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			This book is dedicated to the men and women whose lives have been lost in fighting the war on terrorism worldwide.

			“Only God can judge whether the terrorists are right or wrong. It is our job to arrange the meeting.”

			—Unknown US Navy SEAL

		

	
		
			On April 8, 2014, the director of the Russian Federal Security Service confirmed the death of Dokka Umarov, the Chechen Islamist militant responsible for Moscow Metro bombings in 2010. Though the exact date and place of his death remain unknown, his demise has been confirmed by the United States government, and he was removed from the US State Department’s Rewards for Justice list in April 2014.

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			CANCÚN, 
Mexico

			Former White House chief of staff Tim Hagen sat beside the pool at his Cancún hotel on the tip of the Yucatán Peninsula sipping a piña colada and skimming a paperback copy of The Art of War by Sun Tzu. Though he knew each of the twenty-seven concepts backward and forward, he enjoyed studying the printed words, searching them for insight into the mind that had written them. He was particularly interested in the concepts covered in chapter thirteen, “The Use of Spies.”

			Up until six months earlier, Hagen had been chief military adviser to the president of the United States, but that had changed abruptly upon the president’s asking for his resignation mere minutes after San Diego was nearly destroyed by a Soviet-era suitcase nuke. Of course, Hagen’s ego wouldn’t permit him to see that he’d brought the dismissal upon himself through his constant manipulation of the president to serve his own ambitions. Instead, he blamed Gil Shannon and Robert Pope for undermining his influence.

			Now Hagen was waiting to hear that the indefatigable Navy SEAL was either dead or on his way to a French prison. Upon hearing the news, he would return to Washington, DC, with his honor restored to him and begin anew his ambitious pursuits of power and influence. He intended to offer his strategic services to a rising new political star: a handsome, young senator named Steve Grieves from New York, who, with the right guidance, might one day make a successful run at the White House.

			A hotel concierge approached from across the patio. “Señor Hagen?”

			Hagen looked up from the book. “Yeah, I’m Hagen.”

			“There is a call for you, señor, at the front desk.”

			Hagen glanced at his phone sitting silent beside his drink on the table. “For a Tim Hagen?”

			“Sí, señor.”

			Wondering if something had gone wrong, Hagen picked up his phone and left the book on the table. “Show me the way.”

			“This way, señor.” The concierge guided him to the hotel lobby, and they stopped at the front desk, where a young woman handed Hagen the landline.

			“This is Hagen,” he said, taking the receiver.

			“Tim?”

			“This is Tim Hagen,” he said impatiently. “To whom am I speaking?”

			“Tim, it’s Bob Pope. How are you enjoying the sunshine down there?”

			Hagen’s heart skipped a beat, and his sandaled feet felt suddenly cold. “Well enough,” he said, clearing his throat. “What can I do for you, Robert?”

			“I’m calling to tell you that Gil Shannon has run into some serious trouble in Paris.”

			“I’m awfully sorry to hear that,” Hagen said, a thin smile coming to his lips as the blood began to flow again. “But I’m no longer with the White House. Why would I be interested in anything having to do with Chief Shannon?”

			Pope chuckled. “Well, I know how closely you and Lerher have been following his career.”

			Pope’s cheerful demeanor sent a chill down Hagen’s spine. “I don’t know what you’ve been told, Robert, but I—”

			“Gil’s out of France,” Pope said, his tone suddenly icy. “So if I were you, I’d start looking for a cave to hide in.”

			Hagen’s mouth went dry. “Listen, you don’t—who the hell is Ler­her?”

			“You should be running,” Pope answered, “instead of standing there in the lobby wearing that ridiculous hat.”

			The line went dead, and Hagen turned around, searching the lobby for anyone resembling Robert Pope. He spotted a security camera on the wall above the desk. “Is your security system connected to the internet in any way?”

			The concierge glanced up at the camera, a puzzled look on his face. “I don’t know, señor. I don’t think so. Why, is something wrong?”

			“No,” Hagen said, his paranoia increasing by the moment. “I’ll be checking out within the half hour. Please send someone to the room for my bags.”

			“Sí, señor.” The concierge smiled curiously at the young woman as Hagen hurried off across the lobby, watching him drop his Panama hat into a hotel trash container on his way to the elevator, wondering why the caller had asked him to describe what Mr. Hagen was wearing before bringing him to the phone.
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			PARIS, 
France

			The hour was closing in on three o’clock in the morning, and Master Chief Gil Shannon lay prone atop an empty freight car on the outskirts of Paris, a Remington Modular Sniper Rifle pulled tight into his shoulder, eye to the Barska nightscope, its illuminated green reticle highly visible in the darkness. He studied the blacked-out warehouse one hundred meters across the rail yard to the east. The April night was cool, and there hung on the breeze the distant whine of a locomotive as Gil adjusted his posture carefully, needing to urinate, waiting for Dokka Umarov to show himself. His right foot ached dully where he’d been shot the year before during a combat jump over Montana—much of the metatarsal bone having been replaced with an experimental titanium implant—and his chest tightened with anxiety that nowadays seemed to haunt him whenever things got too quiet for too long.

			He drew a deep breath, slowly letting it back out, taking his hand from the grip to flex his fingers.

			“Are you tensing up?” asked the voice of his overwatch, an earpiece nestled comfortably in his ear.

			Gil smiled in the darkness. “Are you watching me or the target area?”

			The voice chuckled softly. “I see all.”

			“You see too much,” Gil muttered good-naturedly. “How about you get off my nuts and watch if Umarov slips out the back.”

			Again the chuckle.

			A few minutes later, Gil said, “This little meet and greet’s takin’ longer than it should. I wonder if—”

			“Heat signature! Sniper on the roof!”

			Gil didn’t so much as twitch, but kept his eye to the scope. “North or south?”

			“North side,” the voice said. “He’s been hiding under an awning of some sort . . . no, I think it’s a proper hide. He’s sliding back under now. Umarov must have anticipated satellite surveillance.”

			“Can you see the rifle barrel?”

			“Enhancing resolution now . . . Yeah, I can see six or eight inches of it—the suppressor.”

			“Which way is it pointing?”

			A slight pause. “About twenty degrees to your right . . . south of your position.”

			“He hasn’t seen me, then,” Gil said. “But that’s obvious.” He let his eye scan back and forth across the flat roof of the three-story structure, cluttered with water tanks and air-conditioning units, ventilation ducts, and enclosed observation platforms once used by train spotters. “I can’t find him. You didn’t get a look at his optics by any chance, did you?”

			“Yeah,” the voice said. “Big scope.”

