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BORIS, LOOKING LIKE YOUR EVERYDAY RUSSKIE ALIEN IN HIS third-generation night-vision driving glasses, slowed the blacked-out Zhiguli to about thirty kliks an hour as we eased into the gentle curve.


Misha, who had a similar pair strapped around the northern hemisphere of his ugly Ukrainian puss, raised his left arm like a proper jumpmaster. He half-swiveled his bull neck, licked his thick, droopy mustache, and stage-growled, “Ready, Dicky,” out of the corner of his mouth.


He hadn’t needed to say anything. Even sans night-vision equipment, I could make out the rear of the old dacha through the windshield—a cedar-clad shadow among shadows, its crude shingle roof slightly concave in the cloud-obscured, last-quarter moonlight, sitting squatly atop a low ridge a hundred or so yards west of the single-lane, north-south, gravel service road on which we were driving.


Our car pulled abreast of the first gate, moving south, its tires scrunching on the packed crushed rock roadbed as Boris decelerated slightly. So far as I could see, there were no lights on inside the dacha. That was promising news—maybe they were all asleep, or drunk, or both. Less work for mother. That, of course, is as in mother … fucker.


We passed even with the second gate. That was my cue. As the rough-hewn wood fence flashed by I began counting the telephone-pole-size fence posts, slapped Boris on the padded shoulder of his distressed black leather jacket, threw Misha the bird, put my shoulder against the rear left-hand door, cracked it open, and—twenty-seven posts, twenty-eight posts, twenty-nine posts, thirty—rolled out into the unseasonably cool late September night, at precisely the spot I’d circled on the high-resolution aerial surveillance photo Misha had taken less than eight hours ago from a borrowed Russian Navy Kamov “Hokum” chopper.


But as I know from having traveled so many miles with Mr. Murphy of Murphy’s Law as a constant (and uninvited) companion, while every picture tells a story, it doesn’t necessarily tell the right story. No one, for example, had bothered to notify a certain stolid, solid, thick, and wholly unforgiving birch tree that grew uncomfortably close to the side of the road that I was coming and perhaps it should get out of the way. Nor was I aware of the tree’s precise location. So, with the first few bars of Ray Charles’s rendition of “Georgia on My Mind” playing in my brain, I tucked and rolled (expertly, I might add with justifiable pride), and was savoring this clandestine tactical infiltration triumph—even as my big, wide Slovak snout made forceful, emphatic, and painfully intense contact with the rough bark and dense wood of our aforementioned tree.


My friends, let me not go hyperbolic on you here—but geezus, that smarts. Of course, I didn’t have time to think about discomfort right then. The impact skewed my perfect tuck-and-roll, I careened to starboard and began to tumble uncontrollably. In the process, my right calf was snagged by a thicket of blackberry bushes. In case you didn’t know, the thorns on blackberry bushes are just as wire-lethal as razor or barbed when you roll into ’em at fifteen-or-so miles per hour.


Okay, okay, so shredded, faded jeans are all the vogue these days. But I ain’t no vogue rogue, bub—I like my jeans the old-fashioned way: dark indigo and in one piece. In any case, having completed a passable Brer Rabbit-tossed-through-thebriar-patch imitation, I spun along the shallow ditch that ran alongside the road, chipped a front tooth on something hard, slammed the point of my elbow against something else hard, bounced through another thicket of thorns into the woods, and finally came to a stop in the middle of what I hoped wasn’t a clump of poison anything.


I lay there listening to my heart, which was pounding out a reasonable simulation of the el-oh-en-gee version of In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida—played at 78 RPM (or 160 pulse beats a minute, take your pick), and took half a dozen d-e-e-p breaths.


Now, those of you who already know me understand that I savor pain. I appreciate pain because it tells me that I am still alive. As that other old Frog Rogue, Descartes, might have said, “I hurt—therefore I am.”


But friends, this kind of pain was fucking ridiculous. Talk about too much of a good thing. You want specifics? Okay, let me give you a little geography lesson. I currently resembled either a fucking rag doll SEAL or a bowline knot, because my legs—still wrapped haphazardly in strands of blackberry thorns—were going east, while the rest of me was twisted in a more or less northwesterly direction. Blood from my newly mashed nose coursed southward into my mustache. Below the equator of my tactical nylon belt, my nuts throbbed kaboom, ka-boom, as tender as if they’d been flagrantly fondled by the fingers of a fucking feminist bodybuilder. Still farther south, there was more blood on my right leg—oozing down into the ankle-high Adidas GSG-9 tactical boot whose guaranteed unbreakable lace had somehow disintegrated in the last thirty seconds or so.


