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1

Prologue: Otis Thorne 


January 2023, CIA Headquarters, Langley, Virginia





Otis Thorne’s fist connected with the desk in a satisfying thud. His supervisor froze, eyes widening, and then, almost mechanically, reached for the intercom. “Thorne… this is unacceptable!” 

“I’m done with your games,” Otis said coolly. “I’ve followed orders for years. I’ve saved lives you’ll never know about. But enough is enough.”

Minutes later, his career as a field operative ended. Permanent leave. No mission debrief, no warm farewell. Just a letter in a manila envelope, a new contact number, and the tacit dismissal of a man who had once been one of the agency’s finest.

Three months later, Otis sat at a small desk in a sunlit classroom at Georgetown University, lecturing on security studies. The adrenaline of the field had been replaced with the hum of fluorescent lights and the scratching of pens on paper. He enjoyed it, most days. Quiet. Safe. Predictable. However, life wasn't that easy:  the memory of unfinished business, of threats he hadn’t stopped, haunted him like a shadow he could never shake.

And some problems… had a way of finding him.
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 Shadows in the Capital


King Street, Arlington, Virginia





On a cold, crisp night in the waning winter days of 2026, a lonely doorman stood in front of a dimly lit restaurant on King Street, Arlington, Virginia. It was past midnight. Most restaurants in the area had closed hours ago, but the lingering glow from earlier crowds still painted the pavement with faint shadows and muted reflections. 

Inside, a secret meeting was underway—unbeknownst to Otis Thorne or the President of the United States. Men in tailored suits spoke in hushed tones over a polished oak table, their faces lit by the flickering candlelight, the air thick with tension and hidden agendas. Outside, the city slept, unaware that the first moves of a deadly conspiracy were being set in motion.

Three years earlier, Otis Thorne had been a CIA operative at the top of his game until one impulsive act put him on permanent leave. Now, as a visiting professor at Georgetown University, he thought he’d left the shadows behind. Little did he know, the shadows had already begun to reach for him again.

If there had been an observer, he would have noticed a line of limousines arriving. In each one of the limousines was a single passenger. After the passengers got out of their luxurious limousines and walked up the few marble steps to the heavy iron door, the limousines drove quietly away. Each passenger showed his right wrist to the burly-looking doorman, who then opened the door and let the passenger inside after checking it. 

An exclusive group of rich and powerful men had gathered for a clandestine meeting. This was their first gathering in person. The men had talked several times on the phone and held video conferences, but they had never met in person. Only Hydra, their leader, had met the participants individually on a few selected occasions. But those meetings had been kept discreet and in remote locations, like his well-guarded dacha, his luxury holiday country home by the Black Sea.

These men wanted to shape the global economy and international politics for the benefit of their homeland and themselves. Operation Pobeda had brought them together. Pobeda means a victory or a coup in the Russian language. The operation had started over seventy years ago and had required lots of money and time to prepare. But the most important thing was that they needed one man on their side who could fulfill their demands and get them what they wanted, namely the president of the United States.

The group called themselves Septem, the Seven. The name, Septem, referred to the number of participants in the group—seven—even though not all of them participated in person in the meetings. The Septem needed one day to start a successful execution of all the activities in Operation Pobeda that would change the world and threaten the stability of the world order.

The ages of the Septem ranged from mid-forties to seventies. Each man had a different tattoo on their right wrist: Phoenix, Hydra, Werewolf, Hippogriff, Cyborg, Nachtkrapp, and Basilisk. Each tattoo represented a mythical or a sci-fi creature. They used their tattoos both as an identity check as well as code names because they did not want to be heard communicating with each other by their real names and talking about their secret operation. Their faces and businesses were too familiar to everyone following the news. If their collaboration had been known, someone might have started asking questions. These men were too clever and too careful to let any outsiders know about Operation Pobeda. They knew that knowledge was both leverage and power. The stakes were high.

When the Septem group members entered the restaurant, they glanced around to ensure it was as private and secure as their leader, Hydra, had promised. The place was empty except for these men who had arrived. 

The color scheme inside was of cool grays and blues, with metallic touches on the walls. The tiny lights on the ceiling bathed the room in a soft glow. The thick blue curtains were drawn over the windows so no one would see inside the restaurant. One wooden table was placed in the center of the room. A few flower arrangements of white Callas and purple anemones in tall vases on the pedestals were arranged around the dining room. 

The table was set for seven men with as many tablet computers on it. In the middle of the table, a set of glasses and bottles of sparkling water, house wine, brandy, and vodka bottles were ready. However, none of the participants considered this visit a social one. 

One seat was empty, but there was a tablet computer because this participant joined the meeting via video call. He had covered his face with a black bird mask called il dottore. The mask had glass openings in the eyes and a long, curved black beak. The bird mask was fitting because his tattoo represented a mythological bird—a Nachtkrapp, a scary night raven, inked inside his right wrist. Just like all the other participants, he showed his wrist to the others for identification purposes. He used voice-altering software that gave his voice a deep metallic sound to make sure that nobody recognized him.

They could have had all the meetings online via video conference call, but none wanted to do that because someone could still be listening, monitoring, and might discover their plans. The man with the Hippogriff tattoo on his wrist owned the restaurant, and no outsider could have planted listening devices there without him knowing it. He also provided limousines for the participants. The most important thing was to keep Operation Pobeda secret. The other reason was that if they had to make difficult decisions, it was always better to do it face-to-face, for example, if they had to sacrifice a member of this group to ensure the operation's success. 

“Is everyone in order?” Hydra, the spokesman, asked with a thick Russian accent. He glanced at the computer screen in front of him. They were all there. The operation was ready to launch. 

