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The call to prayer echoed through the ancient city of Istanbul as Michael Thorne stepped from his hotel. The air was sweet with the scent of jasmine, the light golden with the promise of a new day. Above, the sky was a blue so pure it hurt his eyes. 

Thorne was a dark star in the CIA's firmament of dark ops, a Specialized Skills Officer, expendable, deniable. If this mission went bad, no one was going to show up and pull him out of a Turkish prison. 

Turkey was a powder keg about to explode, and Langley's overlords wanted to know when it was going to blow. Thorne was on his way to meet a man who was supposed to have the answer to that question. The last time there'd been a coup here, the bosses on the Seventh Floor had been caught with their pants down. A lot of powerful people had gotten upset. They were determined not to let it happen again, which explained why Thorne was walking down a narrow alley that stank of dead fish, looking over his shoulder. 

He didn't think Turkish Military Intelligence was on to him, but he had to make sure he wasn't being followed. It was why he'd left the hotel early. A lengthy surveillance detection run before a meet in hostile territory was standard procedure.

He didn't spot anyone following as he walked, but he couldn't shake the feeling he was being watched. There was nothing new about feeling paranoid, but the jitters were worse than usual. 

The café where he was meeting the source was off Taksim Square, in the heart of the city. Thorne turned onto Istiklal Street, a pedestrian mall lined with shops that sold everything from hula hoops to hookahs. A constant drone of voices babbling in half a dozen languages surrounded him. He passed a stall where skewers of spiced meat sizzled over glowing charcoal. The smell started his stomach churning with acid.

This meeting in a public place went against all his instincts. The source had insisted, saying he needed to feel safe. Why he thought a crowd was the safest place to be, he hadn't bothered to explain. Thorne would have chosen somewhere out of public view, somewhere private. Maybe in the shadows of one of the many Roman ruins in the city, or one of the museums. A place where he could see someone approaching. Anywhere, except this busy street. It hadn't been his call.

He saw the café up ahead, a half dozen tables pushed out in front of a small restaurant. Ekrem Suvari, a Wing Commander in the Turkish Air Force, sat at one of the tables. There was a cup of coffee in front of him. A folded newspaper next to the coffee signaled the meet was on. 

Suvari wore a white shirt, dark sport jacket, dark slacks. He was clean-shaven except for the inevitable mustache, his hair cut in the neat fashion favored by officers in the Turkish military. He looked nervous.

Thorne paused to look in the window of a shop, scanning the crowd, psychic antenna stretched wide. Behind his sunglasses, he checked reflections in the glass.

That man in the blue shirt with the mustache, had he seen him before? Almost every man in the crowd had a mustache. Many wore blue shirts. If a mustache and a blue shirt were signs of a hostile tail, he was surrounded by enemies. Thorne continued to look in the window. The man in the blue shirt passed by.

Thorne studied Suvari. The colonel's fingers tapped a nervous drumbeat on the tabletop. Not far away, the man in the blue shirt lingered in front of a shop.

Years spent in places where people wanted to kill him had tuned Thorne's senses to a fine pitch. A sudden feeling raised hairs on his neck. Alarm bells began going off in his head.

Something was wrong. He felt it, an electric presence in the air. If it had a color, it would be a sickly, yellow green. Something...bad...was going to happen.

His adrenaline kicked in, a surge of energy. Not everyone had the sense of unseen danger. If you had it, you paid attention. If you had it and ignored it, you could end up dead or wishing you were. No one could say exactly what it was, but it was real enough. Thorne had learned to pay attention to it in the harsh wastes of Afghanistan. It was a voice in the back of his mind that had saved his life more times than he could remember. It was screaming at him now. 

He decided to abort. Suvari didn't know what he looked like. There were many foreigners in Istanbul. Thorne wasn't the only one on the popular street. He stepped away from the shop window and passed the café, keeping the crowd between himself and Suvari. 

Ahead lay the broad expanse of Taksim Square, a popular place for demonstrations and protests. As he got closer, he saw that the square was filled with angry people. A man with a neatly trimmed beard stood on a wooden box and railed at the crowd through a bullhorn. Rows of police dressed in riot gear stood nearby, formed up in neat lines. Their shields made a wall, a formation older than the Roman legions.

If he'd known there was going to be a protest here today, he would never have agreed to the meeting place. Now it was too late. Thorne glanced back. The man in the blue shirt was talking on a cell phone and looking in his direction. Two large men in the crowd started moving toward him. Ahead, the demonstrators chanted slogans and pumped their arms in the air, a hard, angry rhythm, egged on by the man with the bullhorn. 

Someone shouted a command. Batons came out. Without warning, the lines of police moved forward into the crowd of protesters and began clubbing people to the ground. Black canisters arced through the air, releasing clouds of choking gas. The crowd surged, fighting back. For a moment, the police lines held.

Then they broke. 

In an instant, Thorne was in the middle of a riot. He struggled to stay on his feet, hemmed in by people pushing and shoving and striking out in anger and fear. It was like being transported into a medieval painting of hell. He glanced behind. Blue Shirt and his thugs were caught in the crowd, trying to get through to him. Clouds of teargas drifted over the square. Thorne coughed and pulled up his shirt to cover his nose and mouth. The flat crack of a gunshot echoed from the façades of the high-priced hotels lining the square. 

