, Roman. If Oksana tries to break in—if she’s caught—if he feels threatened⁠—”

“She won’t be caught.”

“You can’t know that.”

He held her gaze, unblinking. “You’ve seen what she can do. Getting past one coffee-drinking agent will be child’s play.”

“And once she’s inside?”

“She improvises. Adapts. Makes the right call.” His voice lowered. “That’s what I need to know, Vee. Can she see Rutherford for what she is? Not a target. A conduit. We don’t need Rutherford dead—we need to know who she was feeding intel to.”

“And if Oksana pulls the trigger? When the gun doesn’t fire? Then what?”

“If she pulls that trigger,” Roman said, “she’s not the woman I thought she was.”

“She could get killed.”

“She could get killed on any operation.” His tone hardened—cold calculus. “Better we find out now—in a controlled scenario against a soft target—than send her out against real professionals and watch her die because we misread her.”

Foxtrot stared at him.

Cold calculus.

Classic Roman.

Sometimes it saved lives. Sometimes it buried them.

“You promised,” she said quietly. “No more games.”

“This isn’t a game.” Roman picked up his phone. “We’re fighting a war, Vee. And in case you haven’t noticed, we’re losing.”

Foxtrot didn’t argue. Thirty years in intelligence taught her one truth: Roman might be reckless, but he was rarely wrong.

“She’s going to hate you,” she said.

“Probably.” He settled back on the sofa. “But she’ll be alive to hate me. That’s what matters.”

Foxtrot returned to her monitors, pulling up a satellite pass over Rutherford’s neighborhood. The Secret Service sedan still sat outside. Everything looked normal. Routine. Safe.

“How long until she gets there?” Roman asked.

Foxtrot checked the GPS ping from the tracker she’d hidden in the Malibu’s wheel well. “Eight minutes. Ten with traffic.”

She hesitated. Then, without turning:

“I need you to promise me something.”

“What?”

“After this—no more games. No more trials. You tell her the truth and give her a choice.”

A long moment. Then: “Agreed.”

“I mean it, Roman. She deserves better than what we got. Better than what Anastasia got.”

“I know.”

Foxtrot watched the GPS tracker crawl closer. Five minutes now. Maybe less.

“She’s going to be brilliant,” Roman said softly. “Just like her mother.”

Foxtrot didn’t respond. Hope wasn’t a plan. Preparation was.

The satellite feed showed the Secret Service sedan. The house. Too quiet. Too exposed. A perfect test case.

Maybe Roman was right.

Maybe.

The Malibu turned onto Ravensworth Road.

Two minutes.

Foxtrot leaned toward the screens⁠—

An alert flashed: Traffic incident. California Highway Patrol. She nearly dismissed it until she saw the location.

Blackhawk Ridge.

Where Resonant Technologies had some offices.

“Hold on,” she said. “This is interesting.”

Roman stood. “What?”

“One of Doerr’s employees died in a car accident last night. Mei Wu. A mid-level compliance officer.”

“Compliance officer?” Roman said skeptically.

Foxtrot nodded. “According to the HR file.” She pulled up dashcam footage from a passing car. “Watch.”

The video was grainy—Wu’s body on asphalt, a FedEx truck askew. But the figure walking toward the body⁠—

Foxtrot froze.

Enhanced. Compared. Ran pattern recognition.

“Roman.” Her voice dropped into a warning. “We’ve got a problem.”

She pulled archived footage—Gabriella Wintour’s house. The night of the massacre. Same build. Same gait. Same predatory stare.

Roman went pale. “That’s him. The man who killed Gabriella. What the hell is a Russian assassin doing killing Doerr’s employees?”

“This was last night,” Foxtrot said.

Another alert flashed—motion sensors at Rutherford’s house.

She pulled the feeds.

A figure in the backyard. The same silhouette. The same walk.

She threw it onto the main monitor. “Oh no.”

Roman lunged forward. “The same assassin. At Rutherford’s house.”

“Oh God,” Foxtrot whispered.

“Call Oksana back.”

“I can’t. She’s not carrying a phone.”

“The Secret Service!” Roman shouted. “Alert the agent outside!”

“Roman…” Foxtrot’s voice broke. “Look.”

“What?”

“The agent…”

She swept through every camera angle.

“No sedan. No agent. Nothing.”

“That’s not possible,” Roman said. “Check again.”

“I did.”

Her voice trembled.

“He’s been pulled.”

Roman’s face went white.

“We sent her into a trap.”
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Oksana parked the Malibu three blocks from Elaine Rutherford’s address, slipping it between a contractor’s van and a minivan plastered with stick-figure family decals. One of Foxtrot’s ghost cars—forgettable, invisible—perfect for what came next.

She’d checked the Glock three times already. Something about it felt off. A little mesh panel in the grip that wouldn’t pry open, no matter how she worked at it.

Roman had sworn there’d be no more tests.

Which meant this was one.

A microphone. A tracker. Eyes and ears she couldn’t shut off.

He was listening.

He was always listening.

Fine.

Just as long as the damn thing fired.

It pressed cold and heavy against her ribs.

Ready—whether or not she was.

She looked out. Fog clung to the suburban streets like low smoke. Behind kitchen windows, coffee makers burbled to life. Garage doors rattled open. Government workers stepped into their routines—briefcases, keycards, clearances.

The fog gave her cover.

But it also made everything feel unreal, like she’d slipped into someone else’s storyline.

Margot Katz’s.

Could she really do this?

Execute a White House aide on a suburban street?

Pull the trigger on a woman she’d never met?

This wasn’t justice.

This was something else.

She shut down the thought. Time to move.

She stepped out into the fog and started walking, keeping tight to the line of parked cars. Her ankle still throbbed—three blocks wasn’t far, but it might as well have been miles.

If this went bad, she wasn’t running. Not fast enough, anyway.

She scanned each vehicle as she passed.

The contractor’s van—legit. Ladder racks scuffed from real work, rust around the bolts, no fake magnet signs.

The minivan—real. Cheerios ground into the upholstery, car seats buckled in crooked.

Four houses down, a sedan with a hood warm enough to melt frost while every other car remained iced over.

Could be something.

Could be nothing.

In her new world, either one could get her killed.

She rounded the corner onto Ravensworth Road.

And stopped.

The street was empty.

Roman and Foxtrot had been explicit: one agent in a black government sedan parked right out front. Impossible to miss.

But the curb was bare.

No sedan.

No agent.

Nothing.

Wrong.

All wrong.

Her hand found the Glock under her coat.

She’d come without a phone—standard op—but if the gun was bugged, they were listening. Probably watching, too. She caught herself scanning the sky.

“No agent,” she whispered, knowing Roman would hear it, parse it, analyze every breath.

She kept walking—posture loose, stride casual, slightly favoring her right ankle—while every nerve in her body insisted none of this was right.

The neighborhood moved through its morning routine.

A mother wrangling kids into a minivan.

A man in a suit walking his golden retriever.

A jogger stretching on a porch, earbuds in, oblivious.

None of them noticed her—just a shadow moving through the fog.

She passed Elaine’s house—Dutch Colonial, black shutters, frozen flower beds. Looked like every other house on the street. She didn’t turn her head.

Just walked on.

There—a silver Camry near the playground.

Wrong model. Wrong positioning for Secret Service.

But someone had been in it. The windshield was fogged up from the inside.

She kept walking. Didn’t stare.

At the corner, she stopped, listened. Nothing. The block was quiet. Too quiet.

She turned back.

The Camry sat exactly where it had been.

Empty.
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Elaine glanced at the kitchen clock and swore.

Running behind again. Hard not to when her life was slipping through the cracks faster than she could catch it.

The coffee machine sputtered out its last tired drip. She poured it into her travel mug and shoved two slices of bread into the toaster, even though she didn’t have time for them. Her blazer was still on the back of a chair. She grabbed it, shook it out. The hem was so wrinkled it looked like she’d slept in it. When had she last ironed?

She sighed and pulled it on.

Something about the house felt wrong this morning. Too still. Too quiet.

The kitchen didn’t help—confidential papers spread across the table, dishes piled in the sink, yesterday’s coffee mug sitting there with a brown ring dried at the bottom.

On the counter: two wine bottles. One empty. The other half-finished, abandoned when she’d blacked out. Just looking at them made her stomach turn.

Her eyes flicked to the fridge. Roger’s photo stared back—dress blues, that press-ready smile he’d worn for everyone but her.

She moved through the kitchen on autopilot—mug, bag, keys—until a glimpse of herself in the microwave door made her stop. Hair yanked back, shadows under her eyes. A woman hollowed out by worry and grief.

The toast popped. She scraped butter across both slices without thinking and dropped them onto a napkin. She’d eat them in the car.

She gathered the papers, snatched her keys from the counter, and killed the light as she headed for the door.

Habit made her pause at the front window and tug the blinds an inch.

She froze.

No black sedan.

No agent.

Rodriguez should have been pulling up by now, relieving the night-duty guy.

The Secret Service moved like a metronome—no gaps, no missed handoffs. Especially not after she’d given them the slip yesterday.

But the curb was empty.

Only two dark tire tracks in the frost.

She pulled out her phone and dialed Rodriguez.

It rang once, then flipped to voicemail.

Her stomach tightened.

Lord knew she hadn’t wanted the detail. She’d fought it, felt half the time like she was being monitored rather than protected.

But for them to vanish without a word—that wasn’t normal.

She tried again.

Still nothing.

Back in the kitchen, her mind snapped into overdrive. The house felt suddenly exposed—too many windows, too many angles, too many ways in.

Morozov flickered through her mind. His voice. His threats. Light, conversational. Like discussing dinner plans.

And then the truth hit like a punch to the chest:

She was on her own.

Exposed on two fronts.

Nobody’s asset anymore.

Nobody’s ally.

Just a target.

Her phone buzzed.

Rodriguez.

***

We were pulled just now.

Something flagged in the system.

New team rotating in soon.

***

Relief hit fast and hot, almost dizzying. Her fingers trembled as she typed:

***

Do I wait for them?

Or can I head in?

***

She set the phone down and began tidying the counter—papers into a stack, mug into the sink—motion for its own sake. Her hands still shook.

Through the window, Mrs. Henderson walked her schnauzer down the sidewalk, bundled in her oversized coat, chatting into her phone as if nothing in the world was wrong.

Normal life reassembling itself.

Maybe she had overreacted.

She returned to the sink. The window overlooked the backyard, and a ripple of movement caught her eye—blurred through the greenhouse glass.

Someone.

Or no one.

The branches shivered.

Just wind.

The doorbell shattered the silence.

Elaine flinched—nearly dropped the mug.

The Secret Service. It had to be.

She hurried toward the foyer, hand reaching for the deadbolt⁠—

and stopped.

Some instinct—older than training—pulled her toward the peephole instead.

She pressed her eye to the fisheye lens.

A woman stood on the porch. Young. Blonde. Beautiful. The distortion made her look faintly spectral, but the truth landed instantly. And violently.

Not Secret Service.

Moscow, cleaning up.
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Toko barely glanced at the lock.

Standard. Suburban. Nothing.

He could open it blindfolded. He’d just set the pick—when a woman’s voice cut through the silence.

Not a scream.

A command.

“Run! Get out of here! Now!”

A door slammed hard enough to rattle the windows.

Toko froze, then drifted left, keeping to the shadows. Through the kitchen glass, he caught a flash—Elaine Rutherford bolting toward a neighbor’s porch, blazer flapping, heels slipping in the frost-slick grass.

Someone had beaten him to the target.

Someone who wanted her alive.

The plan had been surgical—slip in, force the pills, arrange the scene, leave the suicide note. Clean. Professional. No trail back to Moscow.

That plan had just detonated.

He needed to reset it. Fast.

He stepped back and drove his shoulder into the door.

The deadbolt tore from the frame with a crack.

He slid inside, low and fluid, Makarov raised, sweeping left, right⁠—

Clear.

The front door yawned open.

Elaine’s escape route.

But the other voice—the woman—she hadn’t run.

She was still inside.

Still moving.

He could feel the air shift with her presence.

He pivoted toward the foyer, boots whisper-quiet on the hardwood.

Box her in.

Cut off the exit.

Correct the deviation.

He advanced.

Time was against him. The neighborhood was waking up.

A woman sprinting through the street wouldn’t go unnoticed.

Someone would call it in.

Then police.

Then Secret Service.

He paused, listened—nothing.

Kept moving, slicing the pie at each doorway, the Makarov steady in his grip.

The living room was a problem—too much furniture. Sofa, chairs, coffee table.

Cover for him.

Cover for her.

Traps everywhere.

“I know you’re here.”

Silence.

But not empty silence.

This silence listened back.

He checked behind the bookshelf. The curtains. Under the desk.

Nothing but worn carpet.

A flicker of motion.

He spun, Makarov tracking—aiming straight into empty air.

Impossible. Someone had been there.

Nobody vanished like that.

Nobody ghosted Toko Sakhalinsky.

He stepped into the center of the room—and felt it instantly.

The electric snap.

He was no longer the hunter.

He was the hunted.

For the first time in years, he felt his own heartbeat.

Someone was mirroring him.

Not matching—outpacing him.

He shifted left.

They moved right.

He stilled.

They stilled with him.

Perfect offset.

A shadow technique they’d drilled into him two decades ago.

Who was she?

GRU?

SVR?

Impossible.

But whoever she was, she was trained.

And she was good.

“You move like a cat,” he said to the empty room.

The reply came from directly behind him.

“Drop it.”

A dead chill gripped him.

His trigger finger twitched.

Instinct screamed to shoot now, shoot first, or die—but something in her voice stopped him.

Calm.

Close.

Deadly sure.

Nobody got behind him.

Nobody.

He didn’t drop the Makarov.

Couldn’t.

Every thread of muscle memory locked his grip in place.

Instead, he raised his free hand—slow, deliberate—the pistol angled toward the floor.

Then he turned, needing to see this creature that had outpaced him.

Needing to look her in the eye.

And there she was.

Young. Early twenties. Blonde hair. Russian bone structure.

But the eyes⁠—

Blue as winter sky.

Cold as honed steel.

Something jolted through him.

A memory.

A ghost.

A woman he’d killed, or hunted, or lost.

He couldn’t place it.

But he’d seen those eyes before.

He found his voice.

“Who are you?”

Nothing.

Not even a flicker.

“You’re not supposed to be here,” he said, surprised at the softness in his own tone.

“Neither are you.”

She held the Glock perfectly—textbook stance—but her hand trembled.

Just a whisper.

The adrenaline of first contact.

A Mexican standoff, measured in inches.

At this range, missing was impossible.

With her muzzle already lifted, anything he tried would be suicide.

Except talk.

“You helped Rutherford escape.”

“She ran. I stayed.”

“Why?”

A slight shrug. “Perhaps to meet you.”

Flat. Unemotional. As if she had nothing to lose—nothing at stake at all.

He studied her stance. Good mobility. Clean grip. Support hand wrapped, thumbs forward, muzzle fixed on his center mass. Instinct over discipline—no hardened training, not yet.

New to the game.

But enough in her to kill him cold.

His brain made the calculation—he could take her. Probably.

He’d catch a round, tilt so it hit the shoulder, then close the distance and finish it.

He’d win.

But he didn’t move.

The eyes.

Where had he seen them?

“You have Russian blood,” he said softly, buying time.

“Does that matter?”

“It matters,” he murmured. “It always matters. We are our blood, our soil. No one escapes where they come from.”

The Makarov hung low, steady.

But he couldn’t raise it.

She’d beaten him to the draw.

That part of the fight was already written.

Something flickered across her face—a hairline crack in the mask.

The confirmation he needed.

She’d never killed.

“Brave little kotik,” he said.

“Don’t call me that.”

He smiled fully then. He knew the word—kitten—would land where he wanted.

He angled the Makarov slightly, just enough to remind her it existed.

“You’re too pretty for this work,” he said.

“We’ll see what my bullet thinks of that.”

He nodded, studying her. “Tell me something. How does a little girl find herself here?”

“Here?”

“In the shadows. Doing the work of wolves.”

She gave the smallest shrug. “Family trade.”

“Family.” A humorless laugh. “This, I understand.”

The Glock shifted—barely—but enough to show the gears.

The grandfather clock chimed.

Outside, a dog barked.

His window closing.

“You didn’t know I’d be here,” Toko said. “If you had, you wouldn’t be alone.”

She didn’t deny it.

“You came for your own objective.”

Silence.

“To kill Rutherford too.”

Still nothing.

“So why stop me?”

Her voice, when it came, was steady. “Maybe it was the right thing.”

He gave a soft, pitying laugh. “You come with a gun, can’t pull the trigger, and that puts you on the side of the angels?”

Something quivered in her expression—small, but real.

“You’ve never killed,” he said softly.

“Yet.” Her voice tightened. The Glock lifted a fraction.

“So what happens now?” he asked.

Talking was all he had.

If she fired first, he was dead.

She swallowed.

“You shoot, I shoot,” he said. “Maybe we both die.”

“Not both of us,” she said.

“Or…” A slow nod. “You walk away. I finish my work. No blood on your hands.”

“I can’t.”

He smiled—slow, knowing, cruel. “Sweet girl, you walked into a kill. Someone sent you. Someone trained you. To do their dirty work. People like us don’t get to have morals.”

He imagined how her blood would look on the cream carpet—an ugly, widening stain. The thought hit him with that familiar, disquieting mix of anticipation and dread. He pictured his hands closing around her throat: the precise angle, the pressure, the moment her eyes dimmed with the knowledge it was over. That she’d reached the end. That his hand was the last human touch she would ever feel.

For a heartbeat, the scent of Yuzhno rose around him—fish-market brine, cheap perfume, the bar girl whose name he never learned.

“I’m not an assassin,” she said, cutting through the memory.

“Then we have a real problem,” he replied.

The morning light shifted across the wall.

“Why do you say that?”

“Because if one of us doesn’t make it out of this room⁠—”

Her grip tightened. “You’re the one not walking away.”

He smiled. Not mockery—recognition. He saw it in her eyes: the terrible gravity of a choice closing in. The threshold she hadn’t yet crossed.

But she was standing on it now. About to take the step.

And somehow, it felt fitting.

If she needed a first kill—if someone had to stain that clean, unbroken soul—better it be him.

Better a monster.

Better him than anyone else.

She was already walking his road—why not let her take the mantle?

The same damage behind the eyes.

The same quiet rage at an indifferent world.

She might not share his hunger for the work, but the rest—the grind, the running, the endless shadows, the hollowing that came with each kill—that future was already reaching for her.

Already closing its grip.

“My mother was murdered,” she said quietly. “By someone like you.”

He absorbed that. Slowly.

“Like me?”

“A Russian assassin.”

A flicker of fury crossed her face—and in that instant her eyes caught the light.

Impossibly blue.

Piercing.

Sharp as shattered glass.

He’d seen them.

He knew it.

A memory stirred—frantic, incomplete—hovering just out of reach.

They stood locked in the same frame—hunter and hunted, past and future, two souls carved by violence, mirroring each other in ways neither could afford to admit.

Through the window, a car rolled past. Toko tensed—police?

Not yet.

But time was burning down.

She adjusted her grip. They both knew what came next.

“On three?” he said, knowing he could never win the draw.

“One,” she said.

“Two.”

Neither said three.

The world collapsed into a single breath.

Then she pulled the trigger.

Click.

The hollow, metallic sound of betrayal—of a death sentence.

She tried again.

Click.

No surprise. Just a terrible, dawning clarity.

“Empty,” she whispered.

Toko’s laugh was low, sympathetic. “Looks like your choice was made for you.”

Sirens rose in the distance.

Not one.

Many.

“I guess you win,” she said.

She didn’t lower the Glock.

Didn’t run.

Just stood there, stripped to the truth.

He stepped toward her.

She didn’t flinch.

“Whatever you’re searching for,” he said, voice strangely tender, “you won’t find it in this world. This world only takes. It never gives.”

Then he drew back the Makarov—two pounds of cold steel—and slammed the butt behind her ear.

She dropped instantly, folding in on herself.

For a moment, he just stood over her, breathing hard.

The temptation hit him like a tide—violent, familiar, almost comforting.

All he had to do was kneel.

One hand on her throat.

A little pressure.

A minute of ecstasy.

She’d never breathe again.

His hands trembled.

His pulse roared.

And then—he stepped back.

A decision made without knowing why.

Or maybe knowing exactly why.

“Not you,” he murmured.
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Roman’s chest seized as the feeds lit up. He couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. And on the screens, Oksana walked into a kill box with nothing but an empty gun.

His hands wouldn’t stop shaking—tremors tearing through him. He’d used her. Lied to her. And now he’d signed her death warrant.

He’d sent her into a fight she couldn’t survive.

Three screens blazed in front of him as Foxtrot tunneled into whatever platforms she could still reach—infrared, SIGMA sweeps, thermal—scraping whatever was left on connections that might collapse at any second.

The thermal pane showed two signatures on a collision course—predator advancing, rookie holding her ground. The Russian—pure muscle memory. Oksana—empty weapon, no training for what was coming.

The audio feed carried her breathing in real time, each inhale marking off the seconds before her execution.

“My God… what have I done?” The grief hit him like a punch to the gut.

Through the speakers: “Run! Get out of here! Now!”

Oksana’s voice—saving the target he’d sent her to kill. She’d passed his moral test.

But that wouldn’t save her.

“She’s—” His voice cracked. “She’s going to die for this. I killed her.”

“If she does…” Foxtrot said, still typing, voice flat, “and you…”

She didn’t finish.

Silence was its own sentence.

He knew exactly what she meant.

The Russian’s thermal trace swept the room—smooth, deliberate, lethal. Oksana’s stayed frozen. Control? Shock? The paralysis of first combat?

His low voice rolled through the audio: “I know you’re here.”

Roman whispered to the screen, “Why isn’t she moving?”

“Secret Service team,” Foxtrot said. “Eight minutes.”

Roman seized her shoulder. “She doesn’t have eight⁠—”

The Russian again: “You move like a cat.”

Then—impossibly—Oksana: “Drop it.”

“She’s got him,” Roman breathed, stunned.

“Roman,” Foxtrot whispered, “her gun’s empty.”

The world tilted. Through the distorted feed, she didn’t just sound like her mother—she became her. For a single, merciless heartbeat, it was Anastasia’s voice in the room.

And the echo nearly buckled him.

The Russian’s voice seeped through the speakers—calm, lethal: “You’re not supposed to be here.”

Roman tensed. “He’s toying with her.”

“Seven minutes thirty,” Foxtrot said, fingers flying.

Oksana: “Neither are you.”

Her voice—calm, older than she was—punched the air from Roman’s lungs.

“You helped Rutherford escape.”

“She ran,” Oksana said quietly. “I stayed.”

A terrible stillness.

“Why?”

“Perhaps to meet you.”

Foxtrot froze mid-keystroke. “She’s baiting him.”

Roman closed his eyes. “No—he’s baiting her.”

The Russian, softer now: “You have Russian blood.”

Oksana: “Does that matter?”

It mattered. Roman felt it like a knife.

On the audio feed, the Russian’s voice pressed closer: “We are our blood, our soil. No one escapes where they come from.”

Roman leaned in. “He’s buying time.”

Oksana’s voice stayed heartbreakingly steady.

Then the Russian’s sneer: “You can’t pull the trigger, and that puts you on the side of the angels?”

A pause.

“You’ve never killed.”

Oksana: “Yet.”

Silence swallowed the room.

Then his voice: “On three?”

Oksana: “One.”

Toko: “Two.”

Roman’s entire body went still.

Neither said three.

The moment felt like a noose tightening around his throat. She was going to die. Right now. In front of him. And the blood would be on his hands.

Oksana pulled the trigger.

Click.

An empty chamber sealing her fate.

“No—” Roman’s legs collapsed. His knees hit the floor hard. “No, no, no⁠—”

“Empty,” Oksana breathed.

Toko’s laugh filled the speakers—slow, almost disappointed.

The thermal signatures held—then the Russian moved.

A dull thud burst through the audio feed. On the thermal, Oksana’s signature folded in on itself and hit the floor.

“What happened?” Roman cried.

A murmur, barely audible: “Not you.”

The thermal image showed him stepping over her prone body, heading for the front door.

Roman tried to stand, but his legs were gone. On-screen, Oksana was utterly still.

He opened his mouth, but nothing came out.

Eventually, he forced it: “Is she dead?”

Foxtrot shot to her feet so fast her chair toppled behind her.

“Save it.” Her voice was ice. She looked at him like she wanted to strike him. Then she turned and walked away.

“Where are you going?” he croaked.

No answer.

The door closed behind her with a soft, final click—like an empty gun.
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Elaine pressed both hands to the glass, her wedding band—Roger’s ring, worn smooth with the years—tapping a frantic staccato on the pane. Her blazer hung crooked from the sprint across the lawn, blouse untucked, stockings torn to ribbons. Her heels were gone. She didn’t know when she’d lost them, only that she’d run.

Winter light cut across Martha Henderson’s hardwood floor—the same boards where she and Roger had danced their hearts out at the Hendersons’ fortieth, swaying under string lights, young enough to believe the world couldn’t touch them. Young enough to believe grief would never know their names.

She forced herself to look back across the lawn.

Through the fog, her house—her refuge, the place her sons took their first steps, and Roger’s voice had once filled every room—stood violated.

The front door yawned open like a wound.

Someone was inside.

A stranger.

A killer.

“What on earth’s going on?” Bill Henderson demanded, phone already in hand, the other cinching his bathrobe tight. Behind him, Martha stood pale in the hallway, clutching her own robe as though it could shield her from whatever Elaine had dragged to their door.

Elaine tried to speak, but the words spilled out in fragments. “I’ve made… I’ve made a terrible mistake.”

Bill’s face went blank, thumb hovering over the call screen. “Do I need to call⁠—”

“I did something bad,” she managed.

Then her body betrayed her.

Warmth spilled down her legs, pooling on Martha’s immaculate floor. Fifty-two years old, a mother, a widow—and she’d wet herself from terror.

The shame hit first, sharp and scalding. Then the fear that had broken her.

Martha didn’t say a word. She slipped into the powder room, came back with a dish towel, and pressed it into Elaine’s shaking hands.

“Sir?” the dispatcher said over the speakerphone. “Are you still there? Units are on their way.”

“There’s been a home invasion,” Bill told her, voice cracking. “Next door. No—wait⁠—”

Elaine followed the direction of his stare.

Her entire body turned to ice.

A man stepped out of her home with the casual stride of someone clocking out from a shift. No rush. No urgency. He paused on the porch and scanned the street.

Elaine’s brain catalogued details.

There had been no gunshot.

What did that mean?

The girl who’d warned her—was she alive? Bleeding? Dead?

The man looked down, saw her footprints in the frost, and followed the trail straight to the Hendersons’ door.

His eyes found hers through the glass.

“Oh God,” Bill whispered. “He sees us.”

“Get to a secure location immediately,” the dispatcher said—but Bill had already dropped the phone. He yanked Martha toward the hall.

“Basement. Go.”

Elaine followed, slammed the basement door, turned the lock—then her legs simply quit.

She collapsed into Bill’s back, and he caught her with surprising strength for a seventy-year-old.

The basement smelled of mildew and stale laundry. A single bulb swung overhead, throwing long shadows across the cramped space.

Her terror made every detail crisp: concrete walls, bins of Christmas ornaments, Martha’s dusty elliptical, a table buried under tax returns from the Clinton years.

No windows.

No exits.

Nowhere to run.

Upstairs, the front door crashed open.

Heavy footsteps crossed the foyer—measured, certain. He wasn’t searching. He already knew where they’d gone.

The basement doorknob rattled once. Testing.

Then silence.

Martha whispered, “Bill⁠—”

A shoulder slammed the door. The frame groaned. Another hit. And another. It splintered.

Elaine scanned the clutter for anything—rusty pruning shears, a drill with no battery, an old hockey stick. Nothing that could stop a professional killer.

The door exploded inward.

Elaine squeezed her eyes shut. When she opened them, a man filled the doorway—broad shoulders framed by yellow light. A silhouette of death.

She scrambled backward until she hit the cold wall, Martha and Bill pressed against her.

He stepped down the stairs. One. Two. Three.

“Please—” Bill started.

“You have thirty seconds,” the man said in accented English. “Go. Don’t look back.”

For a heartbeat, Elaine thought he meant all three of them.

He didn’t.

Martha shook her head, tears streaking her cheeks. “We’re not leaving her.”

Bill pulled her toward the stairs. “Honey—please.”

Martha’s eyes locked on Elaine for a single, wrenching second—memorizing her face—before she let Bill drag her away.

They squeezed past the killer, hugging the wall to avoid brushing him. Their footsteps fled across the kitchen above. The back door opened—and slammed shut.

Like a coffin lid.

Silence expanded.

Elaine was alone. With the killer.

She tried to stand tall, to meet whatever came with dignity—but her knees gave out. Her body folded to the concrete as if kneeling in prayer.

He stepped onto the basement floor.

“Elaine Rutherford?”

“Yes.” Her voice was barely there.

“My son,” she choked. “James⁠—”

He shook his head. “I know nothing.”

“They promised⁠—”

A flicker of something crossed his face. Recognition. “Moscow keeps its promises. Even with the dead.”

Relief and grief collided in her chest. Her son would live.

“La Malbaie,” she gasped, reaching for anything—hope, purpose, delay. “Tomorrow morning. I can still⁠—”

He shook his head gently. “Ssh. We’re done with that. Think of what matters.”

At first, she didn’t understand.

Then she did.

James at four, chasing frogs behind the cottage.

Michael pacing the foyer, straightening his tie before his first date.

Roger alive, laughing in their kitchen.

“Ready?” he asked.

Elaine nodded.

Her body went still. Not courage. Just done running.

He raised his gun. No anger. No cruelty. No pleasure.

Just the work.

When the shot finally came, it was a mercy.
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***

6:41 A.M. EST

Annandale, VA — Henderson Residence, Basement Level

Toko Sakhalinsky

***

Toko holstered the Makarov like a mechanic shelving a wrench. One job done. On to the next.

The shot still clung to the air—spent powder and ozone—an acrid sting he’d tasted too many times before.

Elaine Rutherford lay on her side, blood fanning from her skull in a perfect red halo. Her eyes were already glass.

Toko stared.

If Katya ever saw this—ever learned what he did—she’d never see him as anything but what he was.

A monster.

He took the stairs, boots creaking. At the top, he stopped. Listened.

Sirens. Sixty seconds out.

Local cops would go by the book—secure a perimeter, wait for backup.

Secret Service would come in hot.

***

6:43 A.M. EST

Annandale, VA — Rutherford Residence

Oksana Tchaikovskaya

***

Oksana woke face-down on the hardwood, blood in her mouth, her pulse roaring in her skull. Reality returned in broken shards—Elaine fleeing, the grandfather clock chiming, the sudden crack of a gun butt against her head. And the Glock still cold in her hand.

She lifted it.

Pulled the trigger.

Click.

Again.

And again.

And again.

Click.

Click.

Click.

Click.

A raw, ragged laugh tore out of her—caught on something sharp in her chest and broke into a coughing fit. When she tried to stand, pain detonated behind her eyes. She grabbed the arm of the sofa just to stay upright.

Movement outside.

Through the open door, she saw him.

The Russian.

Stepping out of the neighbors’ house.

No rush.

No fear.

As if he owned the street.

As he passed the doorway, he looked straight at her.

Her breath caught.

Because, for a terrible instant, she could have sworn he smiled.

***

6:44 A.M. EST

I-495 Beltway, Southbound

Foxtrot

***

Foxtrot drove like it was an exfil—speedometer kissing ninety, weaving through Beltway traffic, dropping onto the shoulder whenever brake lights flared. The engine howled. Roman sat rigid beside her, cycling through glitching feeds on the tablet—thermal, audio, traffic cams—all lagging, all dropping.

D.C. to Annandale was a twenty-five-minute run. She intended to make it in twelve.

“Hurry,” Roman said.

She didn’t answer. The needle was already buried.

“We lost the satellite,” Roman said, gripping the door. “We’re going in blind.”

Foxtrot downshifted hard, knifed between a FedEx truck and a Prius—barely inches to spare.

“She’s alive,” she said.

“Vee, we can’t be⁠—”

“She has to be.”

Roman fell silent. The speedometer kept climbing.

***

6:45 A.M. EST

Annandale, VA — Rutherford Residence

Oksana Tchaikovskaya

***

Oksana braced herself against the sofa. The room listed sideways, her skull pounding in time with her pulse.

The empty Glock hung in her hand—worthless. A toy.

Outside, the Russian crossed to a silver Camry.

She staggered through the doorway, blood sliding down her face.

“Hey!”

It came out cracked and feral.

“HEY!”

He turned with the patience of a man correcting a child. His gaze swept her—split forehead, trembling stance, dead weapon.

Not contempt.

Disappointment.

He gave her a small nod, as if acknowledging the parts they’d both played.

Then he got into the Camry and drove away at exactly twenty-five miles an hour.

She lunged after him, but her knees gave way, slamming her onto the asphalt.

Still gripping the useless Glock, she watched the taillights turn the corner and vanish—leaving her kneeling in the road as the sirens closed in.

***

6:46 A.M. EST

Annandale Street

Oksana Tchaikovskaya

***

Three cruisers converged at once, sirens ricocheting off the houses. Oksana stayed kneeling on the asphalt, watching uniforms sprint past her toward the neighbor’s door.

Through the front window, she saw an elderly couple—the wife trembling in a kitchen chair, the husband rigid, fidgeting compulsively with the belt of his robe.

A young officer approached, palm hovering over his holster. “Ma’am, are you hurt?”

She opened her mouth, and nothing came out. The Glock was hidden at the small of her back, dead weight.

His radio crackled.

“Unit Fourteen to dispatch—we’ve got a body in the basement.”

The officer went still.

Then a second transmission, colder:

“Confirm—victim was under federal protection.”

***

6:53 A.M. EST

Manhattan — Russian UN Mission

Vasily Morozov

***

Morozov leaned over the screen, peering at a map of the hotel compound in La Malbaie. Moscow wanted a shooting position for Toko, but the place was a fortress—too many blind spots, not enough glass, nothing but choke points and tight angles. A clean shot would take a helicopter or a miracle. He had neither.

His secure line chimed.

Toko:

***

Primary target eliminated. Messy kill. Someone beat me to it.

***

Morozov drummed two fingers against the desk, then replied with the detachment of a doctor signing a death certificate:

***

Irrelevant. Operation proceeds.

***

***

6:54 A.M. EST

Annandale, VA — Street

Foxtrot

***

They found her in the middle of the road. On her knees, blood streaking down her face, staring through the world as cop cars tore past, washing her in blue and red.

“Stop here,” Roman said. “I’ll go.”

Foxtrot braked hard. “She might shoot you.”

He was already unbuckling. “With what bullets?”

She grabbed his arm. “God, you’re an asshole.”

Roman stepped out slowly, palms open, approaching Oksana like a technician walking up to a live explosive.

For a moment, she didn’t know him.

Then she did.

And rage flooded her face so violently it stopped him cold.

***

6:55 A.M. EST

Annandale, VA — Street

Oksana Tchaikovskaya

***

Oksana rose from her knees like someone stepping out of her own grave.

When she spoke, her voice was clean, cold—words carved from stone.

“The gun was empty.”

Roman halted ten feet out. “Yes.”

“You sent me to die.”

“I didn’t⁠—”

She walked straight at him. No hesitation. No doubt. Her hand formed a fist—ready to break his jaw—then she opened it flat. She wanted him to feel it.

The slap cracked like a snapping branch.

Roman reeled, a bright welt blooming across his cheek. He looked at her, eyes shining, and lifted a hand to the mark.

“Oksana—”

“My mother,” she said. “My father. And now me.”

Her voice broke; she strangled it into a bitter laugh.

She turned away. Roman reached for her arm—gentle.

She spun, ready to strike again—but something in his face, something she couldn’t name, stopped her.

Sirens flooded the block.

Foxtrot’s voice cut through the chaos. “Both of you—move. Now.”

***

6:57 A.M. EST

I-495 Beltway, Northbound

Foxtrot

***

Foxtrot felt it the moment Oksana slid into the back seat.

Felt it in the silence.

Saw it in Roman’s face.

Oksana was going to quit them. They were losing her.

Losing the one person they couldn’t afford to lose.

She couldn’t let that happen.

“Hey,” Foxtrot said, eyes on the Beltway.

Oksana looked up.

Foxtrot tossed her the only thing she could think of—a full magazine.

Oksana caught it, surprise flickering on her face. She drew the Glock, ejected the dummy mag, slid in the real one, seated it with a hard click, then racked the slide.

A round chambered—solid and unmistakable.

“There,” Foxtrot said. “Now it’s loaded.”

Oksana held the pistol loose in her grip, muzzle down. Not a threat. A fact.

Her gaze found Roman.

“You ever send me out like that again,” she said, voice shaking, “I swear⁠—”

Roman answered instantly. “I won’t.”

Foxtrot didn’t look back.

She didn’t have to.

She felt the shift.

Oksana hadn’t just loaded a magazine.

She’d loaded herself.
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Oksana sat on a metal desk in the gutted office. Foxtrot held her chin steady and flashed a penlight across each pupil in turn.

“Follow the light,” Foxtrot murmured. “Keep your head still.”

The place looked even worse in daylight. One surviving fluorescent flickered overhead. The air was stale—windows sealed shut. Anything of value had been stripped out, leaving only the traces of what had been there. Marks on the floor where servers had been. Empty filing cabinets pushed against the walls. Boxes of shredded documents.

“Any nausea? Double vision?”

“I’m fine.”

“You were unconscious for over three minutes. That’s a concussion until I decide otherwise.”

Beside her lay the Glock—fully loaded now. Next to it, the dummy mag with Roman’s weighted blanks.

Roman stood at the cluster of battered monitors he’d pieced together, the bright welt from her slap still visible. He hadn’t said a word about it.

Smart man.

“Straight ahead,” Foxtrot said, wiping the gash where the Makarov had connected. “Let me know if you get dizzy.”

Through the sting of antiseptic, Oksana watched Roman flip through file after file—surveillance clips, autopsy stills, crime scenes. A quiet ledger of the dead.

“After what you pulled,” she said, “I shouldn’t be here at all. I should already be gone.”

Foxtrot stayed focused on the cut, refusing to look at either of them.

Roman finally lifted his eyes.

“Then why aren’t you?”

“Maybe I’m about to.”

Foxtrot stepped back. Oksana pushed herself upright, rolling her ankle, checking for pain. It held.

She picked up the Glock and started toward the door.

“Your mother stayed,” Roman said quietly, eyes still on the screen.

Oksana stopped mid-step. “What?”

“She could have run. Could’ve taken you and vanished forever.” He finally turned from the monitors.

“But she didn’t. She kept fighting. She knew the cost, and she fought anyway.”

“Until you let her die.”

“We tried to pull her out,” Foxtrot said. “New names. New papers. A house in Omaha. She shut it down.”

“Why would she do that?”

“Because hiding wouldn’t save you,” Foxtrot said softly, putting the medical kit aside. “She knew they’d find you in the end.”

“She wanted to stop them,” Roman said.

A knot rose in Oksana’s throat.

“And I failed her,” he added. “Failed to protect her when it mattered.” He didn’t look away. Didn’t excuse it. “But I never walked away. Never abandoned her. She wasn’t alone.”

Oksana studied them—these wrecked survivors crouched in their hollowed-out office. They’d failed her mother. Nothing said they wouldn’t fail her next.

But Roman was right. They hadn’t run. Not then. Not now.

And looking at them now—Foxtrot, waiting for a man who would never come to her; Roman, fingers shaking on the keyboard, sifting through photos of dead bodies—she saw them clearly for the first time.

Not some omnipotent handlers with master plans.

Not the CIA’s invisible puppeteers.

Just a man and a woman losing a war, fighting the only way they knew how.

The anger was still there.

And beneath it—something else. Something unwelcome. Something dangerously close to pity.

She stepped closer to the monitors.

“Show me,” she said. “All of it.”

Roman clicked on the first clip—the man from Elaine Rutherford’s house.

“He’s a Russian assassin,” Roman said. “Toko Sakhalinsky. He killed Gabriella Wintour and her daughter.”

He opened another video—California hills at dusk. A jogger, hit by a FedEx truck, her body collapsing out of frame.

“Mei Wu,” Roman said. “Resonant Technologies. Killed last night.”

Foxtrot pulled up a file. “Officially, she’s listed as a mid-level compliance officer. Works at an administrative facility in the Mount Diablo foothills.”

“Except?” Oksana asked.

“Except satellite imagery says the facility’s being used for research.” Foxtrot zoomed in on the image. “Power draw’s too high. Too much security for an admin building.”

“Plus,” Roman said, leaning forward, “there was major excavation work there a few years back. They built something underground. Something big.”

“Mei Wu attended Stanford,” Foxtrot said. “PhD in applied physics. Published work on acoustics and resonant frequency systems.”

“You don’t hide a Stanford physicist in compliance,” Roman said.

“So what was she really working on?” Oksana asked.

“That’s the question,” Roman said. “Resonant runs hundreds of classified projects. Many of them deep-black. We need to figure out which one got her killed.”

“Can’t you just hack in?” Oksana said. “You seem to hack everything else.”

“Doerr owns Resonant,” Foxtrot said. “And he’s the Director of National Intelligence.”

“So?”

“So he controls the oversight mechanisms.”

“And,” Roman added, “Resonant air-gaps most of their major programs. No external access. No network to breach.”

“So we go in and get it,” Oksana said.

Roman gave a grim smile. He didn’t relish the idea.

Foxtrot pulled up another file—a home security cam. Two men slipping in through a garage door.

Timestamp: December 24.

“Wintour’s house,” Roman said quietly. “He killed her, her housekeeper, and her fourteen-year-old daughter.”

“I’m running him through every system I can still access,” Foxtrot said. “It’s like he didn’t exist until a month ago.”

“Why kill Elaine?” Oksana asked. “If she was feeding them intelligence?”

“The Russians don’t leave loose ends,” Roman said.

“She must have known it could end like this.”

Foxtrot looked up. “They had her son,” she said softly. “James Rutherford. Syria deployment. They threatened to kill him unless she cooperated.”

Oksana stared at the screens.

A mother betraying her country to save her child.

Not so different from her own mother.

“What was she leaking?”

“Everything she could grab,” Foxtrot said. “Security protocols. Agent names. Safe house locations.”

Roman nodded. “And now that they’ve scorched the earth, they’ll move on. If they’re circling Resonant’s research labs, they’ve probably already sunk their claws into Doerr.”

“And he could do a lot more damage than any aide ever could,” Foxtrot added.

Oksana let that settle—the brutal arithmetic of survival. Elaine trading her loyalty for her son’s life. Her own mother trading her life for… this. A fight Oksana barely understood.

Could she have killed Elaine? She hadn’t pulled that trigger, but if the gun had been loaded, if the moment had played out differently….

“This is what my mother did for you?” she said. “She hurt people. Killed people.”

Roman’s voice was flat. “She did what needed to be done.”

“What needed to be done,” Oksana echoed.

She picked up the Glock, dropped the magazine, and counted the live rounds—brass casings, copper tips. No blanks this time.

“My mother chose this over me. She could have run. She could have kept me safe.”

Foxtrot’s voice was careful. “Your mother loved⁠—”

“No,” Oksana said. “She loved the fight more.”

Foxtrot glanced at Roman, but he didn’t speak.

A memory surfaced—something she hadn’t touched in years.

Winter, weeks before her mother died. The small kitchen on 95th Street. Flour on the counter, flour in her hair. The old radio hissing through bad reception. News from Moscow—arrests, roundups, disappearances.

Her mother stopped mid-motion, dough between her fingers like clay.

She crouched to Oksana’s height, a smear of flour across her cheek.

“Ksyusha,” she said. Then, in Russian: “Sometimes you have to fight, even when you know you’ll lose.”
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Amy Wu stood at the kitchen sink, scrubbing hands that were already clean. Ten minutes of hot water and soap, and still she couldn’t shake the feeling they were slick with blood.

“Steady hands, steady mind,” her mother used to say.

Now they just shook.

The medical examiner had tried to shield her—flipping through the worst of it.

But Amy had insisted on seeing everything.

Now she knew exactly what forty miles an hour did to the human body.

What two tons of steel meant.

The house felt wrong. Empty in all the places her mother used to fill.

No coffee brewing.

No NPR in the background.

No off-key K-pop drifting from her office.

Just the refrigerator’s low hum.

And her father’s ragged snores drifting down from upstairs.

He’d staggered in from Vegas at 3 a.m., reeking of cigarettes and gin, fumbling with his keys while Amy watched. The sedatives finally took hold around 4:30, after an hour of sobbing that broke something she didn’t know was inside her.

She’d held him as long as she could stand it.

Now she dried her hands.

Still shaking.

Coffee.

She needed something normal.

Something that didn’t drag her back to yesterday—her mother in this same kitchen, holding her too long in the doorway.

“I love you,” she’d whispered. Three times. Like a prayer.

Or a goodbye.

The coffee maker gurgled. Amy reached for the pot.

“Amy?”

She jerked around, nearly dropping it. Her father stood in the doorway—pajamas wrinkled, hair wild, the sedatives still clinging to him like fog.

“Dad. You should be sleeping.”

He took a fragile step toward her. “Your mother was—” His voice cracked. “She was⁠—”

“I know.”

He tried to hug her. Awkward. Desperate. She could still smell the booze on his breath.

She shoved him back. “No.”

“Amy, please. I can’t do this alone.”