Hydra was in his early seventies. He was a tall, slender, white-haired man with eyes as friendly as a shark’s. The many-headed serpentine monster, Hydra, was tattooed on the inside of his right wrist. He was one of the oligarchs that had emerged in Russia after its transition from socialism to capitalism, and he was well-connected to the Russian mob and the government. He knew how and who to bribe to get things done in the new Russia. His billions had come from owning media companies in Russia and transferring his investments to Swiss bank accounts before the economic sanctions sank the ruble.

“Yes, Hydra, Operation Pobeda will be set in motion today as agreed,” an elderly man with salt and pepper hair replied. “The doppelganger is ready to play his part.” He had a Basilisk tattoo, a legendary reptile that can kill with a single glance. 

“Any new developments?” Hydra asked. His icy gaze went around the table. Some of the participants faced his stare with blank, brave looks, and some turned their eyes toward the tablets in front of them. Everyone feared Hydra, their government ally, their strategist, not just because of his fortune but because of his influence and his high-level allies in Russia. 

“Everything is going as planned. No delays, no changes. My men are in place and ready to go to the airport,” a man wearing a black leather vest and pants replied. He had a huge, fiery-looking Werewolf with flaming eyes tattooed on his right wrist. He looked like a member of a motorcycle gang. He was in his mid-forties and had earned his fortune in drugs, sex, collecting debts, and later setting up legal shell companies to hide his more illicit businesses. 

“Thank you for the update, Werewolf,” Hydra replied and asked the one person participating via video conference, “Do you have anything else to share with the rest of us, Nachtkrapp?”

“The President won’t have a clue what hit him,” Nachtkrapp replied with a metallic voice, but you could still hear a slight Bostonian accent. 

“Everything seems to be in order. “If there is nothing else, then we will meet again after the first phase of Operation Pobeda is over,” Hydra said, ending the clandestine meeting. 

It had started raining, and the raindrops glinted in the streetlights like silver silk. The doorman held a large umbrella for each man until they got into their limousines. Then he went back for the next one. Hydra was the first to leave, and Werewolf was the last. Each man left the same way they came, alone and in a dark limousine with tinted windows. The doorman closed the restaurant doors and turned off the lights.  
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The Technician


6:00 a.m., Jack’s Home, Essex County, New Jersey 





Launch day of Operation Pobeda 

The morning sunlight had barely breached the horizon when the first noises sounded. Jack’s wife, Mary, was at the stove, frying eggs for the kids’ breakfast. Her curly blonde hair caught the faint light, and the aroma of toast filled the small kitchen. She hummed a little tune, unaware of the danger lurking just beyond the locked kitchen door.

A sudden crash tore through the quiet. The door splintered, hinges groaning as it gave way. Four masked figures in black leather stormed inside, moving with precision that made her heart seize.

“Who are you?” Mary shrieked, instinctively moving to shield the children.

Two of the intruders seized the kids and dragged them toward the living room. The others grabbed her arms, pinning her to the spot. Fear tightened its grip around her chest.

Jack, upstairs in the bathroom, heard the muffled screams. He rushed down, only half-dressed, razor still in hand, foam on his face. His heart pounded as he saw the intruders.

“Stop! What do you want?” he demanded, trying to sound calm.

One man, tall, muscular, with a dark stare that chilled him, pressed a hand to Jack’s shoulder. On his vest, a nametag read: Dentist. Jack caught glimpses of tattoos: a crown below the ear, a cross on knuckles, the devil on the top of a hand. Prison tattoos, maybe.

Dentist’s voice was low and firm. “If you want your family to live, do exactly as we say.”

Jack swallowed hard, trying to memorize the men, their size, their marks—anything for the police. He saw the names Snake, Typhoon, and Alien on their vests. Each man was tall, bulky, like wrestlers or bodybuilders.

“Call your work,” Dentist instructed. “Say you’re sick. Tomorrow, forget this happened.”

Hands trembling, Jack grabbed his phone, dialing his supervisor. His voice wavered. “Hey, Al… I’ve got the stomach flu.” He hung up, hoping it sounded convincing.

Dentist nodded, retrieving the phone. “Good. Everything is on schedule.”

Outside, the black-masked men moved with mechanical efficiency. Dentist mounted a motorcycle and drove to a white van near the airport. Jack’s ID badge, keys, and phone were handed to the next operative. Jack’s life and his job were now instruments in a larger, invisible operation.

The real Derek, the man who had been scheduled to take Jack’s shift, lay in a hospital bed, injured in a “hit-and-run” that was anything but accidental.

The abduction had set the first domino in motion.

[image: image-placeholder]











  
  

[image: image-placeholder]

4

  The Crash


6:00 p.m. EST, Press Briefing Room, the White House





“Good evening. Thank you for coming on such short notice,” Press Secretary Brad Buchanan greeted the press. His face was grave when he looked over the Press Briefing Room and continued reading his statement: “Today, at 3 p.m., we received the news that the helicopter carrying President’s eldest son, Zachary, and his son-in-law, Dan Wheeler, had crashed into the Potomac River. Only Dan Wheeler was recovered alive at the crash site, and he has been taken to George Washington University Hospital.”  

His voice trembled as he struggled to continue. “The search is still ongoing for the president’s son and the pilot. The Sikorsky S-76B helicopter departed from Essex County Airport in Fairfield, New Jersey, and was headed towards Washington, D.C., Reagan Airport. The flight conditions were such that the fog was obscuring the visible landmarks, but an experienced pilot should have been able to make this flight without any problems.” 

As the questions started firing from the reporters, the Press Secretary held out his hand and said: “Please, no questions at this time. We only ask you to pray for the president and his family. Good night.” His clear blue eyes were usually bright with enthusiasm, but now he was holding back tears as he walked out of the room. 