I untangled and dethorned myself, groaned, rolled onto my side, checked for broken body parts, and received some slight measure of welcome news as I pawed, probed, and poked my abused corpus. Dings there were aplenty. My ankle was going to be tender for a week. My nose—well, let’s just say I never had a pretty nose to begin with, I don’t have much time to smell da flowers, and my nostrils seem to get wider and flatter with age. My right knee was sore, my left elbow ached, and there was, I discovered, a knot the size of a chestnut blooming on my forehead, just above my Bollé SWAT goggles. But there was nothing broken—and like they always say, if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.


With nothing to fix I did a quick equipment check. The suppressed Heckler & Koch 9mm MP5-PDW submachine gun in the padded scabbard on my back had survived its rough landing—and mine. I eased it out, loaded a magazine, and—quietly as I could—let the bolt slip forward.


Yes, I know that the good people at HK’s International Training Division recommend slapping the bolt down and forward avec panache, thus letting it slam into place with a satisfying ker-raacchhet! But what you can do on the range in Virginia, when you don’t give a rusty F-word who hears you lock and load, you can’t always do out here in the field, where sound counts.


I unbuttoned my tactical jacket and adjusted the lightweight bulletproof vest I wore underneath. Then I inventoried the jacket pockets. The contents were all present and accounted for. I pulled a coil of black parachute line from my left breast pocket, cut thirty-six inches from it with a Spyderco folder, replaced the broken lace in my right boot, and fastened it as tightly as I could to give me some extra support for my bruised ankle.


I ran my hand along the butt of She USP 9mm pistol in its tactical thigh holster to ensure that neither it nor the mag had come loose during my roller-coaster descent. Next. I made sure I still had the two spare fifteen-round magazines I’d stowed in horizontal mag-sheaths on my belt. They were there—filled with the same SEAL Team Six formula hand-loaded 147-grain Hornady XTP bullets in a Plus-Plus-P configuration that have more stopping power than a .45-caliber Silvertip hollowpoint. I rubbed my face and the backs of my hands to respread the dark camouflage cream. I retied the tiger-stripe “Do” rag around my head, the better to keep my French braid in place. Finally, my equipment check completed, it was time to move on out.


I checked the black, nonreflective Timex on my left wrist. There were nineteen minutes until OMON hit the front gate. I was six minutes behind the OPSKED—that’s SEALspeak for operational schedule—I kept in my head. But now was no time to rush. So I lay in the swale by the side of the road and waited, listening for anything untoward. My breathing slowed. My pulse did, too. I held my breath and opened my mouth slightly to help amplify the sounds in my ears.


It was all quiet—only night sounds. That’s when you know it’s okay to move. Because when you can hear a chirp here, a falling something-or-other there, things are normal. When it’s all quiet, something is always wrong. Because the critters know better than you when it’s safe. With the forest sounding like a forest, it was time to go.


Cautiously, I rolled to my right, came up into a low crouch, and crabbed across the road, the sharp gravel cutting into my forearms and knees as I edged forward. It was slow going. At night, you can’t be quick. Since sight is all but lost, you have to rely on sound. So you have to take it low and slow. You move. You stop. You scan. You listen. That’s how you do it—if you want to stay alive. The technique had worked for me all over the world and I wasn’t about to rush things now just because I was a little behind schedule.


My progress was counted in inches, not feet. And I was glad of it—because, as my night vision grew stronger, I could make out the sentries as they leaned against trees, perhaps thirty-five or forty yards from my position. There were three—no, four—no, five—of them.


Doubly cautious now, I made my way across the road and up to the fence. It was made of rough wood boards, stained or painted black or dark brown. What I hadn’t seen in the darkness (nor picked up on the surveillance photo) was the heavy wire mesh affixed behind it. I thought about the pair of Navy-issue wire cutters sitting in their ballistic nylon tactical sheath that I’d left back in Moscow, rolled my eyes skyward, and cursed myself in six languages. My old shipmate Doc Tremblay is right: sometimes I do have fartbeans for brains.