“You weren’t here,” she said, her voice rising from somewhere deep and old. “You were in Vegas, screwing some woman while Mom died alone.”

His face fell apart. “I came as soon as I heard⁠—”

“With casino chips still in your pocket?” She’d seen them—Bellagio $100s mixed with his house keys. “Did you come straight from the blackjack table?”

“That’s not fair.”

“Fair?” Her laugh cracked like ice. “Mom is dead. And you were⁠—”

“I didn’t know!”

“You never know anything!” The rage burst out, years of resentment ripping free. “Too busy with your conferences. Your business trips. Too busy with that woman from Starbucks.”

“Starbucks? The—what? The client from Sacramento? Amy, there was no⁠—”

“Don’t you dare lie to me. Not now.”

He dragged both hands over his face. His voice hollowed out. “I can’t do this right now.”

“Then leave,” she said softly. “Like you always do.”

He looked at her—his only daughter—and for a second she thought he might stay.

He turned without a word. A moment later, the garage door rattled open, and his Lexus fired up.

Amy stood alone in the kitchen, trembling. She reached for the coffee pot, but her hand betrayed her; the pot slipped and shattered across the tile. Glass everywhere.

She stared at the pieces through a blur of tears.

Then she fled upstairs, unable to hold it together another second.

Her bedroom looked frozen in time—the posters she’d never taken down, the Berkeley pennant pinned above her desk, the AP Physics trophy gathering dust. But something felt off. Subtle, unnamed. Enough to lift the hairs on her arms.

She stepped into the hallway.

Her mother’s office door stood ajar.

She went inside. The room smelled like her—green tea, printer ink, that faint trace of her hand lotion.

The desk was bare. No papers, no printouts, no sticky notes.

A filing cabinet drawer—the one that was always locked—hung open.

Empty.

Her mother had cleared it out. Fast.

Amy lowered herself into the desk chair, the worn leather molded by years of late nights. She pressed her palms to the surface, trying to feel whatever her mother had felt last.

Then she saw the legal pad.

Yellow paper, the top sheets torn away. But the page beneath showed grooves—her mother’s handwriting pressed into it.

Amy angled it toward the window, searching for light.

Fragments. Partial words. Numbers.

She grabbed a pencil from the cup and brushed graphite across the page.

Letters surfaced through the gray.

ANC-COM-7745

Polar Aviation

Shawn—

Her hands went still.

More words emerged.

…if anything happens…

...take enclosed envelope to Anna Carson...

...L.A. Times...

Amy stared, heart thudding.

This wasn’t a note.

This wasn’t work.

This was a message.

The last fragment rose slowly through the graphite:

…life and death…

Amy’s breath stopped.

She looked around the hollowed-out office—rushed, emptied, stripped.

Her mother’s death was no accident.
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Foxtrot leaned back, working the stiffness from her knuckles. Thirty minutes at the terminal and her hands were already protesting—age catching up at exactly the wrong time. Her eyes stung from staring at LCD panels that weren’t worth the wattage they pulled.

She tried another angle. Then another.

Before the lockout, she could have breached Resonant’s firewalls blindfolded. Now it was like trying to spoof a retina scanner with a Polaroid.

All her exploits—root creds, persistent implants, backdoors—gone in a single purge.

She flexed her fingers once more, leaned back in.

“Hold that bloody fan steady.”

Roman tightened his grip on the heavy desk fan propped against the overheating processor. It barely helped. The entire box whined just above failure threshold.

The Estonian proxy dropped.

Again.

Third time in ten minutes.

“Fuck me,” Foxtrot muttered, slamming the desk. She instantly regretted it as a wall of error messages rippled across all three displays like a digital aneurysm.

“Sorry, dear,” she added to Oksana, who sat nearby with an ice pack pressed to her forehead. The swelling was easing; if luck held, it wouldn’t bruise.

Another proxy throttled.

Foxtrot curled her fingers into a fist, resisting the urge to pitch a monitor through the drywall.

She tried another approach—piggybacking on credentials she’d scraped from Mei Wu’s home-network access logs. The woman had been dead less than twelve hours; corporate IAM systems rarely moved that fast.

She injected the credentials through a dormant maintenance port.

The login blinked green.

“Damn,” she muttered—genuinely surprised. “You’d expect more from a defense contractor bankrolled by the DNI.”

Wu’s directory tree unfolded in a sprawl—user folders, temp caches, sync leftovers. Ninety percent noise: personal photos, shopping receipts, VPN logs.

Then something stood out—a restricted directory buried deep in Resonant’s internal permissions path:

sys_ref/Users/mwu/Research/Internal/

Not hidden.

Just tightly compartmented. A folder only Wu would ever see.

Foxtrot paused, cursor hovering.

Then she opened it.

Roman leaned in. “What is it?”

“Fan,” she snapped without looking.

Technical briefs filled the screen. Controlled-environment test logs. Procurement invoices for isotopes that shouldn’t exist outside Q-clearance files. Staffing rosters for an underground site in the Mount Diablo foothills.

And at the top of every approval chain:

Doerr, Dominic — DNI

Foxtrot didn’t speak.

She initiated a pull.

10.3 MB received.

10.7.

11.1—

ERROR: Checksum mismatch.

Packet rejected.

The progress bar collapsed.

“Bloody hell—don’t do that,” she hissed.

Her exit node throttled—latency spiking into triple digits. Deep-packet inspection pounding the link, forcing resets. Resonant’s automated defenses were sharper than expected.

She killed the pull before the system could fingerprint her tooling. Switched to an older cut-out—worse bandwidth, lazier filters.

1.1 MB…

2.7…

5.4…

The CPU temp spiked. Roman’s fan wobbled for half a second⁠—

CRC error. Partial file corrupted.

“Don’t move,” she snapped.

“I didn’t⁠—”

“Just—don’t.”

She scrubbed the corrupted packets, re-queued the request with smaller chunk sizes—slower, quieter, less likely to trip a safeguard.

One monitor flickered as a proxy tried to reroute her mid-transfer.

Foxtrot exhaled through her teeth. “Fine. We do this the old way.”

Low and slow.

The download crawled. Agonizing. But this time it held.

Most of what she pulled down was encrypted beyond anything her scavenged setup could handle—AES-256 wrapped in quantum key distribution. Even Langley’s cryo-cooled clusters would have needed days.

But the manifests—those were plain text.

No one ever bothered to quantum-encrypt the boring stuff.

A name jumped out:

Polar Aviation Services.

“Roman.”

He looked up, still gripping the useless desk fan like some battlefield IV rig.

“Polar Aviation,” she said, highlighting the entry. “Mean anything to you?”

Roman’s expression iced over. “Sanctions buster. Shell carrier. Moves restricted tech to Russia through deniable intermediaries. If Doerr’s using them⁠—”

“He’s shipping something to Russia,” Foxtrot finished. “Illegally. Through Alaska.” She zoomed in on the routing codes. “Northern arc flight path. Textbook evasion.”

“We need to know what Dr. Wu was working on,” Roman said.

Before Foxtrot could reply, a new window blinked open—a silent alert from the tiny monitoring subnet she’d planted in Mei Wu’s home router.

Not corporate.

Not federal.

Local.

Blackhawk Ridge, California — motion + network activity spike (LIVE)

Foxtrot’s pulse kicked. “Roman. Look.”

Something was happening at Wu’s house.

Right now.

“Someone’s doing some very interesting reading,” Foxtrot murmured, pulling up the logs.

This wasn’t Resonant wiping data.

The access pattern was wrong—messy, hesitant. Domestic credentials. Civilian. Password attempts using birthdays, anniversaries. A lockout timer tripped, then reset. Someone physically inside the house, poking around on a laptop.

Search queries scrolled past:

Professor Shawn Webb — Stanford.

Polar Aviation.

ANC-COM-7745.

Anna Carson — L.A. Times, national security.

Not a professional.

But not flailing either.

Whoever it was wasn’t spiraling—they were triangulating. Following a pattern. Some clue Mei Wu must have left behind. The browser history read like a breadcrumb trail, and it pointed at Polar Aviation.

Foxtrot cut into the MacBook’s camera with a silent handshake.

A face filled her screen—young, tear-streaked, locked in grief.

“The daughter,” Foxtrot said. “Amy Wu. Nineteen. Berkeley sophomore.”

“She’s found something,” Roman said, straightening. “We need to talk to her. I can⁠—”

Foxtrot and Oksana exchanged a look.

Roman Adler walking blind into the blast radius of a nineteen-year-old girl who’d just lost her mother?

Not a chance.

“I’ll do it,” Oksana said, lowering the ice pack. The bruise was faint now. “I know how to talk to someone whose mother died.”

Foxtrot watched her. The posture. The stubborn tilt of the chin.

For a moment—just a flicker—she saw another woman standing in this same room decades earlier.

Anastasia.

Hands steady. Voice quiet.

I know how to speak to monsters, she’d once said.

And Foxtrot had believed her.
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Toko watched the bourbon ripple in its plastic cup, the surface trembling with every shudder of turbulence. United Flight 447 to Quebec City. Thirty-one thousand feet over the Great Lakes, engines droning in that flat, mechanical hum.

His left hand throbbed—the same old ache that always found him when he flew. Pressure shifts, scar tissue, age. Didn’t matter. He’d made his peace with it.

What he hadn’t made peace with was the girl’s face.

Those eyes.

Blue, yes—but colder than they had any right to be at her age. Flecks that caught the light like ice. They should have been soft. But they weren’t.

And they should have been afraid.

They weren’t that either.

He’d seen fear before. Rage, too. Begging. Bargaining.

This had been none of those.

She’d looked straight through him—past the face, past the body—at the thing underneath.

She’d known exactly what she was seeing.

Not a man.

A ghost.

It nagged at him—an itch under the skin, a thought he couldn’t pin down.

A shadow. A shape trying to form.

And then it hit.

Not like a memory returning, but like impact—sudden, brutal, wounding.

It tore through him in a rush, dragging a flood of others with it: faces, voices, the cold bite of that night, the silence that followed.

The truth was there, untouched, preserved exactly as he’d left it.

Vivid. Complete. Frozen in time.

And now it had finally broken free—a thing he should never have forgotten.

The early years—back when Chichikov still smiled, still played nice with the West. Before the gloves ever came off.

A frigid February night. Eighteen below.

Toko had been little more than a boy then, barely a trace of stubble on his face.

One of his first sanctioned kills.

Young enough to think he understood the game.

Old enough to pull the trigger.

Tchaikovskaya.

That was the name that had been clawing at him.

Anastasia Tchaikovskaya.

A name out of an old Soviet fairytale—beautiful, doomed, never meant to survive the winter.

The target’s husband had been recently terminated—whether by the Americans or the Kremlin, Toko didn’t know. Didn’t care. All he knew was they wanted her dead before she could flee the country.

She and an infant. Brutal, yes. But not unusual. Standard cleanup.

And inside the Garden Ring, no less. Full home-court advantage.

It should have been the easiest job in the world.

Except it wasn’t.

She knew Central Moscow the way only the old pros did—every back stairwell, every arcade, every shadowed underpass. At the Aquarium, they called it The Knowledge—a nod to the London cab drivers who learned their own city the same way. It made her damn near impossible to box in.

The third time she slipped through his fingers, he knew she was KGB-trained. That was when he called in the big guns. The central district was locked down by five different agencies—this in a city that was already the surveillance capital of the planet.

Finally, he had her cornered.

Gorky Park.

Two in the morning.

Snow drifting from the sky in slow, heavy flakes.

She was no longer running.

She sat on a park bench by a frozen pond, watching the footpath.

Waiting for someone—though who it was, Toko never learned.

The park was closed at night, though back then that meant little. Before the renovations, before the new lighting, you could slip in a hundred different ways.

And, impossibly, the child was with her. The little thing couldn’t have been more than two or three years old. Her red snowsuit stood stark against the white landscape. She held a little wooden horse in one hand and showed no interest in coming to her mother, who kept trying to coax her.

“Bayu-bayushki-bayu…”

Always, there was a warning.

Always, there was a wolf in Russian lullabies.

The mother saw his shadow first, then turned to face him.

There was no surprise in her expression—only a kind of tired acceptance.

One professional recognizing another, knowing she’d been outrun.

“Come sit, Ksyusha,” she told the child. Calm. Too calm. As if she were telling her to brush her teeth.

This time, the girl obeyed.

Toko approached, his steps muffled by the fresh powder.

He should have finished it quickly. He had a gun. That was the directive.

Get it done. No complications.

But there was that old longing.

The itch.

Even back then, he’d developed a taste for it.

The thrill of a real kill—of life slipping away under his fingers, of eyes turning to glass, breath collapsing into stillness.

In that place, in that air, in that muted, frozen night, it called to him like a siren song.

She knew what he was. Had known for days. Knew what came next.

She rose from the bench, placing herself between him and the child.

Hands empty.

Shoulders squared.

No illusions, no resistance—only the instinct to shield the girl from it, to keep her from seeing what was about to happen.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

The only sound was the girl humming to her wooden horse.

Toko nodded toward a patch of frozen ground beneath a bare, crooked tree.

“Stay, Ksyusha,” the woman said softly.

And then she walked with him—like they were friends, lovers, two people slipping quietly into the still night.

They stopped.

And the snow stopped—the flakes seeming to freeze mid-fall, as if the night itself were bracing for what was to come.

Then the space between them collapsed.

They fought in the snow—brutal and raw and animal.

Flesh on flesh.

Bone on bone.

Tooth and nail.

She was good—KGB-trained, desperate—but she’d been running for days, and exhaustion clung to her like something wet and heavy. The fight drained out of her fast.

He felt it—the shift from resistance to inevitability.

Her body knew it before she did.

He overpowered her, forced her down, got his knee on her chest, his hand on her throat.

Her eyes didn’t beg as he tightened his grip—his fingers settling like a closing vise.

It was a mercy, he told himself—quicker was kinder. Her pulse stuttered, her resistance bled away, her eyes rolled back.

That most intimate of all moments drew near—the instant a life leaves the body, turning a person into a thing.

And then, behind him, a sound.

A little girl’s voice.

A whimper—soft and frightened—too young to understand but old enough to know.

And two thoughts came to him at once.

The first hit him cold and sudden—slippery and alive, like a fish in a metal bucket.

Do to the child as he was doing to the mother.

It wasn’t in the directive, but he could.

No one would ask.

He could do them both.

He could practically taste it.

And the second thought—quiet, thin, impossible—don’t.

The child stood there at his elbow, red snowsuit like a little astronaut—an arrival from another world.

She didn’t make a sound. Didn’t cry.

Just held out a mittened hand.

A tiny offering.

And that was when it shifted.

Something.

He’d always been told mercy was a weakness.

But not that night.

He let go of Anastasia’s throat.

“Belorusskaya,” he told her when she caught her breath. “There’s a train in an hour. I’ll tell them you’re dead.”

She stared at him.

They both knew that world well enough to know it would cost him.

“Why?” she asked.

He looked at the child—patient, calm, standing there like she had all the time in the world.

Those blue eyes, impossibly blue, like ice.

“Go,” he said. “Now.”

Twelve hours later, his own handlers had him in the Lubyanka basement.

Old-school discipline. A hammer. Precise. Firm.

One finger for the woman.

One for the child.

One for the lie.

That had been his cost the first time, he thought, kneading the ache in his knuckles.

The second—he didn’t yet know.
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Oksana gripped the edge of the grimy sink, studying her reflection in the cracked mirror. Her mother’s eyes stared back—blue, furious, unyielding.

She touched the spot where Toko’s gun had connected. It throbbed, but at least there was no bruise, no obvious swelling.

She looked like what she was—wrecked, hurt, but not done fighting.

Not yet.

The door rattled.

“Oksana.” Roman’s voice—sharp, frayed at the edges. “We need to move.”

She straightened up, pushed off the sink, and unlocked the door.

“Then let’s go.”

Roman started pacing. “Tell her to access her mother’s laptop. Immediately. Establish trust but keep distance. Don’t⁠—”

“Roman.” Foxtrot’s voice had an edge.

“I’m trying to⁠—”

“You’re overwhelming her.”

He stopped. Standing too close to Oksana.

She waited for him to move aside.

Foxtrot gave Oksana a nod—cautious, grounding.

“I’ll tell her the truth,” Oksana said.

Roman blinked. “What?”

“Simple. Clean. The truth.”

“Just make sure she understands what we need⁠—”

“Roman.” Foxtrot again. Final warning.

He raised both hands. Backed off.

Oksana settled into the chair. “I’ll do it my way.”

The computer screen glowed with Amy Wu’s number.

Nineteen years old.

Mother murdered yesterday.

Another daughter pulled into this war.

She dialed.

“Hello?”

“Amy Wu?”

“Who is this?”

“Oksana Tchaikovskaya. I need to talk to you.”

Silence.

“About your mother.”

Roman checked the screen—expecting the call to drop.

“How did you get this number?”

Oksana took a breath. “My mother’s name was Anastasia. She worked for the KGB. Then the CIA. She died when I was six.”

Nothing from Amy.

“Your mother died yesterday.”

A small, broken sound on the other end.

“The same people killed them both,” Oksana said quietly. “And they won’t stop.”

Amy’s breathing changed—shallow, scraping.

Then:

“There’s a car outside.”

Amy’s voice dropped to a whisper.

Oksana straightened. “Where?”

Foxtrot was already moving—pulling up satellite feeds.

“Black sedan. It drove by twice.”

“Where are you right now?”

“My room. Second floor.”

“Step away from the window.”

Behind her, Foxtrot’s screen lit up—Blackhawk Ridge, California. A black car on the feed, moving away from the Wu residence.

Foxtrot gave a small nod. Clear.

“You’re all right,” Oksana said. “For now.”

“I don’t feel all right.”

“I know.”

Pause.

“You’re from the government?”

Oksana could lie. Should lie.

“No.”

Long silence.

“I found something.”

Oksana’s breath caught. “What?”

“That’s why you’re calling, isn’t it?”

“What did you find?”

“Words. Numbers.” Amy’s voice tightened. “On a legal pad in her office. I don’t know what any of it means.”

A pause.

“This is why she’s dead, isn’t it?”

Foxtrot leaned close, whispered: “Photo. Tell her to photograph it.”

Oksana lowered her voice. “Amy, listen carefully. Don’t read anything out loud. Just take a photo.”

“Okay.”

Rustling sounds. A click.

“Now what?”

Foxtrot had instructions written on a notepad.

“Open a terminal window,” Oksana said, reading. “We’ll walk you through an encrypted upload.”

She talked Amy through it.

Step by step.

The girl’s breathing came fast—rabbit-quick.

Roman hovered, trying to ask about Wu’s laptop.

Foxtrot waved him off.

“There,” Amy said. “It’s going.”

“Good.”

Behind Oksana, Foxtrot’s screen flickered. Progress bar crawling.

“Now listen,” Oksana said. “That black car—it’s clear for now. But you need to leave.”

“Leave?”

“Get out of town. Somewhere you’ve never been. Pay cash. No credit cards.”

“I don’t have much⁠—”

“ATM. Pull what you can.”

Foxtrot was already typing—routing funds to Amy’s account.

Silence on the line.

Then, quietly: “I fought with her.”

“What?”

“My mom.” Amy’s voice cracked. “Yesterday. We fought. The last thing I said⁠—”

“Amy.” Oksana’s throat tightened. “She knew.”

“How can you⁠—”

“She knew you loved her.”

The line hummed.

Amy crying. Soft.

“Did you get to say goodbye?” Amy whispered. “To your mother?”

Oksana closed her eyes. “I was six. She put me to bed. When I woke up, she was gone.”

Behind her, Foxtrot’s screen changed.

The photo loaded. Yellow legal pad, graphite smudged across torn paper. Ghosted impressions from sheets ripped away.

Foxtrot leaned forward.

Then stopped.

Roman saw it. “What?”

Foxtrot didn’t answer. Just stared.

One word emerged from the gray rubbing:

DISSONANT

Roman came around the desk. Fast.

“Jesus Christ.”

She looked at Roman.

He looked back.

Oksana covered the phone and whispered, “What is it?”

Roman ignored her. Pointed at the phone. “Get her out. Now.”

Oksana turned back. “Amy. You need to go. Right now.”

“What about my dad?”

“Will he go with you?” Oksana asked. “Without his phone?"

Silence.

“I don’t think so.”

Oksana glanced back. Roman met her eyes. Shook his head.

“Leave him,” she said.

The call ended.

Oksana turned. “What’s the Dissonant?”

Roman didn’t look up from the screen. “High-tech weapons prototype. Obscure. Years out from approval. Supposedly. There’s no universe in which it should be going to Russia.”
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Doerr stood at his penthouse window, watching seventeen red alerts pulse on his monitors like fresh wounds.

All were Roman, trying to reach the President.

All had been intercepted by the routing override he’d buried in the White House comms router.

Roman thought he was calling the West Wing.

In reality, he was calling Doerr’s shadow system—a dead channel where every attempt vanished without trace.

His skin was still chilled from the ice-cold shower he’d taken to clear his head. It hadn’t worked. The vodka bottles—last night’s and the one he’d cracked after pulling Elaine Rutherford’s protection—stood like spent rounds beside the keyboard. The half-empty Xanax bottle was the only thing between him and sheer panic.

And its grip on him was slipping.

Twelve hours since the weapon reached Kura.

Five since he’d pulled Elaine’s security.

And one until he briefed the President—the man he was helping murder.

The phone buzzed on the desk, rattling against the wood. Morozov.

He picked it up.

“Roman knows something,” Doerr said before Morozov could speak, his voice still thick from the sedatives. “Seventeen attempts to reach the President in the last hour.”

“We anticipated this,” Morozov said, voice carrying that unnerving Russian calm that always seemed to precede violence. “Orlov’s in Washington.”

Doerr’s stomach flipped. “Orlov?”

“My best tracker. Former Spetsnaz. Worked Chechnya, Georgia, Syria.”

“Then what’s he waiting for?” Doerr said, panic edging into his voice. “Send him in.”

“If I knew where to send him, he’d already be gutting the place,” Morozov said, cold as ice.

“You said you had a team tracking him.”

“He shook the tail, burned the overwatch, walked into the wind. We narrowed the grid, but still can’t fix the precise location.”

“You requisitioned a satellite.”

“And there’s been nothing to see. He chose his route carefully. The streets were empty. No signature, no pattern.”

“We have to find him,” Doerr hissed, pacing now. “We have to⁠—”

Morozov cut him off. “Then we make him come to you.”

“Me? He knows what I am. He’s not going to fall for any trap I set.”

“You’re a smart boy, Dominic. You’ll think of something.”

The line went dead.

Doerr stood there, pulse hammering in his throat. The room felt too small, the air too thin. He moved to the monitors again, hands shaking so badly he had to steady one with the other. The screen glowed back at him—cold and clinical—reflecting his wide, sleepless eyes.

He opened the internal White House communications list and stared at the screen. His mind raced, options collapsing into one narrow, dangerous path. His hands shook. He wiped them on his thighs and picked up the phone.

Dialed Morozov.

“You have something for me?”

“I—I think so,” Doerr said, forcing the words. “Roman won’t come to me, but there’s someone he still trusts.” He dragged a shaky finger across the contact list. “Kathleen Holman. She’s on his side. Always has been.”

Morozov said nothing.

“I can spoof her credentials,” Doerr continued. “Make it look like a private message. Emergency briefing. Eleven a.m. Northwest entrance. He’ll believe her.”

“It’s risky,” Morozov murmured. “The last thing we need is Roman speaking with the President.”

“Won’t happen,” Doerr said. “Security stops him at the door. I’ll make certain.”

A cold silence stretched across the line.

“Roman’s not stupid.”

“No,” Doerr said, “but he’s desperate. Seventeen attempts, Vasily. He’s running out of time. He’ll take the bait.”

“It pins him to a location,” Morozov said.

“Your satellite will pick him up from there.”

Another pause. Then three words: “Roman dies today.”

The line clicked off.
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Roman stood at the Eisenhower Building gates, January wind cutting through his coat like a machete. The message from Holman had arrived scarcely twenty minutes earlier—emergency briefing, northwest entrance, Doerr will be there.

Every instinct told him it was a trap—Holman wouldn’t risk direct contact, not now—but if there was even the faintest chance he could reach the President, he had to take it.

He scanned the entrance.

Too quiet.

Two Secret Service uniforms flanked the gate—rigid posture, eyes forward, not talking. A third lingered behind a concrete bollard, making a show of checking his radio.

Roman had run a lot of ops with the Service. He could see the trajectory.

This wasn’t going to go well.

He slipped a gloved hand into his coat pocket and brushed his badge. Almost certainly flagged, but he had to try.

A fourth agent stepped out of the vestibule—tall, squared shoulders, one hand resting a little too comfortably near the holster under his coat.

Roman slowed.

Watched the man tilt his head, murmur something into his cuff.

Then he walked up to the scanner and swiped.

The alarm detonated instantly—sharp, metallic, final.

The guard glanced at his tablet and muted the alarm. No flicker of recognition, no irritation. Just procedure.

“Badge isn’t reading,” he said evenly.

Roman kept his voice calm. “You’ve seen me come through here a thousand times.”

“Yes, sir. Still need to verify.” The agent nodded toward the reader. “Go ahead and swipe again.”

Roman didn’t move. “Call Kathleen Holman. She’ll confirm I’m cleared for the eleven o’clock.”

The agent didn’t blink. “Holman’s not on your access profile, sir.”

Roman felt the shift—not in the words, but the tone. Polite. Neutral. Procedural.

A script used when a person was already flagged.

Another agent broke from the line and approached.

“Sir, step to secondary screening, please.”

“I’m already late, fellas.”

They exchanged a glance—quick, silent.

“Someone get Kathleen on the line,” Roman said.

“Sir, please step back.”

That was it.

He read it in their eyes.

This was already over.

Across the street, a man in a striped tracksuit stood near the steps of an art gallery, pretending to stretch his calves. Thick shoulders. Too much mass for a runner. Eyes fixed on the gate.

Roman was about to turn away when movement across West Exec caught his eye.

Dominic Doerr, strolling toward the entrance with a coffee in one hand and a leather briefcase in the other. Jake Hawke paced beside him. Flanking them both were four of Doerr’s private bodyguards—big, alert, scanning the street.

Doerr’s eyes flicked toward the gate. Met Roman’s.

Roman took a step forward.

“Hey, asshole. I see you.”

The coffee stopped halfway to Doerr’s lips. A thin smile twitched onto his face—too quick, too brittle. “Roman. I… didn’t know you were attending this morning’s briefing.”

“You know I’m not,” Roman said. “But I’ve got your number, Dominic. Rutherford. Dr. Wu⁠—”

“Dr who?” Doerr said lightly, suppressing a grin that threatened to break through.

Roman’s expression didn’t change. “I’m on to you, you son of a bitch.”

Doerr’s grip tightened on the coffee cup—just a tremor. Hawke clocked it, shifting closer. The bodyguards adjusted their stance.

Roman didn’t raise his voice.

“You’re not going to get away with it.”

“I think that’s enough,” Hawke said, stepping in as the bodyguards closed the gap.

Roman didn’t look at them.

“Listen up, Jake,” he said calmly. “A Dissonant prototype left the country yesterday. Headed to Russia.”

Hawke blinked. “A what?”

Roman saw it—the tell. Genuine confusion. A sliver of hope.

“A DARPA black project,” Roman said. “Morrison’s authorization codes. Look into it, Jake.”

Hawke’s hand drifted toward his phone.

Doerr moved fast—too fast. “Jake, he’s delusional. I have no idea what he’s talking about.”

Roman shifted his gaze back to Doerr, unblinking.

The goons closed in.

Doerr was still laughing it off, playing it like Roman was some drunk uncle embarrassing himself at Thanksgiving. Hawke laughed too—polite at first, then real.

And that was when Roman felt something snap.

A thin thread, forty years long.

He’d sat in rooms with these men a thousand times. Warned them about threats they’d never have seen coming. Carried the weight so they didn’t have to.

And now—standing here with evidence of treason, with lives already in the ground—Jake Hawke was laughing at him.

He saw it clearly, painfully: what he looked like to them.

A paranoid old spook.

A burned operative seeing ghosts.

A cautionary tale rookies whispered about.

He was one foil hat away from being committed.

Doerr recovered first, smoothing his expression into something like concern.

“This is a little desperate, isn’t it, Roman?” he said, gesturing vaguely at the scene. “Out here in public, throwing around classified DARPA projects.”

Hawke frowned. “What is the Dissonant?”

Doerr didn’t miss a beat. “A theoretical weapons platform. Never left prototype stage. Roman’s grasping at shadows.”

“I have proof,” Roman said, hand going for his phone.

He never even got it halfway out.

Three of Doerr’s security contractors descended—silent, efficient. A thumb into his wrist, another into his elbow, the phone knocked cleanly from his hand and kicked under a kiosk.

Roman looked to the actual Secret Service for help, but their faces were expressionless.

“Sir,” one said, voice flat, “you need to leave.”

Inside, past the checkpoint, Kathleen stepped out of an elevator.

“Kathleen!” Roman called. “Tell them you had me added⁠—”

She froze for half a second.

Then pretended not to hear.

“Kathleen!”

This time, she turned—forced a polite, professional smile.

“Roman,” she said brightly. “What seems to be the problem?”

“Tell them you put me on the list.”

She looked at him like he was a stranger.

“I’m sorry, Ms. Holman,” a guard said. “We have this under control.”

Doerr and Hawke stepped through the barrier. Doerr paused just long enough to let it sting.

“You really shouldn’t be out in this weather, Roman,” he said, dripping false concern.

The moment they vanished inside, the façade dropped.

Two of Doerr’s men seized Roman—hard, fast—dragging him from the entrance. The third stepped in close and drove an elbow straight into Roman’s ribs.

It knocked the breath out of him. Sent him stumbling off the sidewalk.

He caught himself—barely—boots skidding in the slush.

Behind the barrier, Doerr turned back and raised a hand.

A friendly little wave.

A second shove from behind caught Roman off guard. He went down hard, hands slamming into wet concrete. Pain shot up his arms.

He looked back at the man who’d shoved him.

The guard didn’t even bother to hide the contempt.

“Fuck off, old man.”

Roman looked toward the Secret Service.

Nothing.

They stared straight ahead, motionless.

Doerr’s guards scanned through after him, disappearing into the building.

Roman stayed where he was a moment, traffic rolling by on the snow-strewn street. His ribs throbbed. His palms burned. He pushed himself upright with what dignity he could muster.

Then he saw him—the man in the tracksuit, still pretending to stretch, still pretending not to watch.

Too obvious. He wasn’t the real tail.

Roman turned north, walking fast. Behind him, the man fell into step.

He pulled out his phone and dialed Foxtrot.

She answered immediately. “Roman?”

“The Holman message was fake,” he said. His voice came out thinner than he wanted. “As expected.”

“Did you get to the President?”

“No. Just Doerr and Hawke. Pricks.”

“Are you okay? You sound hurt.”

“Just a few bruises.” He kept walking. “Listen—I’m being followed. Professional. Tracksuit. Built like a brick shithouse.”

“That’s why they tipped you off. To put a fresh tail on you.”

“Yeah, but this guy’s too obvious.”

“A decoy?”

“There must be another tail, but I haven’t spotted it.”

“Where are you?”

“Lafayette Square. Moving north and east.”

“Well, don’t bring them back here to me.”

“I’ll try not to.”

“If Hawke’s with Doerr⁠—”

“I don’t think so. He didn’t know jack shit about the prototype.”

Another beat—calculating. “Okay.”

“Doesn’t mean they’re not thick as thieves,” Roman said, glancing behind him. Tracksuit was half a block back.

“There’s something else,” Foxtrot said. “Doerr’s head of security—Marcus Kaine—has prepped extraction routes.”

Roman stopped at a crosswalk.

“Doerr’s planning to run?”

“He’s giving himself the option.”

“Something’s coming,” Roman said.

Foxtrot exhaled—short, low. “Something big. And soon.”

The walk signal flashed, and Roman stepped off the curb.

Tracksuit followed.

“I got something else from Kaine’s phone,” Foxtrot said. “Doerr’s going to be at the Hay-Adams bar tonight.”

“Doing what?”

“Drinking, presumably.”

Roman already knew what came next.

“A man at a bar,” she said slowly, “might be vulnerable to a beautiful woman.”

He stopped in the middle of the street. “Vee.”

“She could do it, Roman. Get close. Get his phone.”

“A honeytrap?” he said, his voice suddenly all business.

“Why not? She’s her mother’s daughter.”

A pang went through him—unexpected, sharp—a fault line he hadn’t felt in years.

“I don’t think she’s ready for that level of⁠—”

“Level of what? You sent her on a hit with an empty gun.”

“To an aide’s suburban residence⁠—”

“You’re the last one I expected to underestimate her now.”

“I’m not underestimating⁠—”

“She can get shot at, just not hit on.”

“Vee, come on. This is orders of magnitude more dangerous than what I⁠—”

“I can’t believe this,” she said, breath catching. “You’re… actually jealous.”

Tracksuit had stopped dead—telegraphing it now.

Roman kept walking, turning onto H Street.

Her accent cut hard and precise. “We have no choice. I’m preparing her.”

“In eight hours?” he said tightly.

A bank window gave him the angle. He studied the reflection—just a quick glance.

There.

A woman in a long blue coat, walking parallel. Purposeful. Balanced. Athletic. She shifted her weight—subtle, practiced—and then lifted her eyes.

Looked straight at him in the glass.

“I’d better go,” he said quietly. “Just spotted my actual tail.”

He lifted his hand and hailed a cab. It pulled up fast, and he opened the door, then paused deliberately—half in, half out—body blocking the line of sight from behind. The cab’s window gave him the angle he needed: the woman in the blue coat slowing her pace, eyes cutting sideways, lips moving—speaking into a mic.

“Buddy—” the driver began.

“Farragut North,” Roman said, watching her decision through the glass. She looked past him—toward the intersection where vehicular backup should’ve been staged.

They weren’t ready.

Roman slid in and shut the door. The cab pulled into traffic.

At Farragut North, he stepped out—and immediately crossed the street through heavy traffic, forcing three lanes to brake. Horns blared. Roman didn’t look back.

On the far curb, he raised his hand again. A second cab pulled over.

He got in without giving the tail time to reacquire him.

"Connecticut and N," he said.

Six minutes later, he stepped out a block south of the circle. Paid cash. The cab pulled away.

He walked north on Connecticut, checking reflections in storefront windows. A coffee shop. A dry cleaner. An optometrist's office with mirrored glass. Nothing moved behind him.

He kept moving, unhurried, toward Dupont Circle, staying street level, avoiding the Metro entrances where they'd be watching.

No parallel walkers.

No drifting vehicle keeping pace.

No coat, no tracksuit.

Gone.

The Bookshop waited, quiet and invisible, its awning drooping like a tired eyelid. He approached cautiously. If the enemy ever found it—Foxtrot, Oksana, the servers, the archive—it would be ugly.

And everyone was the enemy now.

He slipped inside, closed the door, and turned the lock.

He checked the alley through the grimy window.

Empty.

For now.
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Orlov watched from across the street as Adler hit the concrete, Doerr’s bodyguards crowding over him like schoolyard thugs. The old spy struggled to his feet like a common drunk, slush soaking into his cheap disguise, and Orlov felt something close to pity.

Nearly forty years, Morozov had been hunting this man.

Longer than Orlov had been alive.

He’d seen the map in Morozov’s office—a constellation of pins across half the city, each chairman of the Nevsky Committee adding to it since the Gorbachev years. He’d seen similar maps back in Moscow.

Prague. Warsaw. Bucharest. Berlin. Dresden.

Decades of pursuit.

Decades racking up losses.

And this was Adler—the legend?

It was almost disappointing.

Yesterday they’d come close. The woman in the headscarf. The Ford Fusion running perfect distance. The van they’d lost outside the Hilton. More than two dozen in the field—textbook box—and still the old bastard slipped them.

Today would be different.

Today they had a bird.

Two birds, actually.

Morozov had pulled out every stop, every favor from every creep he still had hooks in at Yasenevo and the Aquarium.

Somehow, he’d gotten a Kondor-FKA retasked—synthetic aperture radar, blind to nothing. Night, fog, snow, it didn’t matter. Sharp enough to isolate a single person walking. Sub-meter resolution. Wide-area GMTI. Real-time downlink to a Moscow ground station. The Americans didn’t even know the second generation was in orbit.

And simultaneously, an electro-optical Persona-3. Daylight passes, slicing the district into high-res frames every fifteen seconds.

A ten-minute walking radius of Dupont Circle.

Every rooftop. Every alley. Every vehicle that moved.

All tracked.

Which meant the foot surveillance—the tail Adler was about to waste energy shaking—was nothing but theater.

Orlov wore a striped Adidas tracksuit, red and white. He wanted Adler to see him. Wanted the old spook clocking him while Lidiya closed in. She’d play it quiet. Professional. And if half the stories were true, Adler would spot her, too.

He watched Adler turn north from the White House, walking fast despite the fall, phone already out.

Orlov stayed half a block back. Visible. Professional distance.

At H Street, Adler checked a bank window reflection.

Saw her.

Lidiya in the blue coat.

Fast bastard.

He hailed a cab.

Lidiya’s voice hit Orlov’s earpiece: “Target mobile. Following.”

She got a second cab. Standard protocol.

Orlov was already moving toward the maintenance van—a gas-company logo, tinted windows.

The driver glanced up. “Where to?”

“Just drive. Stay on comms.”

Lidiya: “He’s heading to Farragut North.”

Orlov’s jaw clenched. “Going underground. Satellites lose him under Metro.”

They knew the radius. Winter. On foot. Adler’s age. Ten minutes from Dupont Circle, max. Morozov had traced it with his finger.

The metro meant platform switches. Crowd work. But he’d surface somewhere.

“Dupont Circle,” Orlov said. “Q Street exit. Move.”

The van pulled up near the station, keeping line of sight on both exits.

They waited.

Morozov’s voice crackled through—calm, dangerous. “Status.”

“Positioned at Dupont Circle,” Orlov said. “Target entered Farragut Metro.”

“He’s trying to lose you underground. Don’t let him.”

“Understood.”

Lidiya, breathless: “Inside the station. Lost him in the crowd. Boarding Red Line northbound.”

“Reacquire at Dupont,” Orlov said.

“Copy.”

The van idled by the Q Street entrance. Commuters spilled out in waves.

Five minutes.

Ten.

Students. Lawyers. Tourists with maps.

No Adler.

Then he saw her.

Lidiya.

Blue coat. Moving fast. Alone.

Orlov keyed the radio. “Where’s Adler?”

She yanked open the van door and climbed in, breathing hard.

“He’s gone. Never saw him on the platform. Followed the crowd off the train—he wasn’t there.”

Orlov stared. “Did anyone confirm he entered the station?”

Color drained from her face. “The cab stopped right there. I assumed⁠—”

“Fuck.”

The driver kept his eyes forward.

Orlov keyed the radio. “All teams—confirm visual on Adler entering Farragut North.”

Static.

Then:

“Team Three: Negative.”

“Team One: No visual.”

“Team Two: Nothing.”

Orlov closed his eyes.

Morozov cut in, voice like a scalpel. “Pyotr. Explain.”

“We lost visual at Farragut. No confirmed entry.”

“You told me he went into the Metro.”

“I was wrong. No one had eyes on.”

Silence.

The dangerous kind.

“I brought you in to avoid this shit,” Morozov said. “Fix it. Fast.”

The line went dead.

Orlov exhaled through his nose. Controlled. Measured. “We go back to the birds,” he said. “The feed covers the entire grid from 0900. Every vehicle, every movement. If he got out at Farragut, the sub-meter optical passes will have caught it.”

“How long to get those?” the driver asked quietly.

“Could be three hours. Could be twelve. Depends on downlink bandwidth.”

He pulled up the orbital schedule. Kondor-FKA synthetic aperture. Persona-3 optical.

“Back to the safe house,” Orlov said. “We need to contact the ground station. Now.”

The van merged into traffic.

Adler could run.

But he couldn’t hide.

Not from this.
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Marcus Kaine watched the old man push himself upright, slush dripping from his sleeves, and thought—that was unnecessary.

Not that Kaine had done anything about it. That wasn’t his job. His job was keeping Dominic Doerr alive and out of trouble—which often meant letting Doerr’s ego write checks Kaine had to cash.

The briefing didn’t last long—five, maybe six minutes—but long enough to sour Doerr’s mood.

Kaine saw it the second the doors opened.

Doerr came out first, rigid with anger, Hawke half a step behind, trying to keep his voice down. Kathleen Holman followed, giving nothing away.

“Good?” Kaine asked quietly.

Doerr didn’t break stride. “We’re leaving.”

Kaine and Vasquez fell in around him as the trio peeled off toward the west exit. Holman and Hawke went the other way, back toward their offices.

They moved down the corridor in silence. Security badges flashed green. Boots echoed on marble. Then, through the glass doors into the security courtyard, January wind knifing sideways as they descended toward the motorcade. The black Suburban idled at the curb, exhaust curling into the snow.

Kaine opened the rear door. Doerr ducked in without a word.

Kaine circled to the front and dropped into the passenger seat.

Vasquez was already behind the wheel.

If pressed, Kaine would’ve admitted he liked the guy. Or at least that he didn’t dislike him—which, for Kaine, was saying something.

Vasquez was former Marine Force Recon—quiet, methodical, the type who never needed to raise his voice. Kaine was ex-Delta. Both had left the military for the same reason: Dominic Doerr paid better. A lot better.

The simpler rules of engagement didn’t hurt either.

Keep the principal alive.

Keep the principal out of trouble.

Keep the principal from doing stupid shit.

Lately, those last two were becoming problematic.

“That washed-up old prick,” Doerr muttered from the back seat.

Kaine didn’t turn. He didn’t need to. He knew exactly who Doerr meant.

“Old bastard’s more desperate than I thought,” Doerr added.

Kaine kept his eyes forward—traffic, mirrors, angles. He remembered Adler: how quickly he’d gotten to his feet, how his eyes never stopped scanning.

Old, sure.

But desperate wasn’t the word.

And washed up?

Not even close.

“He seemed pretty convinced about something,” Vasquez said.

“The man’s delusional,” Doerr snapped. “He should be committed.”

Kaine said nothing. Wasn’t his job to have opinions. Wasn’t Vasquez’s either.

Doerr’s phone buzzed. He raised the privacy barrier and answered immediately.

“You catch the surveillance?” Vasquez asked.

Kaine had. Red tracksuit on the steps. Blue coat by the fountain. Both moved like pros—too polished to be random. The tracksuit was odd, but deliberately odd.

“Yeah,” Kaine said.

“Who were they watching?”

“The old guy,” Kaine said. “And they sure as hell weren’t ours.”

He checked the rearview. Doerr was half in shadow behind the barrier, phone to his ear. Kaine couldn’t hear the conversation, but he didn’t need to. He knew exactly who was on the other end.

Vasquez eased the Suburban onto Pennsylvania Avenue, traffic stacking bumper-to-bumper, horns carrying in the cold.

Kaine kept his gaze moving—mirrors, sidewalks, rooftops, the cars pacing them. Hunting for threats. Hunting for patterns.

And there was a pattern.

Not out on the street—in the back seat.

Too many Russians in Doerr’s orbit lately.

Way too many.

And Kaine didn’t like it one damn bit.

They drove through the city in tense, watchful silence.

At Doerr’s building, Vasquez eased the Suburban to the curb. Kaine stepped out before the vehicle fully stopped—scanning the street, checking angles, hands free, posture neutral but ready.

He opened the rear door.

Doerr got out without a word.

Kaine escorted him to the entrance, eyes never still. In the lobby, he held position until Doerr stepped into the elevator.

Only when the doors slid shut did Kaine turn away.

“Something’s up with him,” Vasquez said once they were back in the Suburban.

“Yup.”

“What do you think it is?”

“Not my job to think,” Kaine said—though his mind had already returned to the old man in the slush, the pro tail team, the Russians Doerr had been whispering with.

Vasquez nodded.

They waited. Engine idling. Nothing to do but watch the street.

“You ever think about getting out?” Vasquez asked.

“Out of what?”

“This,” Vasquez gestured. “Daycare for rich assholes.”

Kaine didn’t smile. “Every day.”

“I mean it.”

Kaine studied him. Vasquez wasn’t a talker. If he was floating the idea, he wasn’t just making conversation.

“What’re you really asking?” Kaine said.

Vasquez offered a thin smile—deniable, unreadable. Not an answer.

Kaine nodded once. “You’re thinking we should figure this out before we end up on the wrong side of it.”

Vasquez’s flat expression was its own answer.

Kaine thought about that.

Then, about the ten million dollars Doerr had parked for him in a Zurich trust. More money than he’d make in five lifetimes. Enough to disappear and never look back.

But the trust didn’t vest until the contract ended. Two years from now.

Blood money, maybe. But money was money.

“Let’s just keep our eyes open,” he said. “We’re paid to protect the man, not like him.”
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Oksana watched Roman at the coffee machine.

He moved as if everything hurt—posture tight, breath shallow, one hand braced against his ribs. When he eased onto the sofa, a wince flickered across his face.

“You’re hurt,” she said quietly.

“I’m fine,” he said. Clipped. Final.

Foxtrot glanced up from her monitors but didn’t comment.

Oksana crossed to the workstation and lowered her voice. “I’m starting to have doubts.”

Foxtrot nodded. She understood—always had. She knew what they were asking, better than Oksana did, certainly better than Roman ever would.

On the sofa, Roman reached for the Pepto-Bismol bottle. His hand shook as he twisted the cap.

