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SAM FLIGHT 719


28 NAUTICAL MILES EAST OF BODRUM, TURKEY


2252 LOCAL TIME


The U.S. Air Force C-32A hit a brief pocket of turbulence, ice rattling in the tumbler held by the United States secretary of commerce.


Standing in the mid-cabin lounge, John Moore calmly gripped the back of the nearest seat to steady himself. He had lost count of how many of these junkets he’d made in the last three years, but he was beginning to feel like an old hand. He’d been appointed to the cabinet position by his old friend, President Jack Ryan. Moore had been a natural fit for Commerce: Georgetown Law, successful businessman, gregarious backslapper. He was now America’s dealmaker, and he was grateful that in this late stage of life he’d found a way to give back to the country that had blessed him with so much.


He was standing with the dregs of a gin and tonic in hand and chatting with Ari Kouvatsos, the CEO of a Greek shipping company. Kouvatsos, judging by his wide eyes and clenched jaw, wasn’t a fan of flying. Things smoothed out and Moore let go of the seat. It was the first ripple they’d encountered since leaving Tangier three hours earlier.


“As I was saying,” Moore continued, “port fees are determined locally, so I can’t help you there. But the tariff formulas are definitely in my wheelhouse.”


“That is something we hope to address,” replied the shipping magnate with forced composure.


“I can tell you we have a bill pending in Congress that will adjust the weight calculations based on the class of commodity. It’s the administration’s contention that—”


“Mr. Secretary,” interrupted the steward in a polite but firm voice. “I’m sorry, but we’ll be landing in ten minutes. I have to ask everyone to return to their seats.” The young man was wearing his Air Force Class A uniform, the standard for aircrew in the Air Force’s elite 89th Airlift Wing—the same unit that flew Air Force One.


Moore smiled genially, and said to Kouvatsos, “We’ll circle back to this later.”


The Greek sat and Moore moved to the forward cabin. He settled into a plush seat next to his longtime aide, Monica Smith. Moore generally enjoyed his work, but after hours spent glad-handing his way across the Mediterranean, he was ready for a few minutes of solitude. The C-32A was a highly modified version of the Boeing 757 airliner. There had been extensive upgrades to the interior; a mere forty-five seats were spread around the cabin, most arranged in clusters for small-scale meetings.


“What’s the schedule when we land?” Moore asked. They were about to arrive in Bodrum, Turkey, which was hosting this year’s Southwest Asian Economic Conference. Speeches, panel discussions, and enough spicy food to aggravate his peptic ulcer.


Monica, a staid and level presence who’d been at Moore’s side since his corporate days, checked her phone. “Turkish foreign minister will meet us on the tarmac. Shake hands with the heads of a few regional conglomerates, but no speech. Limo to the hotel and done for the night.”


“Thank God.”


Moore set his empty tumbler in a cupholder, and after a brief internal debate he decided against ordering another. He noticed Monica looking at him over the top of her tortoiseshell readers.


“No,” she said in a practiced low voice.


“I didn’t ask anything.”


“You were about to.”


He grinned. That was how long they had been working together. Moore recalled inquiring an hour earlier if there had been any messages from Foggy Bottom.


He said, “And on the Bodrum end?”


“I initiated a secure link about an hour ago to confirm the security arrangements with the advance team. They’re taking it pretty seriously.”


“As they should. Turkey is an Islamic country, and it’s had its share of unrest.” He looked over his shoulder cautiously. There was no one within earshot. “But nothing about our … last-minute change?”


“Not a word.”


“That was a strange request. Why do you think the Agency chose this flight?”


“We happened to be in Tangier … right place at the right time. I can’t imagine it was anything else.”


“I suppose,” he said pensively. “But the next time I see the President, I’m going to ask him about it.”


Moore looked out the window, hoping for a glimpse of the Turkish countryside. He saw nothing but dense clouds in the wash of the landing lights.


The aircraft commander of SAM Flight 719, Air Force Major Tom Spears, looked outside and frowned. They had been in thick weather since beginning their descent. It was a murky night, and the forecast at the airfield gave little hope for improvement.


Captain Evan Goldman, his right-seater, said, “Remember, if we don’t make it in, our alternate is Mykonos.”


Spears grinned. The idea of diverting to an island playground on the Aegean Sea was a pleasant mental image. But nothing more. The cloud bases at Bodrum were three hundred feet, the visibility half a mile. Tackling weather like that at their home drome, Andrews Air Force Base, would be a cakewalk. Here, on a dark night at an unfamiliar foreign airport, it would be … a challenge. But Spears never really doubted they would get in.


“There’s an updated weather observation,” Goldman announced. “Still showing the ceiling at three hundred feet with half a mile visibility … right at approach minimums.”


“Shouldn’t be a problem,” replied Spears. “Landing checklist.”


The challenge-response began.


“Flaps,” Goldman read from the checklist card.


“Thirty set.”


“Speedbrakes.”


“Armed.”


“Autobrakes.”


“Three set.”


“Landing gear.”


“Down, three green lights.”


“Landing checklist complete,” Goldman announced.


The tower controller’s voice crackled over the radio in thickly accented English. “SAM 719, you are cleared to land Runway 28 Left. Wind three-five-zero at six knots.”


Goldman read back the landing clearance.


Spears was the pilot flying, but for now the autopilot was doing all the work. The big jet nosed over and captured the programmed descent path that would guide them to the runway. In spite of the poor visibility, the air was smooth, and the hum of the big Pratt & Whitney engines remained steady.


Goldman made a standard callout one thousand feet above touchdown. An instant later, he said, “Boss, I’ve got an amber NAV flag.”


Spears was so engrossed in monitoring the instruments, it took a moment for his copilot’s words to register. “A NAV flag? But I show us tracking fine on the—”


His words cut off when the cloud cover broke. It was as if blinders had been suddenly pulled away. Through the forward windscreen the jet’s brilliant LED landing lights illuminated the ground. Only, to both men’s horror, they didn’t see a runway.


Directly in front of them was the side of a mountain.


The pilots of the 89th were among the best in the Air Force, yet no amount of training or discipline could save the situation. Spears’s brain sent an instinctive command to his hands to wrench back on the controls.