There were more shots, followed by screams. The crowd panicked and pressed in. He struggled to stay on his feet. Ahead, a Metro sign rose high over the square. Thorne fought his way toward it and stumbled down the steps to the subway, carried along by the mob. 

Istanbul's Metro system featured marble floors and colorful mosaics displaying scenes from Turkish history, but there was no time to admire them. The crowd carried him onto a wide platform just as a rush of air signaled the arrival of one of the sleek trains. The doors hissed open and Thorne got on. As the train pulled away he caught a glimpse of Blue Shirt yelling into his phone.

He was crushed up against a fat man in a rumpled brown suit. Sweat ran down the man's face, glistening in his thick mustache. The air was a humid funk of sweat and fear. Thorne pushed his way to the doors and got off at the next stop.

He climbed out of the subway and found himself in a residential section of the city. A few blocks away, he boarded a half-empty bus. He settled into a seat and watched the cityscape go by through a dirty window.

He'd been careful earlier, during the surveillance run. He'd seen no one and was certain he hadn't been followed. How had they known who he was? Maybe Suvari was bait dangled to draw out enemies of the state, spies, people like him. 

Maybe they knew where I was going to be. 

That wasn't a comforting idea.

He didn't have to go back to the hotel. He had his passports, money. There was nothing there he needed and they'd be waiting there, just in case he returned.

Thorne closed his eyes and pulled up a mental map of Istanbul. He was on the European side of the city. He had to assume they knew he was American. That meant the embassy was out. It would be the first place they'd expect him to go. By the time he got there, police would have sealed it off.

The only friendly country within reach was Greece. There was still a window of time before the word to look for him got out, but it wouldn't be long it closed. He could get to Greece by water or he could go overland. Both options presented problems. 

Safety was three hours away by land. There were no trains. The bus terminal and the airport would be swarming with police. The border with Greece was a no man's land of high fence and razor wire. The only way to cross was through a manned border post, where they'd be watching for him. 

That left a boat or a ferry. 

Thorne didn't speak Turkish and he didn't like the odds of trying to convince someone with a boat to take him to one of the Greek islands. If he were a Turk, he'd turn him in. 

The nearest ferry terminal to the Greek islands was Ayvalik, four hundred kilometers to the south. Turkish Intelligence would expect him to head for the border as fast as possible. They might not expect him to stay in country and head south. It was a risk, but he couldn't see any alternative. 

Thorne spied a local mall through the bus window. He got off at the next stop and went inside. He found a store where he bought gauze pads and a pair of glasses with large, black frames. He added suntan lotion, toothpaste, a razor, the kinds of things a tourist would have with him. The clerk put everything into a plastic sack.

In another shop he picked up a couple of shirts, a pair of khakis, shorts, some socks and underwear, and a blue ball cap. His last purchase was a cheap carryall bag. Thorne placed everything inside the bag. On the way out of the mall, he grabbed a couple of tourist brochures from a rack by the entrance and added them to the contents. If he were stopped, he was just another tourist on vacation.

His stomach rumbled, reminding him breakfast had been a cup of coffee. He bought a beef sandwich from a street vendor and found a bench under a tree, where he ate the food. When he was sure no one was paying attention, he stuffed two of the gauze pads in his cheeks and put on the glasses and the cap. He rumpled up the new clothes to make them look like they'd been worn. He took off his jacket, folded it, put it inside the carryall with the clothes. 

His new appearance wouldn't fool anyone close up, but it was enough for the moment. It made him look more like the nondescript photo on his French passport. Turkey was part of the EU, which made things easier when it came to crossing borders. 

He put the Canadian passport he'd used to enter the country into the plastic sack from the store, along with what was left of the sandwich. He got up from the bench and dropped the bag into a nearby trashcan. Then he hailed a cab and showed the driver a wad of money.

It was a long drive south to the ferry terminal. There was plenty of time to think about why he was riding in a cab with garlic hanging around the mirror instead of sitting in a plane on his way back to the States. Or why people who wanted to hurt him might be waiting for him at the ferry.

A gift for languages had brought Thorne to Langley's attention. His mother had died when he was two years old. At the time, his father had been a professor at the American University in Beirut. He'd hired a Syrian woman to take care of the boy, and married her a year later. Thorne had grown up in a household where English and Arabic were interchangeable. By the time he entered college, speaking Arabic was as natural to him as English. 

In college he discovered that other languages came easily. French was a snap. He decided to study Russian, intrigued by the different alphabet and the difficulty of the language. He'd graduated from college with honors in Russian and Arabic. That was when Langley had first approached him, but they were too late. He'd already talked to a Marine recruiter. 

He breezed through OCS. Two weeks after his girlfriend pinned the gold bars of a second lieutenant on his shoulders, he was posted to Afghanistan. A year later, he'd transferred to Recon and his girlfriend had found someone else to keep her company.

He was twenty-seven years old when he left the Corps, and Langley was waiting again. After Afghanistan, civilian life looked dull. Boring. They offered him a chance to keep serving his country. Even though his idealism had taken a big hit in Afghanistan, he still believed in America. He took the job. 

That had been almost ten years ago. Looking back, it definitely hadn't been boring. But ten years was a long time in his line of work. Like the song said, the thrill was gone. Days like this made him think about finding a different occupation.

The only problem was he didn't know what else he would do.