Brad Buchanan was a muscular man of twenty-eight with the golden good looks of the wealthy New England family he’d sprung from. 

After the briefing, he headed towards the exit. His emotional distress was obvious because he was Zachary’s best friend, Dan's best man at his wedding, and a close friend to Dan Wheeler, too. The three of them had been like the Three Musketeers ever since they met at the Harvard University campus in Boston. He knew that only family members were allowed visitation at the hospital, but he had received permission to visit Dan.

It was cloudy outside. The cherry trees on the White House ground were blooming pink, but Brad did not pay attention to their springtime beauty. He was too occupied with the helicopter crash. He took his car and drove directly to the hospital. The media vans had gathered outside the building, and when they saw his car approaching, they tried to gesture for him to stop and ask for more details from him, but he just waved them off without any comments and drove to the underground parking lot. He took the elevator to the ER.

The elevator’s door slid open silently when Brad entered the hallway. He smelled the familiar antiseptic scent of the hospital. He heard the intercom paging doctors, calling out names, codes, and directions. The nurses passed by him carrying trays with bandages, bottles, and medicines. His footsteps echoed on the linoleum floor when he walked along the hallway looking for directions and where to find Dan. He saw nurses and paramedics hurrying past him. Several patients were waiting for their turn, sitting in the lobby area and some were lying on the temporary hospital beds waiting for treatment or surgery. 

Busy day for the hospital staff even without the accident, he thought. He looked around to find someone there to guide him to Dan. He found the information desk, and there was also Irene, the president’s daughter, pacing in the hallway impatiently, her arms crossed, her lips tight, and her face tense with concern. Her outfit was plain, no makeup or high heels, no designer clothes, and her eyes were puffy and red from crying. 

Dan must be here, Brad thought and approached her. 

When Irene saw Brad, she ran into his arms, and the tears ran down her cheeks when she sobbed, “He’s alive. His face is all covered in bandages. He is sedated now. The doctors allowed me to see him only for a minute.” She wiped her cheeks. “They will transfer him to the third floor to a private room when they have checked his vitals and know what’s going on with him.”

Brad held her in his arms and squeezed her gently to comfort her. She leaned on his shoulder.

“How’s your dad?” Brad asked. He had not seen the president since the helicopter crash news broke.

She wiped the tears off her cheeks before answering. “He is worried sick for Zachary. He was here and then he hurried back to the White House. He told me that the search and rescue teams of the local police, the Coast Guard, the Port Authority, and the Secret Service are going through the crash site searching for Zachary and the pilot and to determine if this was a terrorist attack or an accident.” 

Brad checked on Dan from the doorway. Several patients were treated in the same ER room separated by curtains. Irene whispered, “The first bed is Dan. You can barely recognize him because his head is so bandaged.” 

“At least he is alive,” Brad replied quietly. “That accident was bad, and I would not want to lose him too.”

Brad could smell the antiseptic liquids and the scent of blood in the air, and he heard the monitors beeping steadily and saw the EKG monitor’s lights blinking and showing the heart activity and the pulse. Dan didn’t move. Brad assumed he was unconscious due to the accident, or the doctor had given him something to stay asleep due to the pain. 

Brad returned to the hallway to be with Irene. She needed all the support she could get.
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  Zachary


7 P. M. Unknown location  





Zachary Burr woke up to silence. He was in a dark room where the only light came from under the doorway. Nothing was moving. He assumed he was alone.  

He tried to move, but he noticed that his arms were tied up behind his back and his legs were tied up around his ankles. He was sitting on a metal chair in the middle of the floor. He tried to call for help, but his mouth was taped over. He couldn’t get words out, just an incomprehensible mumble. 

What’s going on? Where am I? Why am I here? 

He could smell the garlic and grilled meat. His belly grumbled. He realized he was starving. 

It must have been hours since I ate last time. What time is it? How many hours have passed? Where am I? Why am I tied up like this? Did someone kidnap me?

He had a splitting headache, and he winced when he tried to turn his head. 

I can’t move. I’ve been kidnapped. I’m a prisoner! Zachary thought, panicking. His breathing became rapid, and the fear churned his stomach.

Loud footsteps echoed from behind the door, a lock clicked, and the metal door opened with a clank. The harsh fluorescent light flickered before the room was lit. 

Zachary blinked several times and squinted to see better. His eyes were not adjusted to the light. 

Two biker guys entered and glanced at him, then went to sit by the doorway. 

Guards! Zachary realized. They are the kidnappers! His heart pounded fast as he tried to figure out what had happened. He had no memory of how he had gotten here and who these guys were. The only sure thing was that he was a prisoner. 

As Zachary’s eyes adjusted, he scanned the room where he was held: a cellar or a basement with a wooden floor. The brick walls looked worn, and no windows. Wooden and plastic crates were piled up against the wall. There was some metal, industrial shelving by the walls filled with boxes, packages, and bottles. He noted neatly stacked wine bottles against the wall and a television.

This place could be a storage room of a grocery store or a restaurant, Zachary thought. Why did they bring me here, whoever these guys are?

The guards kept their eyes on him but did not say a word. They wore black leather vests, black leather pants, worn T-shirts, and unruly hairdos. Both were tall and bulky, like wrestlers or bodybuilders, with huge bulging muscles in their arms. The other biker had a black handlebar mustache, and the other was bald. 

Zachary’s memory was coming back: He remembered flashes of the airport and the helicopter pad. Nothing made sense. 

They must have given me some drug to make me unconscious, he thought. He tried to remember the details because he knew they would be important if he ever got out of this mess. 