It never arrived.
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THE RYAN HOME


CHESAPEAKE BAY, MARYLAND


1705 LOCAL TIME


The low sun was muted by distant clouds, and wind swept in off the bay with its customary autumn chill. From the broad front porch of his home, Jack Ryan embraced it all with a profound sense of calm.


This place had long been his haven, his refuge from the intractable chaos of the White House—the place where all the world’s problems seemed to land with a thud. That contrast, the tranquility of this place versus the turmoil of Pennsylvania Avenue, seemed to deepen with the passing of time.


Ryan had a theory about that. The memories of raising a family here with Cathy were indelible, although the earliest of them were beginning to fade. He supposed it was only natural. His kids still gathered here when they were in town, but it was an increasingly rare occasion for all of them to visit at the same time. Everyone was moving, onward and upward, tackling the world in their own way. Ryan would forever enjoy spending time with his family; the good-natured bantering during meals, the football on the lawn, the games of Battleship. Yet more than ever, he found himself drawn to these rare moments of solitude, notwithstanding the heavy Secret Service contingent guarding the perimeter.


“Here you go.”


He felt a familiar hand brush his shoulder. Cathy set a steaming cup of decaf on the table that split their Adirondack chairs. For reasons he couldn’t quite fathom, she looked more stunning than ever. Her mid-length hair was nicely cut, accented by a few blond highlights, and she was as trim as ever. Yet nothing captivated him more than his wife’s smile. It was open and honest, reflecting a woman who was deeply at peace. On good days, Ryan imagined he had something to do with that. On the others, he was glad she managed it in spite of him, or more accurately, in spite of his job. Either way, he felt more smitten with his wife every day.


He looked down and noticed she hadn’t chosen a mug sporting the presidential seal, of which he had dozens. This one had pictures of his kids as infants—the classic “What do I get Dad for Christmas?” bailout.


“Thanks,” he said.


Cathy took the other chair and cradled a cup of herbal tea.


“I got a text from Katie,” she said. “She wants to bring Commander Knepper with her for Thanksgiving.”


Ryan shot his wife a guarded look. His daughter had been seeing a submariner, the XO of the USS Washington. “This is starting to sound serious.”


“If it’s Katie … it’s serious.”


He smiled. “Yeah, she does rarely change her mind once it’s made up.”


“True. But thankfully, she seems to have made a good choice.”


“The commander is welcome anytime.”


Cathy was about to take her first sip when she abruptly looked up.


“What is it?” he asked, noticing her sudden alertness.


“Inbound.”


Her hearing had always been sharper than his, and a life spent around the machines of war and enduring jarring explosions had only widened the gap. But soon he heard it, too. The resonating whump, whump of an approaching helicopter.


He looked to the right and saw a VH-92A from Marine Helicopter Squadron One, its red beacon blinking in the dusk. The aircraft swept out in a wide arc and settled on the outer lawn. Ryan looked right a second time and spotted two identical birds circling in the distance. This suggested he wasn’t looking at a simple visit from one of his senior staff. He himself was about to go for a ride—or at the very least, have the option of doing so.


“Was this on your calendar?” Cathy asked warily. She was reading the situation precisely as he had.


“No. I wasn’t set to go back to the White House until tomorrow morning.” He checked his secure comm device and saw no urgent messages.


Ryan stood and walked to the broad steps that led down to the lawn. The entry door of the chopper opened and a familiar figure descended. Director of National Intelligence Mary Pat Foley. She walked across the lawn with her signature stride, compact and direct.


Ryan stepped down to the grass, but stopped there, letting Mary Pat come to him—the sound of the helo, even at idle, would be difficult to talk over.


“Good evening, Jack,” she said, addressing him in the familiar, as she typically did in private.


“I’m thinking maybe not,” the President replied.


“There’s been an accident, an air crash in Turkey.”


“Turk—” The word snagged like a docked boat jerking on its mooring line. “A jet from the 89th?” he ventured.


“I’m afraid so.” She paused a moment, as if preparing him for more.


“Survivors?” he asked.


Mary Pat shook her head. “There don’t appear to be any.”


The President held steady. It was an agonizingly familiar reaction for Ryan, honed by a lifetime of shock and disaster. He knew many of the 89th’s personnel. Yet the vivid image of one face came unshakably to mind. “John Moore.”


She stepped closer and put a comforting hand on his arm. “I’m sorry, Jack. I know the two of you were close.”


He nodded somberly. He had met Moore in college, and although they’d gone their separate ways immediately after—John to law school and Jack serving in the Marines—they had stayed in close touch over the years.


“He was one of those larger-than-life people. When I considered who might be effective running Commerce, John came straight to mind. He was so good at …” The gears in his head seemed to disengage. “Monica?”


“She was with him, like always.”


“Damn.”


“Yeah, she was one of the good ones.”


“Is there any hint of … you know.”


“This happened only a few hours ago. The initial reports are just coming in from first responders. The State Department is sending down a team from the embassy in Istanbul. So far there’s no suggestion that this was an attack of any kind, but our information is extremely limited. And we also have to consider the other complication.”


“Fulcrum.”


“It does seem like an incredible coincidence. Given the circumstances, I thought you’d want to head into the office.”


Ryan didn’t even feign surprise. Mary Pat had distilled the situation faultlessly. She had weighed the event, the consequences, his reaction, and come up with a course of action.


“Yeah, you’re right. Let me go throw on some better clothes. I’ll be ready in five.”


Mary Pat looked up at Cathy, who was still on the porch. The somber look on her face was clear. “I guess you overheard?” Mary Pat said.


“Enough. That’s terrible news. Elaine wasn’t with him, was she?” Cathy asked, referring to Moore’s wife.


“No, she didn’t go on this trip. I guess there’s always something to be thankful for. Someone from Commerce is on the way to their house to make the notification.”


“Can you let me know when that’s been done? I’d like to reach out to her afterward.”


“Absolutely. I’m sure she’d appreciate that.” Mary Pat didn’t ask Cathy if she was going to join them for the trip to the White House. The First Lady had been spending most of her time here lately, coming into D.C. only for special events. The Ryan family had gone through a lot over the years, and its matriarch had been at the epicenter. Cathy was a practicing physician, but in recent months, when she wasn’t seeing patients or performing surgery, she increasingly seemed to end up here.