			“Shit,” Gil muttered. “That means infrared. Sounds like maybe I brought a knife to a gunfight. What was he doing out of the hide?”

			“Stretching his back, I think.”

			“At least he’s careless. That’s something.” Gil relaxed and proceeded to piss his pants to solve that nagging issue. This was more difficult to accomplish while remaining stock still than most people might have imagined, but Gil had more or less mastered the art by this point in his career. An operative had to drink a lot of water in Afghanistan to stay alive and alert, and a sniper couldn’t be jumping up to hit the head every ten minutes.

			Now he was ready to engage. “I need to eliminate this guy before Umarov comes out. Guide me to him.”

			“Find the northern water tank.”

			“Got it.”

			“He’s beneath a hide made of plywood and debris thirty feet south of— Look sharp! He’s shifting his aim!”

			Gil adjusted his own aim ten degrees right. His blood froze when he saw the enemy sniper, perfectly visible beneath the hide, silhouetted in the greenish-black field of vision.

			“Shit!” He flinched away from the scope a mere instant before it shattered, the enemy round passing directly through the optic tube without touching the sides. Splinters of glass stung the flesh of Gil’s neck as the deadly bullet streaked past his ear. He let go of the Remington, rolling across the roof of the railcar to drop off the far side just as the enemy’s second round grazed his hip. He twisted midfall to land feetfirst like a cat in the gravel, ducking for cover behind one of the great steel wheels of the railcar.

			“Christ Jesus, that was close!”

			“Are you hit?” the overwatch asked, slightly unsettled.

			Gil took a moment to pull down his jeans partway for a look at the wound. “He nicked my hip. Nothing serious.”

			“Good,” the voice said grimly, “because you’re about to be hip deep in shit. You’ve got a few dozen French gendarmes converging on your position from the north and west. Two hundred yards distant. They’ve got a pair of German shepherds.”

			Gil didn’t want any part of German shepherds. He might handle one if he was willing to take damage, but a pair of them would drag him down and rip him apart. He took off at a dead run to the south, running parallel to the train through the loose gravel. “What’s the fuckin’ sniper doing?”

			“Forget him,” the voice said, slightly distracted now. “He’s pulling back.”

			Gil adjusted the earpiece as he ran. “Is it possible the gendarmes are here for Umarov?”

			“They’re not moving toward the warehouse. Hold on a second.” Another pause. “Umarov and his people are leaving out the back. You must’ve been set up, Gil.”

			“Goddamnit, by who?” Gil demanded, running through the darkness with the shouts of the pursuing gendarmes drifting down on the wind.

			“The dogs are loose,” the voice said. “Closing fast at a hundred yards.”

			“Fuck!” Gil leapt onto the ladder of a railcar and scrambled to the roof, sprinting along the tops of the cars, jumping the gaps between them as he made toward the locomotive still a half mile ahead at the front of the train.

			“They’re going to see you up there.”

			“Well, if you got a better idea, Bob, I’m all ears.” The dogs were barking, catching up fast, the hollow thudding of Gil’s footfalls clearly audible; the microdroplets of his perspiration heavy in the air and impossible for canines to miss.

			“Widening the angle for a look ahead,” was the response from his overwatch.

			Gil could feel the titanium implant in his right foot beginning to bite into the muscle tissue, and he wondered how long before something inside the foot broke loose. He wasn’t exactly built for escape and evasion anymore, and the fact became more evident with each leap from one railcar to the next. The German shepherds were directly below now, barking their asses off to let their handlers know they had caught up to the suspect.

			A pistol shot rang out, and Gil cut a glance over his shoulder to see a gendarme fifteen cars back, also running along the rooftops.

			“What happened to ‘Thou shalt not shoot a fleeing felon’?” Gil muttered aloud.

			“You’re in France,” the voice reminded him. “They don’t have that law over there.”

			“Bob. I’m running out of train, and that gung-ho prick back there is faster than I am.” Another pistol shot. “I’m pretty sure they aim to kill me.”

			“They do. Somebody called a tip into the Sûreté about a terrorist in the train yard.” The Sûreté Nationale was the French national police force.

			“You’re channel surfing?” Gil leapt a gap between cars, almost stumbling upon landing.

			“I have to find out what you’re up against,” the voice said calmly, the faint sound of fingers running over a keyboard. “Okay, you’re in luck. The tracks span a wide canal about ten cars ahead. The dogs won’t be able to follow you across, so you can hit the ground and do some open-field running.”

			Gil jumped another span and stumbled, expertly summersaulting back to his feet, the footfalls of his pursuer growing ever closer. “I have to shake Carl Lewis back there.”

			“Run, Gil. If you’re captured alive, you’ll do life in a French prison.”

			“Thanks, Bob, no shit!” Gil ran across the car that spanned the canal way, leaving the dogs barking at the edge and scrambling down a ladder to the ground. A quick glance, and he saw the gendarme only six cars back, closing fast with pistol in hand. He disappeared into the shadows of a stockyard full of shipping containers stacked two high. The shouts of more gendarmes became audible as they gathered at the canal’s edge, the beams of their flashlights flickering wildly.

			Gil pulled up around the corner of the nearest shipping container to wait for the gendarme. As the younger man rounded the corner in the darkness at full speed, Gil delivered him a vicious strike to the throat with the V of his forefinger and thumb, temporarily collapsing the esophagus and taking him off his feet.

			The pistol fell to the ground, and Gil snatched it up. He didn’t want to kill anyone, but the possibility of life in prison was not acceptable to him, so he would have to play this fucked-up mission as close to the edge as it came, dancing along the razor until he finally escaped or was forced into making some fatal decision. He jammed the pistol into his waistband and kept moving, leaving the gendarme choking in the dirt.

			“Find me a way outta this fuckin’ rat maze!” It was moments like this that Gil was relieved that he and his wife were separated, and that she wasn’t at home worrying about him.

			“Keep moving straight down the row until it dead-ends, then break right. A few of them are crossing the canal over the train now. The rest are moving west with the dogs toward a footbridge.”

			“Where am I in relation to the embassy?” Gil asked.

			“You can forget the embassy,” the voice answered. “It’s being cordoned off as we speak. Somebody knows you’re an American, and they’re expecting you to head that way.”

			Gil dashed down a narrow passage between the containers. “Where is Umarov?”

			“Never mind him. We have to find you a place to hole up.”

			“Fuck that!” Gil snapped. “Vector me back toward Umarov!”

			“Gil, no. It’s—”

			“Bob, your Paris contacts are compromised. I’m completely on my own down here. So vectoring me toward Umarov is as good a direction as any—and it’s the last thing he’s gonna expect!”