Zachary struggled to get his memories in order. He recalled he was on his way to meet his father at the White House. 

I was with Dan. We took the company sedan to the airport with the driver. We parked at the airport near the helipad. There was an SUV parked, too. A guy dressed as an airport security guard came from inside the helipad and asked us to follow him. He said there had been some incident at the airport, and he wanted to make sure that we were safe and would not have any delays in departure. We followed him to the hangar area and there it happened: two other men came from out of nowhere, dressed like motorcycle gang members with leather vests, helmets, and leather pants, and they pointed guns at us. I was forced inside a black van that was waiting for us outside. They made me sit between the two huge guys in the back seat. Then I remember I felt a prick on my neck. They must have injected some drug in my neck intravenously to make me lose consciousness. 

Zachary did not remember anything after that. The next memory was when he woke up in this place. Then his eyes widened as he remembered his friend Dan. 

What happened to him? Maybe he is in a different room. 

Zachary noticed that his guards were armed and dressed the same way as his airport kidnappers. 

One of the biker guards came closer and removed the tape from his mouth. Zachary inhaled a few times, coughed, and swallowed hard. 

Both bikers had their gang’s name written on the right side of the vest: The Werewolves, their rank in the gang, and their nicknames. The one who had removed the tape from his mouth had a handlebar mustache and was called Sniper. His rank was a soldier. 

“Where am I?” Zachary asked. His voice sounded gravelly, and he tried to clear his throat. He looked at the guard who had taken the tape away, but he ignored him and went back to sit. 

No reply. The two men just stared at him.

“Can I have some water, please?” Zachary pleaded. His throat felt so dry like he had not had a drink for hours.

Zachary heard the two men exchange a few words. Zachary recognized the language: Russian! 

He guessed he was kidnapped because of his father, but he did not know why. He wondered what the Russians wanted from his father. 

After the short exchange of words in Russian, the bald biker got up, took a bottle of water from the table, and walked toward Zachary. He held the bottle against Zachary’s lips and poured the water into his mouth but did not release him. 

Zachary wrinkled his nose: he could smell the sour, sulfuric scent of the foot sweat and dirty clothes. 

Zachary guessed Spider had gotten his nickname because of the cobweb with a spider tattoo on his neck. He had never seen or heard of these gang members before. 

New footsteps approached the room. Spider and Sniper turned towards the door to see who was coming in. The metal door opened with a clang, and its hinges creaked, echoing in the room. 

A third biker marched into the room. “Snake, long time no see,” one of the other bikers greeted him.

Snake glanced at the two bikers, nodded approval, and then approached their prisoner with long strides. He looked him over to see if he was okay, then returned to exchange a few words with the guards.

The newcomer was called Snake. He was a Werewolf lieutenant based on his vest, a higher ranking than the two other bikers. He smelled like old sweat and onions. 

Zachary tried to memorize Snake’s appearance. If I ever get out of this place, the police might want me to describe my kidnappers to a police composite artist. Snake had a goatee, mean, beady black eyes, Slavic high cheekbones, a high-browed nose, a crew cut, and a cleft chin. His outfit was the same as the others: a black vest and pants. 

Snake talked with the two guards in Russian, probably hoping Zachary didn’t understand him, but Zachary was fluent in that language. “Is he okay? Any side effects of the anesthetic?”

Sniper, the biker with the handlebar mustache, replied in Russian, “No, he looks okay. He was a bit disoriented at first.”

“Good,” Snake said and turned to look at their prisoner, Zachary. “We did not want him to experience serious side effects or die from the anesthetic. He is the most valuable prisoner we could imagine and vital to our operation. That’s why we didn’t use ether or chloroform; instead, we used intravenous anesthetic.”  

Snake approached Zachary and opened the hand ties. Zachary rubbed his wrists to get his blood circulating. Snake waited for a moment and then handed a cell phone to him. “You need to send your father a text message,” Snake spoke English with a thick Russian accent. He told Zachary exactly what to write. “Don’t press send yet. I want to read it before you send it.” 

After Zachary had written the text message, Snake took the phone back. 

Snake viewed the screen and read aloud, “Dad, I’m alive. I’ve been kidnapped. No one else knows I’m alive. Do as they say. Please. Watch the video link.”

Snake nodded, satisfied, “Good. Now we’ll send it.” Zachary watched him press the send button on the phone. After it was done, he pocketed the cell phone and tied Zachary’s arms behind the back of his chair. 

Snake turned the chair and made sure the television was behind Zachary, explaining, “I will also make a video for your father.” 

Snake said a few words in Russian to Spider, who got up, walked to the television, and turned it on. 

Snake had positioned Zachary so that the television was behind Zachary, showing the recent White House press briefing. 

Zachary understood that the video would assure his father that he was still alive. No other reason to make it. He looked straight to the camera to convey to his father that he was still fighting and doing okay for the moment, although he had no idea what he looked like. 

Snake pointed the cell phone toward Zachary and checked that the television broadcast was visible behind him, then he shot a short video, which he posted to Zachary’s father. When he finished it, he left the room, leaving the prisoner with his guards.
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 The President


7 p.m. (EST), The Oval Office





The man whose angular face with his short, blond hair and vivid blue eyes was among the most recognized in the nation, sat behind the Resolution Desk and stared at the text message he had received on his personal cell phone from Zachary, his missing son’s cell phone: “Dad, I’m alive. I’ve been kidnapped. No one else knows I’m alive. Do as they say. Please. Watch the video link.”  

A couple of hours earlier, the president of the United States, Andrew Burr, had been informed of the helicopter crash. He had thought his son was dead and his son-in-law, Dan, severely injured. However, after receiving the message, nothing was the same as before; everything seemed unreal. 