Mary Pat walked back to the helo and disappeared inside.


Minutes later, Jack returned to the porch. He shrugged on his best tweed blazer.


“I’m sorry about John,” she said.


“Not as sorry as I am. This could be on me.”


Her expression turned doubtful. “What are you talking about?”


He looked at his wife plaintively, desperately. As was too often the case, he had to rely on their unspoken contract. The one that bridged the awkward divide between their strong marriage and his unfathomably demanding job. Sometimes silence had to suffice.


She pulled him close and held him for a moment. “It’s okay,” she whispered in his ear. “We’ll talk about it later. But whatever happened, this was not your fault.”


He pulled back, and the look in his eyes said otherwise.


Jack Ryan gave the love of his life a failed smile and trotted across the lawn. He slowed at the helicopter’s boarding stairs to return the salute of the waiting enlisted Marine. “Semper fi, Marine,” Ryan said.


“Semper fi, Mr. President,” the young man replied enthusiastically.


For all his years in office, even in the most dire and distracting moments, President Jack Ryan did not waver on customs and courtesies. He took no private pleasure when people saluted him and addressed him as Mr. President. But he expected it. It had nothing to do with ego. It was about traditions, about respecting the chain of command. Ryan had learned that as a lieutenant in the Marine Corps, and it would carry on long after he was gone.


He stepped up into the VH-92A, and at that moment it became Marine One. Seconds later, the engine noise rose to a crescendo and the pilot hauled up on the controls. The grass rippled in waves, and soon the big chopper was thundering northward up the bay.
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OVAL OFFICE


THE WHITE HOUSE


WASHINGTON, D.C.


1810 LOCAL TIME


President Ryan walked into the Oval Office to find a skeleton national security team. This, ever so typically, was the magic of Mary Pat. She was a virtual savant when it came to assembling advisers who could help with a specific issue, and conversely, keeping superfluous voices out of the mix. Accurate and timely decision-making was as much about who wasn’t involved as who was.


Everyone stood as the President entered. Aside from Mary Pat, Ryan saw Secretary of State Scott Adler, CIA director Ben Stephens, and Secretary of Defense Robert Burgess. There was also one unfamiliar face, a lean fortysomething man in a wrinkled suit. A suit that looked like it had been dry-cleaned ten years ago for a wedding and not worn since. Not until this morning when it had been yanked from its hanger in a panic for an unexpected meeting with the President of the United States. Had Ryan’s mood been less somber, he might have smiled.


“Good morning, everyone,” he said, taking a seat behind the Resolute desk.


The others sat, and without prompting, Mary Pat got the proceedings underway. “Mr. President, you know everyone here with one exception. I’d like to introduce Carl Norris from the National Transportation Safety Board. He’s an aircraft accident investigator with experience on both the military and civilian sides of the house. I thought his expertise might come in handy.”


“Excellent,” Ryan said. “Thank you for joining us, Mr. Norris.”


Norris half stood, as if not sure about the protocol, and said, “A pleasure to be here, Mr. President.”


Ryan mustered the most welcoming smile he could manage and said, “Okay, what do we know?”


Mary Pat moved to an easel with an expanded photo of the crash site. The image was overlaid by a red line, at the end of which was a large black X that belonged on a pirate’s map. It was labeled SAM 719.


“At 2310 local time last night, a C-32A carrying Commerce Secretary Moore and fifteen others went down twelve miles east of Bodrum International Airport in Turkey. This overhead image is an archive, simply for reference—it doesn’t display the actual crash. We should have something current within the hour. As things stand, the site is only accessible by helicopter. This area is sparsely populated and the terrain is rugged. The nearest paved road is three miles away and the weather remains poor. It took first responders over an hour to reach the wreckage. It’s been confirmed that there are no survivors. Aside from that, we don’t have a lot of information. Most of Turkey’s capability to respond to an accident like this is based at either Istanbul or Ankara. Their foreign minister has assured us they’re doing all they can to deploy assets, but the bottom line is that this inquiry is going to take time.”


“What assets do we have in country to help with the response?” Ryan asked.


SecState Adler replied, “In terms of search and rescue, very little. There are some helicopters over at Incirlik Air Base, but that’s four hundred miles away. I reached out to our embassy in Istanbul, and they’ve sent two people down to Bodrum.”


“CIA or State?”


“State Department. They were forced to drive, since the airport is closed, but they should arrive soon. The Turkish authorities have promised to provide them access to the scene as soon as it’s deemed safe.”


“Did we have knowledge of any potential threats going in?”


SecDef Burgess said, “I spoke with the commander of the 89th at Andrews. On any VIP mission like this their intel people run a baseline threat assessment. There was nothing unusual on the radar for this particular sortie. That said, we are talking about Turkey. It’s a Muslim country that borders Syria, Iraq, and Iran, and our relations with the standing regime run hot and cold. In recent months, however, the threat board in this area has been pretty quiet.”


“As I recall,” the President said, “the purpose of this visit was a conference?”


“That’s right,” replied Mary Pat. “The Southwest Asian Economic Conference. Turkey is hosting this year, and Secretary Moore was invited to be the keynote speaker.”


“How long ago was this arranged?”


“It’s been on the books for roughly six months.”


Ryan tapped a finger on the white oak salvaged from the British Arctic exploration ship HMS Resolute. Six months, he mused. Plenty of time for someone to plan a strike. He kept that thought to himself for the moment, recognizing that this meeting was going to be a two-tier affair. He was glad Mary Pat had included Norris, but the man didn’t have a high-enough security clearance for some of what needed to be discussed.


With that on his mind, Ryan directed his attention to their guest. “I’d like to hear your take on this crash, Mr. Norris.”


The NTSB man stood tentatively and moved toward the map. “I should begin by explaining how oversight of an accident investigation like this is managed. The first consideration is always jurisdiction. Since this event clearly occurred on Turkey’s sovereign territory, it will be their show to run. That said, the relations between our nations are reasonably strong, and since the aircraft was manufactured in the United States, not to mention operated by our military, we expect to shoulder a leading role in the inquiry. The Air Force will take charge. They have a go team en route that should arrive in a few hours—the aircraft had to make one logistical stop.