Five hours after leaving Istanbul, the taxi let him off in Ayvalik. In the ferry terminal, Thorne searched the crowd for hostile faces. Twenty euros bought a ticket on a ferry leaving for the Greek island of Lesbos. He took a seat and waited for the call to board. 

When the call came, he got in line behind a large woman and her husband. They were arguing about something. They continued the argument all the way through the ticket checkpoint. The guard looked annoyed.

Thorne handed over his passport, keeping a neutral expression. The guard glanced at the photo, looked at him, looked down again. The stamp came down and he waved Thorne through. Twenty stressful minutes later, the ferry churned out into the Aegean. He watched the Turkish coast recede into the distance.

The trip to Lesbos took an hour and a half. Thorne changed some money and took a cab to the airport. It wasn't until his plane took off for Athens that he allowed himself to begin to relax. In Athens he booked a Lufthansa flight to Dulles, by way of Frankfurt. The only seat available to Washington was in business class. 

Accounting wasn't going to like that.

That's too damn bad, he thought.
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Thorne got into Washington at two in the morning, jetlagged and dog tired. He went home, notified Langley he was back, and crashed. Sometime later, he struggled out of a dark dream to the sound of his cell phone vibrating across the end table next to the bed. The green numbers on his dresser clock told him it was a few minutes after six in the morning.

He looked at the phone, saw a message to call in. 

The call was from Jenna Olmstead, Deputy Director of Operations at Langley. Jenna was his boss. She was also a friend. In the past, she'd been more than that. Thorne sat on the edge of the bed and called.

"Mike, where are you?"

"Home."

"You need to get in here. We have a meeting with Carlson." 

He knew better than to ask what was up.

"On my way."

She disconnected. 

Thorne used the toilet, took a shower to wake up. Standing naked in front of the sink, he wiped steam from the bathroom mirror and ran his hand over a light stubble. His eyes were a curious smoke gray color. A woman had once told him they were intriguing. His face showed the strain of too many years spent in places where serious people hated him enough to want to kill him. 

A pair of puckered scars marked his chest and back from a hit he'd taken in Afghanistan. He'd been lucky, if getting shot was luck. The enemy had used an M-16. The small, high velocity round had drilled through and exited out the other side, missing everything critical. A round from an AK in the same spot might have killed him. 

A purplish waterfall of scar tissue across his hip and buttock was the legacy of a roadside IED that took out his Humvee. He'd survived. Two of his Marines hadn't. Sometimes the dead men visited him at night. When that happened, he woke up tangled in sheets soaked with sweat. 

He ran an electric razor over his face, pulled on khaki-colored Dockers, a light blue shirt and a sport jacket. His pistol stayed locked in the end table by his bed, where he'd left it before he'd gone to Turkey. 

Jenna wouldn't call this early unless something big had happened. He went into the kitchen, inserted a pod into the Keurig he'd picked up a couple of months before, and punched the button. When the coffee was done, he poured it into a travel cup and went into the garage. 

Inside the garage was a four-year-old silver Jeep and a black motorcycle. He tapped the opener on the wall and watched the door rise on the day. Outside, the sun was climbing over the horizon. It was May, still cool. The heat and humidity of summer on the East Coast hadn't descended yet. Thorne lived in Virginia, a concession to the job. He would have preferred living somewhere out West, but it wasn't an option. He got into the Jeep. 

Early in the morning like this, it was an easy commute. Twenty minutes after leaving his house, he passed through the outer security ring at the CIA complex and pulled into one of the parking lots. At the main entrance he went through another security check and into the building housing the heart of U.S. intelligence. 

There were a lot of  intelligence agencies in the Washington area, more than twenty of them, the number changing all the time. CIA was still the big dog on the block, but the other dogs never stopped nipping at Langley's heels. It made for a pressurized work environment, as if the continuous stream of threats coming in every day wasn't enough.

Thorne took an elevator to the seventh floor, where Carlson had his office. The seventh floor of the old headquarters building was the inner sanctum of the CIA, the lair of the senior administrators of the agency. Every time he came up here, he thought that whatever else you might say about Langley, they knew how to do power. 

The man who had designed the seventh floor of the building had taken his cue from the country club rich in the middle of the last century. If the style had a name, it was probably Wasp Traditional. The walls were paneled in glowing, dark wood. The carpet was soft and thick underfoot, the lighting subdued. Museum style lights shone on portraits of past agency directors lining the walls. They all had the self-satisfied look of men who knew they wielded a lot of power. Their eyes watched him as he walked down the corridor.

He paused outside of Carlson's door and settled his features into a neutral expression. Then he went in.

Lewis Carlson was Director of Operations, one of Langley's big chiefs. He sat behind a large desk that formed a barrier between him and anyone else in the room. It was one of the ways he let subordinates know who was in charge, what he thought of the peons who worked under him. Jenna sat in a chair in front of the desk. 

"Hi, Jenna," Thorne said. He nodded at Carlson. "Lewis."

Carlson was smart, ambitious, and ruthless, a combination that had brought him almost to the top of Langley's food chain. He wore his tailored suit and silk tie like armor. As usual, he looked as though he'd eaten something that didn't agree with him. 