“The Hay-Adams. Five hours.”

Oksana met Foxtrot’s gaze again. Something there—support, warning, both.

“Maybe,” she said carefully, “there’s another way to approach this.”

Roman didn’t look up. “What other way? This is a straight shot.”

“Roman,” Foxtrot said—weight in her voice, a warning.

He set the bottle down and looked at them both. “Did I miss something?”

“She’s nervous,” Foxtrot said.

“Of course she’s nervous,” Roman said. “But she was pretty adamant she wanted⁠—”

“She almost died this morning,” Foxtrot snapped. “Because of you.”

Roman opened his mouth, shut it.

Oksana’s voice stayed small. “Why didn’t I?”

Roman and Foxtrot exchanged a look.

“That was on me,” Roman said quietly. “I never should have sent you out like that.”

“But why didn’t he kill me?” Oksana pressed. “He had the chance. We all know what he’s capable of.”

No one spoke.

Finally, Roman exhaled. “I don’t know. People break pattern. They do things you can’t predict. Maybe you reminded him of someone.”

Oksana nodded.

“That’s not what’s bothering you,” Roman said.

Oksana met his stare. “No.”

“It’s the proximity,” he said. “The intimacy.”

“Well… wouldn’t you be?” Foxtrot said without looking up.

Roman didn’t answer.

Oksana studied him. “This is what Margot did for you.”

He nodded, barely.

“This is what she was,” Oksana said. “More than an analyst. More than a handler. This.”

“The word is honeytrap,” Roman said.

“I know what the word is.”

He drank from the Pepto bottle and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

“I’ve never done anything like this,” she said.

“I know.”

“I don’t even know if I can.”

He set the bottle down. When he looked at her, something shifted—a wall lowering he had never lowered for her before.

“Your mother could,” he said quietly.

The words dropped between them like stones.

Oksana swallowed. “Is that supposed to shock me?”

“Does it?”

She didn’t answer. She couldn’t. She’d suspected it—she wasn’t naïve. There were only so many uses the KGB had for nineteen-year-old girls. But she hadn’t expected him to say it out loud. Not like this.

“Is that what she was to you?” she said. “A honeytrap?”

Roman didn’t answer.

“I think it’s time you told her the full story,” Foxtrot said.

Roman looked cornered. He stood, went to the coffee urn, and refilled his cup with slow, unnecessary care.

“Either of you want⁠—”

“Roman,” Foxtrot snapped.

He froze mid-pour.

“Enough.”

“All right,” he said, voice dropping. “Anastasia was a honeytrap. I was her target. Is that what you want to hear?”

“I want the truth,” Oksana said.

Roman took a slow sip—stalling, maybe, or steadying himself.

“She was nineteen when they sent her after me. I was twenty-nine. Arthur Miller—running networks out of Berlin. The first time she approached me was at a reception at the opera house. Said she was a translator.”

“And you bought it?”

“Of course not.” He shrugged. “But things were different then. It was all a game—constant. They threw dangles at us, and we threw our own back. Everyone knew how it was played.”

He paused, eyes drifting far away.

“But her?” He shook his head. “She wasn’t like the others. She was… different.”

“Different how?” Oksana asked.

“It didn’t feel like a game,” Roman said. “Not with her.”

“That would have been the point,” Oksana pressed.

He didn’t argue. “She brought up Brodsky.”

“The poet?”

“It’s not something they teach at the academy.”

“No,” Oksana said.

“She brought up Akhmatova. Mandelstam. Quoted that line about Russia respecting poets⁠—”

“Because only in Russia do they kill them,” Oksana said.

Roman nodded. “She wasn’t running textbook lines. She was telling me who she was.”

“Did it work?” Oksana asked.

He was quiet a long time.

“It worked too well.” The words came out soft, raw. “I should have reported her. Burned her immediately. Instead, I kept meeting her. Told myself it was counterintelligence. Told myself I was running her.”

“But you weren’t,” Oksana said.

“No.” His voice frayed. “She undid me. Completely. I didn’t stand a chance.”

“So what happened?”

“We fell for each other,” he said. “Both of us. She stopped reporting to her handlers. Started feeding me real intelligence.” He swallowed. “And then Chichikov found out.”

The name hung like a blade.

“He brought her to Dresden,” Roman said. “To the basement on Angelikastraße.” His voice flattened. “You’ve heard the tapes. You know what he did there.”

Oksana’s stomach twisted. Her mother’s screams. The dissonant music designed to break a mind.

“It was because of me,” Roman said quietly, “that your father was sent in.”

She nodded. Sergei—the counter-honeytrap. The savior. The lie that became her life.

“She escaped,” Roman continued. “Eventually got out. Came here with you. But Chichikov had scarred her in ways that never fully healed. The torture, the trauma, your father—it altered something in her. Made her hard to read. Even for me.”

“Hard how?” Oksana asked.

“There were walls she never lowered,” Roman said. “Places she couldn’t let anyone touch. Sometimes I’d look at her and have no idea what she was thinking. But I never doubted what side she was on. Not once. She hated Chichikov with everything she had. Spent every day fighting him however she could.”

“Until he killed her,” Oksana said.

Roman held her gaze. “She gave her life to that fight, Oksana. And she died before she could see it finished.”

The weight pressed down on her like a hand.

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Because you need to understand what you’re being asked to do,” Roman said. “And who you’re being asked to face.”

“Chichikov.”

“Vladimir Chichikov. President of the Russian Federation. The same man who tortured your mother. The same man who tried to use nuclear weapons on German civilians.” His eyes locked hers. “Your mother’s fight. Her enemy. Her unfinished war.”

Oksana looked at the gun on the table.

“And now you want me to finish it.”

“I want you to choose,” Roman said. “Your mother never had choices. The Soviet system took them from her, one by one. You do.”

“She chose to fight,” Oksana said. “Even knowing what it would cost her.”

“Yes.”

“Even knowing she couldn’t win.”

“Yes.”

Oksana felt something shift in her chest. Whatever it was, she couldn’t name it.

Her mother’s war. Her mother’s enemy. Her mother’s legacy.

“Teach me,” she said. “How to do what she did.”

Roman studied her for a long, silent moment. Then he nodded—not approval. Recognition.

“Foxtrot,” he said, turning. “We have five hours. Let’s get started.”
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Oksana watched Foxtrot drag two chairs into a face-off position, a small table between them like an interrogation setup. She propped a mirror against the exposed brick and laid out a precise grid of cosmetics across Roman’s desk—brushes, palettes, contour sticks—arranged like a surgeon’s instruments.

“First rule,” Foxtrot said, snapping open a concealer compact. “Stop leading with your brain.”

“Meaning?”

“Men like Doerr don’t lead with theirs,” Foxtrot said. “They lead with appetite.”

She guided Oksana’s chin toward the bare bulb, studying the bruise Toko had left. Her thumb brushed it lightly.

“This actually helps,” she said. “He’ll see it and start constructing a narrative—how he’s going to fix you.”

“I don’t want him fixing anything,” Oksana muttered.

“You’re not giving him reality,” Foxtrot replied. “You’re giving him a story. One with him in the lead role.”

She dabbed concealer along the edge of the bruise, softening it, not hiding it. “He needs to see just enough vulnerability to feel needed. Not enough to feel threatened.”

Oksana watched her work in the mirror. The change was subtle. Intentional. A calibration, not a disguise.

“Second rule,” Foxtrot said, “is that it’s not about sex.”

Oksana arched an eyebrow. “It’s not?”

“No,” Foxtrot said, steady as a metronome. “It’s about power. About access. Control.”

Oksana tried to take that in.

“It’s leverage,” Foxtrot went on. “Not attraction. Men like Doerr don’t respond to desire—they respond to the idea of desire. The chase, not the kill.”

“So am I seducing him or not?”

“You’re seducing his ego,” Foxtrot said. “His idea of himself. The part of him that believes he can have whatever he wants, whenever he wants it. That’s the hook.”

“And I do that how?”

“By leaving space,” Foxtrot said. “You let him fill in the blanks with whatever fantasy he needs. He supplies the dream. You’re just there to make sure he actually falls for it.”

She stepped back, studying Oksana with the calm scrutiny of someone who’d done this too many times to count.

“You’re not selling yourself,” Foxtrot said. “You’re selling him a reflection of himself—smarter, stronger, more desirable than the man in the mirror ever was. That’s what he’ll find irresistible.”

Oksana nodded. “I think I get it.”

“Good,” Foxtrot said. She capped the concealer with a soft click. “Because that’s the part you don’t ever want to forget.”

Then a thin, wry smile.

“He’s the one on the menu. Not you.”

“So,” Oksana said haltingly, “what do I actually do? Just… walk up to him and start talking?”

Foxtrot shook her head. “If you go straight at him, he’ll smell intent.”

Then she shifted—subtle, practiced. Her posture lengthened. Her expression eased. Her eyes took on a faint, inviting curiosity. When she spoke again, her voice dropped half a step, the British cadence smoothing, a touch more air in the vowels. Intimate without being overt.

She wasn’t flirting.

She was opening a door.

Granting permission.

“Everything’s got to be his idea,” she said. “You let him think he discovered you.”

“Walk me through it,” Oksana said.

Foxtrot gave the faintest half-smile—measured, subtle, the kind that held a man’s attention without asking for it. She made a fleeting bit of eye contact, a suggestion, nothing more.

Not hungry.

Not even attentive.

Just there.

Available.

His—if only he’d reach out and take her.

She let her gaze drift, as if taking in the room for the first time.

“Always this crowded?” she murmured to no one in particular. “The concierge swore tonight would be quiet.”

A line cast into open water. An invitation for anyone who chose to hear.

Then she blinked, and the moment was gone. The heat vanished. The posture reset.

Just Foxtrot again—cool, composed, the switch so fast Oksana almost doubted what she’d seen.

“You see,” she said. “Nothing explicit. Nothing that would trigger him, or his security team, who’ll be listening to every syllable. Don’t doubt that for a second.”

Oksana let out a slow breath. “You make it look easy.”

“It’s like anything,” Foxtrot said. “Learnable. Your turn.”

Learnable. Baldwin had said the same thing. But his lessons came slow, between crossword clues and cups of coffee, warmth underneath the instruction. Foxtrot’s method was surgical. No warmth. Just efficiency.

Oksana straightened in the chair opposite her, trying to replicate the posture, the poise.

“Tell me about your work,” she tried.

“No,” Foxtrot said immediately. “Work talk is a flag. You don’t know who he is. You don’t want to know. You ask him for nothing.”

“Right. Okay.”

“Again.”

Oksana reset. Slowed down. Let the line fall out like a throwaway remark.

“Who do you have to blow to get a drink around here?”

Foxtrot studied her—no smile, no encouragement. “Better. But your body language is wrong. You’re guarding your center—arms tight, shoulders forward. You need to open the frame. You’re not under interrogation.”

“Show her the lift,” Roman said from the doorway.

Both women turned.

He stood there, hands in his pockets, shoulder against the jamb, eyes quietly cataloguing the room.

“If we’d wanted your input, we would have asked for it,” Foxtrot said—though the edge was softer than usual.

“If she’s going to palm the phone—” Roman began.

“We’re not there yet.”

“She’ll need it,” Roman said.

Foxtrot exhaled once—then stood.

“Fine,” she said. “Watch closely.”

She took a half step toward Roman, slipping into his space, taking the coffee mug from his hand.

“I was going to get to this later,” she said to him lightly.

Her fingers brushed his. As she pivoted away, the other hand touched his forearm briefly—light, casual, as if for balance. The angle of her body shifted—open, engaged, then withdrawing.

Three seconds. No more.

Something in the fluidity of the movement made Oksana wonder if it was purely tradecraft. Or if some part of it was muscle memory from whatever lay in the unspoken history between them.

When Foxtrot stepped back, she held Roman’s wallet between two fingers.

“How—”

“Everything is pattern,” Foxtrot said. “You build a rhythm of touch. If the rhythm is right, it’ll register as connection, not intrusion.”

“I didn’t even see your hand move.”

“Attention is finite,” Foxtrot said. “Most people look where they think the meaning is.” She turned Roman’s face gently with one fingertip. “Hold the eyes here—” Then she tapped his jacket pocket. “—and you can move here without detection.”

She tossed the wallet back to him.

“Your turn,” she said to Oksana.

The first attempt was clumsy. Oksana’s hand went straight for the inside pocket—too direct, too intentional. Roman caught her wrist before she got close.

“Again,” he said.

By the third attempt, her wrist already throbbed from the speed and precision of his grip. By the fifth, she flinched before she even reached for him. On the sixth, she overcorrected, clipped the mug in his hand, and sent it crashing to the floor.

Foxtrot gave a single, unimpressed nod. “Right now, you’re attacking. He has to feel like he’s the one closing the distance. You’re just reacting. Touch, withdraw. Touch, withdraw. Build the rhythm. Let him lean into you. And if you don’t have an angle, don’t reach.”

Oksana shook out her hand, reset, tried again.

She slowed everything down in her head. Reached for the replacement mug—fingers grazing his by accident, not design. Followed the motion with a small, startled laugh. Her other hand drifted to his forearm—light, incidental, an anchor point rather than a grab. When he shifted his weight toward her, she let the angle open naturally.

Her right hand slipped into the pocket.

Clean. Fluid.

She stepped back with the wallet in her fingers.

“Better,” Roman said.

But he wasn’t looking at her.

He was looking at Foxtrot.

“You always had the cleanest lifts,” he said.

A flicker crossed Foxtrot’s face—something quick, unguarded, gone almost before it registered. “That was a long time ago.”

“Not so long,” Roman said.

Oksana glanced between them. The space in the room felt suddenly crowded—years of operations, old allegiances, old wounds woven into a silence neither of them seemed willing to disturb.

She wondered, not for the first time, what exactly they had been to each other—and what of it was still alive under the surface, waiting, unresolved.

“We need to build her cover,” Foxtrot said. Her tone had gone all business. “She has to exist on paper before she walks into that bar. Doerr’s people will run her the moment he shows interest.”

The next hour belonged to the screens.

“Sophie Laurent,” Foxtrot said as she typed. “French-Canadian father, French mother. Grew up between Montreal and Paris. Cybersecurity consultant. Boutique firm. Advises banks and energy companies. Plausible, respectable, and just technical enough to make him think he can impress you.”

A LinkedIn profile took shape—three years of backdated posts, endorsements from real people who would never know they’d endorsed one more “Sophie.” Conference panels. Medium articles. A GitHub account with forks of other people’s code and just enough original work to hold up under a quick check.

“DEF CON, Miami,” Foxtrot murmured, pasting Oksana’s face into a panel photo. “Last August. You presented on zero-day vulnerabilities in industrial control systems. Slides, notes, even a shaky rehearsal video.”

“I don’t know anything about zero-days,” Oksana said.

“You don’t need to,” Foxtrot replied. “Doerr will talk for you. Men like him can’t help themselves.”

She printed a conference badge, laminated it, and clipped it to a lanyard.

“CySec Summit,” she said. “In town this week. That’s your reason for being at the Hay-Adams. Everyone in that bar tonight will be tech, policy, or money. You’ll fit right in.”

Across the room, Roman hunched over his laptop, combing through whatever intel he’d managed to scrape together on the Dissonant prototype.

“He’s not chasing a fling,” Foxtrot said, still typing. “He wants validation. He wants to be the smartest man in the room. The richest. The most powerful. You’re a prop to the fantasy. Remember that.”

Oksana absorbed the information. “So how do I give him what he wants without laying it on too thick?”

Foxtrot finally looked up.

“You don’t fake admiration,” she said. “You inhabit it. Let yourself believe—just for a breath—that he’s extraordinary. Your body will broadcast it before you open your mouth.”

Oksana smiled dryly.

Foxtrot tapped the badge against the desk—a quiet, decisive sound.

“Go on,” she said, nodding toward Roman. “Practice on him. Pretend he’s the most fascinating man you’ve ever met.”
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Doerr’s pen scratched across the legal pad, sketching names with thin connecting lines.

Across the desk, NSA Director Ethel Sinclair was talking satellites and budgets, but Doerr wasn’t hearing any of it. His focus had zeroed in on the constitutional line of succession.

The pen moved on its own:

President Calvin Westfahl

Vice President

Speaker of the House

President pro tempore

Secretary of State

Secretary of Defense

Then, almost without thinking:

DNI

He stared at the three letters. Director of National Intelligence wasn’t in the succession. Never had been. It was firmly outside the constitutional framework.

But in chaos—true chaos—anything was possible.

Ethel’s drawl cut through. “Are you hearing a word of this?”

Doerr looked up.

“Of course,” he said, setting down the pen. “Two billion for the reconnaissance constellation.”

“Forty-two billion.” Her look said everything. “Minor difference.”

His phone vibrated. Morozov. Doerr’s pulse spiked.

“Excuse me, Ethel.” His voice stayed steady. “I need to take this.”

She looked unimpressed—forty minutes left in the review—but Doerr was already on his feet. The phone buzzed again. He crossed to the SCIF, sealed the door, powered on the white-noise emitter, and answered on the fifth ring.

“Are you fucking kidding me—calling here?”

“La Malbaie.” Morozov’s voice was flat, unhurried. “You need to arrive ahead of schedule.”

“I’m flying out with the president first thing.”

“Not tomorrow. Tonight.”

Doerr’s mouth went dry. “Tonight? I have commitments⁠—”

“Cancel them.”

The silence that followed carried more weight than any threat. Doerr waited. Morozov didn’t elaborate.

“Why?” Doerr said at last.

“I need you to clarify a few things.”

“What sort of things?”

“Sightlines. Window positions. Where the podium actually stands.”

“Podium? What are you talking about?”

“The shot tomorrow. I need the sightlines.”

“You’re hitting him in the conference hall?”

“Yes. And I need details only someone with floor-access credentials can provide.”

The SCIF suddenly felt short on oxygen.

“I’m going to be in that conference hall, fuckwit.”

“You’ll just have to make sure you’re well out of the way.”

“Out of the way? You didn’t watch that thing vaporize a seventy-ton tank.”

Doerr had to sit. His legs felt weak. Air wouldn’t come.

“The conference hall doesn’t work,” he managed. “There’s too much collateral damage.”

“We’re not just assassinating one man, Dominic. We’re collapsing a regime.”

Doerr swallowed, throat raw. “Who exactly are you planning to kill?”

His voice wavered despite everything he did to hold it steady.

“The weapon cycles every forty-five seconds. We’ll have a window of maybe three minutes before the position becomes untenable. That gives us three shots. Four if we’re fortunate.”

“That thing will chew through half the building in four shots,” Doerr gasped.

“We’re killing everyone who matters,” Morozov replied without hesitation. “Westfahl. Hawke. Austin. Sinclair. Poynter. Full decapitation. NATO allies, too.”

Each name hit Doerr like a hammer. The entire National Security Council. The entire NATO command structure. Every person who ran America’s defense and intelligence apparatus. He’d had breakfast with Hawke that morning. Ethel was outside the door right now, waiting for him to finish the briefing.

How the hell was he supposed to kill them all and then meet his own eyes in the mirror afterward?

Doerr was silent for a long time. He listened to Morozov’s breathing on the other end, asking himself if he really had the stomach for this—if he truly had it in him to do what had to be done. It wasn’t too late to cut and run. Kaine’s extraction plans were ready. All Doerr had to do was give the word.

But then he’d never know…

“What about me?” he said finally.

“What about you?”

“I’ll be in that conference hall.”

“That’s the point. Present. Visible.”

“Present?”

“Bloodied but alive.”

“Bloodied but alive,” Doerr echoed. “How does that work?”

“You’ll know where the shots are coming from,” Morozov said. “You’ll know when to get out of harm’s way.”

“And the bloodied part?”

“You can’t come out of this completely clean,” Morozov said. “That wouldn’t track. You need to be close enough to catch some shrapnel, Dominic. Get some debris on you. Get knocked off your feet. That way, when the cameras start rolling, they capture a man who narrowly escaped death—hurt, shaken, but still standing. Rising from the wreckage.”

Doerr pictured the test at Wu’s lab—forty feet underground, the prototype humming like something out of a science-fiction nightmare, the fluorescents dimming as it pulled current. The Abrams tank—not just destroyed, vaporized.

“Sounds like you’ve got this all figured out,” he said.

“This is why you need to be there tonight,” Morozov replied. “So we can map the kill box—and determine exactly where you need to be standing to survive it.”

“Adler’s onto us,” Doerr heard himself say. “He knows about the Dissonant. That it shipped out.”

“None of it matters. By the time we pull off the attack, everyone who could expose you will be dead. Including Adler.”

Doerr stiffened. “You found Adler?”

“Your stunt this morning helped. It’s only a matter of time now.”

“You’ve been tracking him for years⁠—”

“He’s finally out of places to hide,” Morozov said. “And out of friends to hide him. The satellite stack is being analyzed as we speak. It will lead me straight to him.”

“There’s another problem you seem to be glossing over,” Doerr said.

“Which is?”

“I’m not in the line of succession,” he said. “DNI doesn’t even⁠—”

“Succession assumes functioning institutions,” Morozov cut in. “What follows this won’t be succession.”

“No?”

“It will be havoc, Dominic. Pure and simple. Emergency powers. Martial law. Electoral chaos. A nation stunned, terrified, leaderless. And it will be desperate for someone willing to act with a strong hand.”

“I’m not so sure about that.”

Morozov’s voice remained utterly calm. “You’ll be the only senior official left who understands the full picture. The only one who can speak to defense, intelligence, technology. The only one with the will to do what must be done. Who else would they turn to? An eighty-one-year-old Speaker who’s never held a security clearance?”

“You’re talking about⁠—”

“I’m talking about the next twenty-four hours. Get to La Malbaie. Confirm the positions. Do what you agreed to do.”

The line went dead.

For a moment, Doerr felt almost steady. Breathing even. Heart rate controlled. His mind running smooth calculations—logistics, timing, optics. He told himself he was fine.

Then the floor seemed to tilt.

A wave of heat rolled up his chest, sharp and chemical. His stomach clenched so violently he had to grab the edge of the desk to stay upright. The next jolt of nausea was worse—sudden, primal—his body reacting before his mind could get ahead of it.

He stumbled out of the SCIF and barely made it into the bathroom. The door clicked shut, and he was already collapsing to his knees. Everything came up—coffee, breakfast, adrenaline, whatever thin layer of moral insulation he had left. His body purged it all, heaving until his ribs flared with pain and there was nothing left but acid.

When the retching stopped, he didn’t move. He stayed kneeling on the marble, palms flat, breathing hard.

It wasn’t conscience.

It was biology. The human animal recoiling from what the thinking part of him had just accepted.

Finally, he pushed himself upright, gripping the sink for balance.

His reflection looked back at him.

Hollow eyes. Gray, drained skin. A man about to help murder the leadership of his own country.

He rinsed his mouth, splashed cold water on his face, and straightened his tie.

Then he opened the door and walked back toward Ethel Sinclair—still waiting with her forty-two-billion-dollar satellites.
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Roman stared at the empty surveillance feed from the Hay-Adams bar.

4:45 p.m.

Doerr should have been in the leather wingback by now—same hour, same drink, same ritual.

But the chair sat empty.

Roman chewed his lip. Forty years of intelligence work had taught him to trust patterns. And this—this empty chair—was the opposite.

“Something’s wrong,” he said. “Pull up Doerr’s government-vehicle tracker.”

Foxtrot tapped her keyboard, eyes narrowing. “That’s… not good. His car left the Eisenhower Building at three-fifteen.”

Roman went still. “Three-fifteen? That was ninety minutes ago.”

In this world, ninety minutes was a lifetime.

More keystrokes. “Flight manifests just populated. Gulfstream G650. Filed for—” She stopped. “Quebec City. Wheels up at three-fifty.”

Roman checked his watch. His chest tightened.

“He’ll be in La Malbaie within the hour.”

Across the office, Oksana stood in the sleek black dress Foxtrot had chosen for her training. She stepped forward.

“Why La Malbaie?” she asked. “What’s there?”

Foxtrot didn’t look away from the monitor. “The Security Summit. Tomorrow. Heads of state. Intelligence chiefs. Defense ministers. But Doerr going a day early?” She shook her head. “We missed something.”

Roman leaned closer to the feed. “Pull the hotel register. Who’s already checked in?”

“Delegations don’t arrive until tomorrow,” Foxtrot said. “Unless⁠—”

“He’s meeting someone,” Roman finished.

Foxtrot was already scanning the list. “French president. British PM. Canadian PM. Ukrainian president. Our own Security Council, minus Westfahl—he’ll be dialing in due to security concerns.”

“What about Russians?”

“They weren’t invited.”

“Anyone there unofficially? Known operatives?”

“Give me a minute.”

Roman’s pulse drummed. “See if Toko Sakhalinsky’s anywhere near Quebec. If he’s there⁠—”

“—it’s an assassination,” Foxtrot said. “Yeah. I’m checking.”

Oksana’s expression tightened. “We have to warn the Canadians. Summit security.”

“And tell them what?” Roman said.

He turned to Oksana—twenty-four years old, half a day of fieldwork, and somehow the only option he had left.

“We need to know what Doerr’s doing up there.”

She nodded. “I’ll go.”

“They’re going to use the Dissonant up there,” he said quietly, almost to himself. “Foxtrot—check ports, airports, freight terminals. Anything with the weapon’s footprint.”

They were hours behind.

“Does Sophie Laurent have a passport?” Oksana asked.

“She will,” Foxtrot said, already moving. “Air Canada at six gets you into Quebec City at seven-thirty. Rental car puts you in La Malbaie by nine. If you move fast.”

“Doerr will have been there four hours by then,” Roman said quietly.

Oksana ducked into the bathroom to change.

Foxtrot waited until the door shut. “You’re sure you want to send her up there alone?”

Roman didn’t answer immediately. When he did, his voice was flat. “There’s no one else.”

“Margot had years of fieldwork,” Foxtrot said softly. “And look what happened to her.”

“This is Canada,” Roman said. “And she doesn’t need to take him down. She just needs to get to his phone. You can clone it, right?”

Foxtrot arched a brow. “He uses a proprietary device. Resonant tech. God knows what the encryption will be like.”

Oksana emerged in a cashmere sweater and jeans—simple, elegant, professional. Sophie Laurent, exactly as a cybersecurity consultant should look.

“The bruise okay?” she asked.

“It’s fine,” Foxtrot said. “You look like someone who belongs in a five-star lobby.”

“She’ll need the blazer,” Roman said. “And the dress for later.”

“I’ve got both,” Foxtrot said.

“And the cloning device. The plan’s still the same: get to him, get to his phone. It needs thirty seconds of physical contact. Foxtrot will take care of the rest.”

“Okay,” Oksana said—no hint of uncertainty.

Roman stepped closer. “There’ll be no backup. If you’re compromised, you’re on your own. The hotel is isolated. One road in, one road out. Perfect kill box.”

Oksana nodded.

“I’ll get to him,” she said. “Just show me how to use the device.”

Roman nodded. “It’s simple. Foxtrot will run you through it.”

Foxtrot reached into the desk drawer and pulled out a small, flat metal object—credit-card-sized, only thinner.

“Try to get him drinking,” Roman said. “He’ll be under pressure. And the way the Russians operate, there’s a good chance they’re holding something over him. He’ll be distracted—liable to slip.”

“Don’t count on that,” Foxtrot said, handing Oksana the cloning device.

Oksana took it, along with the Glock from earlier, checking the magazine with a fluidity Roman hadn’t seen before.

“You’re ready for this,” Roman said quietly—though he knew it wasn’t true. “As ready as you can be.”

Her eyes met his. For a moment, he saw Anastasia—nineteen, brilliant, fearless—before Dresden destroyed her.

Oksana stepped toward the door. Paused.

“If I don’t make it back⁠—”

“You will,” Roman said.

She smiled. Her mother’s smile.
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Foxtrot stared at the green dot crawling across the screen and tried not to think about Margot.

The satellite imagery loaded in stuttering fragments—the cost of the patchwork connections she'd been forced to cobble together. The Fairmont Le Manoir Richelieu materialized pixel by pixel: a grand château perched on frozen cliffs above the St. Lawrence, its copper roofline catching the last of the winter light. Below it, the river stretched toward the horizon like hammered steel. And snaking through the endless white forest, a single road.

One way in. One way out.

“Pull up the hotel layout,” Roman said.

She did, her fingers moving automatically while her eyes stayed fixed on the tracker. Oksana was on I-395 now, caught in the evening exodus toward Reagan National. Another green dot. Another woman fed into the machine.

The guilt sat in Foxtrot's chest like a stone.

She'd been the one to suggest the honeytrap. She'd been the one to train her. And now she was watching her fly toward a kill box for one simple reason—they'd run out of better options.

She’d come down hard on Roman for risking women’s lives in the past.

But was she any different now?

“It’s a perfect trap,” she murmured. “Cliff on three sides, frozen river on the fourth. One access road through miles of forest.”

“And we're sending her right into it.”

Foxtrot didn't answer. There was nothing to say that wouldn’t make it worse.

On the secondary monitor, she pulled up the Fairmont's reservation system—already compromised, one of the easier breaches she’d made. Doerr's booking glowed on the screen. Penthouse suite. Twelve hundred square feet. Panoramic views of the St. Lawrence.

“I don’t suppose there are any cameras in that suite?” Roman asked.

“His private security already swept it. Disconnected everything. Threw up some kind of Faraday shield. We’ll be near-blind in that room.”

“All the more dangerous for Oksana.”

Foxtrot nodded and marked the suite on the schematic—top floor, northeast corner. “I’ll keep digging. There’s always a way in.”

A soft pulse on the screen drew her eyes.

The tracker blinked. Oksana had reached Reagan.

Foxtrot opened another window—marine charts of the St. Lawrence, the river's depth contours rendered in pale blue gradients. She traced the shoreline, studying the angles. Given the hotel's orientation, the water was its most exposed flank. Overlooking the river from every public space. And there, a kilometer offshore⁠—

“Roman.” She zoomed in on a dark mass breaking the frozen surface. “Rocky outcrop. Sheltered from the wind. Hidden from shore approach.”

He leaned in, reading the implications. “Shooting position.”

“If someone wanted a clean line on those windows…” She let the rest die. They both knew.

“Hell of a shot,” Roman said. “Over a kilometer in winter conditions.”

“Not for the Dissonant.”

The name hung between them.

“Who’d be the target?” Roman asked.

“The leaders of the free world will be there,” Foxtrot said, pulling up the schedule and cross-referencing it with the hotel blueprints. “Opening session. Tomorrow, eight a.m. The Grand Salon.” She highlighted the vast room, river-facing, its eastern wall nothing but glass. “Direct sightline to that outcrop.”

“I remember that room,” Roman said. “NATO conference, ninety-six.”

Foxtrot opened a countdown timer in the corner of her screen. Red numbers ticked down. Fourteen hours, twenty-three minutes until the session began. Whatever Doerr was planning, they were rapidly running out of time to stop it.

The tracker cut out.

Foxtrot’s hands froze on the keyboard. The green dot had vanished somewhere inside the terminal—lost in the electromagnetic churn of scanners and competing signals. She waited, watching the empty map.

Ten seconds. Twenty.

"Why does it keep dropping?" Roman said.

“Get used to it,” Foxtrot said. “With the gear I’ve got left, it’ll only get worse once she reaches the summit.”

The snap in her tone startled her; she hadn’t meant to let the nerves show. She eased her shoulders, let her voice soften.

“It’ll come back.”

She turned to Sophie Laurent's legend while she waited—the false identity meant to keep Oksana alive when Doerr’s people started scrutinizing her. And they would. If something happened to her up there, this would be the first crack they’d exploit.

Backdated conference presentations populated academic databases. Social links bloomed across LinkedIn. Three years of quantum-encryption expertise took shape in meticulous detail. She built the lie layer by layer, each keystroke another brick in the wall between Oksana and discovery.

The tracker reappeared at Gate 34.

“She’s through security.”

For twenty minutes, they watched in silence. The green dot moved to the gate, paused, then vanished again as Oksana boarded. When it finally reappeared, the plane was already taxiing toward the runway.

Two hours to Quebec City. Ninety minutes to La Malbaie by rental car. If everything went to plan, she’d be in Doerr's orbit by nine. Seducing the traitor. Cloning his phone. Extracting whatever secrets might stop whatever was coming.

If everything went to plan.

“Is there anyone we can turn to for help?” Foxtrot asked. “Canadians. Secret Service. Anyone?”

“Go ahead,” Roman said, eyes still locked on the screen. “Call the Canadians. The FBI. NATO. Tell the media, for all I care.”

“No need to be a dick.”

He shook his head. “Sorry. I’m just frustrated. We don’t know what Doerr is planning. We don’t know the target. And we don’t have any friends.”

He was right. She started sending warnings anyway—encrypted packets to contacts she hadn’t touched in years. Long shots, each of them. But better than nothing.

“Just make sure that legend is ironclad,” Roman said. “Doerr’s people will tear it apart if he takes her up to his room.”

Foxtrot returned to Sophie Laurent’s digital ghost, adding depth, adding history, adding the thousand small details that made a cover a life. Two old spies in a gutted office, doing what they’d done for decades.

So why did she feel them slipping? Losing ground? Losing their edge?

It wasn’t only Margot’s absence. It felt like the whole world was sliding out from under them.

Outside, Washington went on with its evening routines—commuters, restaurants, a city oblivious to the countdown pulsing in the corner of her screen.

Thirteen hours, forty-one minutes.

She pulled up the tracker again. Thirty thousand feet above the earth now, somewhere over Pennsylvania. A green dot, alone in the dark.

“We don’t even know what she's up against,” Foxtrot said quietly.

“She knows Doerr’s a traitor,” Roman said. “She knows there’s a weapon. She knows people have died." His voice was flat, mechanical—the voice he used when he couldn’t afford to feel. “That’s more than some agents get.”

“Most agents have years of training. Margot had years—” She stopped herself, but too late.

The name detonated between them.

Roman said nothing. He kept staring at the green dot, the empty sky. She knew exactly where his mind had gone. Margot had been the best he’d ever trained. And that hadn’t saved her.

“She’ll survive this,” Foxtrot said.

He nodded, but his eyes never left the tracker.

She wasn’t sure he believed it. She wasn’t sure she did.

“God help her,” she whispered.

Roman was silent for a long moment. When he finally spoke, his voice was barely audible.

“God’s not in this business.”
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Orlov had been sitting in the gray Nissan Altima for going on four hours. His ass was numb, his legs were stiff, and his coffee was roughly the temperature of a cadaver. He took a sip anyway—habit was a powerful thing—and grimaced. He still couldn’t understand how Americans tolerated such bitter swill. Even the coffee at the Aquarium cafeteria—where the culinary specialty was to boil things to the brink of despair—hadn’t tasted this burned. This cup had come from a 7-Eleven on Connecticut Avenue hours ago, back when he’d still dared imagine it would be a quick op.

Outside, Dupont Circle churned with its evening traffic. Commuters spilled from the Metro in waves, breath fogging the January air. A woman in a red coat walked a terrier. Two men argued over a parking spot. The whole city moved past him, fluid and indifferent.

But only one thing mattered.

Adler.

His location.

Moscow’s top analysts were combing the satellite imagery frame by frame—and still the old bastard refused to be found.

Orlov lit another cigarette—halfway through his second pack—and cracked the window to vent the smoke. The cold rushed in immediately, biting through his coat, but he needed the air. If nothing else, it kept him alert.

This was the part of the job no one talked about. The numb ass from a cheap seat in a shitty rental. The dull ache in his lower back that no amount of shifting could fix. The cold seeping up from the chassis and through his boots until it settled in his bones. The radio silence, broken only by check-ins that said nothing.

Holding position. No movement. Negative contact.

He’d been parked on Massachusetts Avenue since three o’clock, watching the northwest sector while his team covered the other approaches. Somewhere in this maze of row houses, embassies, and overpriced restaurants, Roman Adler was hiding.

The satellite analysis would tell them where⁠—

if the analysts ever finished doing their damn jobs.

He shifted again, trying to restore circulation to his left leg. The sedan was forgettable, invisible—the vehicular equivalent of beige wallpaper. Perfect for surveillance. Miserable for a man built like him.

He massaged an old wound in his shoulder.

Chechnya had been brutal—the counterinsurgency work that never really ended. Years after the war was ‘over,’ he was still kicking in doors, dragging women and children from their homes, making them scream. And yet—dare he say it?—he missed it. For all its horror, it had possessed a certain clarity. A man there had a purpose. He could look in the mirror and recognize the face staring back.

This—lurking in a rental like some creep parked outside his ex-wife’s place—was a different kind of war. There was no glory in it.

His earpiece crackled.

“Orlov, Kozlov. Check-in.”

“Go.”

“Still nothing on the P Street approach. Lidiya’s on her fifth coffee, and the waiter’s giving her looks.”

“Tell her to order food and stop checking her fucking phone.”

“Copy.”

The line went dead. He stubbed out the cigarette in an ashtray already overflowing with its dead brothers. He’d quit twice—once after Mila was born, once after the divorce. Both times, surveillance had dragged him back. There was something about the waiting that demanded nicotine. Slow poison for slow work.

Another buzz. Not the radio—his cell.

Morozov.

“Da.”

“Your balls frozen off yet?”

“Getting there.”

“Then I have good news,” Morozov said, a rare edge of satisfaction in his voice. “The imagery analysis just finished. We have him.”

Orlov straightened. Fatigue evaporated. “Where?”

“Sending coordinates now. Check your terminal.”

He grabbed the laptop from the passenger seat and flipped it open. The screen cast pale light across his face as he entered his credentials—sixteen characters, rotated daily—and waited for the satellite feed to load.

The image resolved in layers. Street grid first—Connecticut Avenue, the Circle, the spokes radiating outward. Then buildings, rendered in false-color thermal. Then vehicle trajectories, each tagged with timestamps.

“Southwest quadrant of the circle,” Morozov said. “Zoom in on the third rooftop.”

Orlov did. A building materialized, its heat signature glowing orange against the January blue. Between it and the next structure, wedged like an afterthought, a narrow storefront—three stories, brick façade. The thermal reading was wrong: cooler than the residential buildings on either side, but with a bright hotspot bleeding from the basement level.

“What am I looking at?”

“A used bookshop. Secondhand hardbacks. The kind of place that smells like dust and burnt coffee.” Morozov paused. “The lease traces back through three shell companies to a trust established in 1942.”

“Adler’s family?”

“Untraceable, but that store’s been in the same hands for forty years. Definitely Adler’s style. And look at the basement signature.”

Orlov studied the hotspot: active electronics. Servers, maybe. Hardened comms. The kind of thermal bloom you’d expect from a clandestine op—or a black site.

“The old bastard’s been running his operations from a bookshop,” Morozov said. “Forty years. Right under everyone’s nose.”

“Security assessment?”

“Unknown. Assume substantial. He’s had decades to fortify. This isn’t a raid, Orlov. I need him alive long enough to talk. And whoever’s with him—the woman—I want her too. I want the whole operation.”

Orlov memorized the address. Four blocks from his position.

“Hold or act?”

“Hold, for God’s sake. What did I just say? Eyes on his woman first. Veronica Bailey. She’s as important as he is.”

“If she’s not there?”

Morozov’s voice went flat. “Then you fucking wait.”

The line cut.

Orlov let the operational picture settle. He pulled up street view—a narrow brick building squeezed between a Thai restaurant and a hair salon. The storefront window was dark, the shapes of bookshelves faint behind grime-streaked glass. A hand-painted sign above the door in faded gold leaf. A place you’d walk past a thousand times without registering.

Which was, of course, the point.

He keyed his radio. “All units, Orlov. We have a location. Target is the bookshop on the southwest quadrant of Dupont Circle between the Thai place and the salon. Converge on secondary routes. No vehicles within one block. Lidiya, watch the rear. Everyone hold for my mark. We’re looking for the woman Adler works with. Eyes on her before we move. Understood?”

Acknowledgments crackled back—four voices, four professionals. Enough to take a fortified position if they didn’t screw it up. And these four rarely did.

Orlov started the engine. The Altima shuddered awake, heater coughing warm air across his frozen hands. He flexed his fingers, restoring sensation, then reached beneath his jacket to check the Grach in his shoulder holster. Eighteen rounds. Two spare magazines in his coat.

He rounded the corner and turned onto the Circle. The buildings slid past—brownstones and brick, wrought iron and warm windows—until the bookshop appeared.

Narrow. Dark. Unremarkable.

A faint glow seeped from a basement window, barely visible through decades of grime.

Someone was home. The question was whether Veronica Bailey was with him.

He parked sixty meters back and killed the engine. The cold returned instantly, crawling through the doors, through his coat, into his bones.

He barely felt it.

His eyes were locked on the building—the faded gold letters, the dim light burning within.

It would all be over soon.

“Let’s go,” he whispered.
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Doerr pressed his forehead against the armored glass and watched the Fairmont Le Manoir Richelieu rise from the frozen landscape—a château carved into the Charlevoix cliffs, a relic of another century. For a hundred years, world leaders had gathered in those rooms to shape history.

Tomorrow, he would write its final chapter.

Three black Suburbans held formation on the icy road, Marcus Kaine’s team maintaining perfect spacing despite the conditions. The convoy swept into the circular drive at 6:30 p.m., and Secret Service agents were already speaking into their wrists, announcing his arrival to advance teams who hadn’t expected him until morning.

The President’s attendance was still classified—need-to-know until the plane hit the tarmac tomorrow—so Adler, holed up in his little fortress despite all of Morozov’s promises, had no clue why Doerr had raced north a day ahead of schedule.

The concierge appeared before Marcus had finished opening the door.

“Director Doerr. Everything is ready for you.”

“Advance security review?”

“Well underway, sir.”

They crossed the lobby, Marcus deploying his team with the smooth, unhurried efficiency of someone who knew exactly what he was doing.

“Churchill stood right here,” the concierge said as they passed a marble column. “This very spot. Planning D-Day with Roosevelt.”

Doerr wasn’t sure of the historical accuracy, but that didn’t stop his stomach from lurching. Presidents and prime ministers had walked these halls to defend democracy. Tomorrow, he would stand in the same space and destroy it.

The briefcase in his hand felt heavier than its contents—encrypted laptop, laser rangefinder, Resonant tech for secure comms.

“We have you in the penthouse, northeast corner,” the concierge said, tapping the screen. “Twelve hundred square feet. Stunning views of the St. Lawrence.”

Doerr rode the private elevator up with Marcus and two detail agents. The penthouse door clicked open, warm air spilling out. He crossed the suite, set the briefcase on the table, and took a few minutes to shower and change. When he emerged, Marcus was already coordinating the perimeter on comms.

“Stay here and finish the sweep,” Doerr said, grabbing the briefcase before heading for the elevators.

He rode down alone. A few minutes later, he stepped into the Grand Salon, the river-facing windows throwing back the chandeliers’ fractured reflections. Beyond them, the St. Lawrence was nothing but a void.

The room was magnificent—sixty-foot ceilings soaring overhead, marble columns, polished checkered floor. Light scattered in splinters across the cavernous space.

But his gaze went to the windows.

Tomorrow’s entry wounds.

Morozov needed reconnaissance—angles, distances, sight lines. Doerr pulled out his phone, activating the camera while quietly concealing the rangefinder in his jacket. Moving as though admiring the architecture, he swept the room in slow, deliberate arcs. Column positions. The podium, already staged for tomorrow’s remarks. Every detail the shooter would need for maximum devastation.

He would send a sanitized version to the Secret Service, packaged as recommendations for enhanced perimeter security. Professional diligence from their DNI. They’d never know the full footage was already tunneling through an encrypted back channel to Morozov’s server.

Standing where President Westfahl would stand in less than fourteen hours, he lifted the rangefinder toward the black expanse of river.

Window One, northwest corner—poor angle. Partially obstructed by the colonnade.

Window Two—better, but a support beam would spoil the shot.

Window Three, center—clean.

He measured. Three hundred twelve meters to the river’s edge. Farther out—visible even in the darkness—a rocky outcrop punctured the frozen surface of the St. Lawrence.

He did the math instinctively. Just over a kilometer from the podium to that natural firing platform.

Well within the Dissonant’s effective range.

His engineer’s mind ran the rest:

Tungsten slug. Mach 5.2. Entry through glass.

Kinetic impact enough to kill everyone within ten meters of the podium.

The President at ground zero, senior ministers, and NATO heads clustered around him.

There would be no bodies. No last words.

Just plasma—and the echo of something dying that could never be rebuilt. The leadership of the Free World.

A political order that had taken a century to build, erased in a second.

This wasn’t an assassination, he realized.

It was a massacre.

A purge of the most powerful figures in the Western Alliance.

His hand trembled. The rangefinder nearly slipped from his grip as the scale of it hit him.

A voice behind him:

“Admiring the view?”

Doerr turned—too fast. Kaine stood in the doorway, arms loose at his sides, expression unreadable.

How long had he been there?

Doerr forced calm into his voice. “Thinking about the history,” he said, slipping the rangefinder into his jacket in one practiced motion. “A lot has happened inside these walls.”

Kaine didn’t answer. His eyes swept the room—the windows, the podium, the phone still in Doerr’s hand—cataloguing everything the way he always did. The man was a machine. He missed nothing.

“Thought you were finishing the perimeter sweep,” Doerr said.

“Vasquez has it covered.” Kaine’s tone was neutral, professional. Deferential, even. But something flickered behind his eyes. “Wanted to make sure you didn’t need anything.”

Doerr felt the weight of the rangefinder against his ribs.

“I’m fine,” he said. “Just getting a feel for the space. Tomorrow’s a big day.”