“One of the first tasks will be to recover the two black boxes—the flight data and cockpit voice recorders. In a crash like this, we should have no trouble finding them. Also in our favor is that the aircraft was preparing to land, which means it was likely traveling at a low speed. Damage to the recorders should be relatively minor. With any luck, we’ll have an initial read within forty-eight hours. That will give us clues about where to focus our investigation. From that point, it’s pretty much detective work. Taking pictures, documenting evidence, going over records.”


“I know we don’t have many details at this point,” said the President, “but do you have any gut feeling about what might have happened?”


“As you say, Mr. President, it’s very early. We so far have no reports of emergencies or malfunctions. Statistically, the most likely culprit in crashes like this is CFIT—that’s controlled flight into terrain. Human error, software problems, air traffic control mistakes. Those things can combine in terrible ways, causing a perfectly good airplane to be flown into a mountain. But in this case, I suspect the answer won’t be so simple. We’re talking about the 89th Airlift Wing. The aircrew and maintenance are among the finest in the Air Force. The investigators, of course, will look closely for any kind of sabotage or terrorist involvement. Surface-to-air missiles and bombs leave chemical signatures and distinct damage patterns. If either of those were a factor, we will know very quickly.”


Norris went on for another ten minutes, detailing how the investigation would play out. When he was done, Ryan was convinced this was a man he needed to keep in the command loop—at least, as far as he could.


He said, “Thank you for your assistance, Mr. Norris. I’m going to designate you as my official liaison for this matter. You’ll have full authority to access any aspect of the inquiry. I’ll give you a contact number for my chief of staff, Arnie van Damm. If you hit any roadblocks, he’ll be your bulldozer.”


“I understand, Mr. President.”


Mary Pat rose and walked to the main hall door.


The NTSB man recognized this as his cue to leave. She shook Norris’s hand as he exited and closed the door when he was gone.


Ryan wasted no time. “Aside from Secretary Moore, who else was on board?”


“There were fifteen others,” Mary Pat answered. “Six were Air Force crew members. Monica Smith, Moore’s longtime aide, was traveling with him, as were three staffers from the Commerce Department. One of them was Tom Huddle, who I think some of you might have known.”


Grim nods around the room.


“There was also a Navy commander on board. He was a lawyer, a JAG attached to ONI, who was traveling to finalize an intelligence-sharing agreement with the Turks. The other four were businessmen who’d boarded in Tangier. Moore had been in Morocco for two days to discuss export licenses and the sale of trainer aircraft to the Moroccan air force. He met with these individuals for various reasons and offered to fly them to the conference. It’s a discretionary privilege we give all cabinet secretaries, fairly common.”


“Were all those passengers vetted?” wondered Stephens.


“That would be standard protocol, but we haven’t had time to verify it yet.”


“Okay,” Ryan said. “All that’s helpful, but it’s time to tackle the elephant in the room. We need to talk about Fulcrum.”
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PENAL COLONY 18


YAMALO-NENETS AUTONOMOUS OKRUG


RUSSIA


0712 LOCAL TIME


Andrei Malenkov strode toward the warden’s office with low expectations.


He moved down the hall quickly, frozen grit crunching beneath his boots. The overhead lights flickered as if someone was being electrocuted. He wrote it off to a dodgy power supply. A place like this doesn’t need such appliances when it comes to killing men.


The prison’s administrative corridor was filthy and malodorous, an ominous precursor of what surely existed in the blockhouses. Thankfully, Malenkov’s time here would be brief. Penal Colony 18 was one of seven “special regime” labor colonies in Russia, the equivalent of an American supermax prison. It housed the worst of the worst: murderers, serial rapists, the criminally insane, all of whom were serving life sentences.


Malenkov had made forays into many prisons, some of them in equally far-flung regions. The special regime colonies, however, were the bottom of the barrel. Recruiting manpower for his pursuits had become surprisingly arduous in recent years. The Federal Penitentiary Service of Russia had been largely emptied of volunteers—the “special military operation” in Ukraine had seen to that. The front lines had degraded quickly in the opening months of that conflict, becoming a meat grinder on a scale that hadn’t been seen since the Great Patriotic War. And much as Stalin had done then, President Yermilov turned to Russia’s prisons as a bottomless well for cannon fodder. It worked for a time, but bottomless it was not. As the incarcerated herds thinned, the recruiters moved on, switching to lucrative signing bonuses to lure middle-aged men to Ukraine.


Malenkov could only weed through what little remained.


He arrived at the door of the warden’s office and entered without knocking.


The warden, whose name was Borzov, was seated behind his desk. A horseshoe of close-shorn black hair looked more a nuisance than a style, and there was an aloof cruelness in his gaze. In the weak light an ebony reflection from the top of his head reminded Malenkov of shoe polish. Borzov’s desk was covered with files, no doubt to project an industrious image. He had surely been forewarned of Malenkov’s arrival.


“It is good to see you, General,” the warden lied.


Malenkov said nothing. His former rank was rarely mentioned anymore, and its use told him two things. Borzov had tried to research who was coming to visit his facility on short notice. And the feedback he’d gotten was dated and inaccurate. A year ago, Malenkov had indeed been a general, the head of the SSD—a secretive new GRU offshoot that orchestrated mayhem on foreign soil, up to and including assassinations.


Today, however, Malenkov was something else entirely.


“You have assembled the men,” the ex-general said, not inflecting the words as a question.


“They are being mustered as we speak,” the warden replied. “I did not expect you quite so early.”


“Did you receive the paperwork for the releases?”


“Yes, everything is in order. You need only to make your selections, and the prisoners will be placed in your custody. It has been some time since we’ve seen such authorizations,” he said leadingly. “I am curious what enticements you might offer … and what these men will be getting into.”


It was natural that the warden would be curious. His instructions had been to give Malenkov full access to the inmate population, and then process those chosen for immediate clemency. Although Borzov didn’t know it, Malenkov no longer had the standing to generate such orders through official GRU channels. His past command of the SSD, however, had given him contacts throughout the sclerotic Russian bureaucracy. Even better, no questions would be asked—the avoidance of attribution was at the core of everything Malenkov did. In today’s Russia, pulling the right strings was easy. The trick was to never be seen pulling them.