The corners of Carlson's mouth were permanently turned down. His lips were purplish and swollen, a sign of the bad digestion that mirrored his disposition. Thorne had never liked him and didn't trust him. The feeling was mutual. They had a long history between them, going back to Thorne's first posting in Bucharest. The two men tolerated each other because they had to.

Jenna had on a black business suit and a blouse of cream-colored silk. Her hair was ash blonde, feathered and cut short. She was pushing forty, but looked younger. A pair of sapphire earrings picked up the color of her dark blue eyes. In the closed culture of the Agency, the word was that she was frigid or a dyke. Thorne knew neither was true. She often acted as a buffer between him and Carlson.

Carlson gave Thorne a sour look.

"Where the hell were you? You should have been here an hour ago." 

"I didn't get the call until an hour ago."

"Next time get here faster."

"You want to tell me what's up?"

"What's up is Turkey. What you were supposed to be finding out for us."

"A coup?"

"Go to the head of the class, Thorne. If you hadn't decided to rabbit, we wouldn't be caught with our pants down again."

"If I hadn't left when I did, I'd be sitting in a Turkish jail waiting for our good friends from TMI to pull out my fingernails."

"So you say."

"You weren't there, Lewis."

"Lewis," Jenna said, her voice soft. "This isn't productive. We need to talk about how to take advantage of the situation."

Carlson gave an exasperated sigh.

"Thorne, what do you know about Mustafa Sevim?"

"General Sevim? Is he the one who led the coup?"

"Sevim has declared himself the new interim leader of Turkey," Jenna said. "He's promised elections in the fall, after things have settled down."

"Good luck with that," Thorne said. "Sevim is hard-core, a secular nationalist. Politically, he's somewhere to the right of Julius Caesar. I wouldn't hold my breath waiting for elections. The fundamentalists hate him, but he's popular on the street."

"Can he keep the mullahs in line?" Carlson asked.

"He'll go after them if they make trouble. But he has to be careful about it. Strict Islam has gained a solid foothold over there. Kirdar gave the Islamists a lot of support. We're better off without him, even with Sevim taking over."

Gerçek Kirdar had been President of Turkey for five years. The previous president had mismanaged three years of crop failures and been overthrown in a coup. Kirdar had been no friend of the West. He'd pushed for stricter Islamic law and strengthened ties with Russia. He'd built up his military with Russian weapons, in spite of the fact that Turkey was still a member of NATO. There were many in Washington who didn't think Ankara could be trusted in the event of war with the Russian bear.  

Kirdar had forgotten that not everyone in Turkey thought strict Islamic law was a good idea, or that Moscow had the country's best interests at heart. He'd been a problem, one the White House had wished would go away. Now he was gone, swept away in yet another coup. It remained to be seen how that would turn out. 

"What happened to Kirdar?" Thorne asked.

"He got out before they could arrest him. At the moment, he's in Qatar," Carlson said. "He took enough of the Turkish treasury with him to ensure his welcome." 

"What's your reading, Mike?" Jenna asked. "Sevim has seized power, but does he have enough support to keep it?" 

"Probably, if he doesn't get assassinated. Most of the country will support him. The average guy in the street doesn't care if things are run by a dictator, he only wants to get by. All you have to do is take a walk through Istanbul to get a feeling for how people want to live. Turkey isn't Saudi Arabia. A lot of Turks didn't like Kirdar's attempts to enforce sharia."

"Maybe in the cities," Carlson said. "What about the rest of the country?"

"The rural areas are always more religious. If there's a challenge to Sevim, it will come from there. But he has a big advantage."

"What's that?"

"He has the military behind him. Tanks are an effective way to silence opposition."

"Kirdar had tanks, too."

"It doesn't help to have tanks if the people driving them point them in the wrong direction," Thorne said.

"Director Kramer wants to know what she's going to tell the president," Carlson said. "Is Sevim a friend or an enemy? The White House is worried about the nukes at Incerlik."

Despite Kirdar's flirtations with fundamentalist Islam and the Russian Federation, the U.S. still maintained a heavily guarded stockpile of nuclear weapons on Turkish soil.

"From what I've heard, he's an intelligent man. He'll turn Turkey into a right-wing military dictatorship with the trappings of democracy. He's not like Kirdar. He doesn't trust the Russians and he needs us to act as a buffer against them. He'll be our friend as long as he gets what he wants from us. If it's handled right, he'll be a better ally than Kirdar ever was."

"That wouldn't take much," Carlson said. "What about the nukes?" 

"I don't think there's any threat to the nukes. Sevim needs quick recognition by the White House. He won't do anything to jeopardize that. He'll be a dictator, but he can't be worse than Kirdar."

"If that's the case, we'll make him our dictator," Carlson said. "It wouldn't be the first time."

"There's going to be a problem with the Kurds," Thorne said. "As soon as Sevim is certain he's got full control, he's going to go after them. It's personal for him. His son was killed during a terrorist attack by the PPK. It would be a popular move on the street and it would help consolidate his power. If he gets serious about crushing them, there could be consequences. We might have to get involved."  

"Fortunately for all of us, that's way above your pay grade," Carlson said. "You can let the president worry about that. I want a full report from you in writing by the end of the day. Everything that happened in Turkey. I want to know why you didn't complete your assignment." 

"I told you why. The contact was a plant and TMI was waiting. It was a judgment call."

"You didn't complete your mission. Full report, by the end of the day. Are we clear? Good."