“Yes, sir.”

Kaine held his gaze a second longer than necessary, then nodded once and stepped back into the corridor. His footsteps faded across the marble.

Doerr exhaled slowly.

Kaine was good. Too good, maybe. He’d been watching Doerr’s patterns for two years—the late-night calls, the Russians, the off-book movements, the extraction plans. If anyone was going to put the pieces together, it would be him.

A problem.

One to consider.

After tomorrow, loose ends would need tying.

And Marcus Kaine might find himself…eligible for early retirement.
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Roman watched the tracker go dark again.

9:28 p.m. Oksana’s rental should have been pulling into the Fairmont by now, but their surveillance network was running on fumes.

“Got her,” Foxtrot said, tapping a grainy feed. “Parking-garage camera. Quality’s garbage, but it’s something.”

On the screen, the pixelated figure of Sophie Laurent stepped out of a silver Toyota, pulling a small suitcase. Professional. Unhurried. Like she attended NATO summits every week.

“Audio’s breaking up,” Foxtrot muttered, cycling through frequencies on equipment that had seen better days. “Earpiece is live, but something’s interfering.”

Static cracked through the speakers—harsh, metallic. Then, faintly, Oksana’s voice:

“—checking in now⁠—”

Roman poured another coffee. His hands stayed steady out of muscle memory, not calm. His mind churned through variables: the NATO summit. World leaders packing into one room. Doerr arriving a night early. Russians circling. And somewhere in that equation, a weapon capable of vaporizing an armored column from a kilometer away.

“Did you send out warnings?” he said.

“Of course.” Foxtrot didn’t look up. “And before you ask—no responses. Not one. We’re officially persona non grata.”

“Maybe if we could narrow down the target,” Roman said, watching Oksana’s blurry form cross the lobby. “Warn them directly. I’d listen if someone told me I was on a kill list. Wouldn’t you?”

“We can’t warn everyone,” Foxtrot said. “We’ve already burned our last scraps of credibility.”

“Ukrainian president makes sense,” Roman said.

Foxtrot’s fingers didn’t stop moving. “It would get Chichikov out of the quagmire he’s created.”

Roman nodded. “Though Kyiv would be an easier place to pull it off.”

“Unless they wanted to make a statement.”

Roman grunted in agreement. “The French president’s been vocal too. Rallying for a European response all year.”

“And our own people?” Foxtrot said. “We’re not exactly bit players.”

Roman nodded again.

“They’re all going to be there,” she said. “Austin. Poynter. Neither exactly beloved in Moscow.” She pulled up the summit schedule. “Though with Doerr there early, running reconnaissance…”

Roman studied the feed as Oksana approached the front desk. Even through the degraded resolution, the transformation was unmistakable—the posture, the ease, the confidence.

Sophie Laurent had arrived.

“Mademoiselle Laurent,” the concierge’s voice came through the speaker. “Welcome to the Fairmont. I see you’re part of the Canadian delegation.”

“Oui, merci.” Her French was flawless. “I’m presenting tomorrow on quantum-encryption protocols.”

“Yes, you’re on the schedule. Room 714.”

Roman glanced at Foxtrot. Slipping Oksana onto the actual agenda was a masterstroke, even by her standards.

“The cloning device,” he murmured. “She needs to⁠—”

“Sewn into the clutch lining,” Foxtrot said. “Plus two backup batteries and a signal booster. Whether it punches through Doerr’s upgraded phone is another question.”

The elevator camera caught Oksana ascending. A hallway feed showed her entering her room—seventh floor, decent sight lines. Roman watched her check the windows, test the locks, sweep the space with practiced economy.

Through the earpiece, her voice: "Seven floors. Straight drop to a courtyard. Some architectural detail on the way down—ledges, maybe—but nothing I'd want to bet my life on."

"Don't," Roman said. "If things go sideways, use the door."

"And if the door's not an option?"

He didn't answer.

“She’s nervous,” Foxtrot said as Oksana inspected the hotel phone for tampering.

“She should be,” Roman replied, watching her sit on the bed. Her hands trembled a fraction as she opened her suitcase: the black dress, the heels, the surveillance gear disguised as makeup and jewelry.

Through the earpiece, her breathing crackled—controlled, but fast.

“Roman,” Foxtrot said, pulling up another camera. “ATM outside the casino. Look who’s doing laps.”

A figure in a heavy coat. The gait, unmistakable.

Marcus Kaine. Doerr’s security chief.

“Sweeping the perimeter,” Roman said. “That’s how Doerr’s guys run things.”

“Speaking of which…” Foxtrot switched to an internal feed they’d managed to compromise. “Casino bar. Northeast corner.”

Dominic Doerr sat alone, martini untouched, staring at his phone like a man waiting for bad news.

Roman’s eyes drifted back to Oksana, applying makeup with steady hands despite the fear he knew was running through her. The bruise needed extra concealer.

“She has no idea what she’s walking into,” he said.

“She knows enough. Get close. Clone the phone. Get out.”

“It’s never that simple.”

“It wasn’t simple for any of us,” Foxtrot said. “Trust her.”

She enlarged the casino feed. “Look at him. Whatever they’re making him do, it’s eating him alive. He’ll be vulnerable tonight. Men always are when they’re drowning.”

She looked at Roman when she said it. He wasn’t sure if she meant Doerr—or him.

Through the earpiece: “How do I look?”

Oksana stood before the mirror in the black dress. Even through the degraded video, the effect was unmistakable.

“Like someone who belongs,” Foxtrot said.

“I look like my mother,” Oksana murmured.

Roman felt something tighten in his chest. She did. Not just in her features—in the way she held her shoulders, poised on the edge of something irreversible.

“Doerr’s at the casino bar,” Foxtrot said. “Northeast corner. Upper level.”

“The device needs thirty seconds within six inches,” Roman reminded her. “He keeps his phone in the inside jacket pocket. Left side.”

“I remember,” Oksana said, slipping the clutch over her shoulder. “Thirty seconds.”

“And if something goes wrong⁠—”

“Nothing will go wrong.” But her voice betrayed the tremor.

“Just be careful,” Roman said, following her through the feeds as she moved toward the elevator.

“She’ll be okay,” Foxtrot said.

He didn’t answer.

“This isn’t Moscow,” she added softly. “And she’s not Margot.”

The elevator descended. Roman counted floors. Seven. Six. Five.

“There’s something else,” Foxtrot said, opening a new window. “The summit schedule. Someone’s been making alterations to the morning session in the Grand Salon.”

“Who?”

“Still digging.”

Three. Two.

Casino level.

They watched Oksana step out and scan the room. She spotted Doerr—but angled toward the roulette tables instead.

Roman watched his newest operative move into position.

Foxtrot leaned back in her chair.

Neither of them spoke.

There was nothing left to do but watch.
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Doerr moved toward the roulette table without conscious thought, pulled by some invisible force. The Xanax had kicked in hard. Four pills, two drinks—it should have been enough to put him on his ass. Instead, he floated in that dangerous space where everything felt both real and unreal at the same time.

The blonde in the black dress hadn’t spotted him yet.

God, she was stunning—the kind of beautiful that made men forget their own names. Under the bright lights of the casino floor, her skin took on an almost porcelain glow. She placed a bet with the ease of someone accustomed to living without consequence.

Red seventeen.

The ball dropped on black twenty-two.

She laughed softly. Not bitter. Not frustrated.

Like someone who’d just heard a mildly entertaining joke at a funeral.

“The house edge is two-point-seven percent,” Doerr said, sidling in beside her. “European wheel. Single zero. Better than the American style, but you’re still betting against the odds.”

She turned. Up close, she was even more devastating.

Vivid blue eyes. Slavic bone structure. Hair pale as winter wheat falling across her collarbone. She took his measure too—the five-thousand-dollar suit, the Richard Mille on his wrist, the pale band where his wedding ring had once lived.

Then she smiled. A predator’s smile: elegant, intoxicating, deadly.

“Then why even play?” she asked.

“Hope,” he said.

The word landed heavier than he expected. Hope was something he’d forfeited a long time ago, and saying it aloud felt like a lie she would see straight through.

“Or desperation,” he murmured.

She studied him. “Both, perhaps?”

He gave a small shrug.

“You then?” she said. “Which are you?”

He should have walked away.

Marcus, watching from the end of the bar with his usual stick-up-his-ass posture, gave him a look that made the message very difficult to miss.

But the gin said everything was fine, and the Xanax agreed.

“Dominic,” he said, extending his hand. “And desperately hopeful, I suppose.”

“Sophie.”

Her grip was cool, firm, brief.

“Here for the summit?” he asked.

She nodded. “Presenting tomorrow. Quantum encryption protocols.”

“Quantum encryption?” He’d assumed she was one of the women who gravitated to gatherings like this for the easy pickings. He was certain she knew who he was; she just wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of saying it.

“Email passwords,” she added, smiling. “That sort of thing.”

Her accent was subtle—French-Canadian with something underneath. On her, it sounded like music.

“You’re with the Canadian delegation?” he said, glancing at her badge.

She nodded, turning back to the table. “If the odds are against me, then show me how to gain an edge.”

If she worked in encryption, she didn’t need his help with a game as simple as roulette—but something in her tone made the urge to impress her surge through him.

“May I?” he asked, gesturing to her chips.

“Please.”

He reached across her—no other way to do it—and counted what she had. Her perfume cut through the air: vanilla layered over something darker. His hand covered hers to guide the chip placement.

“The Martingale system,” he explained, trying to focus on the game instead of her skin. “Double the bet after each loss. Statistically, it’s flawed. But psychologically, it’s so seductive it borders on irresistible.”

Her fingers curled slightly under his. “Like a lot of things.”

They played. Lost. Doubled. Lost again.

The Martingale devoured her chips like fire through kindling.

“Your system just bankrupted me,” she said, still smiling.

“We’re not done.”

He walked to the cashier’s cage, returned with fifty thousand in chips. Marcus watched from the bar, rigid as a chaperone at a prom. Doerr ignored him.

“Sixteen thousand on black.”

A couple at the next table turned to watch. Sixteen grand was real money, even here.

Lost again.

“Thirty-two,” Doerr said.

The croupier hesitated. “Sir, the table limit is twenty-five.”

Doerr bristled. “Get your floor manager.”

The manager appeared, polished smile in place.

“Is there a problem, sir?”

“Your table limit’s the problem. I’m down, and your man here won’t let me win it back.”

“Quebec gaming regulations, sir. Strict limits⁠—”

“Do you know who I am?” Doerr’s voice rose. A crowd was gathering—delegates, journalists, someone filming on their phone. “I’m the Director of National Intelligence of the United States, and you’re telling me I can’t bet my own money?”

The smile faltered. A quick phone call in French. Two nods.

“Lift the limit,” he said.

The croupier gave a near-imperceptible nod, removed the small plaque from the felt, and spun the wheel.

Doerr watched the ball circle once, twice, then pushed out a stack of chips. “Thirty-two thousand. Black.”

The crowd held its breath.

Red nineteen.

A groan rippled through the onlookers.

“Sixty-four,” Doerr said immediately.

“Sir, you only have two thousand remaining.”

Doerr pulled out his black card. “Give me a hundred thousand.”

The cage runner left, returned. More chips. More phones came out. The Director of National Intelligence unraveling over a roulette wheel.

Sixty-four thousand on black.

Red twenty-two.

“One hundred twenty-eight,” Doerr said through clenched teeth. “On black.”

“Sir, please—” the floor manager began. “The rules in this province⁠—”

“I’m good for it.”

“The card limit’s been⁠—”

“I said I’m good for it.”

“I don’t doubt it, sir. But for your own protection⁠—”

Doerr ripped off his watch—the Richard Mille RM 11-03, ceramic. A half-million-dollar whim to celebrate his appointment by the president. He slammed it on the felt.

“There’s your collateral.”

The manager felt the eyes of everyone in the crowd. He picked up the watch, examined it, and set it back down gently. “We don’t accept personal items, sir.”

“Marcus!” Doerr barked. “Call Treasury. Wire transfer. Ten million from my personal account to this two-bit fucking casino. Pronto.”

Marcus was already dialing.

A minute later, he shook his head. “It’s an international transfer, sir. There’s no way to get it to clear before morning.”

Doerr leaned across the table, eyes wild. “You’ll have your money first thing.”

The manager spread his hands. “The casino cannot extend credit based on promised funds. As I said, the gaming regulations⁠—”

“Fuck your regulations!”

His fist hit the table. Chips jumped. Security inched closer, waiting for their cue.

“Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to step back from the table.”

“I’m not done playing.”

“Yes, sir. You are.”

Sophie collected the few chips he hadn’t bet and pressed them into his palm.

“So,” she said softly, “would we call this one hope or desperation?”

He looked at her—really looked. He’d just lost more money in twenty minutes than most people earned in a year. Humiliated himself. Pulled rank like an idiot. And now he was being cut off like any drunk at a bar.

And she was still there. Still touching his hand.

“A little of both,” he said, backing off before security found an excuse to really ruin his night.

She laughed. Genuine. Not at him—with him. Like they’d survived something together.

“I owe you a drink,” she said. “For the education.”

“I lost your money, too. I’ll make that right in the morning.”

“I’m sure you will,” she said lightly. “In the meantime, we could both use a little consolation. Unless—” A flicker of uncertainty crossed her face. “You’re here with someone?”

Doerr considered. Every bad outcome, he knew, began with a bad decision. Something told him this would be one of those decisions. Something told him he didn’t care.

He glanced at Marcus, whose eyes shot daggers, then turned back to Sophie. “No,” he said. “I’m completely alone in this world.”

She smiled—enigmatic, unreadable—and said, “The bar, then?”

“I know somewhere better,” he hazarded. Wherever the words came from, it wasn’t his brain. “More private.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Sir,” she said in mock shock, “are you propositioning me?”

“I’m simply offering some chilled champagne and the pleasure of conversation.”

“Right. The pleasure of conversation.” Her smile had layers. “Is that what we’re calling it?”

They walked through the casino, her hand in his. Every man they passed turned to look. She didn’t notice—or pretended not to. She seemed focused entirely on him.

“You keep checking your phone,” she said at the elevator.

He hadn’t even realized he’d pulled it out. Three missed calls from Marcus. Two from Morozov’s intermediary. Tomorrow was bearing down like a freight train—but right now, they could all go to hell.

“Work.”

“At ten p.m.?”

He smiled. “Please tell me you know who I am.”

She shrugged. “I know,” she said. Then added coyly, “Vaguely.”

He smiled.

“You have that look,” she said.

“What look?”

“Like you’re carrying something heavy.”

He nodded. “Something like that.”

The elevator arrived.

“Are we doing this?” he asked.

She hesitated—not eager, not reluctant.

“This conversation better be as good as you say.”

They stepped inside. The doors closed. In the mirror, Doerr saw them—a middle-aged man in a suit, and a woman who could have been a model, an actress, a fantasy. The black dress hugged her like paint.

And he looked like exactly what he was: a desperate fool about to make a desperate mistake.

And he didn’t care.

She was looking at him like nothing else mattered. Like there was nowhere else she’d rather be.

The elevator rose. Her fingers found his.

“Tell me about quantum encryption,” he said.

“Entanglement,” she said, her thumb tracing circles on his palm. “Two particles connected across space. Change one, you change the other.”

“Sounds like people.”

“Exactly like people,” she said, stepping closer. The elevator shrank. “We affect each other in ways we never see coming.”

Her free hand smoothed his lapel. Intimate. Casual. His body responded like he’d been hit with defibrillator paddles.

“And what’s it like being such an important man, Mr. Doerr?”

“Important,” he mused. “I’d rather say necessary. There’s a difference.”

“And what’s the difference?”

“Necessary men are forgotten.”

The elevator climbed. She moved closer. Almost touching.

“I don’t think the world’s going to forget you, Dominic Doerr.”

The way she said his name broke something inside him.

“You don’t know me.”

“I know you’re sad.” Her fingers tightened. “I know you’re scared. I know you’re drinking to forget something.”

She was right. That should have terrified him. Set off every alarm.

“What makes you say that?”

She touched a light bruise under her hairline. “Takes one to know one.”

The elevator slowed. The penthouse waited.

She rose on her toes and kissed him—not the cheek, but his mouth. Soft. Brief. A question.

The elevator stopped with a ding.

His last chance to turn back. The point of no return.

Tomorrow he’d be a monster.

But tonight, he could pretend otherwise.
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The elevator doors closed. Signal lost.

“Blind,” Roman said, shooting to his feet. The feeds showed nothing but an empty lobby and empty corridors. No cameras in the elevator. The earpiece that had been crackling with interference all night went completely dead.

The phone bug was their only remaining link, and even that was cutting in and out like a bad radio signal.

For sixty long seconds, Roman paced between the desk and the window. With each circuit, the office seemed to shrink around him.

“Penthouse,” Foxtrot confirmed as the floor indicator lit on the building schematic.

Audio returned—barely. Fragments through heavy interference.

“—entanglement—” Oksana’s voice, then nothing.

“—necessary men—” Static.

“—you don’t know me⁠—”

“Doerr's people set up countermeasures,” Foxtrot said, cycling through frequencies that refused to resolve. “Military-grade shielding. Plus, there’s a major storm system moving in—the atmospheric interference is killing our already compromised signal.” She shook her head. “The clone needs thirty seconds of clean connection. In that environment, we're basically rolling dice.”

Roman strained to hear through the static. Oksana’s voice, when it broke through, was flawless—the perfect seductress. The timid college student was gone. She was doing exactly what they’d told her.

“—I must… apologize for my behavior—” Doerr’s voice wavered through the static. “—wasn’t about the money⁠—”

“He’s drunk,” Roman said. “Idiot. That’s the window. She needs to get to the phone now.”

Through the static: “—it can be very lonely at the top⁠—”

“There we go,” Roman muttered, leaning in. “Come on, Oksana. Thirty seconds. Nail his ass to the wall.”

They listened. The minutes stretched. The audio wavered in and out.

“—terrible things sometimes—” Doerr slurred. “—sometimes you can’t stop⁠—”

“What’s he babbling about?” Roman said.

Still no picture. Just scraps through static—useless, maddening.

Then a sharp sound broke through—a gasp, maybe a cry. Roman went cold.

“Oksana?”

Doerr’s voice came next, clearer: “—sorry, did I hurt you? The necklace⁠—”

“The clasp,” she said. “My hair.”

Roman exhaled. Just jewelry. Not violence. Not yet.

But the moment threw him back.

Anastasia. New York. The target had been a Russian cultural attaché recruiting assets at Columbia.

Roman had given her the file at their dead drop.

Grigory Lebedev. Forty-three. Married. A weakness for educated women who’d lost everything.

Also—something they discovered too late—a sadist.

“No,” Anastasia had said instantly. “I’m done with that. You promised.”

“One last time.”

“You’ve said that before.”

She was right. He’d said it before. And he still needed her—needed the job, the risk, the sacrifice she never should have had to make.

She’d agreed, and he’d watched through surveillance as she approached Lebedev at a faculty reception, letting him think he was the one seducing her. Three hours later, in his hotel room, with the audio cutting in and out, Roman heard things that made his blood curdle—Anastasia’s controlled breathing masking pain, the thud of impact.

Lebedev’s voice, thick with excitement at her pain: “I’ll teach you about real suffering.”

Roman had tried to abort, but the team was too late. It was over before they got there.

They found her barely breathing.

And after that night, something fundamental in her eyes was simply gone. She was never the same again.

She’d looked at him from her hotel bed and said, “Got what you wanted?”

His voice had cracked when he answered.

“Anastasia, believe me, we never knew⁠—”

Her voice was hollow. “Every time you make me do this, you know what I tell myself? That I’m already dead. One day, I won’t have to pretend.”

Thirteen months later, she was proven right.

And now her daughter was in the same position. No communication. No backup. No way out if things turned bad. Which they could, at any moment.

“Roman!” Foxtrot’s voice, sharp. She’d switched to the security cameras in the corridor. “We have a problem.”

On the monitor, two figures emerged from the stairwell, moving toward the penthouse door with purpose.

“Who are they?”

“Marcus Kaine’s team.”

Roman’s stomach dropped. “Pull her out.”

“How?” Foxtrot gestured at the static-filled images. “We can’t reach her.”

The security team moved methodically down the hallway. Getting closer.

More fragments through the bug. Doerr’s voice: “Hold me.”

The team stopped at Doerr’s door.

Through the static, Doerr again, slurred: “—never forgive myself⁠—”

Then Oksana, soothing: “—nothing to forgive⁠—”

The guard’s knuckles connected with the door.

Three sharp knocks that might as well have been gunshots.
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Oksana froze.

Doerr tensed beneath her, his champagne glass tipping as he jerked upright.

Someone was at the door. He looked toward it, then back at her.

“Ignore them,” he said, pulling her closer. “They’ll fuck off.”

But they didn’t.

The knocks came again. Harder.

“Mr. Doerr.” A man’s voice. Firm. Controlled. “It’s Kaine, sir. We need to speak with you.”

Marcus Kaine. Doerr’s security chief. Roman had warned her—former Delta Force, missed nothing, trusted no one.

“Not now, Marcus,” Doerr called, his voice loose from the booze and whatever else he’d taken. “I’m… a little tied up.”

A brief pause. Then Kaine again, steady and professional:

“Sir, it concerns your guest.”

Oksana’s mind raced. The phone was in his jacket pocket—she’d felt it when he pulled her close. The cloning device in her clutch needed thirty seconds within six inches. She’d spent twenty minutes getting him relaxed enough to shed the jacket. Now it lay draped over the armrest, almost within reach.

“Everything’s fine,” she said to Doerr, keeping Sophie’s accent flawless as her hand slid down his chest. “Tell them to leave us alone.”

Doerr’s hand closed around her wrist. Not threatening—needy. “Don’t leave.”

A keycard beeped. The door opened.

Marcus Kaine entered first—six-two, shoulders still carrying Kandahar, eyes that catalogued everything. Two more operators followed. They spread out with quiet, practiced precision, securing sight lines and corners.

“Mr. Doerr,” Kaine said, taking in the scene: his boss slumped on the sofa, jacket off, tie loose; the blonde in the black dress whose casino spectacle had drawn a crowd downstairs. “Sir, we need to discuss your guest.”

“Sophie Laurent,” Oksana said, rising slowly, smoothing her dress. The movement controlled, unhurried—nothing defensive. “I’m with the Canadian delegation. Quantum encryption panel tomorrow.”

Kaine’s expression didn’t shift. “Ms. Laurent, we’ve been unable to verify several aspects of your credentials.”

“I’m on tomorrow’s agenda. You can check⁠—”

“We did,” Kaine said. “You were added to the program two hours ago. After business hours.” His hand rested near his hip, jacket open enough to show the holstered SIG. “Your LinkedIn profile goes back three years, but your digital footprint before that is nonexistent.”

“I was in academia. We don’t all live online.”

“Which university?”

“McGill. Then MIT for post-doc work.”

“Under which professor?”

The questions came fast, designed to trip her up. She had the answers—Foxtrot had drilled them into her—but Kaine wasn’t really listening. He’d already made up his mind.

“Dr. Harrison at MIT. Quantum key distribution research.” She kept her voice level, faintly offended. “Would you like my faculty ID number, too?”

“That won’t be necessary,” Doerr interjected, trying to rise.

Kaine turned to him. “Sir, given the security posture tomorrow, we can’t have unvetted individuals in your proximity.”

“She’s vetted,” Doerr said, wobbling as he got halfway upright. “I vetted her myself.”

“With respect, sir, you’ve had quite a bit to drink.”

“I’m not your fucking child, Marcus. I think I can judge⁠—”

“Sir.” Kaine’s voice carried the weight of someone who’d pulled his principal out of gunfire before. “You lost over a hundred thousand dollars tonight. You’ve been drinking. And now you’re alone with someone whose background doesn’t verify.”

A flicker of doubt crossed Doerr’s eyes—the alcohol fog lifting just enough for paranoia to take root.

“Mr. Kaine is right,” she said, stepping in before things escalated. “I should go.”

She moved toward her clutch on the side table. Kaine’s hand twitched toward his weapon.

“Slowly,” he said.

“Relax,” she murmured, retrieving the clutch and feeling the weight of the cloning device inside. Useless now. “I’ll see myself out.”

“We’ll escort you,” Kaine said. It wasn’t remotely a request.

“That’s really not necessary⁠—”

“I’m afraid it is.” His tone brooked no argument. “Johnson, Vasquez—please accompany Ms. Laurent to her room.”

The two operators flanked her immediately—close enough she could smell their aftershave.

Doerr lurched after them. “Sophie, I’m sorry. They’re just⁠—”

“Doing their job,” she said, letting disappointment shade her voice. “I understand completely.”

She paused at the door, turning back to look at him—drunk, swaying, pathetic.

“I suppose I assumed a man in your position got to choose who he talks to. Who he takes to his room. Who he sleeps with.”

A small, pitying smile. If he overruled them now, she might still salvage the op.

“But I see that’s not how it works.”

Embarrassment flashed across Doerr’s face.

“Perhaps another time,” she added. “When you’re not under such strict supervision.”

“Ms. Laurent,” Kaine said as they moved toward the door. “Once we verify your identity with Canadian security, we’ll address your continued presence at this summit.”

The threat was unmistakable. She was blown. They’d dig deeper, hit the gaps in Sophie Laurent’s legend. By morning, she’d either be detained or worse.

“I look forward to clearing this up,” she said, chin high—the offended diplomat to the end.

The door closed behind them with a soft click. In the hallway, the guards’ grip on her arms immediately tightened. One wrong move and they’d have her on the ground.

“My room is on the seventh floor,” she said.

“We know exactly where your room is,” Johnson replied.

Of course they did. They’d probably already searched it.

The elevator descended in silence. She kept her breathing steady while her mind raced through contingencies. Without that phone, Roman and Foxtrot were as blind as when she’d left them.

When the doors opened on seven, Kaine was already waiting. He’d taken the stairs and beaten them there.

“Ms. Laurent,” he said. “You have one hour to pack. There’s a red-eye to Toronto at one a.m. You’ll be on it.”

“This is ridiculous. I’m here for the summit. I have meetings⁠—”

“You have one hour.” His voice was stone. “Don’t make us come get you.”

They escorted her to her door and waited while she keyed in. She turned in the doorway, letting Sophie’s mask crack just enough to show hurt beneath the professional veneer.

“Tell Mr. Doerr I’m sorry his evening was ruined.”

Kaine didn’t blink. “One hour.”

The door closed. She was alone.

For a long moment, she stood with her back against the door, staring at the window. Then she hurled the clutch across the room. It hit the wall and fell open, the useless cloning device skittering across the carpet.

She’d been so close. In his room. His jacket off. He was high on something and getting drunker with every glass of champagne he downed. It wouldn’t have taken much to get to his phone.

Instead—nothing. Worse than nothing. She was burned, her cover blown, and in an hour she’d be on a plane to Toronto with her tail between her legs.

Her first real mission. Her chance to prove she was more than her mother’s daughter.

And she’d failed.
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Toko stepped out of the van into the winter darkness.

An abandoned marina lay before him, its rotting boards creaking over the water like old bones. He cupped his hands and breathed into them, then swept his flashlight across the scene, the beam slicing through the dark like a blade.

Forty kilometers east of La Malbaie: three derelict boathouses and a failing pier clinging to the shoreline as if by fingernails. Beyond, the St. Lawrence—cold, black, inscrutable. How the water wasn't frozen solid, he had no idea. Salt, he supposed.

The weather briefing had promised worse to come. A major system rolling down from the Arctic—thirty centimeters of snow by morning, winds gusting to sixty kilometers per hour, visibility near zero. Perfect cover for an assassination. Terrible conditions for taking a shot.

He lit a Marlboro, shielding the flame from a wind that knifed through his coat in icy, gusting jabs. Already picking up.

His hands shook as he brought the cigarette to his lips.

Not wholly from the cold.

Through the boathouse’s shattered window, he saw the speedboat: a midnight-blue cigarette boat, once used for cocaine runs, now pressed into service for a presidential assassination. Fresh welds for the mounting brackets streaked the deck—ugly scars across otherwise pristine fiberglass.

“Továrisch Sakhalinsky!”

He knew that voice.

Morozov had promised Spetsnaz—someone hard, competent, someone who understood what was at stake and how impossible the exfil would be if anything went wrong.

What stood before him instead was his old friend from the Alaskan airfield.

Timur Krupin.

Toko took him in—every bit the soft Academy graduate, tactical gear hanging loose on his frame, night-vision goggles pushed up on his forehead like he’d seen it in a movie—and found it difficult to conceal his dismay.

He’d sent the kid to Kamchatka with the weapon. Krupin should have been back in Moscow by now, recovering from the ordeal. Instead, he was here.

“When did you arrive?” Toko asked.

“Two hours ago, sir. With the weapon.”

“With the weapon?”

“Correct, sir.”

Toko studied him again.

“You’ve been with the weapon this whole time?” he said. “Since Anchorage?”

Krupin nodded—unsteady on his feet, almost listing.

Toko lifted the flashlight. The beam hit Krupin’s face.

He looked like a walking corpse. Eyes hollowed deep into his skull. Dried blood crusted under his nose from altitude changes in an unpressurized hold. Even his hands trembled.

The man had been through hell and back.

Toko let out a breath, then laughed—sharp, genuine. “I sent you to babysit the weapon to Kura. No one relieved you?”

Krupin shifted, exhaustion and raw nerves wrestling for control.

“What exactly have you been through?” Toko asked.

Krupin’s voice cracked. “Anchorage to Petropavlovsk—seven hours in the cargo hold at minus forty. Then nine hours to Moscow squeezed between crates. Another twenty to Quebec through turbulence that⁠—”

“You’re not fit,” Toko said flatly.

“Sir, my orders are to⁠—”

“Morozov knew this when he assigned you?”

“I have naval training, sir. Kronstadt Academy. Top five percent in maritime operations.”

“Kronstadt?” Toko cut in. He took a long drag, studying the kid through the smoke. “You think this is some diving exam?”

“I’m qualified for high-speed watercraft,” Krupin said, defensive despite his fatigue. “Small-boat operations in rough conditions. The Academy taught us⁠—”

“The Academy,” Toko scoffed. “They taught you to pilot toy boats on the Neva. Maybe the Baltic on a calm day.” He flicked ash toward the black water. “This is the St. Lawrence in January. Swells, currents, rocks, ice chunks that’ll punch through a hull like artillery. You ever pilot a boat while someone was shooting at you?”

“No, sir.”

Toko shook his head. The kid had fight in him—he’d grant him that much—but heart wasn’t going to get them back to shore in one piece.

They walked to the boathouse together. Inside, fluorescent work lights threw harsh shadows across the cigarette boat’s sleek hull. Thirty-eight feet of American engineering. Twin Mercury engines that could push it to seventy knots on flat water.

“Help me with the weapon,” Toko said, popping latches on the main case.

The Dissonant lay in its foam cradle—matte black carbon fiber and titanium. Even powered down, it seemed to hum with potential violence.

Krupin reached slowly.

“It’s safe to touch?”

“Nothing about it is safe.”

Toko lifted the barrel assembly.

Krupin noticed the tremor in his hand.

“Cold,” Toko lied, flexing his fingers. “Get the power cells from the second case.”

As they worked, his phone buzzed.

Morozov’s number.

Perfect. More interference.

“Sakhalinsky.”

“Morozov.”

“We have a situation at the Fairmont.”

“Doerr?”

“Who else? Made a spectacle of himself at the casino tonight. Lost over a hundred thousand playing roulette. Drunk. Shouting at the manager. Pulling rank. Someone posted it on social media.”

Toko exhaled smoke. Of course. The pressure finally cracking Doerr’s façade.

“Then he picked up some woman,” Morozov continued. “Blonde. Supposedly with the Canadian delegation, but Doerr’s private security couldn’t verify her credentials.”

“And our people?”

“Our people aren’t on site, but his security team pulled her out twenty minutes ago.”

“So what’s the problem?”

“Doerr’s unraveling, that’s the problem. Drinking. Getting sloppy. I need you to check in on him. Check in on the whore he took upstairs. Make sure everything’s kosher.”

“Send someone else. I’ve got a prototype to prep.”

“This mission fails if Doerr fucks up,” Morozov said, voice turning arctic. “If he brings the wrong whore to his room. Or decides to call the FBI in a fit of guilt. Get to La Malbaie. Make sure he stays quiet until morning. Make sure the woman isn’t someone we need to worry about.”

The line went dead.

Krupin looked up from the power cells. “Problem, sir?”

“Change of plans,” Toko said, checking his watch. “Can you finish the assembly yourself?”

The kid’s eyes widened. “Alone?”

“It’s modular. Like expensive Lego. Besides, you’ve spent more time with it than anyone.”

“But the calibrations⁠—”

“I’ll handle those in the morning. Just mount it. Connect power. Run basic diagnostics, then get the boat out on the water and into position.”

Krupin swallowed. “Where are you going?”

“To babysit a drunk who can’t keep his pants on.”
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Doerr stood alone in his suite.

Tie loose. Pants loose. Dignity in tatters. The night blown to hell.

They were gone—Kaine, the security goons, and the only one who mattered: Sophie.

Her absence stung.

He’d wanted her.

Really wanted her.

He stared at the spot on the sofa where she’d been, where she’d looked at him with those impossibly blue eyes.

Eyes that made him feel human.

Eyes that almost let him forget what he’d become, and what he was about to do.

And then Kaine bulldozed straight through it.

His own security team had barged in like he was some teenager who’d snuck a girl into his bedroom.

But worse—the way she looked at him on her way out.

That pitying smile. Those words, delivered like a scalpel:

***

I assumed a man in your position got to choose…who he takes to his room. Who he sleeps with.

But I see that’s not how it works.

Perhaps another time. When you’re not under such strict supervision.

***

Supervision.

Like he was a fucking child.

Rage climbed up his chest—hot, consuming, impossible to tamp down.

He grabbed his champagne flute and hurled it at the wall. Crystal burst on impact, Dom Pérignon streaking across the wallpaper.

Not enough.

He swept the bottles off the bar in one violent motion. More glass. More wreckage.

Still not enough.

“Fuck!” he roared. “Fuck Kaine. Fuck Morozov. Fuck all of them.”

Like he was some cuckold who needed permission to get laid. Like he couldn’t even decide who came to his own goddamn bed.

He’d fire them all. Every last one. Kaine especially—smug Delta Force calm, that superior look, like Doerr was a liability to be managed rather than the Director of National fucking Intelligence.

He stumbled into the bathroom, locking the door despite the empty suite. His hands shook as he rifled through his shaving kit. Emergency supply. For when the Xanax wasn’t enough, and the world needed razor edges.

Two lines on the marble counter. Quick. Efficient.

The rush hit instantly. Chemical clarity sheared through the alcohol fog. His pupils blew wide. His heart hammered a dangerous rhythm.

Better.

Much better.

Sophie Laurent. Room 714.

She’d be packing now. Getting ready for her forced flight.

I assumed a man in your position got to choose…

He’d show her.

The cocaine made everything crystalline. The plan assembled itself. He’d show her exactly what he chose. Who he talked to. Who he fucked.

No one supervised Dominic Doerr.

There was something else in the shaving kit—a blister pack of small white pills. Rohypnol.

He wasn’t proud of it, but when you needed results, they never failed.

He shoved the pack into his pocket, grabbed another bottle of Dom from the fridge, and stormed out.

The elevator ride to seven took forever—or maybe it just felt like it. Time worked differently when his brain was running a hundred miles an hour.

Room 714.

He knocked—one hard, sharp strike carrying all his anger with it.

“Sophie? It’s Dominic. We need to talk.”

Silence. Then movement. The peephole darkened.

“Come on,” he said, lifting the bottle. “Give me five minutes.”

The chain scraped. The door cracked open six inches. She stood there in that same stunning dress, a half-packed suitcase visible behind her.

“You shouldn’t be here,” she said. “They’ll be back.”

“Fuck them,” he said. “I’m the boss.”

She hesitated. Calculating. The smart move was to close the door, call security, and get on the plane to Toronto.

But something flickered in her eyes—excitement, defiance, opportunity.

Maybe she was no different.

In the end, they were all the same.

“Five minutes,” she said, opening the door just enough for him to squeeze through.

Inside, the room was small compared to his. Her dress hung off one shoulder. A clutch lay spilled across the carpet. She’d flung it there. She’d been disappointed, too, then.

“I brought a peace offering,” he said, lifting the champagne. “To apologize for Marcus. He’s a fucking asshole. Sorry you had to deal with him.”

“He was doing his job.”

Doerr found two glasses by the minibar. “One drink. To apologize properly. Then I’ll go.”

She watched him pour as she gathered the things on the carpet, threw them back in the clutch, and placed it on the bedside table.

Her eyes never left him—both glasses poured from the same bottle, like she knew what he was thinking. Had she been this cautious before? This watchful? He hadn’t noticed, probably because he hadn’t been trying to drug her.

Not then.

What she couldn’t see was the pill he’d crushed and palmed before knocking. The powder slipped from his fingers as he handed her the glass, dissolving instantly. Odorless. Tasteless. Invisible.

“To what might have been,” he said.

“To narrow escapes,” she replied.

They drank. She took only a small sip. Still cautious. But not cautious enough.

“I really am sorry,” he said. “About Marcus. The casino. All of it.”

“It’s fine,” she said, taking another sip. “These things happen.”

“I’ll get him to back off. Let you deliver your presentation tomorrow. This shouldn’t affect your attendance.”

Another sip.

Good.

Doerr watched her eyes. Waited for the first signs—the slight delay, the softening focus.

“Let’s sit,” he said, steering her toward the sofa.

Ten minutes. Maybe less. And she’d be putty in his hands.

Tomorrow, the whole world could burn.

Tonight, he would have what he wanted.

The cocaine always made that outcome seem inevitable.

She took another sip. Her hand… was it less steady?

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“Just tired. It’s been a very long day.”

Her glass was nearly empty.

Perfect.

“Maybe you should lie down.”
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Oksana lifted her glass, and a warmth crept through her—strange and thick and heavy, like syrup.

She stopped, the rim hovering just shy of her lips, a sudden fear tightening her grip.

He’d been very eager to refill it.

She stared at the glass, its crystal facets catching the lamplight and scattering it like a kaleidoscope.

Something was wrong.

Very wrong.

Not exhaustion.

And not the champagne.

“You need to lie down,” Doerr said, his voice sickly sweet. Out of nowhere, a memory slammed into her—another room, another night, another man.

“No,” she breathed. Not this. Not again.

She rose.

Heat rolled over her in a suffocating wave. Her heartbeat stuttered, then slammed against her ribs. The edges of the room bled and blurred and grew dark.

Her fingers slipped on the stem of the wineglass.

It fell in slow motion, landing on the carpet with a dull thud.

Not shattered.

She wished it had.

Adrenaline surged—then vanished instantly, swallowed by the thickening haze of whatever he’d given her. Her muscles turned heavy. Slow.

Her pupils drank in too much light.

Her hands trembled.

Doerr stepped closer, watching her with an intensity that sent ice up her spine.

She tried to breathe. Tried to think. Tried to move.

The floor tilted beneath her feet.

She stumbled, and as Doerr caught her, one thought cut through the haze—sharp, bright, merciless:

Not again.

“Sophie, you're not well,” he said softly.

She swallowed. Her tongue was too thick.

“Get… away from…” she managed. Her voice sounded wrong—like it was coming from underwater.

Inside, she was screaming.

He pulled her toward the bed.

She sank into it, the mattress swallowing her whole.

“You just need to rest,” he said, guiding her down by the shoulders. “Just for a minute.”

She didn’t have the strength to resist. The ceiling swam above her, chandelier light refracting into a million tiny shards.

A buzz. Distant. Muffled.

Her clutch, on the nightstand, the phone inside it vibrating against the clasp.

Roman.

“Popular girl,” Doerr muttered.

She reached for it. Her arm moved like it was underwater—slow, heavy. Her fingers grazed the nightstand. Missed the clutch. Tried again.

“Leave it,” he said.

She didn’t.

She couldn’t.

Her hand found the clutch, but her fingers wouldn’t close around the leather. The clasp slipped once. Twice. A third time before it finally snapped open—phone, cloning device, lipstick, and the Glock all jumbled inside together.

He could have seen any of it, but she was too drugged to register the danger.

She grabbed the phone, lifted it close. The screen was a blur of light and color.

Focus.

Focus.

The letters swam. Reformed. Blurred again.

***

ABORT! ABORT! ABORT!

***

The meaning hit her like ice. She forced her expression to stay neutral.

“Work stuff,” she managed.

“At this hour?”

The question drifted toward her as if through fog. She glanced at the clock. After one a.m.

When had it gotten so late?

Another vibration. She didn’t read it. She let the phone slide into the nightstand drawer and shut it.

Focus.

She had to focus.

Through the haze. Through whatever he’d given her.

And then, through the swirling blur, she noticed: his jacket on the end of the bed. His phone would still be inside the inner pocket.

She could still clone it.

While he⁠—

God. What was she thinking?

She needed to get out.

Now.

She pushed herself upright. The world tilted, then spun violently.

She knew this feeling too well. Green velvet. A different room. A different man. Nausea punched up her throat.

“Where are you going?” Doerr asked.

“Bathroom,” she said, though the word felt thick in her mouth.

She made it three steps before her knees buckled. She caught herself on the bed—barely. Her hand landed on his jacket.

“Easy,” he said, moving toward her.

But she was already reaching. Her fingers slipped into the inside pocket, clumsy but determined, and closed around the cool glass of his phone.

She palmed it the way Foxtrot had taught her, concealing it in the folds of her dress, and pushed herself toward the bathroom.

The cloning device was still in the clutch.

So was the gun.

And the clutch was wide open.

She wasn’t thinking clearly—but she had enough sense to know one thing:

She needed him away from that purse.

“Dominic… I’m woozy.”

And it was true.

He moved toward her—exactly what she needed—just as her knees gave out.

He caught her instantly, hands closing around her arms, then steered her toward the bathroom.

He stopped in the doorway, filling it completely, watching her like a prison guard.

“Do you mind?” she said, keeping her voice level through the fog.

“I’m worried about you.”

“I could use some privacy.”

He hesitated, then turned away—but didn’t close the door.

It was all the cover she was going to get.

She used it. Her fingers—clumsy, uncooperative—slipped the phone inside her dress, tucking it against her waist. A small, lucid shard of her brain knew he’d find it soon.

But there was no better plan coming.

She flushed the toilet for effect, braced herself at the sink, and splashed cold water on her face. It did nothing.

When her knees dipped, he caught her again and brought her back to the bed, ignoring her attempt to angle toward the sofa.

He eased her onto the bed and came down over her—an immense, immovable weight she could never fight off.

She knew what came next.

A flash of green velvet.

Proctor Sifton’s face.

His hands.

His breath.

The room dissolved into that memory, dread coiling tight in her chest.

And then⁠—

A knock.

Sharp.

Three raps.

Doerr froze. Looked down at her.

“Are you expecting company?”

She shook her head.

Another knock. Harder.

“Shit.”

He stood abruptly. Only then did she see his pants were undone. When had that happened?

He fumbled with the zipper, then checked the peephole before opening the door a crack.

His body blocked her view.

“What do you want?” Doerr snapped.

“Sir,” Marcus Kaine said—flat, uncompromising. “The woman needs to go. Now.”

“I told you to fuck off.”

If she hadn’t been drugged, she might have made a smarter choice, something that made sense, something that didn’t feel like suicide.

But in the state she was in, there was only one thing that still mattered.

With arms like wet sand and fingers that wouldn’t obey her, she fumbled the cloning device from the clutch and pressed it blindly against his phone—still hidden inside her dress.

A soft LED blinked to life.

Clone initiated.

Progress: 5%

“Sir, I’m not asking,” Kaine said. “She’s a security risk. I’m here to escort her out.”

Progress: 10%

“She’s not going anywhere,” Doerr growled. “I already told you⁠—”

“There’s something else,” Kaine said, voice dropping. “We’ve got a situation in the lobby.”

Progress: 20%

“I don’t care if⁠—”

“There’s a Russian down there. Just showed up. Says he needs to see you. My guys have him boxed in by the elevators, but he’s not leaving.”

Progress: 30% complete.

Silence. When Doerr spoke again, his voice had changed—smaller, edged with fear.

“A Russian?”

“Tough guy. Asian features. Accent you could cut with a knife. Won’t give a name, won’t say who sent him. Just keeps repeating that he has business with you.”

Her stomach dropped.

Toko Sakhalinsky.

Progress: 40%

He was there.

In the building.

Seven floors below.

Progress: 50%

Even drugged, she knew what that meant.

He wouldn’t spare her a second time.

Progress: 60%

“I don’t know any—” Doerr started.

“Sir,” Kaine said, “my job is keeping you alive. And this guy has a look. Professional. My men stalled him, but I doubt they’ll stop him if he decides otherwise.”

Progress: 70%

She needed to run. Needed to move.

But the drug made everything feel distant. Inevitable.

Like watching a car crash in slow motion, knowing exactly how it ends, and unable to stop it.

Progress: 80%

“Keep him there,” Doerr said. “Don’t let him up. I’ll—I’ll come down.”

“Sir, the woman⁠—”

“She stays here. Lock the floor if you have to. No one comes up.”

Progress: 90%

The door slammed.

Doerr turned.

Oksana yanked the device away.

Connection lost at 94%.

Too late.

He saw.

Saw the motion.

Saw the phone in her hand.

His face twisted into something feral.

“You little⁠—”

The room surged sideways. Her thoughts scattered. Only one broke through the fog:

The gun. In the clutch.