He said to Borzov, “I can tell you what I will tell them. I am seeking workers for a special project. Those who volunteer will receive a full pardon and two hundred thousand rubles. That, I am quite sure, is the best offer any of them will ever get.”


“No doubt,” the warden agreed. It was a tidy sum, the equivalent of thousands of U.S. dollars.


“How many men are available?”


“At present, we have seven hundred eighty-six men in the facility. We don’t allow too many to go outside at once, so I mustered A Block to begin. That will give you roughly eighty of the healthiest to choose from—a nasty respiratory illness has been sweeping through some of the other wings. If that proves insufficient, we can call up as many as you like.”


“Very well. Shall we?” Malenkov was ready to get it over with.


“By all means.” Borzov rose and pulled his coat off the rack.


Five minutes later they stepped outside and were greeted by a frigid November morning. Being on the cusp of yet another brutal Siberian winter, Malenkov mused, would be an added incentive. The exercise yard was a portrait of misery, a half acre of beaten earth under a gunmetal-gray sky. High bays of sodium floods cast the prisoners in a sickly yellow hue as they stood waiting, hands in pockets and stamping their feet against the cold.


Borzov introduced Malenkov, simply referring to him as “a visitor from Moscow.”


Malenkov took one step forward, then launched into his pitch.


“It is cold, so I will not keep you. I am here to issue an offer of redemption for three lucky men. Our glorious country requires volunteers to perform a vital service for the motherland. I will tell you that this work is dirty and dangerous, but it will take no more than three days. There is no combat involved. When the job is done, those participating will receive a full and immediate pardon, two hundred thousand rubles, and a transfer to your home of record. This offer exists only today and will not be repeated. If I do not get three heroes from your ranks, the next cell block will be assembled. If more than three of you volunteer, I will make my selection based on the advice of Warden Borzov. You have one minute to make your choice.”


Malenkov checked his watch theatrically. Then he waited.


He could almost see the risk-benefit analysis churning in their heads. These were street-smart convicts. Yet they were also desperate men who faced interminably bleak futures. They understood that no more information would be given, and also that the task to be performed was hazardous—probably exceptionally so. No promise of freedom was offered here without corresponding peril.


Those who had been here long enough, which was the bulk of the population, had declined comparable offers from the army—survive six months on the front in Ukraine, and a pardon could be had. They had watched cellmates and rival gang members climb onto those buses. In the intervening years, naturally, they’d sought out reliable accounts of what had happened to those volunteers. Not surprisingly, many of those who’d gone to Ukraine had been killed or terribly wounded. Others had survived, only to commit further crimes and end up back behind bars. Yet a select few had grasped the dream. They had escaped Ukraine with their lives, if not their limbs, and reentered Russian society. It was a gambler’s choice, life itself being the wager.


For a time, no hands went up. Yet Malenkov sensed a stirring. A vision of freedom, for men like this, was a powerful thing. Far more compelling than the two hundred thousand rubles.


After thirty seconds, the first hand raised slowly, a man well into his sixties who stood like a crooked tree in the wind. Two more hands followed.


Malenkov said, “Ten seconds.”


Two more hands shot into the air. And that was all.


Five out of eighty, Malenkov thought. Not bad.


“Time is up! You five step forward.”


The men pulled ahead of the formation, escaping the gallery of broken souls.


Malenkov turned to the warden and said in a hushed tone, “Who are they?”


Borzov gave a quick rundown on each man. He knew three well, the other two being relatively new arrivals. There was little between them—the usual bunch of killers and degenerates. Borzov’s only recommendation was to avoid the old man, whose mobility was failing.


Malenkov turned and pointed immediately to the old man, then the two to his right. “You three are chosen. The rest of you may go.”


Borzov opened his mouth as if to say something.


Malenkov cut him off. “Have them ready to transport in thirty minutes. And put them in irons.”


And just like that, the former head of the SSD had the work detail he required.
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OVAL OFFICE


THE WHITE HOUSE


WASHINGTON, D.C.


1920 LOCAL TIME


Fulcrum was DNI territory, and Mary Pat took her cue.


“This came up only recently, and I know that not everyone has been read in. A few weeks ago, the CIA received an unsolicited contact from a walk-in. The approach was old-school—a beggar walked up to a gate guard at our embassy in Algiers and handed over a manila envelope. The guard asked where it came from, but the guy just walked off. The embassy went through the usual protocols, and the envelope ended up in the hands of the station chief. It turned out to be full financial profiles on a couple of high-level Russians. The station immediately forwarded the package to Langley, and our people spent a week going over it. The information turned out to be solid gold. More to the point, it authenticated the sender’s identity.”


Mary Pat diverted to a table and extracted a photo from a portfolio. She showed it to Adler. “Recognize him?”


The SecState shook his head.


“His name is Gunther Klaus.”


With that, Adler made the connection. “The GRU’s moneyman.”


The photograph began circulating around the room as Mary Pat continued. “The one and only. He’s a Swiss national, been on our radar for years. He got his start working for a couple of the big investment banks in Zurich. Then, eight years ago, he was fired for money laundering.”


“He got fired for money laundering?” Adler remarked. “Isn’t that what Swiss bankers do?”


“They stretch the bounds, yes. But they also try to operate with a veneer of respectability. The amount of money involved in this particular transaction was obscene and the clients were proven crooks. It broke into the news just as the Bahnhofstrasse was going through one of its periodic cleansings.” She was referencing the street in Zurich where the biggest Swiss banks were headquartered. “Klaus had been having other troubles. He was drinking more than he should have, and there were rumors he’d left his marital hill and gone off-piste. As far as the money laundering goes, he was never prosecuted, but there was a messy divorce, and he had checked into rehab. The big banks wanted nothing to do with him, and he was an easy scapegoat.


“This all forced Klaus to come up with a new life plan. He had skills and contacts that could be leveraged, so he took a turn to the dark side. Over the course of the last seven years, he’s become Russia’s go-to financier. It started with a few oligarchs, and then he branched into more official channels. For roughly four years now, Klaus has been the unofficial wealth manager of the GRU’s foreign operations. He knows where the bad money comes from and where good money goes to disappear. For years he was indispensable. But apparently the sands have shifted.”