			The overwatch remained silent, so Gil kept moving toward the end of the row, reaching the dead end. He looked up into the starry night sky. “So what the fuck up there? Am I turning left or right?”

			“Oh, hell,” the voice said. “Break left!”

			Gil took off down the row. “Did Umarov go far?”

			“He stopped and entered an apartment building about two miles away.”

			“What about the gendarmes?”

			“They’ve crossed the footbridge to the west, and the dogs are looking for your scent. You don’t have more than a minute before they’re back on your trail.”

			Gil reached the end of the row and dashed across the open rail yard toward the warehouses.

			“Step on it,” the voice urged. “You’re entirely exposed.”

			“I’m worried I’ll blow out this damn implant.”

			“If you don’t make it to cover within the next the thirty seconds, you’ll be spotted by the gendarmes. They’ve got night vision.”

			Gil stepped up the pace and made it to cover behind a line of six lone tanker cars parked on a sidetrack, ducking behind another wheel.

			“Hold there a minute,” the overwatch said. “They’re scanning up and down the rail yard.”

			“What are their orders?” Gil knew that his overwatch spoke fluent French. “Are you listening to their traffic in real time?”

			“Their orders are to not let you escape.”

			“Okay, so dicey at best,” Gil muttered. “I could use a smoke.” He sat on his haunches with his head tilted back against the wheel, sucking air deep into his lungs. “I can’t run like this much longer. You have to find me a ride.”

			“The dogs will pick up your scent any second now,” said the overwatch. “Get up and move out exactly perpendicular to the tracks. You need to keep the wheels between you and the men on the far side. If you can make it to the warehouses without being spotted, you’ve got a chance.”

			Gil ran and made it to the nearest warehouse, running down the far side to get out of sight.

			“Oh, Christ,” said the overwatch. “Do you hear any shooting down there?”

			Gil froze. “No—why?”

			“Someone’s shooting the gendarmes. Two of them are down on the tracks, and the rest are falling back under cover. They just set the dogs loose again.”

			Gil broke a window and climbed into the warehouse. “I’m inside now.” He made his way toward the back of the building, winding among the crates and quickly getting disoriented in the darkness. He came to a dead end and had to turn around. “Who stacked these fucking things?”

			“What things?”

			“Crates,” Gil said. “Who’s shooting at the gendarmes? Is it that damn sniper?”

			“I don’t know. Gil, you have to find a way out of there right now. The dogs are jumping in through the window—they’re inside!”

			Seconds later, Gil heard the dogs’ claws on the concrete as they scurried unerringly through the inky dark, following his exact path through the maze of crates. He came to a steel staircase and ran two stories to the top, where he stood overlooking the warehouse floor. He ran to the end of the catwalk and came to a locked steel door.

			Both German shepherds scampered to the top of the stairs, and he saw their faint silhouettes at the far end of the catwalk, moving toward him shoulder to shoulder, each growling low in the throat.

			Gil’s own dog came to mind, a Chesapeake Bay retriever, as he took the Beretta from his pants, preparing to shoot them. The German shepherds snarled and charged. In the glow of a vapor light mounted outside the window, he saw a series of conduit pipes running down the wall, leading to a door at the bottom. On the spur of the moment, he dropped the pistol, swung his legs over the railing, and stretched to grab on to the conduit, bracing his feet against the wall. The dogs snarled furiously as he clung to the wall less than a foot beyond their reach. Glimpsing their white fangs, he shinnied down the conduit to the floor two stories below. The dogs backtracked to the stairs.

			Gil made it to the floor only to find that this door, too, was locked. “Can I get a fuckin’ break?”

			“What’s the matter now?” asked the overwatch.

			“Dogs are the matter!”

			He ran along the wall toward what he hoped was the back of the warehouse as the shepherds scrambled down the stairs. Gil broke into a locked office and quickly jammed a desk up against the door, snatching a pack of French cigarettes from the desk and stuffing them into his pocket. Within seconds, the dogs were scratching around outside, whining in frustration. He forced open another door at the back of the office and ran down a blind hallway toward a dim glow at the far end.

			“You still up there?”

			“Yeah, I’ve been making some calls,” the voice said. “Trying to find you a place to hide. How close are you to finding your way out of there?”

			“Let you know in a second.” Gil put his hand against a pane of grime-covered glass. “I think this leads out.”

			He groped about in the darkness for a chair or a trash can to break out the window.

			Without warning, a German shepherd slammed into him at full tilt, sinking its teeth into his left forearm.

			“Holy shit!” he shouted, completely unprepared for the suddenness of the impact. He struggled to keep his feet with the dog whipping him from side to side, not quite like a rag doll but close.

			“What’s happening?” the overwatch asked anxiously.

			The animal was unbelievably strong and took Gil down in seconds. He sensed more than heard the second dog’s arrival, and so he kicked out in the dark to ward it off. The animal latched onto his boot, savagely ripping it back and forth, its fangs easily penetrating both the leather upper and the instep of Gil’s already damaged right foot.

			Fortunately, the narrow hall limited the dogs’ room to maneuver enough that Gil was able to pin the first one in the corner, bracing his free foot against a wall and using his forearm to jam the dog’s head against the floor, transitioning to the top position. The second dog still had hold of his foot, and though painful, it posed no immediate threat to life or limb.

			Gil was about to jam his thumb into the dog’s eye socket when he smacked his head against a fire extinguisher sitting on the floor against the wall. He grabbed it with his free hand and thrust the plastic nozzle into the dog’s mouth, squeezing the lever to emit a large blast of CO2. The dog howled, immediately releasing Gil’s arm, flailing insanely to get back on its feet. Gil rolled off and gave the second dog a blast in the face, causing it to let go of his foot. He sprang into a crouch and used the extinguisher to haze both animals back down the hall. Then he wheeled around and hurled the extinguisher through the window. The glass fell away, and he leapt out into the night, landing in a steel dumpster half full of garbage.

			One of the German shepherds landed beside him a second later, sinking its teeth into his thigh with a snarl. “You motherfucker!” Gil busted the dog in the side of the head with his fist hard enough to make let it go. He kicked the animal away and threw a leg over the side of the dumpster as the second shepherd was leaping down from the window. Gil turned to slam the steel lid down on one of the dogs with such force that it was knocked out cold. The other dog continued barking inside the steel box as Gil trotted off down the alley.

			“Christ Almighty.” He leaned against a wall, flexing his fingers to check the extent of the damage to his left arm. Gil looked up into the sky again. “How do I get outta here?”