She lunged—clumsy, desperate. Her fingers fumbled across lipstick and phone until they closed around the Glock. She dragged it free, nearly dropping it.

Doerr’s eyes widened.

“Don’t,” she slurred, the word thick and broken. “Don’t… fucking move.”
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Foxtrot twisted the frequency dial—the sound sharpening for an instant before dissolving back into static—then smacked the side of the receiver once, hard, a gesture inherited from her father.

“Bloody lost her,” she gasped, pounding her fist on the desk hard enough to rattle empty coffee cups. “Third bloody time in five minutes. This storm’s killing us.”

The weather reports had warned of a major system hitting Quebec—heavy snow, high winds, atmospheric interference playing havoc with their signals from La Malbaie. They'd lost video inside Oksana's room an hour ago—the feed from the hacked cameras had flickered twice and died. Now all they had were the corridor cameras and whatever scraps of audio punched through the static.

Roman stood behind her, hands clamped on the back of her chair. Through the static, fragments broke through like AM stations bleeding into each other.

Oksana’s voice—thick, slurred.

Then Doerr: “You need to lie down.”

Roman exhaled. “She sounds⁠—”

“Drugged,” Foxtrot finished, her stomach dropping. “He drugged her.”

They exchanged a look of horror.

“Get her out,” Roman said. “Now.”

Foxtrot was already typing. The connection was unstable, but a text would punch through. She fired off:

ABORT! ABORT! ABORT!

Sent.

On the hotel’s hacked security feed, Roman watched the seventh-floor corridor, willing Oksana to appear.

“Come on,” he muttered. “Get up. Get out.”

Through the static, Doerr’s voice bled through—“Popular girl.”

Roman’s grip tightened on the back of Foxtrot’s chair. “She got it. She saw the message.”

“She’s not leaving,” Foxtrot said. “She can’t.”

“Send another.”

Foxtrot typed again. Sent.

They watched. Waited.

Oksana’s door stayed shut. Still. Silent.

Through the static, more fragments: Oksana—“Bathroom.” A shuffling stumble. Then Doerr, syrup-sweet: “I’m worried about you.”

Oksana again—“I could use some privacy.”

Roman leaned closer to the feed. “She’s still moving in there. But she’s not leaving.”

“We need someone in that room,” Foxtrot said. “Physically. To drag her out.”

“Who?” Roman shot back. “We have no one.”

“Hotel security? Anonymous tip? Fire alarm? Something to clear the floor.”

“Do it.”

Foxtrot yanked up the building’s control interface, fingers flying, searching for a remote alarm trigger⁠—

Nothing.

None of it was connected.

“It’s all hardwired,” she muttered. “I can’t set anything off.”

“Then find something else.”

She scrolled faster.

Sprinklers.

Emergency overrides.

Electronic triggers.

Nothing.

The building’s critical systems were original—pre-digital, pre-networked, immune to hacking.

“This place is a bloody museum,” she whispered, frustration tightening every word.

Roman leaned forward, fists clenched white. “You know what happened with Sifton? The gallery?”

Foxtrot did know—but movement on the monitor stopped her from answering. A figure stepped into the corridor from the stairwell.

“Kaine.”

He walked to Oksana’s door and knocked. Waited. Knocked again.

The door opened a sliver.

Through the static, fragments bled through:

“—woman needs to go. Now⁠—”

Then a new window flashed across Foxtrot’s screen—the cloning device had activated.

“Oh fuck,” Foxtrot breathed. “She’s cloning the phone.”

The blood drained from Roman’s face. “What?”

Doerr, muffled: “—told you to fuck off⁠—”

On the lobby feed, movement caught Foxtrot’s eye—three of Kaine’s men boxing in a single figure near the elevators.

“Roman. Look at this.”

The man didn’t flinch. Just watched the guards close in, hands loose at his sides, posture coiled and still—professional.

“Who is that?” Roman murmured.

A guard reached for his arm.

What happened next took three seconds.

The figure pivoted, caught the guard’s wrist, and dropped him with a single strike to the throat.

The second went for his weapon—too slow. A palm to the chin snapped his head back. He crumpled.

The third tried to run. The man caught him, slammed him into a marble wall with enough force to knock him out cold.

Foxtrot went rigid.

“That’s Sakhalinsky,” Roman whispered. “Toko Sakhalinsky.”

On screen, Toko stepped over the bodies without looking down, pressed the elevator call button, and adjusted his coat as if nothing had happened.

“He’s here for Oksana,” Roman said. “He’s here to finish it.”

Kaine’s voice through static: “—situation in the lobby—Russian—needs to see you⁠—”

Toko stepped into the elevator. Doors closed.

“—big guy—accent you could cut with a knife⁠—”

The floor indicator climbed: 2... 3...

“No, no, no,” Foxtrot whispered. Toko had spared Oksana once. That was his quota. He wouldn’t do it a second time.

4… 5…

Doerr, through static: “—keep him there—don’t let him up⁠—”

6…

The bedroom door slammed. Kaine turned away.

7.

The elevator doors opened. Toko stepped out.

Then—through the static—Oksana’s voice, sharp and terrified despite the slur:

“Don’t… fucking move.”

A flash on Foxtrot’s screen:

Connection Lost — 94%

“Damn it!” She slammed the desk.

On the corridor feed, Toko strode forward with the unhurried confidence of a predator.

Roman and Foxtrot watched helplessly.

Toko gave the door a single, brutal kick.

It flew open.

A burst of noise—something heavy crashing. A table? A lamp?

Glass shattering.

A scream—cut short.

Chaos.

Static howled.

Then the audio collapsed entirely.

White noise.

“Get it back,” Roman ordered, voice tight with barely controlled panic.

Foxtrot switched feeds, twisted dials, smacked the receiver harder than before.

“Come on—come on⁠—”

Static.

White noise.

Roman hovered behind her, panic rising like pressure in a sealed room.

Then—faintly—through Oksana’s phone, still transmitting somewhere in that room:

Footsteps. Heavy breathing.

Toko’s voice, cold and professional:

“She went out the window. Seven floors.”

A pause.

“No one survives that.”

Footsteps. A door closing.

Silence.

Roman froze. Foxtrot’s hands hovered over the keyboard.

“Maybe she—” Foxtrot began⁠—

And then an explosion shook the building—the bookshop—beneath their feet.

Foxtrot jumped to the local network feeds. The main entrance was gone. Smoke and debris filled the frame. Infrared picked out shapes—tactical teams moving in formation. Professional. Lethal.

“They’re here,” she whispered.

Roman pulled his Glock, checked the mag—forty years of muscle memory.

“How many?” he asked.

“Eight. Maybe ten.” She watched them sweep the ground floor. “How did they find us?”

Boots hit the stairwell.

“The tunnel,” Roman said. “Can we reach it?”

Foxtrot shook her head—the only path was the staircase.

“The roof?”

“Two shooters already on adjacent buildings.”

They were trapped.

Foxtrot hit the lockdown. A steel fire door slammed shut at the top of the stairs. Roman grabbed the go-bag—cash, passports, weapons.

On screen, the tactical team advanced—methodical, room to room.

“Sixty seconds,” Foxtrot said. “They’ll be at our door.”

Through the static from La Malbaie, Oksana’s phone hissed—empty, abandoned on the floor. Their asset, gone. Their operation, blown.

Everything unraveling.

Roman checked the window—a two-story drop to concrete, watched by Russian operatives.

“We could⁠—”

She shook her head. “No, we couldn’t.”

Through the door, boots climbed the last flight.

Roman met her eyes.

“Here we go,” he whispered.
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Toko strode off the elevator onto the seventh floor.

A man in a dark suit was heading toward the stairwell at the far end—broad shoulders, military bearing, moving with purpose. Doerr’s head of security, Marcus Kaine, presumably. The same man whose team Toko had left in a heap downstairs.

Room 714. End of the hall.

He walked toward it without hurry and stopped outside.

Through the door, he heard muffled voices. The woman. Then Doerr—high, panicked, pleading.

Toko didn’t bother knocking.

One kick. The reinforced frame splintered; the door flew inward.

Glass exploded—that was the first thing he registered. A chair hurtling through the window, curtains whipping after it into the storm.

And, impossibly, the woman—a blur of black dress and blonde hair—already going through the shattered frame before he’d even fully opened the door.

By the bed, Doerr on his knees, hands raised like a hostage, back to the window.

“Did she… did she actually jump?” Doerr stammered, looking around wildly as the freezing air knifed through the room.

Toko couldn’t believe it either.

No hesitation. No scream. Just gone.

He crossed to the window in three strides and leaned out. She’d vanished into the white curtain of a Quebec snowstorm. Seven floors. January. Frozen ground.

He scanned downward, trying to put eyes on the body. Nothing. He could barely see the ground. Snow stung his face; visibility was nearly zero. The château’s overbuilt architecture—balconies, ledges, awnings—created a maze of shadows, but there was no realistic chance she’d survived.

She was gone. Dead. No doubt.

A suicide.

He pulled back inside.

Doerr had pressed himself against the far wall, eyes wild, hands still raised.

“Please—” His voice cracked. “I don’t know what they told you, but I swear to God I’ve done everything they asked⁠—”

“Calm down,” Toko said. “If I was here to hurt you, you’d already know it.”

Relief flickered. Then fear returned. “Morozov sent you?”

“I’m the one pulling the trigger tomorrow. Assuming you haven’t fucked the entire operation.” Toko gestured to the shattered window. “Who was she?”

Doerr babbled. “She had a gun—she was going to⁠—”

“Shut the fuck up.”

Toko swept the room with his eyes. Champagne bottle by the sofa. Two glasses. A clutch on the nightstand. Doerr’s modified phone lying near the bed.

The Director of National Intelligence swayed in his rumpled suit, pants half-unzipped, face slack with drugs and fear.

A more pathetic sight, Toko had rarely seen.

“Who was she?” he asked again.

“Sophie Laurent. Canadian delegation. She’s presenting tomorrow on⁠—”

“That’s her cover. Who was she really?”

Blank stare. Blank as the snowstorm outside.

Toko picked up the phone. “Did she touch this?”

Doerr’s silence was the answer.

“I don’t think⁠—”

“How long?” Toko said.

“What?”

“How long was she alone with it?”

Doerr struggled. “Seconds. At most. When I was at the door with Kaine.”

Toko dropped to his hands and knees. Looked under the bed. Found it immediately: a device no bigger than a lighter. Rubber casing. No markings.

A cloner. American. CIA.

He powered it on.

94% complete before disconnect.

Close. Too close.

He pocketed the device and stood.

“Where’s Kaine?”

“He was just here.”

“And he left you alone with her?”

Doerr had no answer.

“Can you contact him?”

A nervous nod.

Toko handed him the phone—the one the Americans had almost cloned. “Tell him to get outside. See if he can find a body beneath your window.”

Doerr blanched. “He’s not—he doesn’t do⁠—”

“Tonight isn’t the night for him to grow a conscience.”

Toko watched him make the call, then said, “The night before the biggest operation in GRU history, and you’re up here with an unvetted woman, getting your dick wet.” He shook his head. “You got a death wish?”

Doerr didn’t answer.

Toko returned to the window. Studied the drop again. Seven floors. Hard ground. She should be dead. But he needed to see her to know. He looked upward—balconies, turrets, architectural frills.

And something kept nagging him: she’d thrown the chair first. Broke the glass. Deliberate. Planned.

He didn’t like not knowing.

“Sit down and don’t touch anything.”

He called Morozov.

“Mess cleaned up?” Morozov asked.

“Not entirely.”

Toko delivered the report in clipped, surgical sentences—the woman, the cloner, the window.

“Jumped or pushed?”

“Jumped. Threw a chair first. Like she’d rehearsed it.”

“Find out who she was.”

“Working on it. I need the hotel’s security feeds.”

“Doerr’s people will get you that.”

Toko glanced at Doerr, slumped in the chair. Tomorrow, the man would stand by while Toko assassinated half of NATO’s leadership. Right now, he didn’t look like he could use a urinal without pissing his shoes.

“Well, for now, he’s your mess,” Morozov replied.

The call ended.

A knock at the broken door. Kaine stepped in, hair wet from the snow, breathing hard.

“Body?” Toko asked.

“Working on it,” Kaine said. “My men are outside. If she’s there, they’ll find it.”

“What do you mean, if?”

“There’s nothing directly below,” Kaine said. “No blood. No impact. No trail.”

Toko went absolutely still. “What do you mean, nothing directly below?”

“It’s a full storm. Gale-force gusts. Snow’s covering everything. She’s on a ledge or drift—somewhere. We’ll find her.”

“And handle it?”

Hesitation. Useless. Dangerous.

“I asked you a question,” Toko said quietly.

Kaine swallowed. “If they find⁠—”

“When they find her,” Toko corrected. “They’ll get rid of it. Quietly. Correct?”

Kaine nodded. Slowly.

Toko closed the distance. Stopped two feet away.

“Do we have a problem?”

Kaine hesitated, then said, “No one mentioned dead bodies when we signed on.”

Toko exhaled, then looked toward Doerr. Kaine’s eyes followed.

“You were supposed to babysit this prick,” Toko said to Kaine. “Keep him contained. Instead, you let him chase some whore to her hotel room with his phone in his pocket and his dick in his hand.” He stepped closer, voice low. “Her blood is on your hands, Marcus Kaine.”

Kaine’s hands flexed at his sides. For a moment, Toko thought he might swing. Almost hoped he would.

He didn’t.

Toko gave a small, satisfied nod.

Kaine knew nothing about tomorrow’s operation, and judging by his expression, wasn’t accustomed to corpse-cleanup.

Amateur.

But Toko still needed him—for now.

“The hotel,” Toko said. “Security cameras. Where’s the feed?”

“Basement. Security office.”

“Get me access. Every angle. Lobby, elevators, this floor, the grounds. Everything from the moment she checked in.”

“The manager will need⁠—”

“Get him out of bed,” Toko said. “And clean up this floor. Fix the door, fix the window. Smooth things over in the lobby. Private misunderstanding. Handled internally. No police. No reports.”

“All right.”

“And find that body. Every ledge, every projection, every architectural feature between here and the ground. The slope runs toward the river—check she didn’t roll.”

Kaine hesitated, then left.

Seven hours until the operation, and the man at the center of it all was still fumbling with his zipper.

Toko shook his head.

“Your man is going to be a fucking problem,” he said.
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Roman heard them stack up on the other side of the door.

Four men. Maybe five. The subtle scrape of boots finding position, the whisper of gear shifting—sounds he’d heard in a dozen cities, in a dozen lifetimes. Sounds that only ever ended one way.

The fire door Foxtrot had locked would hold. For a while.

“Charges,” she murmured, catching his thought. “They’ll blow it.”

He nodded. Already knew.

The go-bag sat at his feet—cash, passports, weapons. Everything they’d need if they got out. Everything useless if they didn’t.

The first breaching charge hit like a thunderclap.

The frame cracked. Plaster dust drifted from the ceiling. But the door held—three inches of steel originally specced for submarine bulkheads.

In the ringing silence after, Foxtrot’s terminal beeped.

She checked the screen. Her face changed.

“Roman.”

He looked.

An NSA flash alert. Priority One.

***

POTUS ACTUAL. ANDREWS DEPARTURE 0500. DESTINATION: YQB.

***

Quebec City. Closest major airport to La Malbaie.

The pieces slammed together with brutal clarity. The summit. The weapon. Doerr, already in place.

“He’s the target,” Roman said. “They’re going to kill the President.”

Through the static from La Malbaie, Oksana’s phone still hissed—abandoned on the hotel room floor. But she wasn’t there. She’d gone through a seventh-story window, and they had zero confirmation she was alive.

It was unraveling.

And they were trapped in a room with a Spetsnaz kill squad at the door.

The second charge detonated. The frame buckled, metal screaming against concrete.

“When they come through—” Roman began.

“I know,” Foxtrot said, grabbing a pistol and sliding behind the filing cabinets.

They’d been in similar positions before. Prague ’85. Budapest ’87. But they’d been younger. Faster. Their bones hadn’t yet learned the price of years.

The third charge blew the door off its hinges.

Three thousand pounds of reinforced steel tore free of its frame and crashed inward. Smoke billowed through the opening—dense, choking.

Roman dropped behind the oak desk. Raised his Glock. Nine rounds.

He held steady. Forty years of wars and shadows, cloaks and daggers, battle after battle, and it came down to nine rounds. Nine rounds that wouldn’t be enough.

The point man swept in low, professional, the focused beam of his flashlight slicing through the smoke.

Foxtrot fired first.

The operator jerked backward, body armor absorbing the hit, but physics taking its due—he collapsed hard in the doorway.

The second man tried to clear past him.

Roman’s shot caught him in the neck, the narrow gap between collar and vest. He spun and slid down the frame, leaving a red smear on white paint.

Then the world came apart.

The remaining operators opened up from the stairwell—full-auto AK-74s, not entering, drowning the room in suppression.

Roman pressed flat behind the desk. Above him, monitors burst one after another—glass and sparks raining down, their entire operation atomizing into debris.

The desk shuddered under the impacts. Oak was dense, but not meant to stop a sustained 5.45 barrage. Splinters dusted his back. His cover wouldn’t last.

Then—silence.

Empty mags or new orders. Either way, silence.

Roman lifted his head an inch. Smoke drifted through pale beams of emergency light. The office was destroyed—shattered screens, hanging ceiling tiles, papers floating in the air like ash.

“Vee?” he called quietly.

“Here,” she answered from behind the cabinets. Strained, but steady. “You?”

“Still breathing.”

They waited. Listening. No boots in the threshold. No shouted commands. Just a stretched, unnatural quiet.

“What are they waiting for?” Foxtrot whispered.

Roman didn’t answer.

Then he heard it: a soft clatter. Metal on wood.

Two canisters rolled through the doorway.

Small. Olive-green. He knew what they were before they started hissing.

“Smoke!” he shouted, pulling his shirt over his nose.

A yellow, chemical smoke roared out—thicker than tactical gray, acrid and punishing. It tore at his lungs like ground glass. His eyes streamed. His throat seized.

Foxtrot was coughing hard, choking.

The smoke climbed fast—floor to ceiling in seconds, a choking yellow fog that swallowed the room whole.

Roman pressed low, where the air was marginally cleaner, and crawled toward her position.

Glass bit into his palms. Blood slicked through his fingers.

“Vee!”

No answer—just coughing. Then not even that.

Gunfire erupted again. Short bursts now. Controlled. The operators were inside, ghosts in the mustard fog, masks on their faces like apparitions from another war, another time, clearing the room systematically.

A sustained burst shredded what was left of the desk. Oak exploded, then collapsed in a cascade of splinters.

His cover gone, though, at this point, if bullets didn’t kill them, the smoke surely would.

He kept crawling, hands tearing open on glass.

Then—

A single shot. Close. Sharp.

Followed by Foxtrot’s cry.

Half scream. Half gasp. Cut brutally short.

“Vee!” Roman roared, dragging himself through the wreckage, voice raw. “Vee!”

Nothing.

Just the hiss of the canisters. Just his own breathing, wet and ragged.

Boots surrounded him. He couldn't see them through the yellow haze, but he felt the floor vibrate with their weight. Three men. Maybe four.

He tried to raise his Glock.

Something hard struck the back of his head. Rifle butt. Precise. Professional.

The world tilted. His vision grayed at the edges. The Glock tumbled from nerveless fingers.

He reached for it. Found only glass that cut deep into his palm.

Hands grabbed his shoulders. Rolled him onto his back.

Through the fog, a masked face loomed over him. Eyes cold behind ballistic lenses.

The second blow landed harder.

Darkness rushed in from all sides.

His last thought was of Anastasia. Her face in a Berlin apartment, thirty-six years ago. The promise he'd made. The promise he'd broken.

Then nothing.

Silent.

Gone.
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Morozov sat alone in his office, the only light the desk lamp and the glow of Manhattan bleeding through the windows.

A knock at the door made him flinch.

He hadn't known anyone else was still there.

“Come.”

Nadia stepped in, carrying tea on a tray. She set it on his desk in front of him like an accusation.

He stared at her. “What are you still doing here? It’s two in the morning.”

“You’re still here.”

“I’m always here. That’s never kept you before.”

She tilted her head, a hint of a smile tugging at her mouth. “Maybe I thought tonight might be different.”

Instantly, his guard was up. She despised him, and had never made any effort to hide the fact. He studied her face—the smile, the posture, the way she held his gaze a second too long. He wasn’t buying any of it.

“Different?” he said.

She shrugged, one shoulder lifting and falling. “It’s a big night.”

“Not for you, it’s not.”

Again with the shrug.

“What do you know about tonight?”

“Nothing,” she said evenly. “Just thought, you know…”

“No,” he said. “I don’t know.”

“I thought you might want… company.”

His pulse quickened despite himself. He leaned back in his chair, let his eyes travel over her.

“What is this?”

“What’s what?”

“Company? Now? You and me?”

The smile widened—just slightly—as she stepped closer to the desk.

Then everything changed. The warmth vanished like it had never existed. Her voice became ice.

“Dream on, Vasily. I wouldn’t fuck you if you were the last man on earth.”

She turned for the door.

“Wait just one goddamn second,” he snapped. “I want to know exactly what you’re still doing here.”

“Why?” she said, looking back. “Think I’m spying on you?”

For a fraction of a second, he hesitated—and hated himself for it.

“Of course not.”

But he did, and she knew he did.

They both knew it, and both knew it was only because he thought it of everyone. Always had. Always would.

She let him stew before adding, “Relax, your highness. The Forest requested paperwork. Check the requisition—Zubarev’s code.” She paused just long enough to twist the knife. “I do appreciate your interest, though.”

And she was gone.

Morozov sat motionless, heat rising in his face. Insolent bitch. Where did she get the gall?

He looked down at the tea, imagined her poisoning it, then took a sip. It was perfect.

His phone buzzed. Encrypted line. Orlov’s code.

“Give me some good news, Pyotr.”

Orlov’s voice was level, emotionless. “Bookshop breach complete. Bailey and Adler secured.”

“Secured?”

“Yes, sir. En route to your location now.”

“Harmed?”

“They’ll live.”

Morozov leaned back in his chair.

Roman Adler. Veronica Bailey. Secured.

By him.

Those two had been a weight on Moscow’s throat for forty years. He thought back to Berlin, ’89—the night Adler slipped through his fingers. Nearly ruined his career before it began.

His gaze drifted to the photograph he’d kept since that night. Grainy surveillance. The edges worn from decades in his wallet. A private relic of humiliation—of the danger Adler had always posed. Of the debt Morozov had spent his life trying to collect.

Now Adler was in the back of a van, coming up the highway toward him.

The old wolf was finally caged. And he would pay.

Morozov closed his eyes, waiting for the satisfaction. The vindication. The pleasure.

Nothing came.

Why would it? Why would killing Adler bring more satisfaction than the birth of his son? Than the love of his wife?

Perhaps it would come later, when he had the old man in front of him. When he could look into those eyes and watch the light go out.

“Sir?” Orlov prompted. “Will that be all?”

“What else did you recover?” Morozov asked. “Files. Computers. Records.”

“Nothing. Papers shredded. Computers wiped. Thermite in the cores. We’ll bring in what’s left, but there won’t be much.”

That had been expected. Adler had known the end was coming. The man knew how to tear down an operation.

“Salvage what you can,” he said, hanging up.

Immediately, the phone buzzed again. This time a message from Krupin.

***

Weapon mounted. Diagnostics complete. Boat ready.

***

So be it. Everything was in motion. Westfahl would depart Andrews in under three hours. And not just him.

CIA Director. NSA Director. Defense Secretary. Joint Chiefs Chairman. Attorney General.

They were practically lining up for execution.

Plus NATO leadership—the British Prime Minister, the French President, the German Chancellor.

All scheduled to gather in the Grand Salon at eight a.m. for opening remarks.

All in the blast radius of a single Dissonant slug.

Morozov checked his watch.

Six hours until the leaders of the free world arranged themselves for slaughter.

Six hours and thirty seconds until the Dissonant turned them to ash.

He crossed to the cabinet, retrieved a bottle of Stolichnaya, and poured two fingers.

On the wall, Chichikov stared down from his portrait—the man with the most to gain. Along with Dominic Doerr.

Doerr, the miracle survivor. The lone American official to step outside moments before the blast.

That would be the most dangerous moment of all.

Creating a puppet was one thing. But as Frankenstein learned, monsters had a way of running loose. Turning on those who created them.

Morozov had leverage—real leverage—on the cretin. Enough dirt to keep him leashed. But it was messy leverage. The kind that killed both puppeteer and puppet if exposed. He needed something cleaner. Smaller. Something domestic. He’d put Orlov on it soon.

His phone buzzed again. Toko.

He answered.

“Problem,” Toko said.

Morozov set down his cup. “What problem?”

“The woman from Doerr’s room.”

“CIA?”

“I don’t fucking know—because we can’t fucking find the body.”

“You said she jumped from the window.”

“She did jump from the window. I saw her go out.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“There’s nothing below. No blood. No impact. The storm’s whipping snow everywhere, but there should be something. Even if she somehow survived⁠—”

“Survived?” Morozov snapped. “It was the seventh floor.”

“Right. She couldn’t have. But then, where is she?”

Morozov was silent for a moment. A detail from Toko’s earlier report nagged him: she’d thrown a chair first. Why break the glass before jumping?

“I don’t think it was a panic leap,” he said.

“Neither do I,” Toko said.

“Doerr’s team is looking?”

“They’re sweeping room by room above and below. Searching the exterior too—every ledge, every drift, every meter between this hotel and the river. Quietly, for now. But this is a problem, Vasily. A problem that can derail us.”

“That is not an option,” Morozov said. “Find her. Kill her. Hide the body. And get back to Krupin in time to take the shot.”


66




Kaine stood in the snow, staring up at the shattered window seven floors above.

Nothing.

The beam of his flashlight cut through the falling snow and confirmed what his gut already knew—something was wrong. He traced the path from the window to the ground, then swept the château’s ornate architecture: balconies, cornices, narrow ledges half-buried in snow.

She should have been there.

On the ground in front of him.

She wasn’t.

Blocked somewhere? Deflected? Caught by gusting wind on the way down?

His phone buzzed.

The fucking Russian.

“Well?”

“Still looking.”

“It’s been forty-five fucking minutes.”

“The snow. The wind. Visibility’s shot.”

“Find that body, Kaine.”

The line went dead.

Kaine pocketed the phone.

Ten million in Zurich. That had been his price.

And he wasn’t a fool. He’d known going in that nobody paid that kind of money for a Boy Scout. Dirt was always part of the deal. Blood, even.

But this⁠—

Russians. Bodies. Treason.

No.

Fuck that.

He hadn’t signed up to be a traitor.

He lifted the flashlight again. Endless turrets and gables—and there. Second floor. A narrow maintenance roof jutting out, maybe thirty feet below the window.

If she’d hit that first.

Bounced.

Rolled.

He glanced down the slope toward the water.

Unlikely. But maybe—just maybe—possible.

“Hey! You!”

He turned.

Two hotel security guards pushed through the snow toward him. Rent-a-cops, but still a problem.

“What are you doing out here?” the lead guard called over the wind. His nameplate read Gagnon. One hand hovered near his radio.

“Security sweep,” Kaine said, already reaching for his credentials. “Office of the DNI.”

“At two in the morning?”

“Threats don’t keep office hours.”

Gagnon wasn’t buying it. “We had reports of a broken window. Seventh floor. Possible gunshot.”

“Not my department.”

“And the fight in the lobby?” Gagnon pressed. “That your department?”

“Your supervisor’s been briefed. Why don’t you stick to your pay grade, buddy.”

Gagnon didn’t move.

“I’ll tell you what’s in my pay grade. You—alone—out here in a blizzard, with a flashlight, looking for something you’re not explaining.”

Kaine felt the shift.

The moment the bluff stopped working.

He leaned forward anyway. “You want to explain to your boss why you interfered with U.S. federal security operations in the middle of a classified event?”

“This is Canada, monsieur,” Gagnon said evenly. “You have no authority here. And only the Secret Service has jurisdiction for the summit.”

He held out a hand. “If you’ve got Secret Service credentials, let’s see them.”

Behind him, the second guard was already on his radio.

Calling it in.

“We need to notify the Sûreté du Québec,” Gagnon continued. “Broken window. Reported gunshot. Verify all guests are accounted for.”

This was spiraling. Fast.

“Look,” Kaine said, easing his tone. “There’s no need to escalate.”

“You’re looking for something.”

“I’m conducting a sweep.”

“And I’m calling the Sûreté.”

“Wait.” Kaine pulled out his phone. “Let me talk to my boss.”

He turned away, dialed Toko, and explained in clipped phrases.

“Get rid of them,” Toko said.

Kaine swallowed. “How?”

Silence. Then Toko again—flat, cold.

“You have a weapon, don’t you?”

Kaine’s hand drifted toward his coat pocket. Service pistol. Two guards. Close range. The storm would bury the sound. The snow would hide the bodies.

“You want me to⁠—”

“Do I need to spell it out,” Toko said, “or do I come down there and handle it myself?”

Kaine looked back at the guards.

The second was still talking into his radio.

Gagnon watched him carefully now. Not aggressive. Just alert. Doing his job.

Ten million dollars had bought a lot of his soul.

But not this.

Not two Canadians doing their jobs.

“Give me two minutes,” Kaine said. “I’ll handle it.”

“See that you do.”

The line went dead.

Kaine turned back to the guards, pulse ticking up. He kept his hands visible—well away from his coat pocket.

“Okay,” he said, lifting his palms slightly. “Here’s what happened. But this stays between us.”

Gagnon’s expression didn’t change. “That depends.”

“The DNI had a rough night,” Kaine said. “Lost serious money at the tables. You might’ve heard.”

A flicker of recognition. Good.

“He’d been drinking. Cocaine, too,” Kaine continued. “Lost control. Threw a chair out a window.”

Gagnon blinked once. “A chair.”

“Seventh floor. Escort’s suite.”

“You’re telling me the Director of National Intelligence of the United States is on a cocaine binge with a prostitute and threw furniture through a reinforced window,” Gagnon said.

“Cocaine’s a hell of a drug.”

“And the gunshot?”

“Window breaking. Sound travels weird in storms.”

“And the woman?”

“She’s upstairs.”

“And unharmed.”

“She’s getting paid off.”

Gagnon studied him. “I need to verify this. I want the security footage.”

“Good luck with that,” Kaine said. “NATO security locked the system. You don’t have access.”

“How convenient.”

“Standard procedure.”

“Then I need to speak with Director Doerr,” Gagnon said. “And the woman.”

Kaine stepped closer, voice low.

“He’s the DNI. You think he’s confessing a drug binge to hotel security during a NATO summit?”

Gagnon’s face was blank.

“I’m offering you a way out. Window replaced. Incident report stays vague. No media. No scandal. No provincial police.”

Snow lashed at them.

“And if we don’t cooperate?” Gagnon asked.

Kaine shrugged. “Then you explain to your bosses why you escalated an incident involving the U.S. DNI.”

Gagnon said nothing, then, finally, “I want to talk to the woman.”

“I’ll arrange it.”

“If I don’t see her⁠—”

“You’ll call the Sûreté. Got it.”

Gagnon nodded. They understood each other.

The guards turned and walked back toward the hotel.

Kaine watched them go.

Ten million dollars sat in a Zurich trust. Money that would vanish the moment he walked away from Doerr.

He thought about what Toko had just asked him to do.

Fuck the money.

He walked toward the hotel, following the rapidly disappearing footsteps of the guards, and went straight to the concierge.

“I need a cab. To Quebec City airport. Now.”

“At this hour?”

“It’s an emergency.”

When the concierge turned away, Kaine pulled out his phone.

“Did you find her?” Toko asked.

“Yeah,” Kaine said. “Body’s located.”

“Where?”

“Hit a maintenance roof. Rolled. Landed near the slope toward the river.”

Silence.

“She’s dead?”

“She’s not breathing, Toko.”

“I want photos.”

“I’ll send them. Give me some time. I’ve got two guards’ bodies to deal with.”

“Quietly.”

“No kidding.”

“And Kaine.”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t fuck this up.”

The line went dead.

Kaine pocketed the phone and went to the window, watching the snow fall on the St. Lawrence.

Out there was the woman. Somewhere.

Dead or alive… she wasn’t his problem anymore.
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Doerr watched as Vasquez, one of Kaine’s men, came through the door, snow melting on his shoulders.

“Well?” Toko demanded.

“Kaine found the body,” Vasquez said. “She hit a maintenance roof. Dead on impact.”

“You put eyes on her?”

“I did not.”

Toko’s eyes narrowed. “But Kaine was certain?”

“Said she was flat as a pancake.”

A shiver ran through Doerr as the cocaine began to fade, leaving him hollow, shaking, cold. He would have taken another bump if Toko wasn’t there—watching him like a hostage.

“Where’s Kaine now?”

“Disposing of it. Said he’d check in when it’s done.”

Toko nodded. The gesture cost him nothing.

But Doerr caught the flicker in his eyes—calculation, not belief. Toko trusted no one. He would want to see the body himself.

“Get the rest of the team,” Toko said. “All of them. Now.”

Within five minutes, six more men filled the room. All Resonant. All ex-military. No Kaine.

“Clean this room,” Toko said, gesturing at the shattered window, the scattered glass. “Patch the window. Fix the door. Remove every trace. Doerr was never here.”

The men got to work immediately. One measured the frame. Another bagged the champagne glasses. A third wiped down surfaces.

Doerr pulled out his phone. Dialed Kaine.

Voicemail.

He tried again.

Same.

“Put that away,” Toko said.

“He’s not answering.”

“He’s busy.”

Doerr slipped the phone into his pocket—but something was wrong.

Kaine always answered his phone. That was his job.

A cold urgency settled in Doerr’s chest. He needed to know the exfil protocols were live. Now.

This whole operation had the unmistakable feel of something about to go bad fast.

He tried Kaine’s backup line.

Nothing.

Toko’s phone buzzed. He glanced at the screen, then looked up at the cleaning crew.

“Clear the room,” he said. “Wait in the hallway.”

The men filed out. The door clicked shut behind them.

Toko answered in Russian—rapid, clipped. Doerr caught nothing but the tone, which grew more ominous by the second. Then Toko switched to English.

“CIA. Adler’s people.” A pause. “No longer a problem.”

Doerr’s stomach flipped.

Adler’s people. No longer a problem.

Toko ended the call and looked at him.

“Your whore was CIA.”

“She wasn’t⁠—”

“She was alone with your phone,” Toko said, stepping closer. “Your pants half off.”

“That’s not⁠—”

“You understand what’s at stake,” Toko said. It wasn’t a question.

“Of course I do.”

“That transfer hit ninety-four percent. Another few seconds and they’d have had everything.”

Doerr swallowed.

“This isn’t about you anymore. We’re too far in to pull back,” Toko said. “If we fail, if they ever found out what we’d planned, what do you think happens?” He leaned in. “What do you think that looks like, you stupid son of a bitch?”

“I understand what’s at⁠—”

“You understand nothing,” Toko said. “That’s why we’re here—cleaning up your fucking mess.”

“If Sophie was CIA⁠—”

“That’s handled,” Toko said. “She was Adler’s. And everyone connected to Adler is⁠—”

“No longer a problem,” Doerr finished.

Toko nodded. “Him and his outfit. Gone.”

The words should have brought relief. They didn’t.

“The opening remarks,” Doerr said. “Tomorrow morning.”

“Yes.”

“The Grand Salon. Eight o’clock.”

“Yes.”

“Everyone will be there.”

Toko didn’t blink. “That’s the point.”

Doerr’s knees went suddenly weak.

The room tilted. He steadied himself against the wall.

Toko studied him. “Something the matter?”

Doerr had known. Morozov had told him—NATO leadership included. Total decapitation. The collapse of the global order.

But knowing wasn’t the same as accepting.

He’d focused on the President. The NSC. American deaths. The ones that cleared his path to power.

The rest he’d buried.

Now it was clawing its way back.

“The British Prime Minister,” he said. “The French President. The German Chancellor.”

“A lot more than them,” Toko said, watching him. “You knew this.”

“I thought⁠—”

“You thought you could look away.”

“You’re going to kill them all.”

Toko smiled, thin and mean. “That’s what decapitation means.”

Doerr pulled out his phone.

Toko snatched it from him. “No more calls for you.”

“I need to speak⁠—”

The slap came fast. Open-handed. Hard enough to knock Doerr’s head sideways.

“You need to shut up and do what you’re told.”

Toko pocketed the phone and headed for the door.

“Back to your suite. Now.”

He grabbed Doerr’s arm and pulled him into the hallway. The security team stood waiting.

Toko jerked his head toward the room. “Finish the clean-up. No traces. Doerr was never in there. Lock it when you’re done. No hotel staff. No Secret Service.”

The men moved without a word.

“I can’t do this,” Doerr said.

Toko’s grip tightened.

“You’d be surprised what you can and can’t do.”

“But if⁠—”

“If you do anything except exactly what we tell you,” Toko said quietly.

He didn’t finish.

He didn’t need to.

They walked down the hall together, Doerr’s legs barely working, his mind recoiling under the weight of what he’d agreed to.

What was going to happen.

In six hours, the leaders of the free world would gather in one room.

And cease to exist.
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Westfahl woke on the first knock. Forty years in politics had conditioned him to move from dead sleep to full alert in seconds.

“Mr. President.” Secret Service Agent Kessler, from the hallway. “I apologize for the early wake. Marine One departs in forty-five minutes.”

Four a.m. Right on schedule.

Martha stirred beside him, already reaching for the tissues on her nightstand. Her cold had worsened during the night. He could hear it in her breathing.

“Did you take your medication?” she asked, sitting up despite the congestion.

“Have you?” he said.

She sniffed. “Now, Calvin. While I’m watching.”

He smiled in the darkness. Forty-three years married, and she still guarded him like he was that nobody from Youngstown she’d defied her Beacon Hill family to marry.

And this was the woman Roman Adler had threatened to destroy.

Calvin took his heart pills from the nightstand and swallowed them dry.

“Happy?”

“Always,” she said, squeezing his hand.

Out in the corridor, Kessler would knock again if he didn’t hear the shower start.

Calvin went into the bathroom and stepped under the spray.

As the water poured over his face, he thought of Roman. A good man—he’d always believed that. Forty years of selfless service, at real personal cost. Countless lives saved. Disasters averted. Operations that would never see daylight but had made a difference. A real difference.

And then there was Munich.

One moment, six years ago. One night of weakness after too much wine.

And Roman had recorded it. Held it back all that time, ready to deploy like a weapon. Friends didn’t operate like that. They didn’t plot each other’s downfall years in advance and then sit with their finger on the trigger.

It would have hurt him—hurt his presidency—but it would have destroyed Martha.

That was the unforgivable part.

He’d gone after her.

Calvin shut off the water and toweled dry. His clothes waited in the dressing room. Martha helped with the tie, her fingers steady despite the cold.

“Come back to me,” she whispered, adjusting his collar.

“Always do.”

“I mean it, Calvin. Come back this time.”

He kissed her forehead, tasting menthol from the medicine. “I’ll be home tonight. Late dinner. Just us.”

She held his face in both hands, studying him. “I love you.”

“I love you too.”

He kissed her once more, then forced himself to walk away.

Kessler waited in the corridor, a paper coffee cup in hand. They headed down the short, secured hallway toward the private elevator.

“Everything secure at La Malbaie?” Calvin asked.

“Yes, sir. Swept three times in the last four hours. Flight plan classified. Counter-sniper teams in position in Quebec. Bomb dogs ran the hotel and the airport. Tight as a drum.”

“And my attendance?”

“Still unannounced.”

The doors slid shut. Calvin sipped the coffee.

“Any word from Roman?”

He hated himself for asking.

Kessler's expression didn't change. “Adler’s been trying to reach you, sir. Multiple attempts. The DNI’s been screening everything.” A pause. “He showed up at the West Gate yesterday. They turned him away.”

Calvin said nothing. He’d heard about that. Heard Roman had made a scene—demanded to see him, invoked old clearances, old favors. And Calvin had done nothing.

“Now he’s gone completely quiet,” Kessler finished.

Gone quiet, Calvin thought. Roman had been many things over the years, but quiet had never been one of them.

“Full complement at La Malbaie,” Kessler continued as they stepped out of the elevator. “Doerr arrived last night. Some commotion at the roulette table, apparently.”

“Commotion?”

Kessler’s face remained unreadable. “Lost some money. Had a bit too much to drink. That sort of thing.”

“Hmm,” Westfahl said. That sort of thing.

“Austin’s on the ground now, too,” Kessler continued. “Hawke’s airborne. Allies arriving as we speak.”

“Coverage?”

“The French President’s motorcade was spotted leaving Quebec City. The German Chancellor landed at zero-two-thirty. The BBC has footage of security cordons along the entire St. Lawrence route.”

Calvin pinned the flag to his lapel as they stepped into the January cold.

The motorcade waited, engines idling, exhaust hanging in the air. Kessler held the door as Calvin climbed into the Beast—the armored Cadillac designed to survive anything short of a direct nuclear hit.

They rolled through empty streets. Four a.m., and the city belonged to snowplows, delivery trucks, and ghosts like them.

Calvin scrolled the news—motorcades, barricades, leaders converging. Protests hadn’t begun, but they would.

His phone buzzed.

A text from Martha: I love you.

Calvin stared at the screen.

Something cold settled in his chest.

Not fear.

More like a premonition.
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Oksana came awake in absolute darkness, her body one continuous scream of pain.

Where was she?

For a long second—maybe a minute—she had no idea.

Then memory came crashing back.

The closet.

The diplomat’s room.

Credentials on the nightstand.

Room 814.

Directly above her own.

She was still there. Still alive. Still undetected.

Against all odds.

She remembered the sensation—the window exploding outward, the storm hammering the hotel, wind tearing up from the river in gale-force gusts, seizing the shattered glass, seizing her body.

She’d crashed through back-first, the wind whipping her toward the building.

Not enough to stop the fall.

Not enough to defy gravity.

Just enough to delay it.

The Fairmont’s château-style façade had loomed before her—ornamental stonework, decorative corbels, nineteenth-century excess.

An excess that saved her life.

Because there had been a ledge.

Not a balcony.

Not even a windowsill.

A decorative cornice running the length of the building—eight inches of limestone jutting from the façade.

Her left hand caught it on pure instinct. Fingers hooked over rough-cut stone that bit into her palms like glass. The impact nearly tore her arm from its socket. Momentum swung her hard, trying to rip her loose, but the limestone was old Quebec stone—porous, unpolished—offering just enough grip for her desperate fingers.

She’d hung there, feet dangling seventy feet above frozen ground, feeling her left hand begin to slip. Blood slicking the stone.

Her right hand scrabbled for purchase, finding the vertical seam where cornice met wall.

Another gust tore down the St. Lawrence like a fist—threatening to peel her away, but also slamming her into the building, pinning her there long enough to haul her right hand onto the ledge.

The climb to the eighth-floor balcony had taken everything.

Four feet of vertical limestone, using shallow decorative grout lines as finger holds. Each movement deliberate. Each shift of weight a negotiation with death.

The balcony railing had been wrought iron.

Solid.

Thank God.

She’d hauled herself over it, glass still embedded in her palms, and collapsed onto the balcony.

The door had been locked, but the mechanism was trivial. No one expected a thief eight floors up.

She forced it with the last of her strength, leaving blood smeared across the handle, and stumbled inside.

Not her room—but identical. Same layout. Same classic grandeur. Crown molding. Heavy drapes.

A woman’s blazer hung over the back of the desk chair. Reading glasses lay beside a half-empty bottle of mineral water. The label read Ramlösa. In the air, a faint scent of something floral and expensive.

She scanned the nightstand.

A lanyard with credentials.

She picked it up with trembling fingers, careful not to smear blood on it.

***

Ingrid Lindqvist

Deputy Chief of Mission

Embassy of Sweden, Ottawa

***

The photo showed a woman in her fifties—blonde hair pulled back severely, ice-blue eyes that suggested she did not suffer fools.

Oksana’s gaze swept the desk. A leather portfolio embossed with the Swedish crown. Briefing papers stacked neatly—headers jumped out at her: BALTIC SECURITY COOPERATION, RUSSIAN HYBRID THREATS, ARCTIC SOVEREIGNTY. A laptop sat closed, its charging light pulsing green. A schedule card for tomorrow’s sessions, handwritten notes in the margins.

The closet door stood ajar.

Inside: a garment bag from a Stockholm dry cleaner. Sensible heels lined in military order.

Room 814. Directly above her own.

She was calculating her next move when the electronic lock beeped.

Oksana dove into the closet, pressing herself between wool and silk, leaving the door cracked just enough to see.

Through the slit, she watched Ingrid Lindqvist enter, speaking rapidly into her phone.

Even without understanding the Swedish, Oksana could hear it—the looseness in her voice, the late-night edge of wine.

The Rohypnol took hold soon after, dragging Oksana under despite the adrenaline, despite the pain, despite everything.

Now her phone read 5:06 a.m.

Precious hours lost.

She eased the closet door open a millimeter at a time. The hinges made the faintest whisper.

She froze. Listened.

The room lay dark except for a sliver of bathroom light. Lindqvist lay on her side, blonde hair across the pillow, breathing deep and even.

Oksana slid out of the closet. The carpet was thick, expensive—but her first step made something creak.

She stopped mid-stride.

Lindqvist’s breathing changed.

Oksana held her own breath. Counted.

One.

Two.

Three.

Lindqvist sighed. The breathing resumed its rhythm.