The meeting was over. Jenna and Thorne left together. As DDO, Jenna had a lot of clout. She rated an office down the hall from Carlson's. She paused outside her door.

"What an asshole," she said.

Thorne laughed.

"Some things never change," he said.
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The bright sun of a May morning in Moscow streamed through the kitchen window. Anya Volkova waited for her breakfast to pop out of the toaster. Her mother's querulous voice called out from the other room. 

"Anya, what did you do with my glasses? Where did you put them?"

Anya sighed. Her mother always thought everything was Anya's fault. As if she'd deliberately hidden the glasses to annoy her.

"I didn't put them anywhere. Look on the table by your bed. You were reading last night."

"You must have moved them. I don't see them."

"Look again."

The toaster kicked a piece out onto the floor. Anya picked it up and spread a little jam on it. She leaned over the kitchen sink and took a bite, careful not to let any crumbs fall on her freshly pressed uniform. If she didn't leave soon, she'd be late for work at the Ministry. There was no time for a proper breakfast. She'd get something at the canteen later.

Her mother shuffled into the kitchen. She had been a beauty in her youth, but time and circumstance had taken it from her. The Soviet years had not been kind to Russia's women.

Yulia Volkova's fondest memory was of being taken to a May Day celebration in Red Square when she was five. Leonid Brezhnev had been in the reviewing stand, surrounded by unsmiling men in uniforms and dark overcoats. She'd watched in awe as the missiles and tanks rolled by. Yulia never tired of telling Anya about the greatness of the Soviet era. Her husband would have agreed with her, if he were still alive. Soviet greatness was one of the few things they had ever agreed on.

"Where's my breakfast?"

"I don't have time to fix your breakfast, mother. There's bread and eggs. You'll have to make something for yourself."

"If your father were here, he would have made sure you had something ready."

"If my father were here, he would probably be too drunk to care."

"Anya! Don't talk about him like that."

"I have to go."

A wheedling tone entered her mother's voice. "I need you to take me shopping."

"Mother, it's Friday. I have to work today. You know I can't take you shopping until tomorrow. You'll have to wait. Your tea is on the table."

Yulia sat down heavily and picked up the cup in both hands. She sipped and made a face.

"Too hot."

Anya finished her toast, brushed crumbs from her fingers. She looked at her mother, grown old and unhappy, and felt a sudden wave of sympathy. Life hadn't been easy for Yulia Volkova.

"I'll bring you a nice dessert from the canteen. "

"If Mikhail was here, he would take me shopping."

Her mother never missed a chance to remind Anya of her failings. Bringing up her younger brother was like a slap in the face. Mikhail was never going to take Yulia anywhere. At the sound of his name, Anya felt the old familiar sadness. 

Mikhail had joined the army to gain the admiration of his sister and older brother, Grigori. Eight months later he was dead, killed in a meaningless training accident caused by the incompetence of his commander. 

The wound festered in Anya's soul. It would have helped if she could talk about her little brother with someone other than her mother and Grigori, but there wasn't anyone. No one close to hold her when the dark clouds gathered. No one to tell her things would be all right. 

Choosing a military career had made it difficult to find the right someone. Most of the men she had met were interested in sex, not relationship. The last man she'd allowed into her life had been incapable of seeing her as anything but an extension of himself. That had been a few years back. Since then there'd been no one. Anya had almost become resigned to the idea that there might never be someone. That didn't keep her from hoping things would change.

"Goodbye, mother. I'll be back at six. There's soup in the refrigerator for your lunch."

She paused in the hall to check her uniform and pushed a wisp of dark brown hair under the high-peaked officer's cap on her head. Dark marks under her eyes emphasized their brilliant green color. Long days at work had a way of taking their toll.

"Remember to..."

Anya stepped into the hall outside the apartment and pulled the door shut after her, cutting off her mother's words. Their relationship had never been easy. Sometimes it was all Anya could do to keep from shouting at her. After Mikhail died, it had gotten worse. 

Anya and Yulia lived inside the Ring on Maskova Street, one of the better streets in Moscow's Basmanny District. She'd lived there most of her life. The large apartment had belonged to her father, a perk of his high rank within the SVR, the successor to the old Committee for State Security, the KGB. His father had been a Colonel in the KGB before him. She'd never known her grandfather, who had served in the NKVD under Stalin and Beria. If he was anything like her father, she hadn't missed out on anything.

In the complicated relationships of power that affected everything in Russia, Anya's family history made her part of the privileged elite. She'd broken with the family tradition of serving in the security services, wanting nothing to do with spying on people who might turn out to be friends and neighbors, but she was patriotic. She'd wanted to serve her country. It was why she'd joined the military.

Her background meant she was watched. After she'd graduated from officer training and her competence became obvious, she was fast-tracked for promotion. By the time she was thirty, Anya had reached the rank of major. She was trusted. As she rose through the ranks she'd demonstrated superior organizational skills. Two years before, she'd been promoted to Lieutenant Colonel and assigned to her current position in the Ministry of Defense. 

Anya worked in Combat Services Support, supervising a unit of five hundred people. CSS was responsible for maintaining the combat readiness of Federation forces. It was a grueling job, requiring high security clearance and periodic vetting by the GRU, military intelligence. 