			“Keep an easterly heading,” the voice said quietly. “If you move fast, I’m pretty sure you’ll have time to hail a cab half a mile from there.”

			“What about the cops?”

			“Three more got shot down while you were having it out with the dogs. They’re under cover now and calling for medevac.”

			“Did you see which way the shooter went?”

			“No, but whoever he is, he sure as hell put the bloody finger on you.”

			Gil took a second to light up a smoke, tossing the match to the ground. “Make sure you find out who ghosted this operation. I’m gonna cut his fuckin’ heart out.”

			“We’ll be lucky to get you out of France.”

			Gil drew from the cigarette. “Then killing Umarov is still my number one priority. Which way to that cabstand?”
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			PARIS, 
France

			Gil caught a cab a half mile from the target area. The overwatch told him which words to use in French, and though Gil’s accent was terrible, the cabbie understood him well enough to follow his directions along the outskirts of Paris. The cabbie saw how badly his passenger was bleeding, and it soon became apparent to him that Gil was getting his directions from someone speaking to him through an earpiece. He began jabbering away over the back of the seat in hurried French.

			“He thinks you’re CIA,” the overwatch said with a chuckle.

			“You’ve seen too many movies,” Gil told the cabbie. “Just drive.” He was betting the cabbie spoke at least some English, as did most Parisians, though they usually pretended not to when dealing with American tourists.

			The cab driver pulled to the curb. “Get out. I don’t need your trouble.”

			Gil wasn’t in the mood for games. He lunged forward over the back of the seat, punching the cabbie in the face Indiana Jones style. “Now, you either drive this cab, or I will! I don’t have time for your shit! Comprendre, mon ami?”

			The cab driver leaned against the door, holding the side of his face where Gil had struck him, his eyes full of anger. “You are CIA.”

			“You’re damn right I am,” Gil grumbled. “Now drive!”

			The driver sullenly shifted into gear and pulled away from the curb. “Why are you bleeding?” he asked a couple minutes later.

			“I was attacked by a werewolf.” Gil sat listening to the overwatch, who was monitoring the cab from above in infrared via satellite locked in geosynchronous orbit two hundred miles up.

			“Make a right up here,” he told the driver. “We’re close.”

			A minute later, they pulled to the curb, and Gil got out in a Muslim section of Paris, shoving three hundred dollars’ worth of euros into the cabbie’s hand. “Keep it.” He shut the door, and the cab pulled quickly away up the street.

			Gil stood in the shadows, eyeing the three-story apartment building on the far corner. There was a light on in one of the apartments on the top floor. “I don’t suppose you know which floor Umarov is on,” he said to the overwatch.

			“Not a clue, but the SUV on the corner is the one he arrived in. It’s probably got an alarm.”

			Gil rooted around in a trash can on the corner until he found a glass bottle. He hurled the bottle across the street, and it shattered against the windshield of the SUV, causing the car alarm to start blaring and the headlights to flash on and off.

			“I guess that’s one way of doing it,” the overwatch said in amusement.

			Gil stepped into the shadows. The curtains in the lighted room parted, and a man stood looking down at the SUV for a moment before closing the curtains again.

			“It worked.” Gil slipped across the street, where he hopped a waist-high stone wall and took cover in the darkness beyond the amber light of the streetlamp.

			The car alarm fell silent after a minute, and the man from the window came out the front door of the building. He stood staring at the fractured window of the SUV in the light of the lamp, his visage at once discerning and predatory. He watched hawkishly up and down in all directions from the intersection, with a hand inside his jacket.

			Gil lowered himself into a crouch, keeping low as he made his way along the stone wall toward the corner. The man reset the car alarm and turned to go back into the building. As he passed the end of the wall, Gil pounced like a cougar, delivering him a deadly strike to the cerebellum and knocking him forward off his feet. Even as the man fell face-first onto the sidewalk, Gil followed through with his attack, bringing down the heel of his boot on the back of his neck fast and hard to break the spinal cord.

			He immediately dragged the body into the shadows by the head, searching it for weapons and intel. Gil found a ring of three keys—one of which went to the SUV—and a Glock 39 subcompact .45 with a six-round magazine. He made sure a round was chambered and moved out around the back of the building. One of the keys fit the rear door, so he slipped inside easily. He was casual about mounting the staircase, keeping the pistol gripped in his right hand but concealed behind his thigh. The halls of the ancient building were dimly lit, and the wooden stairs creaked with every step.

			He reached the top floor and stood watching the door to the apartment. A light shone beneath it, and Gil could hear at least two men speaking in Chechen. Their voices were anxious, and he assumed it had to do with the car alarm, but there was no way to be sure. He looked at the third key on the ring, guessing it would fit the knob, but he didn’t know if the Chechens used some sort of secret knock before keying into the room. There was no telling how many hostile Muslims might be living in the building, and six rounds wouldn’t last long in a protracted firefight. Not to mention he didn’t fancy another encounter with the French police.

			Deciding to keep the initiative, Gil pocketed the keys and stalked forward, kicking in the door to the room and shooting the first man he saw. The wide-eyed Chechen grabbed his throat and fell backward over a coffee table. Gil’s original target, the bearded Dokka Umarov, leapt up from the couch, grabbing for a Glock 39 tucked into the waistband of his trousers, and Gil shot him through the top of the forehead. Most of the skullcap disappeared in a spray of bone and blood as Gil pivoted left to shoot the last remaining man in the room.

			He froze a mere fraction of an instant before squeezing the trigger, finding himself face-to-face with agent Trent Lerher of the CIA, formerly attached to Joint Special Operations Command, or JSOC. “What the fuck are you doin’ here?”

			Lerher was tall and slender, and highly experienced in the world of espionage. “Take it easy, Gil. This isn’t what it looks like.”

			“Answer the question!”

			Gil had worked with Lerher on two separate occasions during his time with SEAL Team VI. Once in Indonesia years earlier, and once more recently in Afghanistan when Lerher had sent Gil into Iran to eliminate an Al Qaeda bomb maker and his pregnant wife. Gil had refused to kill the wife, instead bringing her back alive to Afghanistan and making a stink about Lerher’s mishandling of the operation. The CIA agent’s controversial order to assassinate a pregnant woman hadn’t sat well with his superiors at headquarters in Langley, Virginia, and as a result, Lerher had been demoted from JSOC and returned to regular field operations.

			“Who’s there?” the overwatch asked in Gil’s ear.

			“It’s Lerher!”

			Lerher spotted the earpiece. “Tell Pope that I’m—”

			“How the fuck do you know it’s Pope?” Gil demanded. “Get those hands back up!”