How could it be possible to kidnap a sitting president’s son? It should not be conceivable. At least, not without help from inside, he thought. 

Andrew’s eyes went from frigid cold to blazing anger. This was planned all along. Nothing happens by accident, especially in politics, he thought.

President Burr had asked his security detail to wait outside and give him a moment alone. He did not want anyone to hear or see his son’s message. He stared at the link on his phone and finally pressed to view it. The video showed his son sitting in a chair with hands bound behind his back, looking frightened but in good condition. Behind his son, a television showed Brad Buchanan giving the press briefing on the helicopter crash. 

The president sighed in relief. The press briefing confirmed that Zachary was alive after the crash, Andrew Burr thought. An endless stream of questions ran through his mind: what do these kidnappers want? Why such an elaborate scheme to get his attention? How much time does my son have? Are these kidnappers Americans or from a hostile country? They could be members of a homegrown terrorist group supporting ISIS or Al Qaida. 

He knew he was not the most popular president this country had seen. He had faced multiple demonstrations and riots against his political campaign and his rise in power. Many had opposed his hard nationalist and populist views, but more had also supported him and got him elected. But his enthusiastic ethnic-nationalist comments during the presidential campaign had fueled the formation of dozens of new grassroots resistance groups who did not want to see him in office. Could any of those groups participate in this kind of criminal activity? He wasn’t sure. How far would someone go to change the political leadership for their own liking?

If the kidnappers were from a hostile, foreign country, he was in trouble. A foreign power controlling the president and the executive branch of the government! That would be a catastrophe. A new kind of fear swept through his mind when he considered what the kidnappers could ask of him, the president of the United States of America. 

When the recorded message ended, he replayed it to see if he had missed anything or any clues about who the kidnappers were. No visual sign of the kidnappers. No idea of what their demands were going to be.

His phone chimed. Another message arrived from his son’s cell phone number: “If you want to see your son alive, don’t tell anyone. Our contact will use the code: Postmaster.”

President Andrew Burr sat at his desk, his mind racing after a failed attempt to reach his son on his cell phone. He slowly placed his phone down, swiveled his chair around, and gazed out the window towards the Rose Garden. His thoughts turned to the events of the past few hours, weighing his options carefully.

As a leader known for his unwavering stance, he now faced a dilemma: his son's life was at risk. He needed a strategic plan, one that required expertise he couldn't find within his immediate circle. His estranged wife and daughter couldn't be informed, not yet.

There was one person he could trust: Otis Thorne, a visiting professor at Georgetown University's Security Studies Program. A former CIA operative with experience in Eastern Europe and Russia, Otis was the perfect ally. Their friendship and infrequent meetings made him an unlikely suspect.

To avoid raising suspicion, Andrew decided on a discreet approach. He would invite Otis to play golf at the Congressional Country Club, despite the unfavorable weather. This casual meeting would allow them to discuss the situation without arousing attention.

He hoped that Otis was not on their radar. Otis was his old friend but not a regular visitor to the White House. Sometimes, they grabbed a drink or had dinner together, but it had been months since the last time.
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 Otis


7:30 p.m. (EST), At Otis Thorne’s apartment





Otis Thorne had just returned home from the university. He’d had a long day with lectures and papers to correct. He tossed his keys on the hallway table and placed his takeaway food bags beside them.  

His apartment was small but modern and functional. Simple glass table, nice comfortable chairs in the living room, a wide-screen television, and a soft wool carpet. His office had a desk with a computer, and multiple volumes of books stashed on piles and filling the bookshelves spoke of the owner’s occupation. 

Otis was obsessed with his family background. His father’s family originated from New England, and his family had been among the original families that left Great Britain to seek freedom of religion. Considering his family, he probably inherited his curiosity about new things and his forward-thinking nature from his ancestors. 

His mother’s family could be traced back to the Civil War black scout, Orville Turnbull, who served under Frederick Douglass during President Lincoln’s administration after the Emancipation Proclamation was announced. He had joined the army when the previous slaves of the southern states were allowed to enlist in the U.S. military and form the first authorized black regiments. 

Otis’s mother, Estelle, was born in 1954 in Mississippi and went to Tennessee State University to study communications. After the university, she moved to Washington, D.C., to be a news reporter in a local newspaper. In Washington, D.C., she met her future husband, Reginald Thorne, while doing one of her news reports. They had several dates, and one thing led to another, and they got married in 1982. Otis was born two years later and grew up to be a handsome man with honey-colored skin. Otis Thorne was a 6’3” tall, lean guy, physically well-built with slightly outward protruding ears. He had deep brown eyes and dark brown hair that was flat on the top. He had a precisely cut goatee and kept his hands and fingernails meticulously neat.

Otis was a quick thinker, and his killer charms had helped him get out of a lot of trouble when he was younger. His intelligence and ability to think and act fast were the qualities that earned him an academic scholarship. His mother had always encouraged him to study harder and be the best he could at whatever he decided to do with his life. One Christmas, his mother Estelle gave him a framed quote: 

“We may explain success mainly by one word, and that word is WORK! WORK!! WORK!!! WORK!!!!”

– Frederick Douglass

He kept it above his desk at home. 

Otis was an Ivy League graduate who had studied political science at Princeton University. He chose the Political Economy track because of its cross-disciplinary studies of individual behavior and social phenomena. He had aced his class in game theory and microeconomics and impressed his supervising professor with his thesis of a thorough analysis of the decline of the Soviet Union.

His father, Reginald Thorne, had studied at the same university and later chose to become a spy in the CIA during the Cold War era. He was killed in the late 1980s in East Germany just before the Berlin Wall was torn down. His killer had never been revealed, although Otis thought the agency knew his identity. 