The apartment wasn't far from the Metro stop at Krasniye Vorota. Anya walked down the street, enjoying the sunshine. She passed a bulbous, egg-shaped house of red brick that was one of Moscow's tourist attractions. The house was on the market for an outrageous sum, millions of rubles. As she walked by, she wondered why anyone would pay that kind of money for an old building that was sure to have all sorts of problems. 

Who'd want to live in a place like that? Every time you looked out the window you'd see strangers peering at you, taking pictures.

She took the steps down into the Metro, through the turnstile and down a long escalator. A train pulled in as she stepped onto the platform. 

Metro service in Moscow was fast and efficient. Nineteen minutes later, she got off and changed trains. The next stop was Arbatskaya Square, where the Ministry of Defense was located.

MOD headquarters was built from blocks of light-colored stone. A black iron fence decorated with stars and topped with gold painted points ran around the perimeter. Tiny areas of grass inside the fence did nothing to soften the hard, bureaucratic look of the massive building.

She went in through the main entrance, showed her ID to the guards at the security station, and took an elevator to the fourth floor. The doors opened onto an enclosed area. A man in uniform with a holstered pistol on his belt sat at a desk facing the elevator. Behind him was a closed door. He started to get to his feet. Anya waved him down.

"At ease, Senior Sergeant. Good morning." 

"Good morning, Colonel."

Senior Sergeant Yevgeny Popov was there to make sure no one without proper authorization got through the door in the wall behind him. He'd been wounded in Chechnya and ended up behind this desk. 

The Army was a difficult place for women, a charged environment of sexual harassment and frequent sabotage by their male counterparts. At first Popov hadn't liked the idea of having a woman for a commander. Then the bureaucracy had threatened to cut his pension benefits, and Anya had intervened on his behalf. 

As far as Senior Sergeant Popov was concerned, she could do no wrong.

"It's a beautiful day out there, Colonel." 

"I think spring is finally here," Anya said. 

No one who wasn't Russian could understand what those words meant to someone who lived in Moscow. The mind numbing cold of the Russian winter had gone and the oppressive heat of summer had not yet arrived. Popov pressed a button under his desk and the door behind him clicked open. Anya went through. 

Rows of painted columns marched down the length of the room, supporting the floors above. The huge space was filled with a sea of cubicles and computers. Her office was at one end of the room, raised above floor level, with a large glass window that allowed her to look out over the mix of civilian and military workers. 

Anya's domain.

From time to time she wondered what life would be like if she'd chosen another occupation, but those were only passing fancies. She was working for her country. The pay wasn't good, but her rank brought privileges unavailable to most of the civilian population. 

Even so, sometimes she wished she'd landed in a different job. 

Something less boring.

Later, she would remember that thought.
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The official office of the President of the Russian Federation was located under the green dome of the Senate building, within the ancient brick walls of the Kremlin. Flowers had started to bloom in the Kremlin garden outside the president's office windows, but it was doubtful if Ivan Tarasov had noticed. 

Tarasov sat behind a desk that had been used by Joseph Stalin. It was no accident that he had chosen that particular piece of furniture. There were only three men Tarasov admired. The first was his namesake, Ivan the Terrible, the man responsible for uniting warring feudal territories into what eventually became Russia. The second was Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov, better known as Lenin. Joseph Stalin was the third.

Tarasov was sixty-nine years old, a product of the Soviet educational system and a true believer in Russia's destiny to rule the world. It had been instilled in him that America was Russia's enemy. By itself, that might have been enough to fuel the hatred that smoldered inside him. What had set it in stone was an American missile that scattered bits of his father over a hundred square meters of Afghanistan.

His climb to power had started many years before. Promotion in the USSR depended on establishing a relationship with a patron, someone who could protect you within the ruthless world of Soviet bureaucracy. Tarasov's patron had been Yevgeny Kutzov, a member of the Politburo, the ruling committee of the Soviet Union. 

Kutzov had appointed him to the Central Control Commission, the feared arbiter of communist orthodoxy. The CCC had the power to expel anyone from the Communist Party, a kiss of death in the rigidly controlled society. A place on the commission opened the door to power on a national level. Tarasov had been a rising star, his future assured.

Then came the collapse, and the Soviet empire was no more. Russia was reduced to a second rate nation, and Tarasov was out of a job.

That was when he'd met Boris Kerensky, the man now sitting across from him. Kerensky had been a mere captain then, in a military gutted by corruption and mismanagement from above. Like Tarasov, Kerensky was angry about what he saw as the betrayal of the Motherland. He knew other young officers who felt as he did. A group of men formed around Kerensky and Tarasov. They had called themselves True October, in honor of the 1917 revolution.

It had taken many years, but True October was now in control. 

Kerensky and Tarasov were bound together by the common goal of restoring Russia's place as a world power to be feared. As far as it went, they were friends, but that didn't mean they trusted one another. Trust was never easily given in Russia. Once given, it could be withdrawn without warning. Within the ruling circles of power, the new Russia was not much different from the old.

Kerensky was now Chief of the General Staff, the most powerful position in the military. His broad shoulders and barrel chest strained the earth green tunic of his uniform. His troops called him The Bear. It was said he'd once crushed a man to death with his bare arms during hand-to-hand combat. 

No one ruled in Russia without the backing of the military. Tarasov sat behind the presidential desk because Kerensky had helped put him there. Kerensky had just finished briefing him on events in Turkey. Tarasov pursed his lips in frustration.