			Lerher lifted his hands higher. “We don’t have time to do this here, Gil. Let’s go, and I’ll explain on the way.”

			“Gil!” said Bob Pope into Gil’s ear.

			“I’m listening.”

			“He’s the one who fed you to the wolves. Take him out.”

			“You’re sure?”

			“Listen!” Lerher said, realizing he was losing the initiative. “This isn’t what it looks like! Pope doesn’t know what the fuck he’s talking about!”

			“Gil, kill him and get the hell out of there. You don’t have much time.”

			“Goddamnit. You’re sure?”

			“I’m an American!” Lerher shouted.

			“Kill ’im, Gil! The police are on the way.”

			Lerher grabbed for the inside of his jacket, and Gil shot him through the face. Lerher stumbled backward, twitching and blinking, making a sickening strangling sound, and Gil shot him again in the chest. The agent went down, and Gil jumped forward to search him. All he found was the same model pistol that the Chechens were carrying, so he grabbed up the spare magazines and dashed out of the room, running down three flights of stairs to the street and getting into the black SUV. European high-low sirens were approaching from the north, so he sped off south.

			“What the fuck is going on, Bob? Lerher isn’t even attached to JSOC anymore!”

			“He’s not really attached to anything anymore,” Pope deadpanned.

			Gil stopped for a red light. “That’s not funny.”

			“You said you wanted him dead. You got what you wanted.”

			“I want to know what the fuck he’s doing in Paris with Dokka Umarov.”

			“I’ll get to the bottom of it,” Pope promised. “Right now you have to head for the Russian Embassy.”

			The light turned green, but Gil didn’t notice. “What the fuck am I gonna do at the Russian Embassy?”

			“Get yourself stitched up, for one thing. Maybe even a shot of penicillin. Those dog bites are going to fester.”

			“You’re saying the Russians have agreed to take me in?”

			“You just killed Russia’s bin Laden,” Pope said, referring to the Chechen Islamist warlord Umarov. “It’s the least they can do for you. Now make a left, and try not to drive like you’re fleeing the scene of a multiple homicide, will ya?”
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France

			Security at the Russian Embassy was expecting Gil when he arrived, and he was immediately admitted through a side entrance to the garish-looking building. Four hulking soldiers escorted him to a conference room with a one-way mirror set into the wall.

			“If you have weapons, put them on the table,” one of the stone-faced soldiers said in good English. On his shoulders, he wore the rank insignia of a sergeant major—or a starshina, as they were called in the Russian army, a rank roughly similar to that of a US Navy master chief.

			Gil slowly took the Glock 39 from beneath his jacket, placing it on the table along with three extra six-round magazines and the cigarettes. “That’s everything,” he said, his blue eyes smiling.

			The starshina pointed at Gil’s earpiece. “That too.”

			“They’re making me sign off, Bob.”

			“That’s to be expected,” Pope replied. “Good luck, Gil. There isn’t much more I can do for you.”

			“Just find out what Lerher was up to.” Gil took the earpiece from his ear and tossed it onto the table.

			“Passport?” the starshina asked.

			Gil was almost six feet tall, lean and wiry, and with brown hair cut high and tight. He took the passport from his jacket and handed it to the sergeant.

			The Russian looked it over. “You’re Canadian?”

			Gil shook his head.

			“CIA?”

			“I guess that sorta depends on who you ask. ‘CIA’ don’t mean what it used to.”

			The sergeant stood eyeing him and then pointed to a steel chair against the wall. “Sit there.”

			Gil did as he was told, and the solider gathered his possessions into a leather attaché case, which he took with him when he left the room. The other three guards, a junior sergeant and two efreitors (similar to corporals), stood at three different points around the room watching Gil with their arms folded across their broad chests.

			“I don’t suppose you guys have any—”

			The door opened, and a doctor in his late twenties came into the room carrying a large red case of medical equipment. “Take off your clothes, please.” He set the case down on the table. “There is not a lot of time.”

			Gil got to his feet, stripped to his skivvies, and retook his seat. He was bleeding from wounds to his left forearm, left thigh, left hip, and his right foot. There was also a two-inch gash in his scalp that he couldn’t explain.

			Seeing Gil’s many battle scars to his legs, torso, and head, the three soldiers exchanged glances of what might have been approval.

			“This is from dog?” the doctor asked, examining Gil’s ripped-up forearm.

			“Yes.”

			“And this?” the doctor asked a moment later, carefully probing the bite marks to Gil’s thigh.

			“Along with my foot, yeah. This here on my hip is a bullet wound. And I don’t know why the fuck my head is bleeding.”

			The doctor looked over at the youngest soldier, one of the efrei­tors, speaking at length in Russian. When he finished, the efreitor gathered up all of Gil’s clothes, including his boots and socks, and left the room.

			“I am going to treat your wounds now,” the doctor said, taking a syringe and a small bottle of lidocaine from the medical case. His fingers were deft, and he had all of Gil’s wounds neatly stitched within a half hour.

			The stone-faced sergeant returned with a new set of street clothes the same moment the doctor finished, and this was when Gil fully took in that he must be under observation through the one-way mirror.

			Gil got dressed and wasn’t a little impressed to find that the new shoes were his exact size. He smiled at the soldier. “Well done, Starshina. You guys are pretty good.”

			The Russian allowed a thin smile.

			The doctor left the room, and a photographer came in immediately after with a digital camera.

			“Sit,” the sergeant said. “Don’t smile.”

			Gil sat back down, and the photographer took his photo, disappearing again almost as fast as he had appeared.

			“So what now?” Gil asked.

			The sergeant motioned the other two soldiers to leave and followed them out. Gil was alone in the room for forty-five minutes before the door opened again, and a healthy-looking man in his early seventies came in. He offered Gil his hand, and Gil stood up from his chair to take it.

			“My name is Vladimir Federov,” the old man said.

			“Good to meet you, sir. I’m—”

			“I know who you are. Come sit at the table. We’ll have a talk.”

			They sat across from each other, and Gil waited to hear what the man had to say.

			Federov laced his fingers in front of him. “I was captured in Berlin in 1973 by the CIA,” he began. “I was a young KGB agent then, and, luckily for me, a CIA agent had been captured in East Berlin the day before. After twenty-four hours, it was agreed we would be exchanged at Checkpoint Charlie.” Checkpoint C had been the most famous crossing point in the Berlin Wall during the Cold War, and many spies were exchanged there during that period. After the final collapse of the Soviet Union and the reunification of Germany in the 1990s, the location became a tourist attraction.