He had decided to follow his father’s career path in the CIA, secretly hoping to find out who killed his father. He had his own suspicions: maybe someone in the agency gave up his father’s identity to the enemy, and he was executed, or perhaps his father made a mistake and got himself killed. Otis had always thought the first choice was more believable than the latter because he didn’t believe his father would have made such a fatal mistake. 

Otis’s academic and linguistic skills gave him an advantage, and he could decide where he wanted to serve. He had chosen Eastern Europe and Russia. His linguistic skills were remarkable: he could pick up a dialect in any conversation, mimic it in his speech, and he was able to tell from which part of the world and even from which part of the city the person was originally from. He learned new languages with uncanny ease.

Even though he no longer worked for the agency, he still automatically used his spy skills: checking out if any vehicles were following him in the traffic and memorizing faces, looking for recurring patterns. He had learned to operate under surveillance on the enemy ground. But that was all past. 

As a visiting professor in the Security Studies Program at Georgetown University, all the counterespionage and analysis were behind. He had seen his colleagues going on a downward spiral using drugs and alcohol because they could not take the stress, lying about their jobs to their friends and family—if they ever had any—and being on alert every minute of the day. 

Otis admitted that he had wanted out because he felt he had nothing left to give to the agency. His superiors had agreed with him because they did not want a burnout operative on their team. 

Otis stood by the hallway table, browsed through his mail, mostly bills and advertisements, and threw them on the table next to his keys.

I can open these later, he thought. His stomach was growling. He had gotten two takeaway paper bags from a nearby Chinese restaurant, which he had left on the table when he got home. Now, he grabbed them and ambled to the living room. He reached for the remote control, pressed it to turn on the television, and went to the kitchen to get a glass of water. When he returned, he saw more blue and red emergency lights flashing on the screen than he could even count. His first thought was that another terrorist attack had happened. He sat down on the couch and turned the volume up. 

He was just about to put the first bite of the dinner in his mouth, but his hand froze in midair when he heard the news reporter’s first words, “There is no sign of the president’s son yet. The rescue team, the Coast Guard, the police, and the FBI have all joined their forces to find him and what happened to the helicopter.”

Otis was dumbstruck. The president’s son is missing? That’s not possible or even likely. They have the Secret Service to watch out for them. Not unless someone inside was involved in this…

He sat staring at the television screen and forgot to eat dinner. He had known Zachary his whole life. He had been at every major family event with the Burr family. They had fallen apart when he was elected to office, but they were still friends even if they had not seen each other for a long time.

He turned to another television channel which showed the White House fence surrounded by media, law enforcement officers, and onlookers holding candles and lights and bringing flowers and cards to the fence. Another scene showed a large crowd of FBI agents, police officers, and Coast Guard people all in their easily identifiable windbreakers over their suits. In both scenes, the onlookers and the media people outnumbered the agents and police. You could see cameramen and reporters wearing their different television station windbreakers and holding their microphones everywhere you looked. There was also a huge trailer-size news satellite van broadcasting the national and international news events. 

Otis turned the volume higher to hear what had happened.

“This is CBX Evening News.” A somber-looking reporter stood in front of several police cars and other media reporters near the crash site. "... Dan Wheeler is found alive but injured, and the Coast Guard is looking for the president’s son, Zachary Burr, and the pilot who is still missing." Another news reporter behind him was about to start her show, and the assistant was giving her a last-minute touch-up with the makeup. She was prepared to interview a man beside her. 

Otis changed the channel to hear what her interview was all about. “This is Max news,” the same female reporter said. She had blond hair and wore the Max Channel’s windbreaker. She introduced the man beside her as an eyewitness, Mr. Marco Smith. He was a pale, dark-haired with a stubble bearded chin, a vaguely rugged-looking guy wearing a plain gray windbreaker, a black sweatshirt, black jeans, and a baseball cap on his head. 

“I heard some loud noise, and I looked up and saw this helicopter fall through the fog. It was coming down fast, and I saw it crashing over there.” The eyewitness pointed towards the Potomac River. “The helicopter was not on fire. Its propellers stopped moving. It just fell from the sky.” 

Otis noticed that the eyewitness had a strong accent and placed it as an Eastern European, probably of Russian origin. But his last name is not Russian, he thought. Odd. Smith is usually used as an anonymous name if someone does not want to be identified. 

Otis had read his share of fiction novels featuring the names of Smith and Jones, the most common last names in the United States. 

Why wouldn’t the eyewitness want to be identified? Otis pondered. He did not believe the name he had given was his real one.

The female reporter turned to the camera and explained, “The eyewitness, Mr. Marco Smith, just described the moment he saw the helicopter carrying the president’s son and his son-in-law fall through the fog into the Potomac River.” She turned and pointed to the policemen and the onlookers around the scene. “As you can see, the media, the police, and hundreds of citizens are gathered around the White House. This is a sad day for the president and our country. We don’t know yet if it was a terrorist attack or just an accident.” 

The eyewitness, Mr. Marco Smith, quietly stepped back and disappeared into the crowd. He had no plans to stick around. Nobody paid any attention to him.

When Otis had heard enough of the news to put together what had happened, he picked up his phone and placed a call to President Andrew Burr. While listening to the ringing tone, he surfed to another channel to see if any more details were reported. The president did not answer, and Otis left him a message to express his condolences and told him, “If you need anything, anything at all, just call me.”

After leaving the message, Otis continued watching the latest news.

“I’m here with the airport security,” the XBX news reporter said, and beside him stood a tall man with a serious look. “Mr. George Stockton, you are responsible for airport security.”