Oksana moved again. Her ribs felt separated. Her palms were crusted with dried blood. Every motion sent lightning through her spine.

Three feet from the closet, her hip brushed a chair.

It scraped against the desk.

Not loud—but in the pre-dawn silence, it might as well have been a gunshot.

“Vem är det?” Lindqvist muttered.

Who’s there?

Oksana dropped behind the bed, pressing herself flat to the floor. Lindqvist sat up, her silhouette sharp against the bathroom light, reaching for something⁠—

The lamp.

If that light came on⁠—

“Is that you, Erik?” Lindqvist called, louder now.

Oksana stayed frozen, her cheek pressed against carpet that smelled faintly of lavender.

Five seconds.

Ten.

Lindqvist lay back down.

But she didn’t fall asleep.

Oksana could hear it in the breathing—too shallow. Too alert.

She had to move, but the path to the door crossed Lindqvist’s sightline. The bathroom was closer, but its light was still on.

Then Lindqvist’s phone buzzed on the nightstand.

She reached for it, the screen lighting her face.

“För helvete,” she muttered.

She typed something, the phone’s glow creating a light that would blind her to the darkness beyond.

Oksana used the moment.

She crawled combat-style in the direction of a suitcase.

It was immaculately packed. Slate-gray suit. White silk blouse. New Balance sneakers.

She gathered the clothes, hugging them to her chest to muffle the fabric.

The phone went dark.

Oksana froze.

Wait.

Count breaths.

Deeper.

Slower.

Almost—

The phone buzzed again.

Lindqvist grabbed it, sitting up fully. “I’m coming,” she said aloud.

She threw back the covers.

Oksana rolled under the bed in one fluid motion, pulling the clothes with her.

Inches from her face, Lindqvist’s bare feet hit the floor—manicured toes, a faint scar on the left ankle.

The feet padded toward the bathroom.

The door closed.

The shower came on.

Oksana rolled out, dressed in thirty seconds flat, and reached the door just as the shower cut off.

Too soon.

She turned the handle slowly. The mechanism clicked like a breaking bone.

“Hello?” Lindqvist called from the bathroom.

Oksana slipped out and closed the door behind her just as the bathroom door opened.

Through the wood, she heard Lindqvist’s voice: “Security? This is room 814. I think someone’s been in my room.”

Oksana was already moving.

She took the stairs down two flights, stopped on six, and slipped into a public restroom near the elevator bank. She locked the door.

The mirror showed a stranger.

Pale. Hollow-eyed. Blood crusted at her hairline. Her hands looked shredded—torn palms, broken nails, dried blood caked between her fingers.

She turned on the tap and watched pink water spiral down the drain. The soap burned, but she scrubbed anyway.

Face.

Hands.

Neck.

Three minutes.

Then she dressed.

Lindqvist’s suit fit perfectly. The blouse. The sneakers.

She finger-combed her hair into something severe. Professional.

The mirror showed another woman now.

A conference delegate.

From corpse to credentialed in five minutes.

She needed to contact Roman. Foxtrot. Anyone.

She stepped back into the hall, went to the elevator, and pressed LOBBY.

The descent felt endless.

When the doors opened, she stepped out⁠—

And saw Toko Sakhalinsky not twenty feet in front of her.

She ducked behind a marble pillar wrapped in NATO banners. A potted fern filled out the cover.

Her heart pounded.

Toko stood at the concierge desk, phone to his ear, speaking Russian.

“Still haven’t found her.”

A pause.

“All bloody night.”

Another pause.

“There’s a dock three miles upriver. Pointe-au-Pic. Pick me up there instead. Six a.m. One hour.”

Something Krupin said made him laugh.

It wasn’t a pleasant sound.

The call ended. Toko headed for the exit.

Oksana stayed frozen for a full minute after he was gone.

Pointe-au-Pic.

Three miles upriver.

Six a.m.

One hour.

Time to move.
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Pain tore Roman back into consciousness.

His ribs screamed. Every breath felt like broken glass. The hood over his head stank of diesel and old sweat, rough canvas pressed tight against his face.

He was on a metal bench.

Moving.

The hollow echo of voices told him cargo van, not passenger vehicle. Equipment straps rattled with each bump. The engine’s high-pitched whine marked it as rental or commercial diesel—nothing from a government fleet.

Beside him, someone breathed. Shallow. Ragged.

“Vee?” he tried to say, but the word died behind the gag.

He couldn’t turn his head. Zip ties bit into his wrists behind his back. He tried to lean toward the sound, to make contact, to verify her status.

He couldn’t.

Just that labored breathing in the dark.

For all he knew, she was dying. Bleeding out beside him.

The thought tightened his chest. His pulse spiked—automatic, unwelcome. Something he should have been able to suppress.

A voice spoke Russian near the front of the van.

“Keep them functional for questioning. Both of them.”

A pause.

“Thermite charges set at the bookshop. Detonating any minute.”

Roman processed the words one by one.

Both alive for questioning.

The Bookshop—about to become ash.

The voice went on, still in Russian, casual.

“Clean job. No complications. We’ll be there in three hours.”

The van accelerated.

Smooth pavement. Sustained speed.

Roman forced his focus inward. He didn’t have much—but he had enough.

The engine settled into the steady pull of distance being eaten. No braking. No surface traffic.

Interstate.

Northbound, probably.

The breathing beside him changed.

Slower. Shallower.

“Vee,” he tried again through the gag. Quiet. Controlled. “Vee.”

Nothing.

The destination began to take shape.

Three hours.

The timeline worked.

He pictured the building.

East Sixty-Seventh Street, just off the East River. Thirteen stories of reinforced concrete and diplomatic immunity, squat and fortress-like behind iron fencing and cameras. Security barriers at street level. An underground vehicle entrance tucked out of sight—designed so arrivals disappeared without being seen.

The Russian Mission to the United Nations.

He’d been there once. A reception, years ago.

A GRU hive dressed up as international cooperation.

Thick columns. Narrow corridors. Rooms engineered so voices didn’t carry.

Sovereign ground.

No warrant would ever cross its threshold. No federal agency would ever enter uninvited. Once you passed the gate, you were already beyond American reach. Once you went below street level, you might as well have been in the basement of the Lubyanka.

Once inside, you didn’t come back out unless they chose to release you.

The van kept moving.

Roman closed his eyes behind the canvas hood.

If they were taking them there, decisions had already been made.

About what he knew.

What Foxtrot knew.

And how much pain they were prepared to inflict to extract it.

He shifted his weight, trying to lean toward her—to feel warmth, a pulse, anything at all.

A boot slammed into his ribs.

“Quit moving,” a voice snapped—English, Russian accent.

Pain detonated white behind his eyes. He gasped into the hood, tasting diesel.

The van kept rolling. Mile after mile.

Roman counted expansion joints. Tracked speed changes. Tried to map their route through the darkness. It was useless, but it gave his mind somewhere to go.

The road character changed again. More stops now. Heavier traffic. The wheeze of city buses. Sharper turns. Potholes.

Manhattan.

East Side.

If that was right, they were close.

The van slowed. Turned sharply. Stopped.

Voices outside—muffled, but clear enough.

“Cleared for entry. Vasily Morozov’s order.”

No more operational security.

Why bother? They were home.

He heard the hydraulic hiss of a security barrier rising.

The engine sound changed—echoed. Enclosed.

Underground.

The doors opened. The smell was different: concrete, oil, recycled air.

Hands grabbed him, dragged him across a rough floor. His shoes struck bare concrete.

He tried to lean toward where Foxtrot had been.

The boot came again. Same ribs. Same white flash.

He went down hard, knees cracking against the floor.

Someone hauled him upright.

They pushed him forward. He stumbled, guided just enough to keep moving.

Elevator doors slid open.

They shoved him inside. Bodies pressed close—four, maybe five. One more being carried.

The elevator lurched.

Down.

Not up.

His stomach dropped—not from the motion, but from understanding.

Sub-basement.

Concrete tomb.

The doors opened.

They dragged him across bare concrete. The air grew colder, damper.

Behind him, Foxtrot made a sound.

A moan. Barely human.

She was alive.

Relief lasted exactly one second before dread replaced it.

They forced him into a chair—metal, bolted to the floor, cold through his shirt.

Zip ties cinched his ankles. His chest. A strap tight at his throat.

Immobilized.

Someone yanked off the hood.

Fluorescent light exploded in his vision. He blinked hard, forcing his eyes open as footsteps retreated.

The door slammed.

Silence.

His vision adjusted.

Concrete walls. Sound-damping tiles on every surface. No windows. One steel door.

Across from him, in an identical chair, Foxtrot.

Her head hung forward. Silver hair matted with blood. Eyes closed.

But she was breathing.

He tried to speak. The gag strangled the words.

Then he saw them.

Two enormous speakers. One to his left. One to his right. Mounted on thick steel poles. Industrial. Concert-grade.

Silent.

Waiting.

An intercom crackled overhead.

Cultured voice. Russian-accented. Amused.

“Welcome home, Roman.”

Morozov.

“I’ve been waiting a very long time for this moment.”

A pause. Ten seconds. Twenty. Long enough for dread to settle into his bones.

The speakers hummed to life.

Then the sound hit.

It hit like a physical blow.

Two tones. The interval wrong, dissonant—colliding inside his skull.

One hundred and ten decibels.

The volume of a chainsaw pressed against his head.

His teeth screamed. His vision fractured. The fluorescent tubes overhead dimmed momentarily as the sound battered his inner ear.

He clenched his eyes shut, but the noise crawled under his eyelids.

Across from him, Foxtrot’s head snapped up. Her eyes flew open. Her mouth twisted in a scream he couldn’t hear.

The sound burrowed into bone. Into teeth. Into marrow.

This was what had broken Anastasia.

This frequency.

This machine.

This exact agony.

And it had only just begun.
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Oksana moved through the Fairmont like a ghost.

Lindqvist’s suit gave her cover—the severe hairline, the diplomat’s walk. She passed two NATO security officers in the corridor, and they didn’t even glance at her.

In the lobby, she went straight to the concierge desk.

“Excuse me,” she said softly, English precise, impatient but polite. “My phone won’t connect. May I use yours?”

The concierge hesitated for half a second—then took in the suit, the posture, the conference badge at her lapel. He slid the phone across the counter without a word.

“Thank you.”

She turned her back to the desk and dialed every number Foxtrot had given her.

Nothing.

She handed the phone back with a nod and walked away.

She was on her own.

And Toko was being picked up by a boat in less than an hour.

She needed a weapon. A radio. Both would be with hotel security.

The question was where.

The fire-evacuation plan was mounted on the wall beside the lobby elevators. She paused just long enough to read it—not long enough to draw attention.

The Fairmont Le Manoir Richelieu was old money, rebuilt in the twenties. Thirteen floors. A sprawling layout, expanded and reworked over decades. On the evacuation diagram, the service corridors were shaded gray.

Security would be down there, out of sight of the guests.

She found what she needed on the map: basement level, west wing. A small room marked SEC, wedged between housekeeping storage and maintenance.

She took the service stairs.

The basement corridor was narrow. Staff only. Fluorescent lights. Housekeeping carts lined against one wall. The air smelled of industrial cleaner and burnt coffee.

She walked slowly. Casually. Like she knew exactly where she was going.

Halfway down, she passed a door with frosted glass, a single light burning behind it.

She didn’t look at it. Kept going. Found the business center at the end of the hall—empty, computers locked. She looped back through a connecting corridor.

This route had a vending machine and a time clock on the wall. Judging from the dented can full of cigarette butts by the window, it doubled as the staff break area.

Perfect.

She stopped at the vending machine, pretending to study the options. Took her time. Let her gaze drift once toward the frosted-glass door.

A housekeeper pushed past with a cart. Didn’t glance at her.

Then a maintenance man went by, radio crackling on his belt.

Then she saw him.

Security uniform. Overweight. Radio clipped to his hip. Styrofoam coffee cup in one hand. He walked to the frosted-glass door, keycard already out, and swiped.

Red light.

Tried again.

Green.

The door opened.

Oksana moved closer—not too close. Just enough to see through the small window beside the door.

The layout inside was simple. An L-shaped room. A desk facing a bank of monitors on the left wall—six screens showing hotel corridors. To the right, a tall metal filing cabinet. Past that, in the back corner, a gray metal locker.

That would be the weapons.

The guard sat at the desk, facing the monitors, his back to the filing cabinet and the locker. He watched the screens for a few seconds, then set down his coffee and pulled out his phone.

Oksana retreated to a maintenance alcove she’d clocked twenty feet back—an electrical panel, shelves of cleaning supplies, and a perfect sightline into the security room through the small window.

She waited.

The guard scrolled on his phone. Every few minutes, he glanced at the monitors, but mostly, he was bored. Alone. Pre-dawn shift at a hotel where nothing ever happened.

Until today.

Five minutes passed. Ten.

Then he stood, stretched, checked his watch.

5:31 a.m.

He moved toward what had to be a coffee maker. She couldn’t see it from this angle, but his silhouette crossed the frosted glass. He poured a fresh cup, left it on the desk, then walked out of the office—leaving the door unlocked.

She watched him head down the corridor toward the bathrooms.

She counted to five.

Crossed the corridor.

Tried the handle.

Open.

She slipped inside and closed the door behind her.

She moved past the desk, past the filing cabinet, to the locker. Tried the handle.

Locked. Combination dial.

Master Lock. Four digits. The kind you could buy at any hardware store. Oksana could have stripped it blindfolded.

She pressed her ear to the cold metal and laid her fingertips on the dial.

Starting at zero, she turned it clockwise. Slowly. Feeling for the faint drag of the contact point lining up with the drive cam.

There. A whisper of resistance.

First number: nine.

She turned counterclockwise, listening. The second wheel would bind when it touched.

The dial made a full turn and came back to nine.

There.

Third number, clockwise again. Feeling for the gate.

Zero.

Fourth number, counterclockwise. Almost⁠—

Resistance on seven.

She pulled.

The shackle opened.

The whole thing had taken less than thirty seconds.

Inside, three pistols hung on hooks. Sig Sauers.

She took one down and racked the slide back a fraction. Loaded. Two spare magazines sat in a plastic bin; she pocketed them. Fifteen rounds each. Forty-five total.

On the shelf below, handheld radios sat in a charging rack. She grabbed one, along with an earpiece. Full battery.

She was about to start cycling through channels when the door handle turned.

She flattened herself behind the filing cabinet and held her breath. If he came this way, she was finished.

He walked in, humming under his breath, and went straight to the coffee on the desk. Her view of him was blocked by the cabinet, but she caught his reflection in the window glass.

Phone already in his hand, he dropped into the chair and stared at the screens.

Then he started scrolling again.

She closed the locker as slowly as she could. The click was barely audible—but in the silence, it sounded like a gunshot.

The guard’s head turned. He stared at the filing cabinet.

Three seconds.

Four.

Then went back to his phone.

She waited. The guard scrolled, sipped coffee, set the cup down.

A minute passed. Then five.

She wondered if she was going to miss the whole thing—pinned there behind a filing cabinet.

Then his radio crackled. “Security One, this is front desk.”

He keyed the mic. “Go ahead.”

“Got a call from 814. Guest’s been saying someone was in her room.”

The guard let out a long sigh.

“Did you check it out?”

“Leduc did.”

“And?”

“He didn’t see anything. Guest says some of her stuff’s missing.”

“What stuff?”

“No idea. Get up there and figure it out.”

Another heavy sigh. Then the guard stood, grabbed his coffee, walked out, and shut the door.

Oksana waited ten seconds. Twenty.

Then she moved.

Out from behind the cabinet. Across the office. Through the door.

The corridor was empty.

She followed it to a service stairwell, climbed one level, and slipped out through a loading-dock exit at the rear of the building.

She didn’t run until she hit the parking garage.

She followed the waterfront service road on foot. Dawn was starting to lift, but at this hour, the place was still deserted.

A Parks Canada truck idled near the river access point. Engine running. No driver in sight.

She checked the cab. Empty.

She climbed in.

There was a pair of work coveralls on the passenger seat, along with a thermal blanket and a plastic coffee thermos.

She pulled on the coveralls, tucked the Sig into her waistband, eased the truck into drive, and rolled out slowly. No sudden moves—just another government vehicle starting its day.

Pointe-au-Pic was three miles upriver. She had fifteen minutes before Toko’s six a.m. rendezvous.

She passed the first NATO checkpoint. Canadian military. She was headed away from the summit, and they waved the Parks truck through without stopping.

Same at the second.

The road followed the St. Lawrence, climbing into low hills above the river. The town of Pointe-au-Pic emerged as scattered lights in the predawn haze—a small church, a cluster of houses, and, down by the water, a fishing dock.

She turned off onto a dirt access road and killed the headlights, creeping forward until she could see the dock below. A small wooden structure, maybe four boats tied up. No security. No patrols. Just a local dock that had been there for decades.

Perfect for what Toko needed.

She parked behind a storage shed and checked her watch.

5:52 a.m.

Eight minutes.

She stamped her feet, breathed into her gloved hands.

Checked the Sig’s magazine. Racked the slide.

No backup. No one to call. No allies.

She either stopped this, or she did not. There was no third option.

She left the truck and moved to a diesel tank beside the boathouse, settling in behind frozen coils of rope and stacked lobster traps. From there, she had a clear view of the access road, the dock, the entire approach.

The cold bit through the coveralls. Her hands throbbed. Her ribs burned from the climb. Her palms were torn open and stiffening.

She ignored it as the sky lightened, the river turning pale under a thin wash of pink. The sun edged up—red, cold, almost beautiful.

Then headlights appeared on the access road.
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Calvin Westfahl walked through the main cabin of Air Force One, staring at his phone.

Martha's text glowed on the screen. Three words, sent while he'd been walking toward the chopper in the January dark.

***

I love you.

***

He should have replied then—sent the same words back, as he had a thousand times before. But he'd been distracted.

And now the cold feeling from that moment—the unease he'd felt when he kissed her goodbye—still clung to him, patient and heavy, like something waiting.

He was just starting to type when the phone went weightless in his hand.

The plane dropped like an elevator with its cables cut.

Two hundred feet in three seconds.

Calvin grabbed the nearest seatback as the cabin erupted. Coffee launched from desks. Classified pages tore free and whipped past his face. Secret Service agents lunged for seats and armrests. Someone shouted—he couldn’t hear what—over the scream of stressed metal and the howl of the engines.

The plane shuddered. Climbed. Dropped again.

Calvin’s stomach tried to exit through his throat.

Then it stopped.

The Boeing 747 leveled out. Coffee dripped from overturned cups onto the presidential seal woven into the carpet.

Kessler appeared in the doorway, knuckles white on the frame.

“Severe air turbulence, sir. Extreme icing conditions. The pilot recommends diversion.”

“What’s that going to cost us?”

“Time-wise?”

“Yes. Time-wise.”

“We were headed to CFB Bagotville, sir. Canadian Forces Base. Closest military airfield to La Malbaie.”

“And now?”

“Bagotville doesn’t have the de-icing capability we want. The pilot’s recommending Quebec City.”

Calvin felt something cold slide through him.

“The civilian airport?”

“Yes, sir. Forty-five minutes to La Malbaie by road.”

“What about security?”

“Other dignitaries have been using it all morning without incident. It’s secured, and we provisioned a motorcade there as a contingency.”

Forty-five minutes through civilian areas.

Forty-five minutes of exposure.

Forty-five minutes in which his attendance at the summit—supposedly confidential—would be broadcast by every phone camera and news crew in Quebec.

He looked back at Martha’s text.

The turbulence had shaken something loose. Not in the plane. In him.

“Authorize the detour,” the president said. “And Kessler—I want a full briefing on summit security.”

“Now, sir?” Kessler said, glancing at his watch. Barely thirty minutes to wheels down.

Calvin shut his eyes and exhaled.

A very bad feeling had settled in—about the weather, the summit, everything.

About Roman, too.

He knew the old goat had been trying to reach him. He knew the calls had been screened. Roman had overplayed his hand, made things personal—but perhaps Calvin had gone too far in letting it poison everything.

“Kessler,” he said, his voice softer now.

“Sir?”

“Find Roman Adler. Get him on the line. I want to speak to him. Now.”

Kessler’s expression didn’t change. “Sir, the DNI has been blocking Adler⁠—”

“I don’t care. Roman was worried about something. I want to know exactly what it was.”

Kessler had the pilot notified that the route change was approved, then pulled out his phone and began dialing.

Air Force One descended through ice clouds that seemed to scrape at the fuselage like claws. Calvin watched Kessler work his list—Bookshop contacts, Roman’s cell, CIA emergency protocols. Every call ended the same way.

Nothing.

Voicemail.

Disconnected tones.

Calvin felt his chest tighten.

The phone on his desk buzzed. Secure line. Jake Hawke. Already at La Malbaie.

“Sir,” Hawke said, his voice tight. “We have a situation. Dupont Circle. Major incident. Building fire.”

“What building?”

“Still unclear. But it’s close to where we pegged the Bookshop. Arson. Thermite signature. Multiple casualties. Metro says it’s beyond their capacity.”

Calvin went cold. “What does this have to do with Roman?”

“Maybe nothing. But there was significant hardware in the sub-basement—the kind Roman had access to. Satellite links. Government hardlines.”

Calvin stared at the coffee stain bleeding into the carpet.

He ended the call.

Kessler reappeared. “Sir, we’re on final approach to Quebec City. Motorcade will be ready in ten minutes.”

Calvin looked out at the freezing rain, the gray dawn. The St. Lawrence cut through the land below like a black wound.

Somewhere down there, Roman Adler had tried to warn him.

And now Roman was silent.

The landing was hard. Tires screamed on wet concrete. Thrust reversers roared. Calvin felt every jolt.

When the aircraft finally stopped, Kessler was already moving.

“Motorcade forming, sir. Canadian military escort. RCMP has cleared Route 138. Counter-snipers, air support—the full package.”

Calvin grabbed his coat and checked his phone.

Still nothing from Roman.

He stepped onto the tarmac. Freezing rain hit his face like shrapnel.

His car waited, engine running. Twelve vehicles. Military Humvees. RCMP motorcycles. The corridor from Quebec City to La Malbaie locked down like a war zone.

Calvin climbed in. Kessler slid in opposite him.

The door shut like a vault.

It should have felt safe.

It didn’t.

The motorcade rolled out at exactly 7:00 a.m.

Kessler resumed the briefing. Summit security. Heads of state. Decisions with global consequences. No margin for error.

But Calvin wasn’t listening.

He watched the river slide past—dark and endless. Villages flickered by. Small towns where people slept, or poured their morning coffee, unaware that the President of the United States was passing thirty yards from their kitchens.

His phone buzzed.

He grabbed it.

Not Roman.

Martha.

***

Let me know you’ve arrived.

***

He replied immediately.

***

Safely on the ground. I love you.

***

Kessler continued. “Grand Salon opens at 7:45. Ceremony at 8:00. East wing entry. Secretary Austin will be waiting. Director Hawke is on site, as are Doerr, Holman, Sinclair, and Poynter.”

“Has anyone reached Roman?”

Kessler stopped. Checked his phone.

“No, sir.”

Calvin looked back toward the river.

The Fairmont emerged ahead as the sun burned through the cloud cover, perched above the cliffs like something out of a child’s storybook. A French château. Towers and turrets. Less than forty kilometers from the northern edge of Maine.

Out front flew the NATO flag. The American. The Union Jack. The French tricolour. Germany. Canada. On down the line.

The most powerful military alliance in human history.

And arguably the most successful.

The motorcade slowed at a checkpoint. Canadian military waved them through. Then another.

Security theater. All of it.

Roman had been worried about something.

And if he’d been right—none of this mattered.
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Oksana’s breath made a white cloud in the frozen air. She crouched behind the diesel tank, the metal cold enough to burn through the coveralls, and watched the access road.

Headlights cut through the pre-dawn darkness. A black Mercedes sedan rolled slowly down the unpaved track toward the dock. No hurry. No fear of being seen.

The car stopped at the far end of the gravel lot, near the water. Sixty yards from where she hid.

The door opened.

Toko Sakhalinsky stepped into the freezing morning like a man returning home. Dark wool coat. No hat, despite the cold. A pack of Marlboros in his hand. He lit one, the flame briefly illuminating his heavy features, then turned toward the river.

Waiting.

Oksana’s hand closed around the Sig Sauer in her waistband. She drew it slowly, carefully—no sudden movement that might catch his eye. The steel burned cold in her torn palm.

Sixty yards.

Too far.

She knew the math. A Sig P320 could hit at sixty yards in theory. But under stress, with numb hands, at her skill level, anything past twenty was gambling.

And this wasn’t the time to throw dice.

Miss, and he’d know exactly where she was.

He’d disappear.

She’d lose him for good—and with him, any hope of stopping what was coming.

One shot. That was all she’d get.

So she needed him closer.

She eased her finger off the trigger guard and waited.

Toko checked his phone. The glow lit his face. He typed, pocketed it, then started walking.

Toward the dock.

Toward her.

Fifty yards.

Her grip tightened.

Forty-five.

He moved with a predatory economy. No wasted motion. No hesitation. She remembered that same unhurried gait outside Rutherford’s house—the way he’d looked at her, bleeding and helpless, and given her that small nod before driving away. Not contempt. Something worse.

Professional courtesy.

Forty yards.

Her finger found the trigger again.

Thirty-five.

Almost.

He stopped at the edge of the wooden planks and lit another cigarette. The flame caught his face—eyes that held no fear, no worry. Eyes that had seen what doctors see. What priests see.

The ending of things.

Thirty yards.

She raised the Sig. Sighted center mass between his shoulder blades. In. Hold. Out. Hold.

Her finger tightened⁠—

Then she heard it.

An engine.

Not from the road.

From the water.

Toko turned.

Oksana lowered the weapon.

Running lights appeared on the St. Lawrence—two white points slicing through the haze from the east, closing fast.

The engine note was deep and aggressive. Something built for speed.

It emerged from the gray like something unreal—a cigarette boat, midnight-blue hull, twin Mercury outboards. On the deck, beneath a tarp, something large and angular.

The boat slowed. The driver cut the engines and let momentum carry it in, bumping the pilings with a hollow thud.

Toko bent and caught the line.

“You’re late,” he said in Russian.

“The weather was worse⁠—”

“Fuck the weather.”

The driver fell silent.

Toko climbed aboard and went straight for the tarp.

Oksana raised the Sig again, sighted on his spine as he bent⁠—

He yanked the tarp free.

She stiffened.

The thing on the deck was wrong. Six feet of matte-black metal. A barrel too long, too precise. Electromagnetic coils spiraled along its length like a DNA helix. The whole assembly sat on a gyroscopic mount, naval-grade precision.

At its base, a targeting screen glowed a toxic green.

She didn’t need Foxtrot to tell her what it was.

The reason Dr. Wu was dead.

The machine Doerr had shipped to Russia.

Her mind jumped to the hotel. The lobby she’d walked through. The security cordons. The flags of a dozen nations. She thought of the dignitaries in the corridors. The motorcades pulling up to the entrance.

All of them converging, as if they were lining up against a wall.

One shot from this thing could change the world.

Toko checked the weapon’s mount.

She raised the Sig. Steadied her grip. Found the spot between his shoulder blades.

This ended now.

She breathed steadily.

Her finger tightened on the trigger⁠—

Then the driver stepped out of the wheelhouse, reaching for a coiled line near the stern. His body crossed directly into her sightline, blocking Toko completely.

She held. Waited.

Move, she thought. Move.

But he stayed there, securing the line, taking his time.

When he finally stepped clear, Toko had shifted. The angle was wrong. The shot was gone.

“The inlet’s a kilometer north of the château,” Toko said. “Cliffs on both sides. Best cover we’re going to find.”

One kilometer north.

Cliffs on both sides.

She burned it into memory.

Toko disconnected the tablet and secured the weapon. Then he scanned the shoreline.

Dock.

Shed.

Lobster traps.

Diesel tank.

Oksana pressed flat. Held her breath.

His gaze paused.

One second.

Two.

Then it moved on.

“Time to go,” Toko said. “We’re exposed.”

The engines roared.

The boat backed, turned, and accelerated off into the mist. Within seconds, the lights shrank.

Then vanished.

Oksana waited ten more seconds.

Then she ran.

The fishing boats tied at the dock were relics—wood hulls, peeling paint, outboard motors that had seen better decades. She chose the last one down the line. A fourteen-footer with an old Yamaha engine. No immobilizer. No digital ignition. Fresh oil on the casing. Clean prop. Oars resting on the back bench.

She climbed aboard, ducked under the console, and pulled the ignition housing free.

She knew how to hot-wire cars.

This was easier.

She twisted the kill-switch leads together, jammed a screwdriver into the barrel, and turned.

The Yamaha coughed once, then caught.

Too loud.

She cast off, letting the current slide her clear of the dock before easing on the throttle. The motor opened up—maybe twenty knots, flat out.

Not as fast as the cigarette boat, but fast enough.

She pointed the bow toward where the lights had vanished and pushed it.

The St. Lawrence stretched ahead—icy water beneath the dull gray sky of a winter dawn.

Then a break in the cloud split open, and a single blade of light cut across the river, so narrow and bright it looked almost intentional.

Like a search beam.

The kind of dawn you remembered.
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Dominic Doerr stood at the far edge of the Grand Salon and watched democracy assemble for execution.

The Xanax wasn’t helping. A milligram and a half dissolved in his bloodstream two hours ago, and his heart still hammered like something trying to escape his chest. The scotch hadn’t worked either. Two fingers of Macallan at six a.m. had only sharpened the terror, given it edges that cut.

Through the floor-to-ceiling windows, a break in the clouds cast a beam of morning light into the hall, painting everything in a golden glow.

For half a second, it looked obscenely beautiful—like a scene from a period piece, Versailles or the Gilded Age.

The British Prime Minister, Victoria Pemberton, was the first to arrive, waltzing in, adjusting her signature pearls, greeting aides. That practiced smile—the one that had survived three election cycles and two no-confidence votes—didn’t waver as she moved toward the platform.

Doerr’s throat tightened.

German Chancellor Erik Hoffman followed, cleaning his wire-rim glasses one last time before tucking them into his breast pocket. A man preparing for photographs. For history. He joined Pemberton, conversing in that clipped Bavarian voice that carried across the room like it had its own microphone.

French President Marie Dubois gestured animatedly to her Foreign Minister, hands slicing the air like a conductor’s baton—already performing, acutely aware of the cameras.

Canadian Prime Minister Jean-Marc Pelletier shared an anecdote with his security detail that made them smile. Doerr couldn’t hear it, but he recognized the ease—the camaraderie leaders cultivated when they knew their people would take bullets for them.

All told, eighty-three principals would attend the ceremony, plus photographers, journalists, aides, and security. Not to mention hotel staff, Quebec police, and Canadian feds. More than five hundred souls.

Five hundred lives Doerr had sold down the river.

And for what?

A grasp at power?

The delusion that he could control the outcome?

When the American delegation arrived—a procession of brisk steps on marble, flanked by Secret Service and a flurry of camera flashes—he thought he might throw up.

Holman marched in, carrying herself with the poise honed from decades of delivering arguments to juries. Tablet in hand, already reviewing the legal framework for the Ukraine deal put forward by the Europeans. Doerr had always respected her thoroughness—the air-tightness of her arguments.

Chuck came in behind her, the bearing of a man who’d survived three combat tours before trading his uniform for a suit. Sixty-five and still running two marathons a year. His eyes catalogued exits and sight lines on instinct.

Poynter followed—Darth Vader to the Pentagon faithful. That imposing presence that made junior officers stutter. He checked his watch, nodded to Chuck: a silent communion between men who knew what it felt like to have blood on their hands.

Then Hawke. He gave Doerr an awkward nod before positioning himself near the windows. He still carried that Secret Service readiness—hand resting where a sidearm had once hung, eyes tracking movement. There’d been talk he might bring his new wife, though she wasn’t on the guest list. Doerr had checked.

His mind went from Hawke’s wife to Sophie Laurent. Ninety-four percent on the clone attempt. What a joke. What a fool. She was dead, but someone would succeed where she’d failed. Someone would crack his encryption, unpack the messages between himself and Morozov.

The instructions.

The dollars flowing through Cyprus and Liechtenstein.

The treason.

History wouldn’t forgive him for this.

Unless he was the one who got to write it.

He checked his phone again. Still nothing from Kaine.

Then Ethel entered—Texas pragmatism wrapped in a charcoal suit, boots underneath as always.

And finally, Westfahl.

He walked with that distinctly American confidence—the confidence of the senior partner, the eight-hundred-pound gorilla, the superpower.

Kessler and seven other agents accompanied him, fanning out to take their posts by the exits.

Standard protocol.

Principals in position.

Doerr felt the trap close.

Westfahl moved to the center of the room, and conversations softened. Say what you would about his policies—he was good at these grand events. This was where he thrived. His plain-spoken directness, honed over four decades in Washington, pulled focus without trying.

“You know,” Westfahl began, wedding ring catching the light, “Martha always said diplomacy was just good manners backed by nukes.”

Pemberton smiled, leaning toward Hoffman. “I think Stalin said something similar,” she murmured.

“She’d stand in the kitchen,” Westfahl continued, “making her grandmother’s biscuits—terrible for my cholesterol, but I never let that stop me—and lecture me about Metternich. And what’s his name? The other one.”

“Talleyrand,” Dubois offered.

“Talleyrand! That's the one.” Westfahl pointed at her appreciatively. “See, Martha would have liked you.”

Polite laughter rippled.

Doerr eyed the windows. Calculated the kill box. Eyed the far wall where he needed to be when the show started.

He wasn’t all that convinced it made a difference. Tungsten at five times the speed of sound didn’t have a lot of respect for plans.

He forced himself to breathe while watching the members of the most powerful alliance on earth cluster like fish in a barrel. Like chess pieces on a board that was about to be flipped over.

All of them bathed in that golden light, almost as if to mock them.

All that glitters, he thought.

All of them standing exactly where he’d told Toko they would.

Suddenly, the far wall wasn’t nearly far enough.

He needed to get out.

He needed to run.

Another glance at the phone.

Where the hell was Kaine?

Where were his extraction options?

He edged toward the corridor—casual, like stepping out for air.

Once clear of the threshold, he pulled out his phone. Tried Kaine’s regular line for the tenth time.

Voicemail.

He hung up, tried the encrypted line.

He knew it was useless.

“Come on,” he muttered. “Come on, you bastard, answer your fucking phone.”

The money should have bought more loyalty than this.

He even tried the emergency protocol—a line reserved for when everything went to hell. They’d never used it.

It rang. Once. Twice. Three times.

He wanted to scream. To hurl the phone against the marble.

“Mr. Director.”

He spun.

Kessler. The president’s man. Professional. Courteous. Implacable.

“You’re needed inside, sir.”

It wasn’t a request.

“I was just⁠—”

“President’s orders.”

Doerr’s mouth went dry. “Now?”

“Yes, sir. NSC principals before the ceremony begins.”

Doerr checked his watch automatically.

7:54 a.m.

Dread surged through him. Six minutes until the strike—and Westfahl wanted him at the podium. The epicenter of the kill zone.

“Sir?” Kessler asked, tone shading toward concern. “Are you all right?”

Doerr realized he’d gone pale. His breathing had quickened. He forced his face into something neutral.

“Low blood sugar.”

Kessler noted that. He noted everything. Too much.

“There’s coffee inside,” he said. “And the President is waiting.”

The corridor seemed to close in around him.

He could refuse. Make an excuse. Run.

But how would that look?

“Of course,” he heard himself say. “Lead the way.”

Kessler gestured him forward—polite but firm.

Doerr followed like a schoolchild being led to the principal’s office.

The room was fuller now. More aides. More security. The German Chancellor’s staff by the drinks. The British Foreign Secretary whispering with the French Defense Minister.

Near the podium, Westfahl and the other principals huddled together.

Doerr thought about cutting and running—but Westfahl saw him and waved him over.

“Dominic! Come here. I want your read on something.”

Doerr’s feet moved on their own.

Five minutes.

Westfahl clapped him on the shoulder—casual authority from a man who still believed he shaped his own fate.

“Kathleen thinks we should cut Resonant’s quantum encryption framework from the opening remarks. She thinks it’s better handled in the working sessions. Thoughts?”

Doerr swallowed. “I—I think we push for adoption by all member states.”

“Keep it in?” Westfahl said.

“I’d prefer it in.”

“You’re not exactly neutral, Dominic,” Holman said lightly. “It’s billions of dollars in your pocket if they sign on.”

Doerr didn’t care. They’d be dead before the speech began, standing five feet from Window Three.

“Fine,” he said. “Cut it.”

The president looked surprised. Suspicious, even.

It didn’t matter.

Nothing did.

Through the window, Doerr could see the St. Lawrence. Its black water. Somewhere out there, Toko was making final preparations.

“You sure about that?” Westfahl asked. “You fought pretty hard⁠—”

“Actually,” Doerr said, cutting him off, “I should probably⁠—”

His phone buzzed.

The sound sliced through the room like a gunshot.

“Excuse me,” he said, fumbling for it. “I need to⁠—”

He stepped back, hands shaking.

A text. One line.

***

Enjoy the show.

***
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Toko stood in the cigarette boat’s cockpit and stared at the stark rock of the cliffs.

The inlet was perfect—narrow enough that the rock would block radar, deep enough for the boat’s draft, and close enough to the hotel to strike quickly when the moment came. He’d scouted it by satellite and memorized the approach, but seeing it now, on a freezing Quebec morning, was different. The cliffs rose on both sides like prison walls. Black water churned below, broken by glassy shards of ice that creaked with the current’s ebb.

The cold bit deep. Sakhalin cold. The kind that crawled into your bones and stayed.

Krupin eased the engines down to idle. The hull vibrated with a low mechanical rumble, but the stillness of the morning felt wrong. Too complete.

“Drop anchor,” Toko said.

Krupin moved like a man underwater. Days spent riding cargo holds had left him hollow-eyed and shaking. He fumbled the anchor chain, nearly dropped it twice, then finally got it over the side.

The splash echoed off the cliffs.

Toko waited for the sound to fade, then scanned the inlet’s mouth. Nothing but dim gray mist. Beyond that, the St. Lawrence was a void.

Above them, somewhere in the fog, NATO security helicopters made their rounds. He’d tracked their patterns for the past hour—searchlights sweeping the river every twelve minutes like clockwork. Thorough, precise, predictable.

And completely fucking useless in fog this thick.

“Running lights off,” he said.

Krupin complied without a word.

The boat disappeared into the inlet’s shadow.

Toko stepped to the Dissonant and pulled the tarp free, folding it into tight, practiced squares.

“I’m freezing,” Krupin said from the helm, voice thin.

“Then move. Get your blood flowing.”

“I’ve been moving three days straight.”

Toko ignored him. He ran his hands along the barrel. The metal was cold enough to burn, but he didn’t pull back. He checked the cooling vanes, the liquid-nitrogen feed lines, the power coupling to the capacitor banks.

Everything was in order.

He pulled out the diagnostic tablet and connected it to the weapon’s central processor.

Power supply: optimal.

Gyroscopic stabilizer: calibrated.

Targeting system: active.

Magazine: six tungsten rounds loaded.

A small smile touched his lips. Doerr’s reconnaissance had been thorough—floor plans, sight lines, exactly where the principals would gather for opening remarks. If Morozov had asked, the fool would’ve drawn a plan for his own execution.

Behind him, Krupin wrapped his arms around himself and stamped his feet.

“How much longer?”

Toko checked his watch, then his phone for last-minute changes. There were none.

“Ten minutes.”

Krupin didn’t answer. He just stood there shivering, looking like he’d rather be anywhere else on earth.

Toko understood the feeling. But understanding didn’t matter. Only the mission mattered.

A sound.

Toko froze.

Faint. Carried on the water. A small outboard—maybe two hundred meters out, hard to judge in fog this dense.

“Do you hear that?” he said quietly.

Krupin’s head snapped up. “What?”

“Listen.”

They stood perfectly still. Toko’s hand drifted to the Makarov in his waistband.

The noise grew, steady and mechanical, a putt-putt-putt that echoed between the cliff walls—impossible to pinpoint, but coming from the main channel beyond the inlet.

Then it stopped.

The silence was worse.

“Summit security?” Krupin whispered.

“No.” Summit patrols ran twin outboards or diesels. This was smaller. Wrong.

Something was definitely wrong.

Toko strained to hear. Nothing now but the lapping of water. Wind murmuring through the inlet’s throat.

Then—a soft bump. Wood on rock. Off to their left.

“Spotlight,” he said.

Krupin scrambled. The beam snapped on—ten thousand lumens cutting a blade through the gray.

Toko swept it across the water. Left to right. Slow.

Rock. Black water. Mist.

He swept again. Slower.

Movement flickered at the center of the inlet—something emerging from the fog.

A small fishing boat. Fourteen feet, maybe. Wooden hull, paint peeling. It drifted toward them in silence—no one at the helm, no one on the benches. Just dark wood and a Yamaha outboard with steam rising faintly from the casing.

“What the hell?” Krupin breathed.

Toko kept the spotlight locked on it. The boat slid past, thirty meters away, rotating lazily in the current. He saw the fuel line. The pull-start cord. The kill switch dangling loose.

Someone had cut the engine and bailed.

He swept the beam toward the rocks on the left. The waterline. The shadows at the base of the cliffs.

Nothing moved.

But someone was out there. Close.

Watching.

“Local fisherman?” Krupin tried. “Anchor slipped?”

Toko didn’t answer. His mind was already making connections.

The woman from Doerr’s room.

The seventh-floor window.

The body he’d never seen.

Kaine had confirmed it.

But Kaine was missing.

“We need to go,” Krupin whispered.

For once, Toko agreed.

“Pull anchor. Time for the Dissonant to show us what it can do.”

Krupin hauled the anchor with frantic speed. Toko kept the spotlight fixed on the drifting boat until it vanished back into the fog.

The engines rumbled back to life. Krupin hit the throttle, and the cigarette boat surged forward, leaving the inlet behind.

Toko glanced back once.

The fishing boat was gone.

Swallowed by the fog as if it had never existed at all.
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Oksana lay wedged behind the portable generator on Toko’s boat, unable to move.

Unable even to think.

Cold.

That was all there was.

Nothing else existed.

The coldness was her entire world.

A terrible ice that cut straight through muscle to bone, hollowing her out from the inside.

It made thought impossible, turned muscles to lead.

She thought she’d been cold before.

She had not.

Her teeth chattered so hard she bit her tongue and tasted blood.

The plan had worked—but it had nearly killed her.

Still might.

While Toko’s spotlight swept the inlet, hunting for whoever had abandoned the fishing boat, she’d slipped silently beneath the black water. Swum underwater toward the cigarette boat. Held her breath until her lungs screamed. The current tried to drag her past, but her frozen fingers somehow found the hull. She’d hauled herself over the gunwale, the low thrum of the idling engines masking her movement in the fog.

Then she’d collapsed behind the generator—a squat diesel unit bolted to the deck, exhaust venting into the cold air. Conscious, but barely. Paralyzed by cold.

How long had she been lying there? Seconds? Minutes?

Time felt elastic. Unreliable.

The boat was moving now, engines rumbling beneath her, leaving the inlet behind.

She tried to move and nearly screamed.

Her hands were blue—the kind of blue that comes from water cold enough to kill.

She knew the progression. First, you shiver. Then you stop shivering. Then you die.

She was still shivering. Good.

But her vision was blurring. Her thoughts, thick. Slow.

Focus. Inventory.

The coveralls were gone. She’d stripped before swimming. Her thin clothing was plastered to her skin now, a second skin made of ice. It cracked when she moved.

She checked her waistband. Sig Sauer—still there. A miracle.

And ahead, ten feet away, the Dissonant, perched on its gyroscopic mount.

Toko crouched beside it, his back to her, tapping at a tablet. Krupin was at the helm, one hand on the throttle, scanning ahead.

Neither had seen her.

She tried to stand, pulling herself against the generator housing, and her legs folded beneath her.

She forced herself to breathe. Slow. Controlled. Fighting the panic.

Her body was shutting down. The cold wasn’t going to get better—it was getting worse. Every second she lay here, hypothermia crept deeper. Her window was closing.

Ten minutes, she thought. Maybe less. Then her muscles would stop responding entirely. Her brain would dim. She’d be useless.

She had to move.

Through a narrow gap, she could see Toko’s hands moving with cold efficiency. The tablet screen glowed. She couldn’t read it, but she didn’t need to.

He was targeting.

The barrel shifted. Micro-adjustments. Precision.

Then a sound.

A whine—high-pitched, climbing like a jet engine spooling.

The capacitor banks.

White vapor vented from the cooling system—liquid nitrogen turning to gas in the frozen air. The coils along the barrel began to glow. Faint at first. Then brighter. A blue-white that hurt to look at.

The weapon was charging.

Oksana’s hand found the Sig. Drew it. Her fingers barely felt the grip. Could barely curl around it. But she held on.

She had to stand.

She watched Toko adjust something else. The barrel shifted again.

The capacitor whine climbed.

“How long?” Krupin called.

“Forty-five seconds,” Toko said.

Forty-five seconds.

Now or never.

She forced herself to her knees. Her legs shook. Her vision grayed.

She braced on the generator. Got one foot under her. Then the other.

The boat lurched on a swell, and she almost fell. Caught herself. Stayed upright through sheer will.

The coils glowed hotter. Vapor thickened. The whine sharpened until it stabbed at her eardrums.

Toko tapped a final command.

“Target acquired.”

Now.

She stepped out from behind the generator.