Ryan said, “You think the regime has decided to dump Klaus?”


“Not yet. If that was the case, he would simply have been disappeared. The CIA made direct contact with Klaus in Tangier. He has a home there—it used to be his winter getaway, but he’s pretty much full-time now. According to his case officer, Klaus is spooked. He wants to break away with a clean identity and keep some personal funds he’s squirreled away. As an added incentive for our support, he provided more information, a five-year look-back on the finances of a company called Orient Trading. We’ve been trying to unravel this entity for years, but it was as opaque as any our analysts have ever seen. It operates out of sub-Saharan Africa, funneling money to warlords and rebel groups. Klaus gave us a financial forensic road map. Account numbers, routing details, law firms, shell companies. We’ve spent years trying to shut this one down with nothing to show for it. Then Klaus handed it to us on a crypto platter.


“He claimed to have records on over a hundred money trails—past, present, and future. If he can deliver, and we have no reason to believe otherwise, we could disable the Kremlin’s shadow banking operations for years.”


“Okay,” Adler said. “This is all interesting, but how does it relate to this crash?”


The President said, “News of Fulcrum only hit my desk a few days ago. Klaus was in Tangier, and when we realized Secretary Moore was about to pass through, it seemed like a straightforward method to extract him. We made arrangements for Klaus to be on board SAM Flight 719.”


“Which means,” surmised Mary Pat, “we have to consider the possibility that Fulcrum being on board was not coincidental to this crash.”


“You think the Russians shot this jet down to eliminate Klaus?” asked Adler. “Like a surface-to-air missile or something?”


Mary Pat replied, “We don’t know what happened, but we can’t ignore the fact that an agent with potentially devastating information on the GRU’s European operations was on board.”


“Where do we take it from here?” asked Adler.


Mary Pat said, “I think our NTSB man nailed it. This is probably just a tragic accident, but until that’s proven, we have to consider terrorism as a possible cause. I’ll send a message to every agency in the region and have NRO review our SIGINT. If this was an intentional act, we will find evidence of it.”


The principals were all given marching orders, and soon the room cleared. The President and Mary Pat remained behind.


Ryan looked at the desk and noticed the President’s Daily Brief squared in one corner. The package was assembled by Mary Pat’s office, ODNI. In essence, it condensed all the world’s overnight crises into one neat package. He had read a copy of the report at home this morning and remembered thinking it seemed thicker than usual. Over the years, Ryan had come to the unscientific conclusion that the more briefing items a PDB contained, the less trying his day would be. He likened it to a boatload of hopeful fishermen casting lines into a sea full of minnows. Conversely, when one crisis predominated, it tended to be a rod bender that pulled the boat along.


He had a strong suspicion that tomorrow’s brief would be very thin indeed.


Ignoring the file, he said, “Anything else I should know about?”


“I think that’s enough for one evening. But relating to this crash, there is one precaution I could set in motion.”


“A precaution?”


When she didn’t reply, it was a silence that spoke volumes.


“Mary Pat, I value that you keep me out of the loop. But in this case, I’d like to be clear. Are we talking about John Clark?”


“I think having him in the neighborhood would be a nice option for our back pocket.”


The President leaned back thoughtfully in his chair.


The days of intelligence work being a gentleman’s game was a thing of the past—not that James Bond had ever been grounded in reality. John Clark was America’s blunt instrument. Notwithstanding the fact that he spoke six languages, his formal education was limited. If death and chaos could have accreditation, however, Clark would be a professor of Ivy League standing.


And no one knew that better than Jack Ryan.


“Any idea where he is?” he asked. In truth, Ryan had a vague idea of where Clark was, and also what he was up to. It was an operation that Mary Pat had, in her back-channel way, been planning for months.


“I think I might know where to find him,” she replied.
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TARTUS HARBOR, SYRIA


0332 LOCAL TIME


John Clark was, at that moment, thirty feet beneath the rippling surface of the harbor in Tartus. His long-bladed fins kicked smoothly through the cool Mediterranean Sea, propelling him with ease. He had scythed through open water more quickly twenty years ago, but there was no hitch in his stroke, no hesitancy in his drive.


As ever, there was only one Mr. Clark.


None of this was lost on the three men waiting below: Daniel Wu, Lee Hyori, and Wilhelm Bauer, respectively of the UK, South Korea, and Germany. For years Clark had directed the operations of The Campus, an off-the-books counterterrorism organization whose exploits were legendary—or at least, would have been legendary had they not been so well concealed. For this specific job, however, he had decided to leverage the special talents of an elite new unit, Task Force 99. Individually, its handpicked members were some of the most talented Special Forces operators on earth. Collectively, and under Clark’s command, they were far more than the sum of their parts. For the last two weeks the team had been training for this mission, mostly in dark coves on the isolated western coast of Cyprus. Now acclimated to the local conditions, and extensively trained for tonight’s mission, everyone was dialed in.


Clark surfaced slowly, the matte-black hood of his wetsuit and headgear just breaking the surface. He had a good idea of their position in the harbor, but one look with the Mark-1 eyeball always instilled confidence. He pulled away his mask and took in the entire three-hundred-sixty-degree panorama. The distant city, the breakwater, the channel they’d just navigated. Two dozen ships lying at anchor and the marina. Everything was as expected.


Clark reseated his mask and sank back into the depths.


Navigation had long been a challenge underwater. The luxury of GPS guidance wasn’t available while submerged. For most of his career, Clark had relied on simple dead reckoning—counting kicks and tracking time. That put one in the ballpark, but the method suffered over long distances, and strong currents could induce errors. Thankfully, as with so many other aspects of his work, technology had come up with a solution.


Diver propulsion devices, or DPDs, had been around for decades. Essentially underwater scooters, the battery-powered vehicles delivered operators to their targets with minimal effort. The device Clark was using tonight was a “wet” model—breathing gear was required. It resembled a cutaway torpedo and was guided by dive planes and a rudder that were controlled manually by the diver. None of that was new.


The revolution involved navigation.