The man beside the reporter nodded. He had a modern-looking, chest-strapped radio that was on and voicing some of the security team’s reports and static noise. George Stockton ignored the radio voices while being interviewed.

“Were the flight conditions so difficult that this accident could have been caused by the weather?” the female reported inquired, trying to look concerned while asking questions.

George Stockton frowned. “No, I don’t think so. Any experienced pilot should have been able to navigate safely here.” 

“What do you think was the reason for the crash?” the reporter asked. This was the important question! Who would be responsible if the president’s son was dead? Would it be the weather, the pilot, or a technical malfunction?

“I can’t say for sure. We need to find the crashed helicopter. It could have been a pilot’s error, or maybe somebody overrode the helicopter controls, and the pilot could not complete the flight. Anything is possible.” George Stockton looked concerned. He didn’t want to give any clues to the reporter at this time. All the information had to be gathered and analyzed.

“I heard that the Coast Guard is considering the possibility that the pilot’s failure could have caused the accident to maintain control of the helicopter during a descent over water because of spatial disorientation. What do you think? Could this be true?” the reporter pushed the microphone almost too close to George Stockton’s face. 

“I can’t comment on that. As I told you before, anything is possible. Our investigation has just begun,” George Stockton replied, frustrated.

“Could this have been a terrorist attack?”  

“We can’t rule that out yet. First, we need to determine what caused the crash,” George Stockton replied calmly, adding, “As you might know, the black box is not mandatory in all helicopters. We don’t know if this model had it or not.” 

The reporter pushed the microphone closer and asked, “Do you know where the helicopter’s wreck is located?”

“I think the Coast Guard has a pretty good idea where it is.” George Stockton pointed toward the Coast Guard representatives on the scene.
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 The Eyewitness


8 P.M. Somewhere downtown in Washington, D.C.





Marco Smith, the interviewed eyewitness, drove downtown, and after twenty minutes of driving, he arrived at a warehouse turned into a lofty, trendy Russian restaurant called Troika. The restaurant was busy, with cheerful Russian balalaika music echoing through the windows. The front side of the old warehouse building was turned into a parking lot, and it was packed with customers’ cars.  

Marco drove to the employee parking on the side of the building and turned off the engine. Before stepping out of his car, he viewed the alley to ensure no one followed him or saw him coming there. 

The alley was empty. There were only some stray cats and rats and trash dumpsters full of discarded restaurant food and food packaging. 

He quickly walked towards the backside of the restaurant and walked through the employee entrance. He passed the kitchen area and the dining room and walked directly towards the staircase to the office on the second floor, where he knocked on the door and waited for permission to go inside. He heard the answer almost immediately and opened the door.

A man was sitting in a large leather chair behind the desk at the office when Marco stepped inside. Marco knew him. He was the owner of the Restaurant Troika: Maksim Liskin. He was a pudgy man with a round, doughy face, and shark-looking, pale, cold eyes. He had a tailored black suit with a peach-colored silk shirt. The top buttons of his silk shirt were open, showing two thick gold necklaces around his neck and a part of an old tattoo on his chest. 

Marco sat in the empty chair in front of the desk. That chair was not a comfortable leather chair like Maksim’s own was. Maksim Liskin did not want his guests to stay a long time in his office, so the visitor’s chair was made of steel, hard and narrow. A steel chair also had other benefits, like blood would not stain it if the visitors were bleeding, and it was easy to clean. 

Marco observed that the carpet under his chair was covered with thick black plastic. A cold sweat ran down his back, and he felt uneasy and nervous. He moved a little to find a comfortable position on the hard chair. He knew the high stakes of Operation Pobeda and that his role was important. He realized that his failure would have cost him his life, which was why the plastic was placed under his chair. Luckily for him, he had not failed.

“Dobryj vyechyer, Maksim!” Marco greeted the restaurant owner in Russian.

“How did it go?” Maksim Liskin asked. He was impatient to hear all the details. He was expected to report to his superiors after meeting Marco. Everything else in this covert plot depended on Marco’s eyewitness story. The authorities needed to believe that the helicopter had crashed. There couldn’t be any doubt.

“I was the first one there, and the reporters were eager to interview me,” Marco replied. He relaxed a little bit.

“Tell me more,” Maksim Liskin urged him and leaned forward, crossing his hands on the table in front of him.

“The helicopter wreck that we dragged and sank into the Potomac River was the same model as the one the president’s son, Zachary, and his son-in-law, Dan, were supposed to have flown. Nobody saw our team there by the river. We used the local chapter of the Werewolves in this part of the operation. The foggy weather was a good cover. We had the barge ready with the wreck and drove towards the area where we considered the helicopter could have gone down underwater, and we sunk the wreck there. We left our passenger, Dan, by the riverbank,” Marco described. “Dan Wheeler had superficial wounds which bled a lot, especially on his head, and his clothes were wet and torn, and his shoes missing. He looked like he had been in an accident. Everything went as planned.” 

“And explain your part next,” Maksim Liskin requested.

“I went to the shoreline towards the nearest road and called 911. I told them that I had seen a helicopter falling and told them the place. Then I just waited there. They had not figured out who was supposed to be in the helicopter yet. They contacted the nearby airports and the FAA to determine the authorized flights.”

“Did someone take care of the helicopter at the Essex County Airport?”

“Yes, one of our members flew it towards the Potomac River and then flew low, under the radar, and landed it outside Washington D.C. No one will find it,” Marco assured.

“When did the authorities suspect the crashed helicopter in the river was the helicopter carrying the president’s son and his son-in-law?”

“Only when they found our passenger by the riverbank. He was able to tell them his name before the ambulance took him to the hospital,” Marco explained.