Her legs buckled, but she locked her knees. Raised the Sig in both hands. The front sight wavered. Her arms shook uncontrollably.

“Step away from the weapon,” she said.

Her voice came out wrong—slurred, hypothermia curling the edges of every syllable.

But they heard her.

Toko froze. One hand on the tablet. Perfectly still. One second. Two.

Then he turned his head. Looked at her over his shoulder.

No shock. No surprise. Just calculation.

Then recognition.

His eyes widened. Barely. Enough.

“You,” he breathed in Russian. Then, in English: “The girl from the house.”

His gaze tracked down her arms. Her fingers. Her soaked clothing. The shaking.

Something shifted in his expression.

Perhaps it was respect.

“You’re freezing,” he said.

“Step. Away.”

He raised his hands slowly. Stood. Turned fully toward her.

At the helm, Krupin spun. Eyes wide. Exhausted. Terrified.

“How?” he said in Russian. “How did you⁠—”

Toko cut him off with a gesture.

“I should have killed you when I had the chance,” he said, still watching her.

“I said step away.”

“I left you alive.” His eyes swept over her—the wet hair, the frozen clothes, the trembling limbs. “Mercy. That was my mistake.”

He shook his head, almost ruefully.

“Someone trained you well, kotik.”

Kitten. He’d called her that before.

“Stop talking,” she said.

“You got in that water,” he said, ignoring the gun, ignoring her shaking hand. “You’re dying. Ten minutes, maybe less. You can’t even hold your arm steady.”

The capacitor whine rose again. The coils brightened. The targeting tablet lit up—its green indicator pulsing.

The weapon was ready to fire.

Toko lunged for the tablet.

She fired.

The Sig kicked wildly—jerking up and right, the muzzle flash blinding. She didn’t know if she hit him, didn’t find out, because in the same instant, Krupin launched himself at her.

She pivoted, fired again. The round caught him in the left shoulder—she saw the impact, saw him spin—but his momentum carried him straight into her.

Two hundred pounds of muscle and panic slammed her backward.

They crashed onto the deck, her back hitting metal. Pain detonated behind her ribs.

And the Sig skittered across the deck, out of reach.

Before she could react, Krupin’s hand locked around her throat.

She tried to fight him off, but her muscles were slow, unresponsive.

His fingers tightened. Squeezed.

She couldn’t breathe.

She clawed at his hands, but her frozen fingers slid uselessly.

Blood from his shoulder wound dripped onto her face—hot, shocking.

And behind him, Toko didn’t even bother to watch.

He’d already turned back to the Dissonant, completing the mission.

No, she thought. No no no⁠—

She drove her knee upward. Hit something soft. Krupin grunted but didn’t release. His grip tightened.

Her lungs burned. Her vision tunneled to a pinpoint.

She was going to die.

The realization arrived cold and crystalline.

She was going to die, and Toko was going to fire that terrible weapon again and again until everyone in that room was dead along with her.

Unless—

She stopped struggling. Willed her body to go slack. Limp. Eyes rolling back.

Krupin’s grip loosened. A fraction of a second. A single moment of uncertainty.

She exploded upward.

Headbutt. Full force. Straight into his face. She felt the cartilage crunch. Hot blood sprayed across her skin.

Krupin screamed. His hands flew from her throat.

She twisted free, rolled aside, gasping.

The Sig. Where?

There—five feet away. Halfway between her and the Dissonant.

She crawled toward it, her body shutting down faster than she could fight it. Her limbs felt distant. Dreamlike.

Above her, Toko was still focused on the weapon.

Why hadn’t he turned? Why hadn’t he stopped her?

Physics answered.

There was no sound. Only a vibration—deep, subsonic. Oksana felt it in her bones. The water ahead of the bow shivered, as if someone had dragged a glass-cutter over it. A straight line that distorted the air itself.

The Dissonant had fired.

An invisible projectile ripped through the world. A pulse followed—a shimmering distortion like heat over asphalt, only this was ice-cold and monstrous.

Catastrophic violence.

The recoil rocked the boat backward. Water sloshed over the gunwale. The Sig slid toward her—she snatched it in a shaking fist.

Next to her, Krupin clutched his face, blood spilling through his fingers.

She turned toward the distant shoreline.

A flash—bright enough that she flinched, eyes squeezed shut.

The hotel erupted outward, stone and glass exploding into the shimmering air.

Then nothing.

No smoke.

No debris.

Not even dust.

Just a horrifying silence.

She knew what it meant. Everyone in that room⁠—

world leaders,

the President—gone.

She had failed.

And before the thought had fully formed, the capacitor banks began to whine again.

Recharging for a second shot.

She raised the Sig.

Her finger curled on the trigger.

And her mother’s voice came one last time:

Make them pay, Ksyusha.
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Doerr backed away from Window 3 like a man abandoning the condemned.

On his screen, Morozov’s text taunted him:

***

Enjoy the show.

***

Seconds now until the world ended.

Westfahl had taken up position with the rest of the principals, receiving last-minute changes to his speech. Pemberton watched him closely. Hoffman whispered something to his foreign minister. The other heads of state clustered near.

A minute to go.

Maybe less.

Doerr stepped backward and collided with a waiter carrying coffee. The tray went over. Porcelain shattered across the marble. Hot liquid splashed across the floor.

Westfahl stopped mid-sentence and looked over with that presidential air of irritation he’d perfected since the election.

Doerr didn’t apologize. He just turned and shoved past the French delegation.

“Monsieur—” someone protested.

He needed distance. Needed to be anywhere but there.

“Excuse me,” a woman snapped as he pushed past her—one of the Canadian aides, her offense unmistakable.

Doerr kept moving, forcing his way through diplomatic clusters, muttering something about operational updates. Putting as much distance between himself and those floor-to-ceiling windows as physically possible.

He only stopped when he reached the far wall—by which time the Grand Salon had gone silent. He’d made a scene. Hundreds of faces had turned toward him. The silence was absolute.

Pemberton froze mid-gesture, pearls suspended in her hand. She stared at him as if witnessing a public breakdown. Her foreign secretary wore the same expression—neutral on the surface, alarm underneath.

Hoffman held his wire-rim glasses in one hand, trying to determine whether this was a security threat or a medical emergency. Dubois watched with narrowed eyes, already calculating how to use the moment politically.

Doerr glanced toward the American contingent.

He’d already lost Hawke; the man’s hand hovered near his weapon.

Even Chuck Austin had stepped between Doerr and the President—three tours in Iraq had taught him what panic looked like.

Poynter had gone perfectly still, his silence somehow more dangerous than motion.

Holman lowered her tablet, decades of prosecutorial instinct reading the guilt all over his face.

And Sinclair, never one for subtlety, called across the room:

“What the hell is wrong with you?”

At the center of everything: President Westfahl.

Not angry. Concerned. Thoughtful. Gears turning behind his eyes, pieces clicking into place.

“Dominic?” he said, voice carrying across the room. “Is everything all right?”

The trap had closed.

The clock behind the stage read 7:58 a.m.

It didn’t show seconds.

Less than two minutes.

Doerr wanted to run. Bolt for the corridor.

But Kessler stood at the door—professional, immovable.

So Doerr stayed where he was, watching the moment stretch into slow motion.

Outside, a cloud slid across the sun, and the golden light bathing the room vanished.

Simultaneously—as if by shared instinct—every person in the Grand Salon sensed something was wrong.

Something shivered through Doerr.

Seconds crawled. The room hovered on the cusp of panic. They were about to stampede.

Kessler began striding toward him, long, deliberate steps.

Doerr’s eyes snapped back to the President, still by the window, still surrounded by everyone who mattered.

“Mr. President!” Doerr cried—too loud, too sharp.

Westfahl stared at him. But he already knew. Already saw the pieces.

“Get away from the windows! Everyone—move back from⁠—”

Kessler materialized beside him.

“We need to get away from the windows,” Doerr said. “We need to evacuate this room. Right now.”

The spell broke.

People started to panic.

Kessler turned and sprinted for the President.

“Run!” Doerr shouted.

Westfahl’s expression shifted—not fear.

Understanding.

And as the room erupted—diplomats crushing toward the exits, Secret Service converging on the dais—Westfahl mouthed five words only Doerr saw:

Dominic, what have you done?

Doerr couldn’t answer.

The Dissonant did.

The window—one second, floor-to-ceiling glass; the next, an eruption of microscopic diamonds catching the faint morning light.

No one saw it.

It happened too fast.

The sound arrived simultaneously. Not a gunshot. Not an explosion. Something deeper—the same subsonic terror Doerr had witnessed in California.

A shimmer tore through the air, like heat distortion.

President Westfahl ceased to exist.

No blood spray. No collapse. No body.

Just absence.

Matter becoming space.

Hawke vanished beside him.

Then the rest of the NSC principals, all erased in the same microsecond—Chuck, Poynter, Holman, Sinclair.

Gone.

The foreign leadership died with them—Pemberton, Hoffman, Dubois, Pelletier, and dozens more. The Western alliance. The American century. NATO’s collective defense, forged in the ashes of World War II. The postwar order that had kept the peace for all of living memory—eighty years.

Reduced to plasma.

The Grand Salon collapsed into chaos.

Marble fragments whipped through the air like shrapnel. Glass shards became projectiles. The subsonic vibration shattered chandeliers. Everything outside the immediate blast sphere dissolved into a storm of particulate death.

Doerr tasted copper. Smelled ozone, cordite, and something worse—cooked flesh.

Blood hit his face.

Glass embedded in his cheek, his hands, his suit jacket.

And in some distant corner of his mind—the part that had witnessed Wu’s test, that knew exactly what this weapon could do—Doerr understood what he’d always known:

The Dissonant held six rounds.

Five more were incoming.

Toko would fire until there was no one left to kill.

Including him.
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Oksana aimed at Toko’s spine and pulled the trigger.

The Sig kicked in her frozen hands. The round caught him in the side, spinning him away from the targeting console. He staggered, steadied himself on the weapon’s mount, blood already spreading through his coat.

She’d missed center mass. The round punched through his oblique and exited clean. Non-fatal.

He turned slowly to face her, something flickering in his eyes. Not fear. Not even surprise.

“You should be dead, little kotik,” he said, pressing a hand to the wound.

Blood seeped through his fingers, but he didn’t seem concerned.

She held the Sig steady, finger on the trigger, but her hands shook. Her vision was dimming.

Behind him, the capacitor banks whined, recharging.

She had to stop it.

Movement in her peripheral vision.

Krupin, staggering toward her.

Badly wounded—shoulder pouring blood, nose broken—but desperation had a way of making men move.

She tried to swing the Sig toward him, but he lunged.

His good hand clamped the slide just as she fired.

The shot went wild, the report deafening. The mechanism jammed—his grip stopped the slide from cycling.

They crashed together, grappling for the weapon.

She drove her knee into his broken nose.

He howled. His grip faltered.

She ripped the Sig free, jammed it under his chin, and pulled the trigger.

The round punched through his skull and exited in a spray of red.

His body collapsed on top of her, blood and brain matter hot against her frozen skin.

She shoved him off and turned.

Toko was already back at the console. Both hands worked with brutal efficiency—his wound ignored, his focus absolute.

Mission first. Always mission first.

The capacitor whine climbed toward peak frequency.

She raised the Sig and aimed at his head.

The movement made him turn.

Surprise spread across his face.

He’d expected Krupin. Not her—standing, shaking, aiming at him.

For one microsecond, fear flickered across his face.

He’d miscalculated.

He’d fucked up.

She pulled the trigger.

Click.

Nothing.

No recoil. No report.

She pulled again.

Another click. The firing pin was seized.

Understanding passed over his face. Then he laughed—low, genuine, dark.

He turned back to the console as if she were already dead.

His hands slid into place: one entering coordinates, the other on the firing key.

She dropped the useless Sig and lunged at him, stumbling forward.

Ten feet of deck. Her legs barely working.

She slammed into him, shoulder driving into his wounded side.

He cried out—the bullet tear widening—his hands slipping from the console.

The targeting screen flashed red.

They went down together, crashing against the equipment crates.

Oksana scrambled up first, gasping.

Her mother’s voice rose inside her, fierce and unforgiving: Make them pay.

She looked around wildly. No ammunition. No weapons.

Then—Krupin’s backup Glock, still holstered on his cooling corpse.

She dove for it, tearing it free with numb fingers.

Toko watched helplessly, something shifting in his expression.

She pointed the gun at him. For a moment, he said nothing. Then a faint smile crept across his face.

“Do it,” he said softly in Russian.

In the boat’s polished chrome, she caught her own reflection—and for an instant her mother stared back. Anastasia. Those sapphire eyes that had seen too much, forgiven too little, died too young.

Was she already on that path?

And if she was—was it worth it?

“What have you just done?” she rasped.

She nodded at the distant shoreline. “The weapon. The hotel. How many casualties?”

“Enough,” he said, blood slicking his fingers. “The main stage. Everyone who mattered.”

She nodded, trying to read his face.

Nothing.

Then he said something that tore her world open:

“Moscow, 2003. Gorky Park. I could have killed you both.”

At first, the words meant nothing—a dying man stalling for time.

Then his eyes went distant, reaching back more than twenty years.

“Two in the morning. Eighteen below. A little girl in a red snowsuit holding out a wooden horse.”

And memory slammed into her—violent, total.

Everything stopped.

The boat disappeared.

The cold disappeared.

The Glock in her hand ceased to exist.

And from the deepest vault of her childhood—a place she’d locked forever—everything came flooding back:

Snow under streetlights.

Her mother’s hand crushing hers.

Running. Always running.

The frozen pond.

Her mother on the ground.

A man’s knee on her chest.

And Oksana—three years old—holding out the wooden horse with the red mane.

Not to beg.

Not to barter.

But because she believed, with the absolute logic of a child, that if she showed him something precious, he would understand.

He would see.

He would let them go.

And he had.

The man stood up, stepped back, and let them slip away into the Moscow night.

And now she knew.

“You,” she whispered.

“That’s two you owe me for,” he said.

“Two?”

“Even then, you thought you could fix the world.”

She gave a small, involuntary nod.

“Three, if you count your mother.”

“If I count my mother,” she echoed.

He lifted three fingers.

“They broke these,” he said. “For letting you go. Twelve hours in the Lubyanka basement. I never screamed. But I thought about you. That little kotik in the red snowsuit.”

“Why?” she asked. “You killed so many others.”

He didn’t deny it.

“So many,” he murmured. “Waitresses. Cab drivers. Women whose names I never learned.”

His voice was flat. Hollow.

“Women I killed solely for the feeling I got when the life left them.”

“So why spare us?”

“I am what I am, kotik.”

Blood pooled beneath him.

“It doesn’t make sense,” she whispered.

“No,” he said. “I don’t suppose it does.”

He shifted, his hand moving toward his breast pocket.

She raised the Glock instantly.

“Easy,” he said, drawing something out slowly—a photograph. “Sometimes, when I look at her, I see you.”

She hesitated. The photo was of a little girl. His daughter.

“Sometimes I call her my little kotik.”

The child was the same age Oksana had been.

She stared at the photograph in his blood-slicked hand. This monster who murdered women for pleasure. Who had just killed dozens, maybe hundreds.

And yet⁠—

He’d spared her.

Why?

The question gnawed at her.

She wanted to believe some faint light in him had recognized the light in a little girl.

But a darker thought pulsed beneath it.

What if it wasn’t innocence he’d seen?

What if it was something else entirely?

She remembered the way he’d looked at her at Elaine’s house. That small nod. The professional courtesy.

One predator acknowledging another.

What if that was what he’d seen in Moscow?

Not a child with a toy horse—but the same coldness. The same capacity for violence. The same darkness that lived in him, coiled and waiting.

What if that was why he’d let her live?

The thought was horrifying.

But worse—convincing.

She thought of everything she’d done in the last four days. The violence that had come so easily. Her first kill. Would it haunt her the way it should? She’d felt nothing when she executed Krupin. His blood was still on her face—bits of brain, of bone—and she had simply moved on.

Her mother had been a killer. A honeytrap. And she had bred that same instinct, that paranoia, that animal will to survive, deep into Oksana’s core.

Had Anastasia seen the same thing Toko had—not innocence to be protected, but potential to be cultivated?

The Glock was steady now. The cold no longer mattered.

“Your daughter,” she said quietly.

He looked up.

“Does she know what you are?”

Pain crossed his face. The first real emotion.

“She’s three.”

“But does she know?” Oksana pressed.

He looked at her, and she knew he understood. Coming from her—the three-year-old in the snowsuit who had known, in her own way, exactly what her mother was.

He shook his head. Not denial. Refusal.

“Will she remember you?”

The same small shake.

“Who knows?”

“I’m sorry,” Oksana said.

She didn’t know for whom. Or for what.

Toko nodded.

“This is how it was always going to end. I knew it the moment I let you go.” A faint smile. “Karma. Even killers believe in karma.”

He met her eyes. No fear. No plea.

She raised the Glock and aimed at his chest.

Her mother’s words, one last time: Make them pay.

Except now she heard them in her own voice.

She fired.

The round hit him square in the chest, driving him back against the railing.

The photograph slipped from his hand and turned once in the air—like a bird shot from the sky—before drifting to Oksana’s feet.

Toko looked down at the wound, then up at her.

Still no fear.

“Make it clean,” he said softly.

She bent and picked up the photograph. Dark hair. Brown eyes. The girl looked nothing like Oksana.

And somehow—everything like her.

She raised the Glock and aimed between his eyes.

He didn’t shut his eyes. Didn’t flinch. Just watched her with something like understanding.

The man who had looked at her as a child and seen—what?

His own reflection?

She already knew.

And it changed nothing.

The next shot was quieter somehow. Final.

His head snapped back. A mist of blood hung in the air.

Then his body collapsed, as if it had never held life at all.

Oksana stood over him for a long moment.

She waited for something—triumph, relief, horror.

Nothing came.

Just the cold.

Just the silence.

Just the weight of what she’d done and what she’d become.

A father and daughter, separated by death.

Just like her and Anastasia.

The symmetry was complete.

She slipped the photograph into her pocket, and in that silence she understood she would carry this moment—not as victory, not as vengeance, but as proof.

He’d been right about her.
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Doerr woke to agony.

A high-pitched ringing in his ears. Endless. Like a scream trapped behind his skull.

He was on the floor, the century-old marble cold against his face. Dust and grit and shards of glass were embedded in his palms, his cheeks, his mouth. Something warm trickled down his neck.

He tried to move. His body didn’t respond. His limbs felt heavy, disconnected.

The ringing wouldn’t stop.

He opened his eyes. Everything burned. He rubbed them, but it only made it worse. The room tilted, swam, refused to hold still. Concussion, probably. Or shock. Or both.

Gradually—through a haze of smoke and particulate hanging in the air like fog—the Grand Salon came into focus.

Ten minutes ago, this hall had been democracy in session.

Now it was an abattoir.

Near the dais, where the leaders had gathered by the windows, there was nothing. A void. No bodies. No blood. No floor. The marble itself had been vaporized, leaving a raw crater that opened straight down to the frozen earth beneath. The windows were gone. The wall was gone. Only a jagged wound in the building remained, open to the cold gray sky.

Through it, January wind howled off the St. Lawrence, carrying smoke, ash, and the chemical stench of something burnt.

The carnage began at the crater’s edge—a severed hand, a leg still in its tailored trousers, the scattered remains of aides and security who’d stood just far enough back to die in chaos instead of vanish in the Dissonant’s pulse.

Doerr was at the far wall. Among the living.

He shoved aside the medic tending his wounds—he’d barely registered she was there—and tried to stand.

He made it to his knees before his stomach rebelled. He vomited onto the marble—shock, inner ear damage, guilt; he didn’t know. It didn’t matter.

And then, as if surfacing from a dream, he began to take in the chaos.

Behind him, someone was screaming. Short, rhythmic bursts. Hyperventilating.

He pushed to his feet. The room tilted again. He steadied himself.

Glass crunched under his shoes.

Emergency crews spilled in through the smoke. Secret Service agents dragged survivors toward the exits, their training barely holding against what they’d just witnessed. To his right, a young paramedic sobbed as she picked up severed body parts. Nearby, a Canadian military officer screamed into his radio for more body bags.

And bodies.

Everywhere, there were bodies.

Doerr recognized one. The Canadian aide who’d snapped at him when he shoved past her just minutes ago. So young. So recently full of life. Now she was a corpse, everything below her ribs simply gone.

Kessler emerged through the smoke. His left arm had been hastily bandaged by paramedics, but blood soaked through it as if he’d come straight from a Civil War field hospital.

Yet his eyes were alert. Focused.

“Sir,” he said.

Doerr turned. The word penetrated the ringing. Sir. There was no one else it could be directed to but him.

“We need to get you to the command center,” Kessler said. “The President is—” He stopped. Swallowed. “You’re the ranking official on site.”

The words stopped him cold.

Ranking official.

Doerr looked around the Grand Salon—to the space where Westfahl had stood, surrounded by the world’s most powerful leaders and every NSC principal. There was nothing left of them. Nothing. They were all gone.

NATO’s very command structure, fully decapitated.

He closed his eyes. Opened them.

He was the top man still breathing.

The thought arrived with stunning clarity. It was impossible.

And yet—here it was.

Everything Morozov had said—everything he’d promised—had come to pass.

Kessler gestured toward the exits. “Sir, we really need to move.”

Doerr nodded, though the words barely registered.

They walked through the carnage. Past survivors being pulled from rubble. Past a Secret Service agent carrying someone’s arm. Past an aide clutching a tablet with shaking hands, tears streaming down her face.

He stumbled over something and looked down. Legs. He followed them to a face he recognized.

Vasquez. One of Kaine’s men. Slumped against a column, eyes open, chest caved in by shrapnel. Still wearing his earpiece. Still waiting for orders that would never come.

Doerr bent over and retched again.

Kessler barely let him finish before urging him on.

They passed a Canadian Forces captain near the security checkpoint. The man’s face was pale but composed. He stepped aside.

But his eyes locked on Doerr’s for three long seconds.

Recognition.

Then something worse.

Suspicion.

Doerr’s chest tightened. He’d seen this officer earlier—standing by the doors when Doerr collided with the waiter, when he shoved past the French delegation, when he retreated to the far wall while the whole room watched.

People had seen that reaction.

They’d seen how he’d acted.

Someone would ask questions.

Someone would doubt his version of events.

The thought planted itself like a seed.

Kessler guided him through corridors he didn’t remember, past windows overlooking the St. Lawrence—unchanged, indifferent. Down a flight of stairs. Into a basement staging area built decades ago for different times, different wars.

The place looked like a museum retrofitted for modern conflict. Heavy wooden desks from the 1940s, built to survive Axis bombing raids. Cork bulletin boards that had once tracked German U-boats in the North Atlantic. Rotary phones still mounted beside their fiber-optic replacements.

The newer infrastructure had been layered in over decades: banks of flat-screens showing news feeds—CNN, BBC, Al Jazeera. Fiber-optic cables zip-tied along crown molding. A secure comms station wedged between filing cabinets that predated the Cold War.

Doerr looked at the screens, each one broadcasting the same horrifying images.

The Grand Salon. Before and after.

His weapon.

His massacre.

His doing.

“Give me a moment,” he said, voice hoarse.

Kessler nodded. “Command center’s through that door. Deputy Prime Minister’s coordinating. I’ll tell her you’re here.”

Doerr spotted a bathroom just before the entrance. He stumbled inside, locked the door, and collapsed over the toilet.

The vomiting came again. Everything—bile, coffee, Xanax—forced up.

He stayed on his knees, shaking. The ringing in his ears wouldn’t stop. His hands were slick with blood that wouldn’t wash off.

How many people had died?

And how many more would follow?

There were only two paths now.

He gripped the bowl until his knuckles whitened.

He could end this. Right now. Walk out and confess everything. Resonant. The prototype. Wu. Rutherford. Morozov.

It would destroy him. Treason charges. Supermax if he was lucky. More likely a bullet in the head—from Moscow or Langley; it hardly mattered.

And it would be the truth.

It would let him stop being the thing he’d become.

For a long moment, the possibility hung there—shimmering, almost beautiful. Redemption. Not forgiveness, never that. But honesty. Truth.

What was it his father used to say? “The measure of a man isn’t the mistakes he makes. It’s whether he owns them.”

He’d never owned anything in his life. Not really.

Maybe now⁠—

But even as the thought formed, he felt it slipping away. The old calculations reasserting themselves. The instinct that had gotten him this far: survival—and the darker thing beneath it. Lust for power.

Would confession even matter?

The calls for war were already rising in every capital from London to Tokyo. Events had their own momentum now. The truth wouldn’t stop any of it. It would only add his corpse to the pile.

And if war was coming, who better to steer through it than him?

The man who understood what they were up against.

He couldn’t destroy himself for nothing. Not now. Not when so much was at stake. When so many relied on him.

Coward, something whispered.

He knew it was true.

He splashed water on his face and met his reflection in the mirror.

Blood on his forehead. Glass cuts across his cheeks. Pupils blown wide from shock.

He didn’t look like a monster.

He looked like a victim. A survivor. The man who’d tried to warn them.

The lie stood there in the glass, waiting for him. Ready. Easy.

He thought of his father again—what the old man would say if he could see him now, standing at this crossroads.

But his father was dead.

And there was no one left to disappoint.

He made his choice.

Or rather, acknowledged it—admitted what he already was. What he’d always been beneath the titles and ambition and self-justification.

A man who, when it mattered most, chose power over any flimsy concept of morality. Because what greater morality was there than power?

Power to keep his country safe.

To fight back.

To bring the battle to Chichikov.

When he returned to the command center, Deputy Prime Minister Fontaine stood in the middle of the room, phone pressed to her ear. She ended the call the moment she saw him.

“Director Doerr,” she said—no preamble. “We’re establishing protocols now. Your Vice President is airborne. The Secretary of State is in Brussels, being moved to a NATO facility. We need to coordinate the response.”

Response.

As if there were a playbook for this.

Kessler stood nearby, waiting.

Doerr stepped closer, voice low. “Kessler, I tried to warn them. You heard me, right?”

Kessler’s face stayed utterly still. “Yes, sir. We all heard you.”

Doerr nodded.

He’d been told something long ago—something he was only now coming to understand: that lies worked because people needed them to work.

And what the people needed now was for something to rise from all this carnage.

A phoenix.

A leader.

A hero.

He pulled out his phone.

Nothing. No message. No call.

He checked the encrypted channels. Tried the backup protocols they’d established.

Silence.

Morozov should have contacted him by now—instructions, next steps, reassurance. The attack had succeeded. Doerr was exactly where he was supposed to be: the ranking survivor. The hero.

But there was nothing.

In those now-infamous words from 1989: Moscow was silent.

He was alone.

And if he knew anything, it was that the only way out of this was through.

Fontaine was watching him. Waiting. So were the others—the shaken, ash-covered remnants of a dozen governments.

“Unprecedented,” Doerr said, his voice steadier than he felt. “Some kind of—” He gestured vaguely. “Directed-energy weapon. We had intelligence. Confirmation came in seconds before the strike.”

Once he began, the lies flowed effortlessly.

“I tried,” he said. “Shouted for everyone to move back. But it was—” His voice cracked, grief worn like a mask. “Too late.”

Beside him, Kessler nodded, sealing the story.

Fontaine didn’t blink. “We need to brief the media. They’re already speculating. We must control the narrative before panic sets in.”

Doerr looked up at the screens: markets crashing, London suspended, Tokyo in freefall, New York bracing for impact.

And Moscow was watching.

Beijing.

Tehran.

Predators circling weakness.

On one monitor, he caught his own reflection—blood-smeared, dazed, hollowed out.

CNN would run that image for days.

And something clicked.

He controlled this now.

Not the Vice President.

Not Washington.

Not Morozov.

Doerr.

The cameras made him real. Made him necessary. Made him powerful.

The intoxication was immediate.

Then another realization hit—sharp and sudden:

He wasn’t supposed to be standing here either.

He looked at the crater. One round. A single slug. And it had vaporized everything within twenty meters—not ten. He’d seen the Abrams test, but he’d never done the math on what that kind of energy meant inside a confined structure.

Moscow had.

They’d calculated the blast radius to the inch.

And if they’d gotten off the shots they’d intended—there would have been nothing left of him. He’d have been atomized with the rest of them.

There was no safe zone. Not from multiple impacts.

They’d meant to kill him.

Not as collateral—as part of the target package.

To Morozov, to Chichikov, to all of them—he was as expendable as Rutherford. A tool to be used and discarded. A useful idiot who’d done the recon for his own execution.

Except the idiot was still alive.

Necessary.

Ascendant.

Standing at the center of everything.

The epicenter.

Ground zero.

Where was Morozov? Six hundred miles away, watching this unfold on television.

Within hours, it would be Doerr who became the face of American resolve.

And once that happened, the rest would be unstoppable.

What could some FSB middleman do then?

“I’ll brief the media,” Doerr said.

Fontaine nodded. “We’re setting up a press area now. We’re all with you, Mr. Doerr. Whatever you need. Whatever comes next.”

Some of the others nodded.

Whatever comes next, Doerr thought.

War.

That was what came next.

Kessler touched his arm. “And you should clean up. The blood⁠—”

“No,” Doerr said, touching his face. “Let them see it.”
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Morozov sat in his office, smoking a fat Cuban before nine in the morning, watching democracy die on a dozen screens.

CNN. BBC. Al Jazeera. Fox. All showing the same images—a thick plume of smoke rising from the shattered debris of the Grand Salon at the Fairmont Le Manoir Richelieu.

Footage from moments earlier showed NATO’s leadership assembled beneath gilded chandeliers, basking in sunlight, shaking hands, smiling for cameras, slapping each other on the back like old fraternity brothers.

Now: ambulances. Helicopters. Body bags. Chaos.

A masterpiece.

His masterpiece.

The pinnacle of all that toil, struggle, and humiliation.

He allowed himself a small smile—the first genuine one in years. Perhaps ever. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt anything like this: pride, vindication, the sweet, intoxicating certainty that he had finally, finally won.

Forty years.

A lifetime of chasing Roman Adler’s shadow. Of failure, bitter loss, excruciating near-misses.

Berlin, 1989—when Adler slipped through his fingers, and the rezidentura whispered that Morozov’s career was bleeding out before it had even begun.

Warsaw, 1991—when the asset he’d cultivated for three years turned out to be an Adler cutout, making him a running joke from Moscow to Minsk.

Budapest, 1993—the honeytrap that got so far inside his head they recalled him to the Forest, where his career really was supposed to die.

Decades of humiliation followed. Being called “Moron-ov” behind his back. Watching lesser men get promoted over him. Enduring the pitying looks from colleagues who remembered when he’d had potential. Whispered jokes at embassy functions, in hallways, in reports he wasn’t meant to see.

Four decades of being the punchline.

And now—this.

Roman Adler, in the basement beneath this very building, blood trickling from his ears as the dissonant frequency destroyed him from the inside out. The great Roman Adler, the legend, reduced to a bleeding, broken thing in a concrete cell.

But it didn’t stop there.

That was just the cherry.

The real victory, the thing that would get him talked about on the top floor—the thing that would finally force those cretins in the inner sanctum to acknowledge his existence—was this:

The American President was dead.

It was almost unbelievable.

The entire National Security Council—vaporized.

NATO’s command structure—decapitated.

The Western alliance—shattered.

All in a single strike.

His strike.

This wasn’t an operation. It was Pearl Harbor. It was 9/11. It was a moment that would divide history into before and after.

And Vasily Morozov had made it happen.

The Kremlin rewarded results—and this was a result unlike anything they’d seen before.

Hero of the Russian Federation wasn’t out of the question, even if awarded in secret.

A Black Sea dacha, perhaps.

Even a seat at the big boys’ table, in the room with Chichikov himself.

After so long in the cold, the thought made him physically quiver.

Let someone call him Moron-ov now.

The door opened without a knock.

“Your tea,” Nadia said, setting the cup on his desk.

He watched her move—lithe, like a ballerina—then turn to go.

“Stay,” he said, sucking on the cigar with affected panache, the way the big shots did. “I want you to see this.”

On the center screen, Dominic Doerr approached a podium. Blood streaked his face. Glass cuts marked his cheeks. The perfect image of a traumatized survivor.

The cameras loved him.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Doerr began, his voice steady despite the blood, “minutes ago, the Grand Salon of the NATO summit was attacked using an advanced weapon of unknown origin.”

The puppet, performing exactly as scripted.

Doerr paused, letting the weight of it settle.

“President Westfahl is dead. The British Prime Minister. The German Chancellor. The French President. The Canadian Prime Minister.”

Each name landed like a hammer blow. Cameras flashed like strobe lights.

“All dead.”

Morozov’s smile broadened. He would remember this moment forever—the angle of the morning light, the steam curling off his tea, Nadia leaning toward the screen, blouse hanging just so.

“This was a deliberate attack,” Doerr continued, “of that there can be no doubt.”

Beautiful. Every word perfectly rehearsed. Soon, he’d be blaming some domestic terrorist organization—turning American against American.

And Morozov would be the architect of what would eventually spark a second American civil war. Doerr, the puppet, firing the opening shot.

“I tried to warn them,” Doerr continued, his voice cracking with impeccable timing. “At the last second, as the intel came in—but it was too late.” He shook his head.

Morozov glanced at Nadia. Her eyes were glued to the screen. Her face had gone pale.

“Magnificent, isn’t it?” he said. “They’ll talk about it for a century. And they’ll remember who made it happen.”

She didn’t answer.

His phone rang. The special line. Moscow.

The call he’d been waiting for—the congratulations.

He answered, already forming his response.

“Morozov, you fucking idiot, what the hell happened?”

Leonid Zubarev. His superior at the Forest. The one man who could ruin this moment.

Morozov’s smile froze. “I just executed the greatest attack in modern history,” he said evenly. “NATO’s command structure decapitated, the American President dead⁠—”

“You executed it?” Zubarev’s voice could strip paint. “You stupid, arrogant prick. Toko. Krupin. The weapon. Those were mine.”

“Of course,” Morozov said. “A team effort.”

“My effort, you fuck.”

He swallowed. “Your effort, sir. Naturally.”

“There were supposed to be six shots. Six rounds.”

Morozov’s mouth went dry. He checked the secure channels.

“One shot, sir.”

“I know there was one shot, fucktard. What happened to the others?”

“We always knew, with the forty-five second⁠—”

“You promised at least three. Probably four.”

“Sir, with respect⁠—”

“Look at that prick on the screen,” Zubarev snarled. “This is a fucking clusterfuck. Who do you think he’s going to pin this on?”

Morozov refreshed the comms again. Still nothing from Toko. Nothing from Krupin.

“I’ll find out immediately.”

“You’ll find out? It’s too fucking late now.”

“But what’s the problem⁠—”

“What’s the problem? Doerr was supposed to be dead,” Zubarev snapped. “That was the plan. Clean. No trail back to us. Instead, he’s about to launch a media blitz of epic proportions.”

On screen, Doerr fielded questions—composed, authoritative, presidential.

“I was told we were putting him in position⁠—”

“You were told what you needed to know. He’s a liability, Moron-ov. A direct trail to you. To all of us.”

“You don’t want him in the White House?”

Zubarev sounded on the verge of an aneurysm. “Top floor is debating it right now. Considering alternatives.”

“I can take care of him,” Morozov said, grasping now. “Toko’s on site—assuming he picks up his fucking phone. He’ll make it look like suicide. If Doerr’s a loose end⁠—”

“No.”

The word was final. Absolute.

“You’re done.”

“Done?”

“You sold Doerr on becoming President. That’s the current play.”

“If that’s the play, then I’ll handle him as planned. He’s my⁠—”

“He’s your nothing, you fucking simpleton. You think they’d trust you with controlling a U.S. President? You’re out of your mind.”

“Listen to me, Leonid. I’ve got leverage on this prick⁠—”

“Morozov, they’re debating whether it’s even possible. A President. This guy is going to be a Frankenstein. A monster who won’t stay on the leash. He’ll think he’s the real thing. Just watch.”

On screen, Doerr kept speaking.

Morozov’s eyes went from the screen to Nadia, who was still standing there, watching the broadcast—watching his humiliation.

“Get the fuck out,” he snapped.

She fled.

“Listen,” he said into the phone. “You have to sell this as an opportunity.”

“If I ever start to take advice from you,” Zubarev snapped, “do me a favor and shoot me.”

“The world is traumatized,” Morozov pressed. “America is leaderless—desperate. They’ll cling to whoever we give them.”

“If this guy reaches the White House⁠—”

“He will reach the White House,” Morozov said, almost gasping. “And I can hold the reins on him. I swear I can. He murdered a fucking whore in his hotel room⁠—”

“It doesn’t matter⁠—”

“He’ll be beholden to me, Leonid.”

Morozov checked his phone again—still nothing from Toko.

On screen, Doerr leaned forward, his voice hardening.

“Let there be no confusion,” Doerr said. “This was a Russian attack. Russia murdered our president. Russia destroyed our allies.”

Zubarev’s breathing changed.

Morozov felt the skin prickle on the back of his neck. His shirt was suddenly too tight. He pulled open a button.

“Russia will pay,” Doerr said, his bloodied face filling every feed. “I promise you that.”

Silence.

Then: “Fuck. That’s what I was talking about.”

“He’s selling the narrative,” Morozov said quickly. “That’s what we⁠—”

“You fucking fuck,” Zubarev spat. “I have to go explain this disaster.”

“Zubarev, wait⁠—”

“Oh, and one other thing,” Zubarev said. “You stay the fuck away from Adler. He’s off limits. That’s from the top.”

“Understood,” Morozov said.

“And Morozov? If this goes sideways—if we can’t rein Doerr back in—it’s both our heads.”

The line went dead.

Morozov set the phone down.

The Black Sea dacha evaporated.

So much for enjoying his moment of victory.

He tried Toko’s line again.

Nothing.

“Nadia!”

She appeared instantly.

“I want every Canadian asset reporting in. What happened on the ground? Why did Toko and Krupin stop firing? And where the hell are they?”

She nodded and left.

Morozov turned back to the screens. The press conference was ending. The DNI—no, the hero—walked away flanked by Canadian officials.

The blood on his face. The authority in his voice.

The transformation was already underway.

Morozov had created him. Given him this moment.

And he had to remind Doerr he could take it all away before the man became a monster he could no longer control.

He opened his liquor cabinet and poured himself three fingers of Stolichnaya.

On the wall, Stalin’s portrait watched him—those cold eyes that had overseen betrayals, defeats, purges, famines. And the quiet removal of men who had outlived their usefulness.

He raised his glass.

His hand trembled.

“To staying in the game,” he said.

He drank.

On the screens, Doerr’s face dominated every network. Every feed.

He poured another drink. Bigger.

His phone buzzed. Nadia.

“Canadian police found two bodies in the water. Coast Guard pulled them out twenty minutes ago.”

His pulse sharpened. “And?”

“Sakhalinsky and Krupin. Both shot.”

The glass nearly slipped. Liquid sloshed over his hand.

Morozov nodded slowly, cold settling into him.

Forty years he’d waited, and even now, he could feel everything slipping away.

He might have won a battle.

But the war was just beginning.
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Doerr stepped off the stage, cameras still clicking behind him.

Vultures, he thought. Every last one of them. Beaks extended, waiting to pick clean whatever flesh remained on the bones of democracy.

But they were his vultures now.

And he’d given them exactly what they wanted—a survivor, a hero, a face to paste over the carnage. They’d devoured it like starving animals. The flashbulbs, the shouted questions, the crush of bodies surging forward as he left the podium—and it hit him like electricity.

Adrenaline roared through him, bright and cold.

Power. Momentum.

He could feel it gathering around him like a rising tide.

Kessler fell in beside him, guiding him toward the corridor leading to the helipad. The bandage on his arm had soaked through again, but the man didn’t seem to notice.

“That was good, sir,” Kessler said quietly. “Exactly what they needed to hear.”

Doerr didn’t answer. His pulse was still hammering from the stage. The path was opening. Washington. Succession protocols. He could feel it, the machinery of government, lost in the wilderness, already beginning to tilt toward him.

And behind him, the shouting of journalists echoed down the corridor—some even calling his name, as if he might step back out for an encore.

He kept walking.

They passed through a security checkpoint into a smaller staging room. Canadian Forces personnel lined the walls, and Deputy Prime Minister Fontaine stood at the center, phone pressed to her ear, face gray with exhaustion.

She ended the call when she saw him.

“Director Doerr,” she said, her voice hollow. “That was… exactly what was needed. Unity. Resolve. The markets are stabilizing.”

Doerr allowed himself the smallest nod.

Inside, the adrenaline surged again.

They needed him. They all needed him.

And—he was beginning to feel—he could take anything.

Not like before. Not just money.

Anything.

“Good,” he said, but he wasn’t thinking about markets.

Fontaine hesitated. “There’s been some discussion about… next steps. NATO coordination. The alliance is in disarray—we need to establish a unified command structure, determine who speaks for⁠—”

“I’ll handle Washington,” Doerr said, and something in his tone made her step back.

Kessler moved to close the door, but a commotion erupted in the corridor. Shouting. The sound of a scuffle.

“Sir, we need to—” a Canadian sergeant began.

The door burst open.

Three reporters pushed through, cameras already rolling, microphones thrust forward like weapons. Behind them, the Canadian Forces captain—the one who’d locked eyes with Doerr in the Grand Salon—stood aside, making no effort to stop them.

Their eyes met.

The captain’s expression was cold. Deliberate.

He knows, Doerr thought. Or suspects.

“Director Doerr!” a reporter shouted. “CNN. Can you expand on your statements? We’re in uncharted territory. What happens now?”

Kessler moved to intercept, but Doerr raised a hand.

“Let them stay.”

Something shifted in his chest. A loosening. The performance he’d given on stage had been calculated, measured—exactly what the situation required. But these people, pushing past security, demanding more—they wanted truth. They wanted him.

And he would give it to them.

Why not?

He was untouchable now. The survivor. The voice of order in the chaos. Every network in the world was hanging on his words, and the men who might have stopped him were cooling on stretchers in the Grand Salon. Who was left to contradict him? Fontaine? Kessler? They were furniture. The world had just been handed to him, and all he had to do was reach out and take it.

“You want to know what happens now?” he said, stepping toward the cameras. His voice dropped to something almost intimate. “I’ll tell you what happens now. We face judgment.”

The reporters exchanged glances.

“Look at our enemies,” Doerr continued, the words coming faster now. “Chichikov rules Russia as the Tsars did—by divine right of strength. When dissenters challenge him, they fall like angels cast from heaven. The Chinese president commands a billion souls with the mandate of heaven itself.” His voice rose. “And today? Today God showed us which system He favors.”

Fontaine shifted uncomfortably. “Director Doerr, perhaps we should⁠—”

“All our leaders, dead,” Doerr said, ignoring her. “The trumpet has sounded. This is not politics—this is Revelation. The weak have been culled. The meek will not inherit the Earth. They will fertilize it.”

His voice had grown louder, the cameras tracking his every move, and something was building inside him—something he’d kept locked away for years.

“You want to know why this happened? I’ll tell you why. Because democracy is weak. It’s a flawed system. It’s a Tower of Babel. We tried to build a system that made all men equal, reaching upward with our votes and our rights and our committees.” His voice cracked with fervor. “And God has struck it down. Scattered us. Confused our tongues until we can’t even agree what a woman is, what a border means, what truth itself looks like!”

The younger reporter’s face had gone pale.

“Look at the signs!” Doerr shouted, rising to a crescendo. “The earthquakes. The floods. The fires. The plagues. And now this—God’s terrible swift sword cutting down the mighty in their pride!” He spread his arms wide, the dried blood on his shirt catching the light. “The seventh seal has been broken. The bowls of wrath are pouring out. This is the time of tribulation, and democracy cannot save you.”

“Director—” Kessler tried.

“Only strength can save you,” Doerr continued, unable to stop now. “Only fear. Only the willingness to become as terrible as our enemies. Chichikov understands this. Stalin understood it before him. They knew what Scripture said—that power comes from above, not below. Not from the mob. Not from votes. From the willingness to be God’s instrument.”

He stepped closer to the cameras, eyes blazing.

“I stood in that room when His judgment fell. I watched the mighty laid low. And I alone was spared.” He let the words hang. “Why? Because someone needs to shepherd the flock through the valley of the shadow. Someone needs to be the rod and the staff.”

The CNN reporter’s voice shook. “Are you saying you’re… chosen?”

“I’m saying democracy made you sheep,” Doerr said, his voice dropping. “And you don’t need a shepherd. You need a wolf. Only a wolf can protect you from other wolves.”

The room had gone completely silent.

“Russia has its Tsar,” Doerr continued. “China has its Emperor. America will have its Caesar. Or it will perish.”

Fontaine stepped forward, face ashen. “I think that’s quite enough⁠—”

“The old world ended this morning,” Doerr said, touching the blood on his shirt like a priest with holy water. “What rises from its ashes won’t be a democracy. It will be a kingdom. A necessary kingdom. And kingdoms need kings.”

The silence stretched.

Then: “Director Doerr, are you calling for the end of democratic government?”

Doerr smiled—a thin, cold thing.

“I’m calling for survival. History will sort out the rest.”

Kessler finally managed to pull him back, guiding him toward the rear exit. Behind them, the reporters erupted with questions—shouting words like “fascist” and “madman” and “dictator.” But Doerr didn’t care. He’d planted the seed.

In the corridor, Kessler’s face was carefully neutral.

“Sir. The helicopter.”

“I know.”

They moved past Canadian personnel who stared at him with something between horror and fascination. His phone buzzed. He pulled it out.