"That idiot Kirdar! I warned him about the subversive elements in his military. It took us years to undermine Turkey's relationship with NATO. There are billions of dollars of weapons sitting on the docks at Sevastapol ready to be shipped, with nowhere to send them. Sevim will lick the boots of the Americans, you watch."

"I agree, Mister President. Sevim is a problem." 

"Give me your ideas, Boris."

"The General Staff met this morning to discuss the Turkish situation. We are of one mind that Sevim must do something to win the full support of his people. It's well known that he hates the Kurds. He views them as a subversive element. Most of the Turkish public agrees with him. Our opinion is that he will attack the Kurdish autonomous region in Syria to buy himself time and favor."

"Again? The Turks never learn, do they? How many times have we seen this scenario play out? It always ends the same way. A few noses get bloodied, national honor is upheld, and then they scurry back over their border. Nothing much changes."

"Of course you are right, Ivan Ivanovitch. However, we think this time it is different. We believe Sevim will go all out to destroy them. It's a logical move."

"Go on."

"If he can destroy their forces, he eliminates hope for a Kurdish homeland and extends Turkey's influence in the region. The Syrians can't do anything about it. They're not equipped to take on the Turkish army and they hate the Kurds as much as he does. An invasion will destabilize the region. We believe it provides an opportunity."

"How, General?"

"The area of Syria controlled by the Kurds has significant oil fields and critical distribution pipelines. Sevim will create chaos. He wants to punish the Kurds, but he has no interest in remaining in Syria. He needs his military at home if he wants to stay in power. He couldn't take and keep the oil even if he wanted to."

"And the opportunity you mentioned?"

"The Syrian regime knows it cannot survive without us. Once Sevim invades the fields, I propose that we offer to assist President al-Khali in recovering his territory. Of course, it would be necessary to build up our forces in the region to accomplish that."

When Tarasov smiled, his lips curled upward at the corners. Foreign journalists sometimes compared his smile to that of a wolf, a comparison that pleased him. Russian journalists were more circumspect. Behind the smile were sharp teeth.

"I see," Tarasov said. "Sevim would not be able to keep control, but we could."

"Yes, Mister President. We could. Once the Kurdish defense forces are fully engaged with the Turks, we move in."

"To 'liberate' the oil fields from Kurdish occupation?"

"Exactly."

"And once we are in?"

"Once in, we stay. Protecting the oil for our gallant ally, President Khaleem al-Khali."

"There are Americans there, keeping an eye on the oil. The so-called 'Advisors' helping the Kurds. What about them?"

"The American contingent is small. It poses no significant threat. You've met their new president. What do you think of him? How tough is he?"

"I was not impressed. He's a creature of his political party. He has no experience in foreign affairs. Their election was divisive, and he's dealing with a lot of opposition at home. He doesn't like us, but I don't think he has the balls to stand up to us." 

"In your opinion, what will he do if we increase our presence there?"

"The Americans are sick of military adventures in the Middle East. I don't think he'll risk political capital for the Kurds. He'll bluster and threaten, but I believe he'll withdraw his troops rather than risk a confrontation."

"That is what I hoped you would say, Mister President. Of course we'll have to make sure al-Khali is happy. He'll need a bone or two."

"That won't be a problem. He's enamored of our military technology. We could give him some of those missiles we had marked for Turkey. Perhaps some front line planes and training for his pilots."

"I believe that would satisfy him. He likes expensive toys."

"Assuming you're correct in your analysis, when do you think Sevim will invade?"

"Soon. He needs to get the public behind him. The Kurds have been causing trouble in Turkey for a long time. Nobody likes them. Using them as a scapegoat is a perfect way to stoke nationalism and divert attention while he goes after internal enemies. There's a bonus for you as well."

"Yes?"

"The election is coming up. Taking control of the oil fields will boost your popularity."

Tarasov's re-election was guaranteed, but genuine enthusiasm for him at the polls would make the process seem more legitimate in the eyes of the world. Optics and perception were everything. Russian politics was not much different from politics in the West. 

In the Western press, Russia was portrayed as a second-rate country hiding behind the glitter of Moscow and an aging nuclear deterrent, President Tarasov as an unruly child. 

The reality was far different. 

Tarasov was highly intelligent and a dangerous enemy, deft at manipulating world opinion. He still allowed the obsolete aircraft carrier Kuznetsov to steam around the world, showing the flag and belching smoke, a rusting relic of former Russian power. The world laughed whenever Kuznetsov appeared. Like a master magician, Tarasov used the ship to distract attention from what was really happening.  

The era of the big aircraft carriers was over, even if the Americans hadn't yet admitted it. In a world of hypersonic cruise missiles and space lasers, the aircraft carrier was an easy target. While the world was busy making jokes and watching the Kuznetsov, Tarasov had quietly built up a large fleet of first-class nuclear submarines. He'd modernized the Navy, the missile and ground forces, and the Air Force. 

The Federation's military was well equipped and highly capable, with a professional officer cadre as good as anyone's. In the event of war, the West would discover that Russia could not be defeated by anything short of a full nuclear exchange.

Seizing control of the Syrian oil fields and pushing the Americans out would be wildly popular. It would be seen as thumbing a collective nose at the West, a broad step toward reclaiming Russia's influence and power.