“And the press?” Maksim Liskin leaned back on his chair. So far, everything sounded excellent.

“They arrived soon after our passenger had been taken into the hospital. I think someone at the police had leaked the information. One by one, the media arrived. But before they interviewed anyone, I went around and talked about the accident with the other passersby. All the major news channels arrived quite fast. A satellite television truck for national and international news reports came almost immediately after the local media representatives,” Marco explained. He had relaxed now. “Three channels interviewed me. When I explained how I saw the helicopter crashing down from the sky in the fog, they all believed in my version of the story.” Marco recalled how he had conveyed false information to the press. “Besides, you know how the eyewitnesses are: there are as many versions of the truth as there are witnesses. When the other ‘witnesses’ heard my story, they started imagining they had heard or seen something. It is so easy to influence people to believe they witnessed something when they couldn’t have.”

“So, you are telling me everything went as planned,” Maksim Liskin summarized.

“Da!” Marco replied, agreeing.

Maksim Liskin walked to his wall safe, keyed in its passcode, and opened it. He took out a wad of one-hundred-dollar bills and threw them on the table in front of Marco. Marco grabbed them and stuffed the wad in his pocket inside his jacket. 

“Spasibo!” Marco thanked him in Russian and stood up to leave. 

“Remember to disappear now,” Maksim Liskin reminded him. 

Marco replied, “I have a hideout place down south. I’ll be like a bear in a cave during the long and cold Siberian winter: I will stay there and not move or say a word. I will wait for the springtime to come out.”

“Excellent!” Maksim agreed and sat back in his chair.

“Do svidaniya!” Marco said goodbye and left the office promptly.

Maksim Liskin leaned back in his leather chair and picked up the handset of his black desktop phone and dialed a number he had memorized. He did not prefer cell phones. He believed the new technology was too easy to hack and eavesdrop on. He was like a sly old fox, more careful than the hot-tempered young men working for him, but that’s why he had survived and stayed in the business for almost three decades. 

“The eyewitness did his job. Everything is on schedule.” Maksim reported the status of the covert operation. Then he hung up. 

Short calls were better. Nobody would be able to trace their receiver; just a precaution in case somebody was tracking and listening in. 

Maksim had a shady background involving suspected extortion and drug deals but had not been convicted. The law enforcement had been after him for a while, but they had not succeeded in pinning anything on him, and he didn’t plan to give them anything any time soon. 

He smiled smugly and replayed the conversation with Marco again. He was satisfied with his answers. He would still watch the evening news to make sure he had not lied. The news he’d seen earlier had confirmed Marco’s account of the event, but he’d better be sure that the storyline did not change. So far, the operation had gone as planned. Hopefully, the next parts will go just as well. 
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 The President


8 p.m. (EST), The Oval Office





President Burr had given considerable thought to how to approach Otis without alerting his enemy, his son’s kidnappers. He was not sure how he could do that. He picked up his phone and browsed through his visual voicemail. He saw a familiar number halfway down the list. Otis had called. Andrew Burr’s angular face showed relief. He should have known Otis would call him immediately when he heard the news.  

Andrew Burr did not even bother to hear the message but called him directly back.

When Otis saw who was calling him, he turned down the television volume.

“Good evening, Mr. President,” Otis answered formally, but Andrew interrupted him and said, “Otis, how many times have I told you to call me Andrew?”

“Many, many times,” Otis replied, smiling. He realized something was wrong. Andrew would sound sad or devastated if his son were dead, but he was not. His voice was more stressed or irritated. 

“I guess you heard the news?” Andrew asked. “I saw you had left a message, but I did not listen to it. I wanted to talk to you immediately.”

“Yes, and I’m sorry—” Otis started, but Andrew interrupted him again. “Can we meet tomorrow and play some golf? I have something to run by with you?”

“Sure.” Otis raised his eyebrows in surprise. “I’ll have an evening lecture, but I’m available any time before that.”

“Let’s meet at 11 a.m. at the Congressional Country Club,” Andrew decided. That was one of the places he favored for golfing. It was not too far away, and the Secret Service protective team knew the area well and was able to accommodate the president’s wishes on short notice. Many previous presidents of the United States had enjoyed playing there, including Gerald Ford, Dwight D. Eisenhower, Woodrow Wilson, and Calvin Coolidge. The place had a high initiation fee, six figures if Otis remembered correctly. It was not a public golfing place.

Andrew’s voice sounded too calm. Otis analyzed it quickly in his mind. He might be in shock after hearing about his son’s helicopter crash. Unless something else is going on?

“I’ll see you then,” Otis replied, and the call ended.

Otis placed his cell phone on the table by his now-cold Chinese dinner. 

Something is not right, he thought. Andrew possibly lost his son; his son-in-law was at the hospital, and he wanted to play golf tomorrow! Otis frowned. He was no longer hungry. He thought about the conversation he had just had with the president. The winter is barely over. It’s early spring and not even golf season yet. This must mean that he has something else to talk about, he thought.

Otis turned the television volume back on. The news reporters continued repeating the crash news. No bodies had been found yet. They had the approximate location of the helicopter’s wreck, and the Coast Guard and the rescue team with divers had been out there for a couple of hours now, looking for survivors and salvaging anything from the wreckage.

The XBS news reporter was in front of George Washington University Hospital’s main entrance. “This is the hospital where Dan Wheeler, the president’s son-in-law, Dan Wheeler, was taken to after he was found near the crash site. The hospital has announced that Dan Wheeler is in fairly good condition and that he might be suffering from hypothermia due to cold water and possibly trauma after the crash. He also had some lacerations on his face and his head. The doctors are checking if he has a concussion.” 
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