I did a quick inventory—and came up empty. Oh, sure, I could go over the top. The fence was only about six feet high. But I’d make a hell of a silhouette if I clambered athwart it. It would be like advertising. I rolled onto my back. Something hard prodded my kidneys as I did. I reached behind me—and felt the Gerber Multi-Plier that I habitually wore on my belt. I was so used to having it there that I’d forgotten about it. The Multi-Plier is a handy little gizmo. It’s got three screwdriver bits, a knife, a small file—even a can opener. Best of all, there are all-purpose pliers—with a tiny wire cutter placed just below the jaws.


I pulled the tool out and quietly extended the plier head, slipped the cutters over the first strand of wire, and squeezed.


One of the facts you should understand about the Multiplier is that while it is a handy all-purpose tool, it was not designed as a wire cutter. Its handles are small and narrow and hollow—the better to accommodate all those tools. And hence, they leave little room for error, especially if you have size ten hands with size twelve fingers, a genetic legacy from my thick-fingered, coal-mining forbears in Lansford, Pennsylvania. What I’m trying to tell you, my friends, is that every time I applied pressure to the jaws, the handles bit nastily into my hands.


Yes, I was carrying gloves. No, I wasn’t wearing them. Why? Because they were leather gloves. Thick-as-your-tongue, regulation, by-the-book Russian Army leather gloves. There is a Naval Special Warfare technical term to describe such gloves. Get out your pencils so you can write it down. The term is: “useless.”


Have I told you about my special relationship with pain? Then you must realize that I was feeling very much alive by the time I cut a hole large enough for me to squeeze myself through. I was now twelve minutes behind schedule. But I was making progress.


Now, you folks out there are probably asking WTF right now, right? Like what the hell is Dickie Marcinko, the old Rogue Warrior®, radio handle Silver Bullet, doing outside a dacha forty-seven kliks west of Moscow in the first place. And how come he’s so friendly with a couple of Russkies named Boris Makarov and Misha Stroyev.


Okay, before I head across the road to sneak & peek, snoop & poop, and then (I hope I hope I hope) commit the sort of murder & mayhem that gives me both professional satisfaction and emotional release, lemme give you a quick sit-rep.


Our story begins three weeks ago, when my old friend and shipmate Paul Mahon was assassinated. Paul is—was—a one-star—that’s rear admiral (lower half)—submariner, an Annapolis grad (one of the few I’ve ever really liked and respected) who’d been assigned to Moscow as the defense attaché. Now, I just told you that Paul was my shipmate. That is not literally true. By which I mean, Paul and I never served together in a ship of the line. But shipmatedom is a metaphysical state as well as a physical condition—it speaks of sharing risks, working together as a team, and achieving goals. In this particular case, our shipmate relationship goes back to the days when we were a couple of anonymous 0-4s—lieutenant commanders—working in the bowels of the Pentagon.


That was when Paul and I were charged by our respective bosses, a pair of E-ring admirals (those are admirals with offices on the Pentagon’s E-ring, where the chief of naval operations, among others, has his 4 rms riv vu office suite) with one of the most difficult, sensitive, hazardous, and covert missions the U.S. Navy has ever devised. To wit: stealing the U.S. Army mascot, a mannequin dressed as a Special Forces master sergeant, from the grand foyer of the Pentagon’s Mall entrance the week before the Army-Navy football game.


Anyhow, that escapade (which succeeded, I must add) made us friends, and we’ve stayed in touch over the years. Paul was one of the few officers who wrote me during my year in prison. In fact, not three weeks after my release from Petersburg Federal, when I was as depressed as I’ve ever been, Paul called to ask if I’d be willing to be his newborn son’s godfather. He didn’t have to do that—there were more than enough Mahon relatives around for the job. But he gave it to me because he thought I needed somebody to love and dote upon—which was absolutely correct. Not so very long ago he gave me a timely heads-up when the secretary of the navy tried to get me indicted for murder.


Anyway, roughly three months back, Paul began an accelerated, two-year stint as the CDA—that’s Chief Defense Attaché, the top-ranking U.S. military officer—Moscow. The job can be largely ceremonial: you can fulfill your mission requirements simply by going to large numbers of diplomatic receptions, giving cocktail parties, doing lunch, taking meetings, and writing lots of empty-calorie memos detailing what you’ve seen and heard and noshed upon.