Clark rendezvoused with his team and mounted back up on his DPD. As briefed, the lack of any update confirmed they were on course. He looked down at his DPD’s main display and saw a map of the harbor’s bottom in subdued green-scale hues. The navigation software, created by a company called Greensea, used a simple sonar in the DPD’s nose to map the bottom ahead. The vital anchorage of Tartus had become the Russian navy’s primary Mediterranean refuge in recent years, and for that reason it had been charted with unerring accuracy. In a series of clandestine missions by unmanned underwater vehicles, or UUVs, the U.S. Navy had mapped every breakwater, rock, and discarded truck tire on the harbor’s two square miles of muddy bottom. The Greensea nav system simply compared the sonar reading to the known database, all backed up by a highly accurate inertial platform.


The foresight of the Navy’s reconnaissance effort was now paying dividends.


The other team members were driving identical DPDs. This gave quad-redundant backup to the accuracy of their position. Clark had paused during ingress for a cross-check of their nav performance. He’d simply stopped, written down the precise coordinates from his display on an underwater slate, and with the aid of a dive light, displayed it to the others. The response had been two OK signs and one headshake. Hyori’s DPD appeared to be getting spotty sonar returns, but the positions of the other two units matched Clark’s perfectly.


Before entering the harbor, all lights had been doused except for the nav displays and a single glow stick on each DPD. The glow sticks were color coded as a method for the team members to identify one another; they were also dim enough that they could not be seen from the surface. The lights were necessary to maintain formation, and while everyone carried dive lights, those were for emergency use only—turning one on in a dead-black ocean would stand out like a spotlight on a dark stage.


Soon they were back underway, Clark holding a steady four knots. It was a modest terrestrial speed, basically walking at a good clip, but the sensation underwater was like running rapids. The DPDs were capable of slightly more, but a higher speed would burn battery power at a prodigious rate.


They were running on enhanced gas rebreathers—regular scuba gear would have been simpler, but the drawback of leaving a bubble trail on the surface ruled it out. Attached to rails on the sides of the two rear DPDs were the most vital elements of their mission—four next-gen limpet mines. Each mine weighed thirteen pounds and had a shaped high-explosive charge that was triggered by an electronic timer. They were also hauling SIG MCX-Spear rifles with infrared coating, chambered for 7.62 x 39–millimeter with red dot optics. The SIGs were isolated in dry bags, and while they were not expected to be used tonight, Clark and the others would have felt naked without them.


When the nav display showed their target to be fifty yards ahead, Clark brought his DPD to a stop. He adjusted the craft’s buoyancy and it sank gently to the bottom. When his fins touched the seabed, his depth gauge showed forty-four feet. The others settled beside him. The DPDs would remain here, the team swimming the remaining distance. Each man clipped a single limpet mine to his equipment belt.


Clark took a careful compass shot, checked the tritium glow of his dive watch, and began counting kicks as he set out again. He ascended to twenty feet, his eyes scanning the surface. He had spent a good portion of his life underwater, beginning in Navy SEAL training. Yet even for the most experienced frogmen, being submerged in open water at night was a disorienting experience. The weightlessness of neutral buoyancy was part of the problem, but worst of all was the darkness. Tonight, thankfully, the visibility was decent. There was a partial moon, and he could see the lights of the city of Tartus dancing on the choppy surface.


They had been given a final update on their target’s position immediately before the dive. The coordinates were supposedly good to within a few feet, but they were an hour old. The wind might have shifted since then, and the mere swing of a ship on its anchor could bring a change of a hundred yards.


The first thing Clark discerned was little more than a shadow. A growing void on the surface, where no light permeated. The shadow soon resolved to a solid outline. He couldn’t see the entire length of the ship—it was, after all, over three hundred feet long, and the harbor’s waters weren’t exactly crystalline—but there was no mistaking the gentle curve of its hull and the darkened keel.


He led the team toward the stern, and they surfaced near the rudder. The shape of the aft hull created a large overhang, a well of sorts, meaning they couldn’t be seen from the ship’s deck. They were a quarter mile from the nearest pier, and the breakwater, far off the bow, was empty at this hour.


Clark removed his mouthpiece, and the others mirrored the move. He heard the sound of distant traffic and the gentle lap of waves against the hull.


“Status?” he asked.


Wu and Bauer replied they were good to go.


Hyori said, “All good except for my nav unit. Something squirrel.”


“Squirrelly,” said a grinning Wu in his East London accent. It had become a unit trend in recent weeks to mangle odd American phrases.


“I think she might sink without our help,” said Bauer as he looked up at the beaten hull. Everyone stared at the ever-serious German. It was the closest he’d ever come to humor. But he had a point. In the dim ambient light, Clark saw a barnacle-encrusted rudder shaft and rust-flecked hull. Ships always looked worse up close, but this one wasn’t long for the maritime world.


“Okay,” Clark said. “She’s in the right spot, but we can’t rely on that. Our orders were clear—we have to make a positive ID before acting.”


Their target’s name was Draco II. Or at least, that’s what had been painted on her bow in recent weeks. In truth, she’d had no fewer than eight names in the last year. And that, indirectly, was why Clark and his team were here.


Draco II was part of Russia’s ever-expanding ghost fleet, one of hundreds of vessels of various tonnage and utility that spanned the globe. Sometimes they moved legitimate cargo. More often they smuggled contraband on behalf of the regime. The CIA had been tracking Draco II for five months. In that time, she had hauled guns and rockets to Eritrea, smuggled banned oil-refining equipment to Vladivostok, and carried a thousand tons of hijacked battery-grade manganese sulfate out of Gabon. In the course of it all, and much to the annoyance of certain Western allies, she had also dragged her anchor to cut seven undersea cables.


The ship’s registration had all the fidelity of a Dalí portrait gone through a blender. Her ownership had changed nine times in the last year, and flags of convenience flew on her stern like yesterday’s wet laundry. Analysts jested that her crew swaps were so constant the gangway needed a revolving door. Her name was altered regularly, including twice on one voyage—as reported by a Danish naval officer—by a paintbrush-wielding Vietnamese crewman dangling over the side. Artemis, Kongo, Gamma V, Corona Sky. As subterfuge went, it was as brazen as it was guileless. The objective, or so it seemed, was not to fly under the radar of Western intelligence services, but rather to induce their fatigue. The Russian Federation ran nearly a thousand such vessels. They steamed across the world, jinking, morphing, and causing all manner of chaos. Russia had for years banked on the assumption that tracking or interdicting any particular one wouldn’t be worth the trouble.