Morozov.

Finally.

The message was brief:

***

We need to talk. Now.

***

Doerr looked at it for a long moment, then deleted it without responding.

Let the Russian sweat. Let him realize that the monster he’d helped create no longer answered to anyone.

The helicopter waited on the pad—Canadian Forces, scrambled from Bagotville within the hour—rotors already spinning. Doerr climbed aboard, Kessler beside him.

As they lifted off, he looked down at the Fairmont—at the shattered Grand Salon, the emergency vehicles, the chaos he was leaving behind.

Below him, the old world smoldered.

Above him, nothing but sky.


82




Oksana couldn’t feel her hands on the throttle.

The boat’s engine coughed, sputtered, and died. She coaxed it back with frozen fingers that barely responded. The St. Lawrence stretched black ahead, morning mist turning everything into a dream.

Or a nightmare.

Five miles. That was as far as she’d managed before the cold became unbearable. Five miles from the hotel, from the bodies, from Toko and Krupin—heads blown open, floating facedown in the water.

Her first kills.

The thought should have meant something. Should have changed her. But all she felt was cold—the kind that went to the bone, that shut your body down piece by piece.

Through the mist, the shoreline took shape—trees, rocks, no houses.

Perfect.

She beached the boat hard, the hull scraping stone. The Dissonant still sat on the deck, inert but deadly. She left it where it lay. Evidence. Maybe the Canadians would trace it back to Resonant. Maybe they wouldn’t.

Her legs weren’t working right. Hypothermia did that. It slowed you, weakened you—killed you.

She staggered up the shore and into the trees. Canadian forest in January—deadly as the water. Silent but for her ragged breaths and the knee-deep snow she fought through.

She kept moving. Five minutes. Ten. Time grew strange, and she knew she was losing the fight. The body could only take so much.

She stumbled, dropped to her knees, and was on the verge of surrendering to the cold when—through the branches—a road. Highway 138, according to the sign, drifting in and out of focus. And there, abandoned at the shoulder, an old Ford pickup.

No driver. Just a truck sitting under a coat of snow.

She didn’t care why.

She reached the truck and gripped the door handle. It burned her palm—her nerves too numb to tell hot from cold.

She collapsed into the cab, her body a foreign thing that wouldn’t obey. The seat belt defeated her three times before she abandoned it. She didn’t need it. Wasn’t thinking clearly. Her fingers—swollen, split, barely functional—fumbled at the zipper of her soaked jacket. The fabric had frozen to her skin.

When she finally peeled it off, she felt pieces of herself tear away with it.

Violent shivering, she thought, teeth chattering hard enough to bite her tongue. Good sign. Core temp hadn’t hit the point of no return.

A worker’s thermos sat in the cup holder. Coffee. Black. Days old.

She tried to drink it, but the contents were frozen solid.

She was in trouble. She needed to act. Needed to think. Keep it together.

She looked around frantically, searching for anything that could warm her.

There.

Coveralls behind the seat. A wool blanket that smelled like motor oil. Work boots several sizes too big. Each item hurt to touch, hurt to put on—but she forced them on anyway.

Her body shook uncontrollably as she dressed, pale skin mottled purple and white.

Like something pulled from a morgue.

More frantic searching—under the seat, the floor mats, the visor.

There. Keys.

The engine turned over on the third try.

She blasted the heater to maximum.

The radio was already on—CBC News. The announcer’s voice remained steady despite the carnage he was describing.

***

—confirmed dead at the NATO summit. President Westfahl, British Prime Minister Victoria Pemberton⁠—

***

Oksana’s mind reeled.

Pemberton. NATO’s iron lady. The woman who’d survived two previous assassination attempts.

She shut her eyes. Listened. Felt consciousness slipping away.

***

—Director of National Intelligence Dominic Doerr, who survived the attack, is being hailed as a hero for trying to warn⁠—

***

Her eyes snapped open.

Hero?

Doerr?

***

—but the weapon fired before⁠—

***

She switched the radio off. Then back on. Needed to hear it. Needed to be sure.

***

—showing remarkable courage under fire, remaining calm despite being covered in blood from the⁠—

***

She shut her eyes, opened them again, glanced at the dashboard clock.

More than an hour had passed.

Time she wouldn’t get back.

But she was alive.

And the violent shivering had stopped—replaced by a bone-deep ache that meant her body had dragged itself back from the edge. Warm air filled the cab, and with it came thought. Will. The stubbornness her mother had coded into her DNA—the part of her that refused to die.

She leaned forward and looked at the sky. Helicopters, scanning, searching.

The radio was still playing.

***

—manhunt underway for one shooter, female, Caucasian⁠—

***

She switched it off.

They were looking for her. Of course they were.

The engine was still running, and she eased the truck onto the empty road, tires struggling through the snow.

Her instinct was to run deeper into the wilderness, but she knew that was a trap. The forest was vast, but they’d pin her to the handful of roads that cut through the trees.

The smart move was south: Quebec City, population, cover. Then, out of Canada entirely before the lockdown closed every exit.

She drove at the speed limit, the highway stretching ahead. As her fingers thawed, the pain was excruciating.

She welcomed it.

Every few minutes, she glanced at the rearview.

Her mother’s eyes stared back—not a memory, not an echo, but the exact same sapphires she’d looked into as a child.

She kept driving.

Now it was Toko’s face. Exhausted. Used up. A man who’d crossed every line there was.

All three of them had the same look—the look of someone who’d chosen survival over everything else.

Survival as the only morality.

The only true objective.

Killer’s eyes, all of them.

She passed only a handful of cars going the other way, and forty kilometers south, the truck died. Just stopped. The gas gauge read empty, though it had read empty the entire drive.

She coasted onto the shoulder, then wrestled the dead vehicle off the road and into the tree line. Branches scraped the paint as she shoved it far enough in that it couldn’t be seen from the highway. By the time anyone found it, she’d be long gone.

And then—nothing to do but walk.

She pushed on, following the highway south, scanning for anything—a town, a gas station, another vehicle to steal. The forest stretched endlessly on both sides. Pines, heavy with snow. No houses. No cell towers. Just her, the wilderness, and Toko’s dried blood still under her fingernails.

He kept coming back to her.

A monster.

A father.

A man who’d spared her and her mother and paid for it.

She’d put a bullet in his brain.

She kept walking. The cold was winning again. Her body wanted to give up. Wanted to rest. Just for a minute. Just⁠—

No.

Through the trees—something. A structure.

She pushed on, down a driveway that hadn’t been cleared in weeks, ducking under branches sagging beneath the snow.

A cabin. Old and weathered. Smoke stains around a stone chimney. A padlock hung on the door, rusted through.

One kick, and she was inside.

It was dark, smelling of old smoke and older wood. A stone fireplace. Canned goods on a sagging shelf. Blankets in a trunk that might have been there for decades.

She piled dry wood into the fireplace, struck a match, coaxed the flame until it caught, then collapsed in front of it.

Her body was done.

Somewhere in Harlem, Baldwin was closing up the diner. He’d never know what happened to her. Just another person who disappeared.

She lay there and waited for sleep to take her.

But it didn’t.

She reached into her pocket.

She’d taken it without thinking—the photograph.

Three years old. Dark hair. Smiling at whoever held the camera.

Another child without a father. Another ghost in the making.

The cabin seemed to darken around her.

Or maybe it was just her.

Outside, she thought she heard wolves moving through the trees.

She let the darkness take her.
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Foxtrot came back to consciousness like drowning in reverse.

First, the pain—ice picks in both ears, fluid leaking down her neck. Then the absence. That terrible frequency that had been tearing her apart for hours was suddenly gone.

She couldn’t trust it.

Silence was almost worse than the noise.

In her years, she’d learned that torture wasn’t what they did to you; it was the waiting for what came next. The fear of what was coming. That was how they defeated you.

Blood had dried and crusted from her ears to her collar. Her vision fractured into a kaleidoscope when she tried to focus.

She recognized the signs.

Acoustic trauma.

She tested her restraints. Zip ties on both wrists, cinched tight enough to cut circulation. Ankles bound to the chair legs. The chair itself was bolted to the floor—she could feel the faint vibration of the building’s HVAC system humming through the metal frame.

Underground. Concrete walls closing in, the particular dampness of a sub-basement built before modern waterproofing.

Most likely location: 136 East 67th Street. The Russian UN Mission.

Sovereign territory. A diplomatic blacksite. No rescue was coming.

She didn’t see Roman. Either they were holding him elsewhere, or he was already dead. Neither option offered comfort.

“Ah, the English rose awakens.”

The voice came from somewhere to her side. Muffled—like he was speaking through water. Her eardrums were blown, but she could just make out the words.

He stepped into view, holding a tablet. His suit cost more than most people’s cars, but dandruff dusted the shoulders like fresh snow. Strange, what the mind fixated on when the body was breaking—small, human details that made monsters mundane.

“I’m sorry—where are my manners? We’ve never been properly introduced.”

He smiled, showing teeth that had seen expensive dental work. “My name is Vasily Ivanovich Morozov.”

She knew exactly who he was: a mid-tier apparatchik who had failed upward for decades, surviving on spite, cunning, and the conveniently timed deaths of rivals.

“And I have news for you,” he said, turning the tablet toward her.

CNN filled the screen. The summit chamber she’d seen in briefing packets was gone—reduced to ash and splintered marble. Body bags lined a corridor. The ticker scrolled names she recognized: Westfahl. Pemberton. Hoffman. Pelletier.

Eighty-three confirmed dead. More missing.

The number hit like a blow. Eighty-three. Heads of state. Senior ministers. The entire NATO command structure.

The President.

Gone.

“Roman is off limits,” Morozov said, tone almost conversational. “Moscow’s orders. Very specific about that.”

Foxtrot registered the intel instantly. Roman was alive. No one issued orders about dead men.

Morozov’s first slip.

She filed it away. Desperate men made mistakes, and something in him—a taut, quivering edge—told her he was running out of time. Moscow would swoop in soon. Strip him of this little fiefdom.

Something shifted in his expression.

“But you?” he said. “No one mentioned you. You’re going to be my little English pet.”

He swiped to new footage. “Bookshop operations,” he said. “Every traitor you turned. Every asset you ran. Every safe house. Every dead drop.” He leaned in, breath sour with vodka. “You’re going to give me all of it.”

He flipped the tablet again. Dominic Doerr at a podium, blood streaking his face. The chyron read: DNI BLAMES RUSSIA FOR ATTACK.

“That man’s going to be your next president,” Morozov said.

Foxtrot stayed silent.

Taunting. Probing. Testing.

Silence was her only weapon now.

Morozov swiped again. Doerr’s mouth moved soundlessly, but she recognized the performance—the calibrated gestures, the posture tuned for outrage and sympathy, the blood deliberately left on his face.

“He called democracy a failed experiment,” Morozov said. “Says America needs a strongman. Like Russia. Like China. The age of weakness is over.” He set the tablet aside. “Moscow couldn’t have written a better script. And Americans are eating it up. All they want now is blood.”

“Your blood,” Foxtrot rasped, her throat raw.

Morozov smiled, savoring it.

But she’d been in this game longer than he had. She’d survived seventy-two hours in a Beirut basement with car batteries. A flat in East Berlin while the Stasi took shifts. Better men than Vasily Morozov had tried to break her.

And he was running out of time. Fast.

“Everything you protected for forty years—gone in an instant.”

She didn’t even listen to the words. She watched him instead—his face, his posture, the restless way he searched her expression. This one was soft. It was written in a hundred small details. A man who needed her to break, because without that, he was in trouble.

It made him dangerous.

It also made him predictable.

“You British,” he said, leaning close again. “Always so disciplined. So controlled. But everyone breaks eventually, Veronica. Even legends.”

She met his eyes. Said nothing.

A sharp knock at the door—urgent, wrong.

Morozov’s head snapped toward the sound.

The door opened without waiting for permission. A female aide stood in the corridor, face pale.

“Sir. Moscow. Now.”

No deference.

Morozov’s composure cracked for the briefest instant before the mask slid back into place. “We’re not finished here.”

“They said now, sir.”

He straightened his jacket, smoothed his tie—small, automatic gestures that betrayed everything. A man being summoned to account. A man no longer in control of his own operation.

He stepped out, and the heavy door swung shut behind him, plunging her into darkness.
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Oksana forced down another spoonful of cold beans. They tasted like metal, like the inside of the tin can.

The fire had died sometime while she slept, and frost crept up the cabin’s single pane of glass. Her breath fogged in front of her. She kept eating—slow, mechanical—her hands trembling slightly, a reminder of how close her body had come to quitting.

Three hours of sleep. Maybe four. The old Timex on the wall had stopped years ago.

But one thing she knew: she needed to move.

The manhunt would be expanding. Roadblocks in concentric rings from La Malbaie. Every hour she waited, the noose tightened.

She pulled on the oversized coveralls and work boots she’d scavenged from the Ford, then went for the jerry can she’d spotted when she woke—half-hidden behind a trunk of moldering blankets. Red plastic. Heavy. Maybe two gallons. Enough to get her to a gas station if the truck would run.

Outside, the cold hit like a fist. She followed her own footprints back through the snow—a mile of frozen forest—until she found the truck where she’d hidden it among the pines.

She unscrewed the gas cap and poured in the contents. The fuel was old, but it would burn.

She tried the key. The engine turned over strong but wouldn’t catch. No sputter, no cough. Just cranking.

She got out and popped the hood.

Baldwin.

The old man had seen something in her—a kid bouncing through her eleventh foster home in as many years. He’d started with the crosswords, then moved to the real lessons. How to pick a lock. How to choose a mark. How to read a room.

How to fix an engine.

Practical skills, passed across the counter at Joe’s over eggs and burnt coffee.

She checked the engine now. Belts intact. Battery cables tight. No smell of gas. If fuel was reaching the combustion chambers, she’d smell it.

Vapor lock.

Extreme cold could trap an air bubble in the fuel line, blocking flow. The tank had fuel now, but it wasn’t moving.

Maybe fixable.

Her fingers were still raw, the skin split in places. They bled as she located the fuel filter near the firewall. She loosened it carefully—too fast and she’d spray gasoline everywhere.

A hiss of pressure releasing. Then nothing. No gurgle.

She tapped the fuel line. Heard liquid slosh. Gas was there, just not moving.

She loosened the filter more. Finally, a gurgle as the vacuum broke.

She tightened it again, leaving bloody fingerprints on the metal.

Back in the cab, the engine caught on the third try—rough, angry, black smoke belching from the exhaust as it burned through the backed-up fuel.

She eased onto the highway and continued south.

The Petro-Canada station appeared after half an hour, and she pulled in. Risky, but she needed gas—and information.

She parked at the edge of the lot, pulled on a baseball cap she’d found in the truck, and went inside. Her body was weak, and she poured herself the largest coffee they had. Black. Hot.

A TV above the register played CBC News. She watched it in the convex security mirror while pretending to browse.

***

—continuing to search for the woman known as Sophie Laurent, wanted for questioning in connection with this morning’s attack⁠—

***

A grainy security still filled the screen. Barely recognizable as her.

They’d get better imagery soon.

She grabbed chips, beef jerky, water, and a road map of Quebec. Paid cash. The clerk barely looked up from his phone.

“I need one of those,” she said, pointing to the burner phones behind the counter.

“Which one?”

“Whichever gets signal out here.”

He rang it up without comment. She added pre-paid minutes and eighty dollars of gas.

Outside, she filled the tank with her face turned from the security camera over the pumps. Then she found the bathroom around back and locked herself inside.

The mirror showed what the cold had done. Burst blood vessels in her eyes. Lips cracked and dry. She wouldn’t be winning a beauty pageant anytime soon.

She plugged in the phone and waited for enough charge to power up.

First, she tried Roman’s number. Then Foxtrot’s.

No answer from either.

There was only one reason she wouldn’t be able to reach them.

She stared at the screen. Foxtrot had made her memorize every number she had for Doerr—personal cell, encrypted line, DC office, even the Resonant switchboard. Operational paranoia. Now it was the only card she had left to play.

She opened a blank message and typed:

***

Roman and Foxtrot walk or everything from your phone goes to The NY Times, The Guardian, Le Monde, Der Spiegel. You have three hours.

***

She stared at it for thirty seconds.

Pure bluff. She’d gotten nothing from his phone—didn’t even know if there was anything on it to get.

But bluff was all she had.

Uncertainty was her only leverage.

She hit send.

Then she removed the SIM card, snapped it in half, and flushed the pieces. The phone went into the trash. When they traced the message, they’d find only the gas station.

She’d be long gone.

Back in the truck, she pulled onto the highway and kept heading south.

Ten minutes later, she spotted the turnoff—a winding road that cut west through the trees. She dropped a gear and swung onto it.

Main highways meant checkpoints. Roadblocks. Cameras on overpasses. This road was slower, but it was plowed and less likely to get her arrested. She passed logging operations, abandoned sugar shacks, farmhouses with smoke curling from chimneys.

After another half hour, she tuned the radio to a French talk station—background noise while her mind worked through her options, probabilities, risks.

South of Montreal, the border had hundreds of minor crossings. Logging roads. Farm roads. Unstaffed rural checkpoints where an old Ford wouldn’t draw a second glance.

She needed to get across before they locked everything down.

She checked the rearview. Empty road behind. Empty road ahead. Just her and the forest.

And the weight of all she’d done.
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Doerr looked out as the helicopter descended through gray cloud. Joint Base Andrews stretched below—flags at half-mast, security teams, a media swarm. His future rising to meet him.

“Two minutes to touchdown, sir. Motorcade’s on the ground.”

The Canadian pilot was young. Twenty-five, maybe. Already calling him sir like it meant more than it had six hours ago.

Doerr nodded. Two minutes until the real performance began.

His phone buzzed.

He picked it up, expecting Morozov again—more pissing and whining.

Instead: an unrecognized number.

***

Roman and Foxtrot walk or everything from your phone goes to The New York Times, The Guardian, Le Monde, Der Spiegel. You have three hours.

***

For five full seconds, Doerr forgot how to breathe.

It was her. Had to be. Sophie Laurent. The honeytrap. The woman Kaine had confirmed dead—seven stories down, body recovered, case closed.

Except dead women didn’t send text messages.

And Kaine hadn’t been answering his.

It hadn’t sat right then. It sure as shit didn’t now.

He read it again. Then a third time. Waiting for the words to rearrange themselves into something survivable.

They didn’t.

Roman. Foxtrot.

If she knew their names, did she know where they were being held?

Did she work for them?

Or worse—had she salvaged the clone? Gotten their names from that?

If the threat was real, this could be game over.

His connection to the Kremlin.

His complicity in the attack.

The Dissonant.

It was enough to convict him of the greatest betrayal in American history.

“Fuck,” he said aloud. Then again. “Fuck.”

This couldn’t be ignored.

Every chip was on the table.

He’d gone all in. There was no version of this where he walked away clean.

He either went all the way—seized the presidency⁠—

—or he faced the firing squad.

The chopper touched down with barely a bump. Doerr stepped out into the blistering media gaze as if underwater.

He’d been ignoring Morozov’s texts all morning. Now he needed the son of a bitch.

Morozov had spent his career hunting Adler—would he even release him on Doerr’s say-so? Was it even his decision? Or Moscow’s?

What if they refused?

God, there were cameras everywhere. Every network on the planet had its lenses trained on him—the hero of La Malbaie, the man who’d survived the carnage, the only one with the balls to do what came next.

To give the people what they demanded.

Blood.

As he strode past the strobes—lightning cracking around him—he was seized by a sudden, nightmarish vision: not a motorcade, but courthouse steps. Handcuffs. Shouts.

The press called his name. He didn’t answer.

He slid into the waiting car and typed a message to Morozov with shaking thumbs.

***

Sophie Laurent alive. Has phone data. Release Adler and the woman or we both burn.

***

The motorcade pulled away—motorcycles, black SUVs, flashing lights.

Doerr stared at his phone. Waiting.

The convoy swept onto the Beltway, traffic parting ahead of them.

He tried to focus on what came next—the Eisenhower Building, the cabinet meeting, the performance of grief and resolve he’d need to deliver—but his mind kept circling back to Sophie. Alive. Armed with everything she needed to destroy him.

The Washington Monument appeared through tinted glass. Then the Lincoln Memorial. Men who’d shaped history through will and vision.

Would he join them—or be reviled forever?

He checked the screen again.

Nothing.

The silence, of course, was its own kind of answer. Doerr knew that. Knew, perhaps, that Morozov couldn’t help him. Or wouldn’t. The prick had his own game to play. Maybe he’d even been dragged off to the Lubyanka already. Moscow couldn’t have been too pleased with Doerr’s performance at the press briefing.

Russia murdered our president. Russia destroyed our allies.

Hasty, perhaps. Rash, even.

But Moscow was pragmatic. They knew that what was said for the cameras was theater. Soap opera. Fodder for the masses. They understood how the game was really played. They’d invented it.

And what mattered was what happened behind closed doors.

Public saber-rattling, calls for vengeance—none of that mattered a whit.

What mattered was power. Control. Order.

Kings in their castles. Moscow understood.

He had to keep telling himself that, because if they’d written him off, it meant⁠—

He checked the phone again.

Come on, you fuck. Answer me.

The motorcade swept past the White House to the Eisenhower entrance, where a full Secret Service detail ushered him inside and through the building.

Upstairs, it was difficult to believe that, just two days earlier, Roman had thrown his kompromat at Westfahl in that very room. The same mahogany table. The same leather chairs. The same portrait of Roosevelt hanging outside.

He entered the conference room and felt the President’s absence like a physical weight.

Acting President Patricia Fillmore sat at the head of the table, looking like she’d aged five years in as many hours. She’d been addressing a women’s economic forum in Atlanta when the news hit. Secret Service rushed her to Air Force Two. She took the oath at 10:47 a.m., somewhere over Virginia—a federal judge administering it via secure video while F-16s flanked the aircraft.

She stood as he came in. “Dominic. Thank God you’re safe.”

Her handshake was damp. Nervous. Already cracking under the pressure.

“Madam President,” he said.

“Don’t. Please,” she said, waving him toward a chair. “We both know I’m only keeping this seat warm.”

The others filed in. The Secretary of State, fresh off a flight from Brussels. A new Attorney General, sworn in via video three hours ago. A new Secretary of Defense, promoted from Deputy after Austin’s death—eight weeks in that role before today. General Ashford from the Joint Chiefs. A new CIA Director, elevated ninety minutes ago when Hawke’s body was confirmed. A new NSA Director pulled from retirement.

Never in history had so many Cabinet positions been filled by emergency succession at once.

They were unready for this moment. He could smell it on them, like a dog scenting fear.

The AG had been in her prior role for four months. The only thing Ashford had ever commanded was a desk. The NSA Director was seventy-six and had been fly-fishing in Montana yesterday.

All of them looked to Doerr—dried blood still on his shirt; he’d refused a replacement when they offered—like drowning people staring at a life raft.

“Tell us what happened,” Fillmore said. “Every detail.”

Already giving him the initiative.

So he took it.

But even as he opened his mouth, a part of his brain was running the math. Sophie’s message. Three hours. Time ticking down like a bomb. The clock was bleeding out while he sat there playing statesman.

He gave them his version as quickly as he could.

The last-second warning. Undirected chatter. An impossible threat vector. Trying to warn everyone—but too late. The explosion.

“Russia,” he concluded. “Zero doubt. The electromagnetic signature mirrors a weapon system we know they’ve been developing.”

Ashford leaned forward, speaking more to Doerr than to Fillmore. “We’re at DEFCON Two. Carrier groups are positioning in the Mediterranean and North Atlantic. B-2s are staging in Diego Garcia and Guam. Submarine forces have gone dark—attack positions within range of Moscow, St. Petersburg, Vladivostok.”

Doerr placed both hands flat on the table.

“Madam President,” he said. “We need to send a message. Something decisive.”

“We don’t know for certain it was Russia,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

“The forensics are clear,” Doerr said. “The weapon signature points to Moscow.”

“But what if we’re wrong?” Fillmore said, eyes darting around the table, searching for support. “What if this is exactly what someone wants us to think?”

Ashford’s expression went rigid. “Madam President, with respect—this isn’t a courtroom. We don’t need proof beyond a reasonable doubt. We need to act.”

“Act how?” She turned to him, desperation creeping into her voice. “Launch missiles? Start a war?”

“Proportional response,” Ashford said flatly.

“An attack on their leadership? They’ll never countenance⁠—”

“Military targets, then. Conventional forces. Show them there are consequences.”

“They’ll escalate.”

“Then we escalate back. That’s how deterrence works.”

Fillmore looked to the Secretary of State. “Richard, what are our allies saying?”

“They’re waiting for us to lead,” he said carefully. “The UK lost its Prime Minister. France, Germany, Canada—the same. They want blood, but they won’t move first.”

“So it’s up to us.”

“It’s always up to us,” Doerr cut in. “That’s what leadership means. The question is whether we’re going to lead—or sit here debating while Moscow consolidates its position.”

Fillmore flinched at the sharpness of his tone.

“I just—” She stopped. Started again. “I need more time. More information.”

Doerr shook his head. Time was the one thing he didn’t have. Every second she spent hand-wringing was a second closer to Sophie’s deadline.

“We should get the intelligence community’s assessment,” she continued. “Loop in our allies. Convene the National Security Council before⁠—”

“National Security Council!” Ashford gasped. “Patricia, they’re all dead!”

“But we have to⁠—”

Doerr spoke up, cutting her off. “Every hour we delay, they dig in deeper. Move assets. Harden defenses. The window for effective response is closing.”

“But if we strike and we’re wrong⁠—”

“If we don’t strike, the Western Alliance is finished,” Doerr said. “NATO is finished. American credibility is finished. Every treaty we’ve ever signed becomes toilet paper.”

No one said a word.

Fillmore reached for the water pitcher. Her hands shook so badly that she spilled half of it on the polished wood.

“I’m not qualified for this,” she said quietly. “I never wanted it.”

No one disagreed.

The silence stretched—uncomfortable, damning.

“The Twenty-Fifth Amendment is clear,” she said finally. “I’m nominating Director Doerr for Vice President.”

The room went still.

This was it—the moment he’d been waiting for—but Doerr felt nothing. No triumph. No satisfaction. Just the cold awareness that none of it mattered if Sophie Laurent picked up a phone in the next two hours.

“I’ve already spoken to Speaker Hutchinson and Senator Williams. They’ll support it. Hearings will be rapid.”

The Secretary of State spoke up. “Madam President, are you certain that’s⁠—”

She raised a hand, steadied herself. “We need someone at the helm who understands this threat. It’s an ugly new world—one I’m not qualified to lead us through.”

Doerr kept his face neutral. Inside, the calculations were running in overdrive.

Rushed confirmation hearings. Playing the patriot while Sophie Laurent held a gun to his head. Moscow pulling strings he couldn’t see. It was a minefield.

“I’m honored, Madam President, but⁠—”

“No.” Her voice cracked. “I need you, Dominic. The country needs you.”

She hesitated.

“My doctor says it’s stress-related cardiac symptoms. I’ll serve through your confirmation, but then I need medical leave.”

There it was.

The constitutional path to power. Legal. Legitimate. Voted on by Congress.

The traitor becoming President—if he survived the next hundred and twenty minutes.

He glanced at his phone.

Still nothing from Morozov.

But something else.

Maybe it was Sophie. Maybe she’d negotiate. Buy him more time.

He stood up, excusing himself, every eye in the room following as he stepped out. In the anteroom, he opened the message.

Not Sophie.

Not Morozov.

A secure channel. New encryption protocol. New cryptographic signature.

Someone he hadn’t spoken to before.

***

This is Moscow. Morozov is out. You deal with me now.

***
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Nadia Sergeyevna Voloshina watched Vasily Morozov through his office window. He poured his third vodka. At least he wasn’t ordering the fucking Darjeeling.

He raised the Stolichnaya toward Stalin’s portrait, then downed it.

CNN played on the screen in his office. The Grand Salon. Democracy’s funeral. He still thought he’d be writing the eulogy.

Too blind and too stupid to see what was coming.

He’d have been wiser to remain in his box.

Safer.

What was it they’d said under Stalin? Initiative is punishable.

A month, she’d been playing this idiot’s secretary. Letting him look down her blouse during dictations. Dodging his hands at the filing cabinet. Pretending not to understand his crude suggestions.

Her phone buzzed. Encrypted channel. Text only.

***

Our friend is done. See him to the door.

***

Classic Zubarev. Never said what he meant when doublespeak could keep his hands clean.

A second message followed:

***

Release Adler and Bailey immediately. Track their movements by satellite. Follow with ground teams. DO NOT LOSE THEM.

***

That one she read twice. Release them? After all that had been done to capture them? She hadn’t seen that coming.

She slipped the Makarov from her desk drawer and checked the suppressor. Eight rounds. She’d only need one.

She rose to her feet and entered his office without knocking.

“Nadia, not now!”

She stood there, gun drawn, but he didn’t look at her. He’d picked up the phone and was arguing with someone.

“—they’re my prisoners. Surely I can—” A pause. Then he slammed down the phone. “Fucking Moscow pricks.”

Only then did he look up and see the gun pointed at his face.

“What the hell?”

She raised the gun a hair, making eye contact.

“Those fucking Moscow pricks send their regards, Vasily Ivanovich.”

His face went through the stages—shock, confusion, denial—in an instant.

She gave him another second to process. Let him get to acceptance. Meet his fate like a professional.

“I knew you hadn’t gone to secretarial college,” he said, a bitter smile on his face. “You can’t type for shit.”

She shrugged.

“Zubarev?” he said.

“Does it matter?”

The resignation in his eyes told her it didn’t.

“I should have known. They’d never send me someone so pretty.”

He reminded her of Dmitri. Her first handler. The first one she’d betrayed. The same bravado. The same fragile arrogance. Always seeing slights.

“This was going to be my moment,” he said quietly. “I finally gave them what they wanted.”

“That was your mistake.”

Finally, he got there. Understanding.

“The last thing they need is a trail leading from Doerr to you. He’s to be protected now. Insulated.”

“They’re going to make him President?”

She shrugged again. Unlike him, she didn’t go snooping where she didn’t belong.

“I said I’d be his handler.”

“They lied.”

He nodded, and the bitter smile returned. “Tell me, Nadia Sergeyevna—young, ambitious. What did they promise you?”

She didn’t answer. At twenty-eight, she’d already seen too much to think otherwise. She knew how the game ended. Someday, when she was thinking about other things—her hair, her dry cleaning—some younger, prettier, hungrier operative would receive the order. Would execute it without a second thought, without knowing a thing about her. Maybe in a year. Maybe in fifty. The cycle continued. The pattern didn’t alter. Not for her. Not for anyone.

“I’ve been in your position,” Morozov said, almost conversational now. “On your side of the gun. I’ve killed friends. Men whose daughters’ weddings I attended. Men with whom I’d shared mistresses. Men I’d served shoulder to shoulder with.”

She didn’t care. Told herself she didn’t. It wasn’t her job to care.

“Now you kill me. A secretary with a run in her stockings.”

She glanced at her leg. She hadn’t noticed the tear.

“Even Stalin was betrayed in the end,” Morozov continued. “By Beria. Beria by Khrushchev. And on and on. We’re all logs for the same fire.” He leaned back in the chair and reached for the bottle. “Forty years to become important enough to kill,” he said, pouring. “That’s something, I suppose.”

She pulled the trigger before he’d finished the pour. The suppressor coughed. A hole appeared in his forehead, precise as a decimal point.

His body slumped. The bottle slipped from his hand. No dramatics. No panache.

As he’d lived.

Through the window, Morozov’s staff sat frozen at their desks. She hadn’t bothered closing the blind. They knew what this was.

“The shake-up will do them good,” she’d been told. “Let them know they haven’t been forgotten.”

Now, with the deed done, she didn’t see the harm in a little privacy. She shut the blinds, knelt beside the body, and closed Morozov’s eyes as tenderly as she might a child’s.

“So long, Vasily Ivanovich.”

She picked up his glass and raised it to Stalin in the same gesture he’d made moments before.

“To fallen comrades.”

The vodka burned.

She moved to his desk and pulled open the second drawer—the thumb drive, exactly where he always kept it. Off-books contacts across six continents. Leverage on men who thought their secrets were safe.

Insurance.

A man like Morozov always had insurance.

She pocketed it. Now it was hers.

Then she picked up the phone and called the basement guards. “Release the prisoners. Professional courtesy between services. Moscow orders.”

“Ma’am?”

“I’m sending the authorization.”

She hung up, then pulled Morozov’s keyboard toward her and opened his satellite surveillance authorizations. He still had Kondor-FKA and Persona tasking access. She sent through the new requisition—coordinates of the building she was in—still under Morozov’s credentials.

She was about to task ground-surveillance when something else on Morozov’s screen caught her attention. Security camera footage from a gas station in Canada. She pulled it up.

The label read Petro-Canada station, Highway 138 in Quebec, south of La Malbaie—less than ninety minutes ago.

She leaned forward and zoomed in.

A young woman in oversized coveralls buying gas. A baseball cap pulled low, but when she turned toward the camera⁠—

unmistakable.

The woman the whole world was looking for—Sophie Laurent.

Nadia froze the frame. Stared at the girl on the screen. Younger than she was. Maybe twenty-four.

Playing the odds against Moscow—against Washington too, if the plans for Doerr panned out. Impossible odds. Caught on the tectonic rift between two continents. The earthquake zone. The ring of fire.

And yet the expression on her face was almost serene.

She checked the source of the footage.

An automated script. Morozov’s execution. No one else had seen it.

This was real.

Zubarev wanted it.

The Forest wanted it.

The Aquarium.

The rival services were practically at each other’s throats to land it.

Career-defining intel.

She knew exactly what it would mean to send it. Recognition. Promotion. Attention.

And she knew how that story ended.

Initiative is punishable.

She’d just watched Morozov forget the lesson. She wasn’t going to follow him.

She looked again at Sophie Laurent’s face. Resolved. Determined. A woman trapped in a system not of her making.

Nadia understood that look.

Almost without thought, she selected the file, hit delete, and overwrote the server sector.

Why? She could have left the file. That was safer by far.

This was not without risk. It could be argued that what she’d just done was more dangerous still.

And perhaps she couldn’t have explained the action, even to herself.

But there it was.

Done.

Standing there, in a dead man’s office, Nadia Sergeyevna Voloshina understood she’d crossed a line. Maybe even signed her own death warrant.

And the invigoration poured through her like a drug.

The ground-surveillance window still blinked on the screen, waiting for her to assign teams.

She did so, then placed the task in Morozov’s queue, per protocol, and marked it pending. With Morozov dead, it would route to his deputy—Grishin, a plodding bureaucrat who’d tried to corner her in the office elevator more than once. She knew he was already an hour into lunch, that he’d brought his secretary, and that those “lunches” invariably ended at the Lowell Hotel on Sixty-third. Let him take the hit for the delay.

That left Adler and Bailey with only the satellites to contend with. Easy to evade if you knew what you were doing. And those two did.

She stood, logged out, and straightened her skirt.

Her phone buzzed. Zubarev, wanting confirmation.

She ignored it.

He thought he owned her.

They all did.

They were wrong.
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Foxtrot no longer knew how long she’d been in the dark.

The door opened. Two guards in civilian clothes entered.

One carried a knife. He cut the ties without ceremony. Her wrists fell like dead things.

“What’s happening?” Her voice sounded wrong—distant, muffled, like speaking through water.

No answer.

They hauled her to her feet and half-carried, half-dragged her down a corridor, past rooms identical to the one she’d been in. In one, she glimpsed a chair like hers—speakers on poles, zip ties scattered on the floor. Empty.

They passed a control room where screens monitored each interrogation cell.

That, too, was empty.

The elevator ride up was silent. Her balance was gone. She leaned against the wall, trying to make sense of what was happening.

The doors opened on the ground floor. Different guards here. Uniformed. One gestured toward a service entrance.

She stumbled toward it and was shoved through. Before she could orient herself, she was out on East 67th Street, January air hitting her like a wall of ice water.

She had no coat. No phone. No money.

She looked back in time to see the door slam shut and lock behind her.

She stood there a moment, unsteady, cold, fighting the urge to collapse onto the concrete. A woman in yoga pants hurried past, walking a dog, headphones in. A businessman with a briefcase moved in the opposite direction, phone pressed to his ear.

Neither noticed the seventy-two-year-old woman in a bloodstained blouse standing outside the Russian Mission like she’d just crawled out of hell.

Across the street, a newsstand on the corner. Stacks of the Post and Daily News, their headlines screaming in seventy-two-point type:

PRESIDENT DEAD

NATO MASSACRE

She stared until the words blurred.

Behind her, the service door opened and slammed shut again.

Roman.

He looked like he’d aged a decade. Face gray. Blood crusted around his ears. Each step calculated. Painful.

Relief hit her so completely that her knees almost gave way. It numbed her. No joy. No comfort. No shock. Nothing.

She stood there, shaking in the cold.

But he was alive.

Alive.

“Vee,” he said, barely audible, as if this were a chance encounter.

“Roman,” she replied.

The absurdity of it hung between them—standing there like two colleagues in an office elevator.

“What now?” she said, touching her ear. Her fingers came away wet.

Roman’s eyes swept the street, searching for tails. There would be tails. Moscow didn’t release prisoners without a plan. They wanted to be led somewhere. To someone.

Oksana was alive.

The realization hit her hard, and this time she wasn’t numb to it. She felt the tears gather in her throat before they reached her eyes.

Roman looked at her, then away. He’d drawn the same conclusion.

He stepped into the street and raised his arm. A cab pulled over. She had no idea how he intended to pay for it. They got in. Roman gave an address she couldn’t quite hear, and the cab pulled away.

Through the rear window, the Russian Mission receded. It would haunt her for whatever time she had left.

The cab headed south, then curved onto 66th Street and slid into the transverse.

Stone walls rose on both sides.

She leaned her head against the cold window. No clue where they were going. She didn’t care.

They emerged and turned north onto Central Park West. The park stretched dark to their right, bare trees skeletal against the winter sky.

She knew the release was theater. Moscow would watch where they went, who they met. Then close the trap again.

She didn’t care about that either.

Not now.

For a moment, she wondered if they were heading to the Dakota—but the cab rolled past 72nd, past the familiar Gothic façade.

At 110th, they turned, then again north onto Amsterdam Avenue. Past the Hungarian Pastry Shop. Past the fountain.

The cab slowed.

St. John the Divine loomed ahead, something from another age—spires reaching upward toward God, as if stone could bridge that gap. Cross that divide. The largest cathedral in the world, some said.

St. John the Unfinished. They’d be calling it that a century from now.

She glanced at Roman—a man staring out at a world he no longer seemed to recognize.

“Here,” Roman said. “Pull over and idle.”

The cab eased to the curb.

Foxtrot saw her then.

A woman on a bench. Ball cap. Scarf pulled high. Most of her face was obscured—but she was unmistakable.

Roman rolled down the window. Cold air rushed in.

“I was hoping I’d find you here,” he said.

The woman didn’t move. Didn’t answer.

“Don’t get up,” Roman added. “We’re being watched.”

A beat.

“We’ll meet you at the Four Seasons. Same room as last time. One hour.”

The woman gave the slightest nod.

“And Oksana,” Roman said, already rolling up the window. “Don’t be followed.”

The cab pulled away.

Foxtrot watched through the rear window. The woman on the bench didn’t move.

Above her, scaffolding clung to one tower of the cathedral. Tarpaulins flapped where the transept remained unfinished. Work begun by people long dead.

Continued by their children.

Their children’s children.

The cab stopped at a red light.

The woman remained still.

She might have been her mother.

The light changed.

The car moved on.


GRAB BOOK THREE

DON’T MISS WHAT HAPPENS NEXT!
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Don’t miss the stunning next book in the series. The Swallow is an ultra-modern, hyper-realistic espionage thriller that follows Oksana, Roman, and Foxtrot on their next adventure.

Don’t miss out!

Pre-order Now!


AFTERWORD


First off, I want to thank you. Truly.

Thank you for reading The Dissonant.

If you’re seeing this page, it means you’ve made it all the way to the end, and that means more to a man like me than perhaps you realize.

There’s a funny thing about writing. You do it alone. For months. For years. You live inside the minds of people who don’t exist. You obsess over their choices, their fates. You chase the clearest descriptions, the perfect line of dialogue that gives away the soul of a character. And all the while, you wonder—more than you’d probably like to admit—if anyone will care.

And then someone like you comes along. Someone who gives the book their time, their focus, their imagination. Someone who turns the words into a real world.

That’s magic. That’s a gift.

So from the bottom of my heart, thank you.

And please hear me when I say: you matter more than you know.

Writers like me don’t survive on awards or advertising. We survive on word of mouth—on readers who tell friends, who post online, who leave honest reviews. Without that support, the stories vanish. Not metaphorically. Literally.

So if you connected with this book—if Foxtrot or Roman or Oksana got under your skin, if the tension made your pulse quicken, if you found yourself thinking about the world differently even for a moment—please consider leaving a review.

It doesn’t have to be long. Just a sentence or two. What you liked. What stuck with you. What made the story feel real.

Because those reviews? They matter. They push this book higher in the rankings. They convince a stranger to give it a shot. They tell the algorithms that someone out there cares.

Your review could make all the difference. Not just to this story, but to my ability to keep writing others like it. I truly depend on readers like you. So if you have a minute, I’d be deeply grateful.
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And if you spotted something in the book that didn’t sit right—politically, historically, factually—I’d love to hear from you. I try hard to keep my own opinions out of my fiction. When I write about governments and intelligence services, I do it to explore human behavior under extreme conditions, not to make a political argument.

I’m not here to preach. I’m here to tell a story.

If something felt unfair or off, or if you spotted a typo or an inaccuracy, please reach out. I’ve made corrections before based on smart, thoughtful feedback, and I always appreciate it.

saulherzog@authorcontact.com
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Behind the Curtain

The story you’ve just read is fiction—but some of the threats, operations, and tactics described within it are rooted in chilling reality.

The Russian Federation (and before it, the Soviet Union) has a long, well-documented history of plotting—and sometimes executing—mass casualty operations beyond its borders, including on US soil.

Here are just a few real-world examples that shaped elements of The Dissonant:

Operation Cedar (KGB)

This plot was revealed by Russian defector, Vasili Mitrokhin, and allegedly involved plans by the KGB to disrupt the US power supply during the Cold War. The program supposedly took place between 1959 and 1972 and targetted hydroelectric dams in New York, the Hungry Horse Dam in Montana, and numerous oil refineries and pipelines between the US and Canada. The operation was conceived in the Ottawa residency in 1959, and Mitrokhin claimed it involved immensely detailed reconnaissance of oil refineries and gas pipelines. Detailed photos and small-scale maps, similar to those used by Toko Sakhalinsky, identified vulnerabilities in the facilities, as well as the best getaway routes after the attacks were carried off.

Other Infrastructure Targeting (KGB)

During the Cold War, KGB agents in the US were caught on multiple occasions mapping utility grids, water reservoirs, transit chokepoints, and even schools. In one operation uncovered in 1984, a Soviet diplomat in New York was surveilled while compiling a detailed list of vulnerable targets in Manhattan—including hospitals and commuter tunnels.
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The world of espionage is filled with shadows, and often the darkest plans are the ones you never hear about—because they were never executed, or because they succeeded.

In writing The Dissonant, I’ve drawn from Cold War archives, defectors’ accounts, declassified CIA documents, and modern cybersecurity briefings. I’ve spoken with former intelligence professionals and read the memos that were once kept in locked safes. I’ve tried to shape a story that honors the real sacrifices made by agents in the field, while also acknowledging the psychological toll of a life lived in secret.

If you’re interested in the real history behind this book, I highly recommend:

Red Horizons by Ion Mihai Pacepa

The Sword and the Shield by Christopher Andrew & Vasili Mitrokhin

The Dead Hand by David E Hoffman

Spymaster’s Prism by Jack Devine

These books paint a haunting portrait of modern espionage and the long, often invisible war that still simmers beneath the surface of global affairs.

I’ll end with this: the world is complicated. Human beings are messy. And the truth is rarely simple.

But stories can help us see more clearly. They can offer insight, catharsis, even hope.

If The Dissonant did any of that for you, I’m glad. If it didn’t, I hope the next book does. Either way, thank you for walking beside these characters. They lived and breathed because of you.
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The next in the series, The Swallow is already available to pre-order.

So grab your copy now. I promise, if you enjoyed this book, and built a relationship with the characters, you’re going to love what comes next!

God bless and happy reading,

Saul Herzog
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REVIEW THE DISSONANT

IT WOULD MEAN THE WORLD!
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If you could find it in your heart to review The Dissonant it would mean the world to me.

Saul


THE LANCE SPECTOR SERIES
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Don’t miss the stunning nine-book series that made Saul Herzog a household name.




The Asset - Lance Spector Series Book 1

Montana, USA

When Lance Spector quit the CIA, he swore he was out for good. One more government lie and he would go off the deep end. They could find someone else to do their dirty work. As far as he was concerned, Washington, Langley, the Pentagon could all go to hell.

Yekaterinburg, Russia

A secret Russian expedition returns with a devastating new pathogen, harvested from the frozen corpses of mammoths. It's the biological super weapon they've been looking for, an apocalypse-level pathogen, a virus more deadly than anything ever to come out of a Russian lab. Something that will stop NATO and the Americans in their tracks.

A Biological Chernobyl.

Washington DC, USA

A mysterious vial, sealed in a titanium case, arrives at CIA headquarters. They have no idea who sent it, but it comes with a note.

"I will only speak to Lance Spector."
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