			“I hope you were well treated,” Gil said, meaning it.

			“Oh, I was very well treated,” Federov replied. “I was captured by a young agent named Robert Pope. I understand you know him quite well.”

			Gil smiled. “Pretty well, yeah, but I didn’t know he’d ever captured himself a genuine KGB agent.”

			Federov grinned. “The son of a bitch used a woman to dupe me.”

			Gil was hard pressed to conceal his amusement. “Well, knowing Pope’s taste in women, I doubt you stood much of a chance.”

			“I was young and foolish,” Federov admitted. “But Robert treated me well, and he saw to it that I was exchanged quickly, something I have always been grateful for. In those days, the families of captured KGB agents were treated with suspicion by the Soviet government, and their lives were often made difficult. Robert understood that, and my quick return spared my parents those humiliations.”

			“I understand.” Gil knew the pleasantries were out of the way and that it was time to get down to business.

			“Dokka Umarov is dead?” Federov asked.

			“Very,” Gil answered.

			“He has been mistaken for dead many times,” Federov said. “I need to know every detail of your mission leading up to this moment. This is a condition which has already been agreed to by your superior.”

			Gil knew it didn’t much matter whether Pope had agreed to the condition or not—though he believed he probably had—so he told Federov every detail of the mission, from the moment he had set up on top of the railcar to his arrival at the embassy gate.

			Federov appeared slightly surprised that Gil had killed Agent Lerher. “Did Lerher truly reach for his weapon? Or is that the story you plan to tell your people? Don’t worry, your secret will be safe with us.”

			“He really did go for his weapon,” Gil replied, “but I would have shot him regardless.”

			Federov glanced at the one-way mirror before returning his attention to Gil. “And you have no idea who shot the French gendarmes?”

			“If I had to guess,” Gil said, “I’d say it was the same sniper covering the Umarov meeting, but that’s speculation. Pope lost sight of him after he displaced.”

			“Who was Umarov meeting with?”

			“Our intelligence had him meeting with members of Al Qaeda to discuss infiltrating Al Qaeda fighters into Georgia to help him with his war against Russia.”

			“Where in Georgia? South Ossetia?” South Ossetia, the northern part of the Republic of Georgia, had attempted to claim independence in 1990. Georgia had refused to recognize its autonomy, however, and civil war erupted soon after. Battles were fought in 1991, 1992, and then again in 2004. Still more fighting broke out in 2008, and Russia finally invaded northern Georgia in support of South Ossetia. The region had been completely reliant upon Russian military and economic support ever since.

			Gil shook his head. “South of Tbilisi, the Georgian capital. Intel indicates Umarov wanted to coordinate a series of attacks along the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline.”

			The BTC pipeline was 1,100 miles long, running northwest from Baku, Azerbaijan, on the Caspian Sea, to Tbilisi, and then southwest to Ceyhan, Turkey, on the coast of the Mediterranean Sea. It afforded Western powers access to oil fields in the Caspian Sea without having to deal with Russian or Iranian interference, and though operated by British Petroleum, the pipeline was owned by a consortium of eleven different oil companies around the world, including Chevron and ConocoPhillips.

			“Tell me,” Federov said, “did you not find it strange for Umarov to take a meeting so far from the Caucasus?” The North Caucasus was Dokka Umarov’s home territory, a mountainous region of European Russia located between the Caspian and the Black Sea.

			“Well, he was observed boarding a Grecian tanker in Athens, and then again transshipping to a private yacht off the coast of Sicily thirty-six hours later. He landed at Marseille the next day, and from there made his way north to Paris.”

			Federov rested his chin on his fist. “The CIA tracked him?”

			“One of their people in Athens made the initial identification, yes. It was just dumb luck, really. Once he boarded the tanker, it was easy to keep tabs.”

			“I see.” Federov sat back in his chair with a sigh. “Agent Shannon, you did not—”

			“Master chief,” Gil said good-naturedly. “I’m retired navy, not CIA.”

			Federal smiled dryly. “Mr. Shannon, you did not kill Dokka Umarov tonight. You killed a GRU operative named Andrei Yeshevsky.” The GRU was the Chief Intelligence Directorate, Russia’s version of the CIA.

			Gil dominated the nausea that immediately rose up in his gut. “How is that possible?”

			“The GRU sent Yeshevsky into North Ossetia six weeks ago as an imposter to undermine the real Dokka Umarov’s credibility in the Caucasus. He made speeches in small towns where his face was not well known, renouncing Chechen terrorist attacks on Russian military targets and urging Chechen Muslims to accept Russian authority.” Federov smiled blandly. “Now, of course the GRU did not expect this to stop the attacks. What was hoped was that the real Dokka Umarov would be forced to show himself and create an opportunity for our Spetsnaz to finally eliminate him.” Spetsnaz were Russian Special Forces, basically Russia’s version of the US Navy SEALs.

			Gil was not amused. “So what the hell is this Yeshevsky doing here in France?”

			Federov sat back scratching his chin. “To be honest, we have no idea. We thought he was dead. He disappeared two weeks after he was sent into North Ossetia along with his entire Spetsnaz team. It wasn’t until Robert called me this evening for help with your predicament that we had any idea Yeshevsky might still be alive.”

			“That means it’s possible I killed the real Umarov.”

			Federov shook his head. “Yeshevsky has a tattoo of a woman on his chest. One of our informants with the French police has verified the body to have such a tattoo. What’s more, we believe the sniper who was shooting the French gendarmes to be a Spetsnaz operative named Sasha Kovalenko. Kovalenko was attached to Yeshevsky’s security team, and he has always been somewhat—shall we say—­unstable?”

			“An entire Spetsnaz team went off the reservation?”

			There was a knock at the door, and the sergeant stepped into the room, speaking briefly to Federov in Russian and stepping back out again.

			Federov turned back to Gil. “It’s been verified the other two men you killed at the apartment were also members of Yeshevsky’s Spetsnaz team.”

			Gil sucked his teeth. “I don’t suppose one of them was this Kovolenka fella.”

			“Kovalenko,” Federov said, correcting Gil’s pronunciation. “No, his body was not found—and that is very unfortunate.”

			Gil rubbed his face, feeling the fatigue catching up to him. “I’m going to need to fill Pope in on this. There’s a good chance he’ll be able to piece some of it together.”

			“Was it him who tracked Yeshevsky from Athens?”