Until, one day, it was.


The directive had come straight from the DNI, but Clark never doubted who was responsible for the final decision. Fed up with Russia’s sanction busting, not to mention the continued sabotage of undersea communication lines, Jack Ryan had decided it was time to set an example. The objective: sink one of the most egregious offenders of the fleet. It was to be done with minimal human casualties, in neutral waters, and in a way that left no clear trail to the responsible party. A bit of reverse smoke and mirrors to counter Russia’s own.


And for an errand like that, there was only one man to call: John Clark.


Clark ordered his team to hold their position, then donned his rebreather and submerged. His next task was to verify they had the right ship.


He kicked through the darkness with the precision of a metronome. It was a common misconception that the ocean was silent. To the contrary, the sea, especially at night, was a jungle of background noise. Through the rhythmic sound of his rebreather, Clark heard crustaceans clicking and fish grazing on the hard bottom. The drone of a distant outboard motor was constant, as was the splash of bilgewater being pumped from the freighter above. A rust bucket like Draco II, Clark knew, wouldn’t float more than a day without her pumps.


He surfaced quickly, less than a yard from the ship’s hull. He ignored an impulse to touch it for stabilization; the dented steel was encrusted with razor-sharp barnacles and slick algae. With a clear view of the sky, his wrist-mounted GPS was again functional. He checked the preprogrammed target coordinate set. He was fifty yards from where CIA analysts had carefully plotted Draco II’s midship reference point two hours earlier. The coordinates were off, but she could easily have swung that far on her anchor.


Still, Clark would triple-check. He had no desire to explain to President Jack Ryan how he’d sunk the wrong freighter. In the old days, he might simply have backed off to check the name painted on her stern, but given how often it changed that would hardly be definitive. The CIA had come up with a better way to confirm a ship’s identity.


Clark submerged and began swimming away from the ship.


The agency had long struggled to track the tens of thousands of freighters and fishing boats across the world’s oceans. Trying to match names and registrations to raw photo surveillance was an analyst’s nightmare. Equally problematic was data from automatic identification system transceivers. The International Maritime Organization required large ships to broadcast their positions using AIS, the aim being to avoid collisions and enhance security. Unfortunately, there were countless methods of cloaking, manipulating, and disabling those signals. Russia, in particular, had turned it into an art form.


The CIA’s ingenious work-around played to two of its strengths, satellite surveillance and digital analysis. The basic principle was simple: no two large ships were identical. Antenna configurations, deck modifications, damage from loading incidents. Rust stains alone were something near a fingerprint. With enough data, even sister ships launched from the same shipyard could generally be distinguished from one another. All that was needed was a high-resolution image for comparison.


A library of tens of thousands of vessels had been assembled, images obtained from as many sources as possible. There were multispectral satellite overheads, but also simple digital photos taken from wharfs and passing ships. The CIA, in partnership with the Navy and the National Reconnaissance Office, had developed an algorithm to automate the matching of nonconformities in the database. Every large ship displayed dozens of unique features, sometimes hundreds. Of course, rust could be painted over and dents smoothed out. New damage could appear, and antennae might be added. The software accounted for all such discrepancies.


With typical bureaucratic dullness, the system was called Noncooperative Maritime Target Recognition, or NMTR. It was the nautical equivalent of identifying a person by their scars, freckles, and wrinkles—that project, Clark had been told, was being pursued by another division.


He surfaced cautiously forty yards from Draco II’s starboard beam. He would barely be visible in the choppy harbor waters, but all the same he kept his profile to a minimum. He pulled his mask down to his neck and surveyed the ship’s deck. He didn’t see a single crewman. There had to be at least one man on watch on the bridge, but Clark gave fifty-fifty odds on whether he was even awake. If he is asleep, he thought, he’s about to get the rudest awakening of his life.


He lifted a waterproof camera above the surface and took three quick shots of the freighter using various low-light settings. The camera was satellite capable, and he uploaded the images via an encrypted data link. Clark submerged again, waited one minute, then resurfaced to reestablish a signal. The reply was waiting: Target confirmed as Draco II. 99% degree of confidence.


He shook his head derisively and submerged again. Ninety-nine percent? Really? A programmer somewhere was covering his ass.


Clark had no such reservations. As far as he was concerned, all the boxes were ticked. It was time for some UDT bang.


He clipped the camera to his equipment belt and rejoined the team ten feet below Draco II’s rudder; everyone had submerged for optimum concealment in the night waters. In the dim ambient light, he gave hand signals to initiate the next step and then tapped his watch for a time hack. They would rally at the DPDs in ten minutes. The team split into pairs, and Clark set out with Bauer at his side.


Each man carried a single explosive device, an updated and more powerful version of the venerable limpet mine. Magnetic attachment, shaped explosive charge, programmable time delay. The team had pre-briefed specific attachment points on the hull. Wu and Hyori had set off toward the bow and would affix their mines to weak points along the forward waterline—DNI analysts had studied the ship’s original blueprints to identify structural vulnerabilities. Clark and Bauer would place their weapons near the stern—one near the engine room and a second on the rudder shaft. These detonations would be destructive, but also disabling. If the ship didn’t go down immediately from the forward blasts, the aft charges would remove any chance of an astute crew getting Draco II underway to run her aground.


All four timers were precisely synchronized.


Everyone rendezvoused at the DPDs on schedule, and soon they were driving toward open sea. Clark didn’t want to be anywhere near the ship when the mines went off. He’d had his brain rattled more than once by undersea explosions, and so he’d built in a thirty-minute delay. That would put them miles outside the harbor’s breakwater when the timers hit zero.


After twenty-eight minutes they surfaced at the extraction point—the coordinate set where they would rendezvous with the boat.


Clark’s eyes swept a full three-hundred-sixty-degree circle.


The boat was nowhere in sight.


And just like that, a plan that had been going swimmingly began to capsize.
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