"I like your thinking, Boris. When do you want to proceed?"

"Right away, with an initial insertion of troops. It's going to take time to build up sufficient strength."  

"What units do you want to deploy?"

"I want to begin with the 22nd Special Purpose Brigade."

"Spetsnaz?"

"It's best not to underestimate Kurdish resistance, Mister President. The 22nd is the best choice if we run into problems later on, when we advance into the fields. I know their commander well. Colonel Novikov is a loyal and efficient officer. Also the logistics are good. The brigade is based out of Rostov, close to Syria. There shouldn't be any problem with clearance from our Iranian friends for overflights."

"One brigade? The Kurds don't have much in the way of armor, but they claim a hundred thousand men in their Syrian Defense Force. Even the 22nd might have trouble with that many."

"I want to back them up with the 12th Motorized Rifle Brigade. Plus they will have a full complement of logistical and engineering personnel. One of the first tasks will be to construct a base and airfield close to Kurdish controlled territory. That will allow us to supply our forces and provide air cover when the time comes. The Kurds are no match for that much armor and personnel. General Chernov will be in overall command."

"Have you thought of a name for this operation?"

"How does Operation EAGLE sound to you?"

The wolfish smile reappeared. The double-headed eagle was an ancient symbol of Russian power.

"Good. Issue the orders. I'll speak with al-Khali and let him know we're sending more supplies and troops to support him."

"He's not going to like it once he realizes what we intend to do." 

"It doesn't matter whether he likes it or not. By the time he finds out, it will be too late for him to do anything. We'll make sure to sweeten the pot if he balks. Besides, he doesn't have a choice."

"The Americans will, as they say, 'shit a brick.'"

"Let them. They had their opportunity in Syria and failed to take advantage of it. Their political animosities work to our advantage. While they're busy tearing themselves apart, we'll continue to expand our influence. They need to learn once and for all that we can't be pushed aside. We're not the beggars they want us to be." 

"They'll never understand us," General Kerensky said.

"No," Tarasov said, "they won't. And that will be their undoing."
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Lunch in the ministry canteen was forgettable. Anya bought a chocolate pudding to take home to her mother. She'd been back at her desk for an hour, studying recent production figures for the Sukhoi SU-57, still the Federation's premier front line fighter. There were issues that needed to be addressed at the Komsomolsk-on-Amur Plant, where the aircraft was manufactured.

Her phone signaled a call on one of the internal lines.

"Lieutenant Colonel Volkova speaking."

"Colonel, this is Major Petrov. General Stepanov wants to see you in his office."

Stepanov was the First Deputy Minister of Defense, in charge of Combat Support Services. Petrov was his aide.

"Now?"

"Yes, Colonel. Immediately."

"I'm on my way."

What does he want? I'd better watch my step.

Anya could count on one hand the number of times she had been in Stepanov's presence. She'd never been summoned to his office. There were eleven deputy ministers in the Ministry of Defense, each responsible for some specific facet of Federation forces. 

The role of the military in Russia was fundamentally different from the way it was in the West, where military commanders were subordinate to civilian leadership. In Russia, the lines were blurred. Military and civilian authority were inextricably mixed. Nothing was done without consideration of the military. As the man responsible for combat readiness, First Deputy Minister General Yuri Stepanov was one of the most powerful men in Russia. He was part of a core group of senior officers led by the Chief of Staff, General Kerensky.

Anya had plenty of experience dealing with powerful men, starting with her father. She'd learned early on to keep her mouth shut, pay attention, and follow orders. She'd joined the army to get away from her father, not realizing she'd still have to keep her mouth shut and follow orders. That had been years ago. At least now she was in a position where she gave some of those orders. 

Stepanov's office was on the top floor. Major Petrov was waiting to escort her to Stepanov's office when she stepped from the elevator. Petrov had fair hair, blue eyes, high cheekbones, and an arrogant expression. His round face reminded Anya of a sour apple. Anya felt his eyes crawl over her body. She met his stare. 

"Yes, Major? You wish to say something?"

The look in Petrov's eyes faded.

Cold bitch.

"This way, Colonel."

She followed him to a tall set of wooden doors. A desk to the side was unoccupied. She assumed it was Petrov's. He knocked. A deep voice boomed from within.

"Come."

Petrov opened the door. "Lieutenant Colonel Volkova is here, sir."

"Send her in."

Petrov stood to the side and indicated she should enter. She went in. The door closed behind her.

Stepanov sat behind a polished wooden desk. He was a heavyset man, with a broad face. Dark hair receded on either side of his forehead, leaving a widow's peak. The shoulder boards on his crisp uniform bore the large gold star of a full general in the Army. Rows of ribbons decorated his chest. He was studying a document.

She came to attention in front of the desk. A thick manila folder lay in front of him. She saw her name on it.

There were files on every Russian. For someone like her, there were extensive background checks, countless invasions of her privacy. It was one of the things she resented about life in Russia. The fat file on his desk probably contained every detail of her life.

"Lieutenant Colonel Volkova reporting, sir."

Stepanov looked up. "At ease, Volkova. Take a seat. I'll be with you in a moment."

"Sir."

A chair with carved arms and a brown leather seat was placed to one side of the desk. Anya sat down at attention, her back straight. Stepanov scribbled something on the paper he was reading, capped his pen, and set it down.
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