			“No.” Gil shook his head. “The Mediterranean chief of station did that. The intel wasn’t passed on to Pope until after Umarov’s—Yeshevsky’s—arrival here in Paris. He’s in charge of a top-secret anti­terrorism unit now, and there wasn’t time to vet the intel properly before moving on it. Things are bit disorganized within the CIA at the moment. There’s been a huge shake-up since the September nuke attacks six months ago.”

			Federov nodded, obviously aware of the CIA’s internal problems. “That is always the trouble when there are too few competent men to go around.”

			Another knock. The sergeant stepped in, handed Federov a dark red passport, and left, failing to close the door behind him.

			Federov examined the passport briefly before sliding it across the table to Gil. “This document is one hundred percent authentic. You are no longer Gil Shannon of the United States of America. You are Vassili Vatilievich Siyanovich of the Russian Federation.”

			“You’re shitting me.” Gil opened the slightly weathered-looking passport to see the photo they had taken of him less than two hours before. He noted that the passport had been issued the previous year and that many of the back pages had apparently been stamped in a number of different European countries.

			“You’ll need that to get out of France.”

			Gil looked up from the passport. “But I don’t speak Russian.”

			Federov chuckled. “Neither do the French. So don’t worry. We’ll teach you a few words to mumble at the customs agent.” He offered his hand across the table. “Good luck to you, Vassili. You’re going to need it.”

			Gil took his hand. “What the hell does that mean?”

			“It means you’re coming with me,” said a gruff-looking Russian who’d appeared in the doorway. He spoke in a gravelly voice and wore the blue-and-white-striped shirt of the Spetsnaz. His head was shaved, and he had pale, merciless blue eyes with a thick five o’clock shadow. Standing an inch or so taller than Gil, he appeared to be in his mid to late thirties and looked like he’d been carved from black oak. His face cracked into a grin as he stepped into the room.

			Gil noted the lower part of the Spetsnaz wolf tattoo protruding beneath the sleeve, glanced briefly at Federov and then back to the Russian. “You’re the man behind the mirror?”

			“This is Major Ivan Dragunov of the Tenth Independent Spetsnaz Brigade,” Federov said. “His grandfather was Yevgeny Dragunov—the inventor of the Dragunov rifle, which I understand you’re well acquainted with.”

			Gil looked at Dragunov. “If you’re with the Tenth, that means you’re assigned to the Southern Military District—the Caucasus?”

			Dragunov was noticeably impressed by Gil’s immediate knowledge of the Tenth ISB. “I’ve also served with the Black Sea Fleet.”

			“Where exactly do you think we’re going?”

			Dragunov shrugged. “Where else but to kill Kovalenko and the rest of the Chechen traitors you fought with tonight?”

			Gil looked to Federov for an explanation.

			Federov put his hands into his pockets. “Yeshevsky and his Spetsnaz team were all ethnic Chechens from the Vostok Battalion. They were born in South Ossetia. For whatever reason, they’ve gone rogue.”

			“How many are left?”

			“Ten—counting Sasha Kovalenko.”

			Gil crossed his arms. “And I suppose it’s purely a coincidence that a Spetsnaz major from the Tenth ISB happens to be here in Paris on the same night Mr. Yeshevsky gets himself killed during a meeting with a crooked CIA agent.”

			Federov deferred to Dragunov.

			Dragunov stretched and let out a long yawn. “No coincidence,” he said, his eyes watering with fatigue. “We thought Kovalenko murdered Yeshevsky in Ossetia, and I’ve been tracking him for a month. All Spetsnaz traitors have to be hunted down and killed. That’s our creed.”

			“Well, then you don’t need me,” Gil said. “My job here is done.”

			Dragunov took Gil’s Canadian passport from his own back pocket and tossed it onto the table. “Good luck at the airport. Hopefully there are no CIA traitors waiting there to point you out to the gendarmes. Life in a French prison would be a sad way to end such a career as yours.”

			Gil looked at the two passports on the table, chewing the inside of his cheek.

			Federov cleared his throat. “If you’re going with Major Dragunov, Master Chief, now would be a good time to leave. It’s a diplomatic flight, so the French shouldn’t be overly vigilant, but the moment they discover Yeshevsky and the others to be Russian citizens, that will change.”

			Gil eyed them both, glancing briefly over his shoulder at the mirror. “You fuckers,” he muttered, smirking as he grabbed the red passport from the table and tucked it into his jacket. “Okay, Ivan. But when this is over, I get one of those ugly fucking T-shirts.”

			Dragunov laughed. “When this is over, comrade, we’ll both probably be dead. Kovalenko is the best. We call him the Wolf.”

			Gil cocked an eyebrow. “I got news for you: the Wolf hesitates. Otherwise I’d be dead already.”

			“That was not hesitation,” the Russian replied. “He probably just wanted you to see it coming.”
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			BERN, 
Switzerland

			“It was Hagen?” Gil said in disbelief, talking to Pope on a satellite phone from the tarmac in Bern, Switzerland, where he had just deplaned from an Aeroflot DC-10. “Chief of Staff Hagen?”

			“Ex–chief of staff,” Pope reminded him.

			“I knew Lerher had a hard-on for me, but what the fuck did I ever do to Hagen? He burned me after Earnest Endeavor. Remember?” Operation Earnest Endeavor was the rescue of a female POW in Afghanistan, which Gil had orchestrated against the president’s specific orders to the contrary. As a means of “punishment” for acting without authorization, then–White House Chief of Staff Hagen suggested that the president award both Gil and his fellow operative, Green Beret Daniel Crosswhite, the Medal of Honor. The public award ceremony—while an effective political gambit for the ­president—had revealed Gil’s identity to the entire world. Not only did this end his career as a SEAL Team VI operator, but soon it led a band of Muslim assassins directly to his Montana doorstep, very nearly costing both him and his wife their lives.

			“Hagen’s a sociopath,” Pope said. “An egomaniacal power junkie, and he blames you and me for his dismissal from the White House.”

			“But how’d he get hooked up with Lerher? Lerher wasn’t stupid enough to throw in with a jerk-off like Hagen.”

			“I don’t think they were directly linked,” Pope said. “I tracked Hagen down by phone a little while ago, and when I dropped Lerher’s name, it genuinely confused him.”

			“You talked to Hagen?”

			“Yeah. I told him you’re coming after him. Hopefully that’ll keep him out of our hair long enough for us to get things figured out.”

			“How did you know it was Hagen who ghosted the op?”

			“I didn’t, but he seemed a logical suspect. Have the Russians told you anything more about what Yeshevsky was doing in Paris?”

			Gil glanced over at Dragunov, who stood near the nose gear of the DC-10, also talking on a satellite phone. Five rough-looking Russians in street clothes stood off in a tight group, smoking and talking. “If they know, they’re not telling me, but they definitely want to find this Kovalenko and punch his ticket.”

			“What’s their next move?”

			“I’m waiting to find that out now. Dragunov’s on the phone with the GRU. His team is standing by here.”

			“Spetsnaz?”

			“Yeah, and one look at these guys,” Gil said, “tells you they’re heavy pipe hitters. Dragunov says they’ve seen a lot of combat against the Chechens.” “Pipe hitter” was a Special Forces term referring to an operator willing to do whatever it took to accomplish a mission.

			“I’ve done some research on Dragunov,” Pope added. “It looks like he killed one of his own men a few years ago for lagging behind on a mission in Chechnya. And he’s not your run-of-the-mill Spetsnaz operator; he’s a member of Spetsgruppa A—the Alpha Group. He doesn’t mess about, this one.” Spetsgruppa A, an elite subunit of the Spetsnaz, often operated quite separately from the rest of Russian Special Forces, answering directly to the Kremlin.

			“Well, I don’t intend to hang around long enough to get to know him. He’s got his team here, so he’s not going to need me.”

			“Hanging around might be the best way to find out what the hell Lerher was up to, Gil. I checked, and the agency has him listed as being on vacation all this month.”

			“That’s doesn’t mean shit. They take their people off the books all the time.”

			“But that’s not what this is,” Pope insisted. “The personnel office genuinely believes Lerher’s on vacation, which means he was either acting independently, or he was part of an unsanctioned operation. If there’s a shadow cell operating inside the CIA, we have to expose it.”

			Gil glanced again at the Spetsnaz men. “These guys are all wired for sound, Bob—chain-smoking and hypervigilant. I don’t like it.”

			“Is Dragunov chain-smoking?”

			“No. He seems to have his shit mostly together.”

			“Well, maybe that’s why he wants you along. Maybe he needs another level head.”

			Gil chuckled. “Don’t piss down my back and tell me it’s rainin’, old man.”

			Pope laughed. “I wouldn’t do that, but we need to figure out what Lerher was doing in that apartment with the Chechens.”

			“I don’t like operating in the blind, Bob. I’m not an espionage guy. I need a well-defined target.”

			“Suppose I can give you one.”

			“What, a target?”

			“The yacht that Yeshevsky took to Marseille is slowly making its way back to Athens. It’s called the Palinouros, currently anchored at Malta. It belongs to a Turkish banker with loose financial ties to Chechen terrorists, but the owner’s not aboard. He’s at his home in Istanbul.”

			“So who’s aboard?” Gil asked.

			“Good question. Maybe your Spetsnaz friends would be interested in helping us find that out. The GRU has resources in Rome they can bring to bear on a seaborne operation of this nature. And Dragunov has operated with the Black Sea Fleet.”

			“Yeah,” Gil said dryly. “He mentioned that.”

			“If you’re not interested, Gil, you can ditch the Russians and head for our embassy. I’ll make sure you’re brought home ASAP. It’s your call.”

			Gil glanced over at the Spetsnaz men. One of them caught his gaze and grinned mischievously.

			“You there?” Pope asked.

			“I’m thinking, damn it.”

			The grinning Russian came over, shaking an unfiltered Russian cigarette from a crinkled pack and offering it to Gil. “Brody,” he said pointing at himself.

			“I’m Gil.”

			“Vassili,” Brody said with a chuckle. He had pale blue eyes and a narrow face, the youngest of Dragunov’s men at twenty-five. Gil accepted the smoke, and Brody lit it for him from the end of his own cigarette. Gil took a deep drag, and the unrefined tobacco hit his central nervous system like a truck. Brody saw his eyes start to drift and laughed, clapping him on the arm, saying something over his shoulder that made the other four men laugh with him.

			“Are you there, Gil?”

			“Yeah, I’m here,” he said, letting the dizziness pass. “Go ahead and upload the intel on the Palinouros to my phone. I’ll have a talk with Dragunov and see what he can put together. If his people are game, we’ll take the yacht and gather whatever intel there is. But after that, I’m done. I’m not chasing all over Eastern Europe so these yahoos can get me killed.”
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			MARIGNANE, 
France

			Though Sasha Kovalenko was an ethnic Chechen, he too was a member of the Spetsnaz Spetsgruppa A, and he was no stranger to violent combat. His years as a sniper in the Chechen wars had left him with a frazzled nervous system and a supernatural ability to sense danger over long distance. It was this sixth sense that had allowed him to pull the trigger on Gil in the rail yard a split second before being shot himself.

			When the French gendarmes had first appeared in the rail yard, he’d concluded that Agent Lerher must have betrayed their cause. This sent him into a rage, causing him to shoot down as many of the encroaching French as he dared before leaving for the agreed-upon rally point where he was to rendezvous with Yeshevsky. But owing to trouble avoiding the police en route to the apartment, he had not arrived until a full minute after Gil had cleared the scene.

			The sight of his friend Yeshevsky’s body on the floor had enraged him further, but seeing Lerher’s body had given him pause to reconsider his assessment of a CIA double cross. There were too many possible scenarios to bother speculating, but one thing was for sure: he and his team needed to tie up loose ends and find a place to lie low until they could figure out what was going on.

			“I’m taking three men with me to Malta,” Kovalenko said, coming out of the bathroom and tossing his cellular onto the hotel bed. “Use the French credit cards to buy the plane tickets. The ones we were given by the CIA may be compromised.”

			“Why Malta?” asked his second-in-command, Eli Vitsin. “It’s an island. You could be trapped there.”

			Kovalenko took him by the shoulder. He was a tall, muscular man with greenish eyes and black hair. Vitsin was a head shorter, dark complexioned with a thick mustache. “We can’t risk being backtracked. Someone told the French we were in that warehouse. There’s no way to guess how soon they were on to us, but if Yeshevsky was spotted in Athens or seen coming ashore in Marseille, the Palinouros could be their next target. We can’t allow the crew to be ­questioned—especially Miller, the CIA captain.”

			“Moscow has sent Dragunov to track us down,” Vitsin warned. “He’s been seen at the embassy in Paris, and where he goes, his men are sure to follow. We need to get back home to our mountains, where it’s safe.”

			“Don’t worry about Dragunov,” Kovalenko said, stepping into the kitchenette. “I can handle him. The trouble is the CIA. Whoever killed Yeshevsky also killed Lerher, and that could mean that Lerher’s people have been found out. If that’s happened, we’re entirely on our own, so we have to wait to see if they make contact before we can head home. In the meantime, I’m going to Malta.”
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