Not Paul. He took the job seriously. He actually went out into the field and collected information—the kind of stuff the folks at the Defense Intelligence Agency call Level One Grade-A HUMINT, or HUMan INTelligence. From what I was told, he was doing a terrific job, too.


Obviously, his success rubbed some local no-goodniks the wrong way, and they rubbed back. Three weeks ago, Paul, his wife Becky, their two kids—my godson, Adam, and the two-year-old Louise—and an enlisted female Navy driver were coming back from a weekend at a rented dacha in the lake district near Odentsovo, the same region northwest of Moscow where I was currently hurting. Their car was intercepted by a “group of persons identities unknown,” as the diplomatic cable I saw so coolly put it, and all five were murdered.


According to the report, the car was rammed from behind—the Navy driver hadn’t taken any tactical driving courses and evidently panicked—then pushed off the road. Once it had been stopped, Paul, his family, and the driver were machine-gunned. Then the car was set on fire, no doubt to make such things as identification of the passengers harder for the authorities.


Now, you probably know me well enough by now to realize that I would have found some way to get here on my own to exact revenge for my friend’s death—not to mention my godson’s. But fortunately, Paul’s boss, a submariner named Kenny Ross, opened my cage and turned me loose with a trunkful of small arms, and a diplomatic USG—that’s U.S. government—passport. It’s a lot more complicated than that, of course, but there’s really very little time to explain it all right now. Anyway, I arrived here in Moscow—lemme check my watch—four days ago and began making inquiries. At nine yesterday morning, Boris, who is a captain in the Moscow Police Department’s organized crime squad to whom I’d been clandestinely introduced, walked me up to a holding cell at the aging, puke yellow brick departmental headquarters on Petrovka Street, pointed at a huge, ugly, tattooed, white-walled, buzz-topped goon in Le Coq Sportif sweats, who was manacled uncomfortably to a length of galvanized steel pipe almost as thick and long as my dick, and asked, “Is he wearing anything you recognize?”


I looked. The haircut was UM—that is, universally military. I peered at the bruised, bloated face. Yeah, sure it had been worked over by the cops, but it could still be defined as U2—that is, Ugly and Unfamiliar. The size fifteen shoes were $200 Nike Air cross-trainers. The currently grimy extra-extra-large threads were the real thing—the kind of country-club athletic gear that seldom sees sweat. The fingernails were dirty and raggedly bitten. Then I saw what Boris had been getting at. There was a chunk of gold and semiprecious stone jammed onto the thug’s goon-size pinky.


I knew all too well what it was, too—an Annapolis class ring. I asked Boris WTF.


“He tried to sell it to an American tourist outside the Metropol Hotel,” the Russian explained. “As luck would have it, the tourist, a retired Navy officer, complained loud and long to his tour guide about Russians selling U.S. Navy artifacts. The tour guide—he was very reticent, I might add, and if it hadn’t been for the American tourist making such a stink he would have let it all go—finally called the police.”


“So why is he still wearing it?”


Boris shrugged. “Look, it’s not against the law to own such a thing. But if you can prove it was your friend’s, then we can start to make a case.”


I pointed at the ring and stuck my hand, palm up, in Vassily’s face, making the universal sign for “hand it over.”


The goon spat neatly in the center.


“Boris,” I said, “would you give me a set of handcuff keys, then leave us alone for a few minutes?”


He grinned. “No problem, Dicky.”


When I finally pried the ring off (unfortunately, I broke a couple of fingers in the process), I looked inside and saw Paul’s initials, and his graduation date: 1973.


Now, despite the obviously spirited interrogation that followed (they don’t have the same rules about cop-prisoner physical contact in Moscow police stations that we have in the United States. In Moscow, Rodeniy Kingski is the rule, not the exception), the GIQ—that’s Goon-In-Question, and pronounced geek—whose name was Vassily Chichkov, had, Boris said, stuck with the story that he’d found the ring on the street, and wanted to make a quick pile of hard currency selling it to the first American he’d come across.


Yeah. Right. And if you believe that, I have some beach-front property to sell you in New Mexico. According to Boris, this GIQ worked as an enforcer for a Georgian vor v zakonye—that’s Russian for a mafia Godfather—named Andrei Yudin. According to Misha, the cops had been trying to get their hands on Andrei for months.


But they’d been unsuccessful, Boris interjected, because, first, Andrei lived in the Yasser Arafat style—which is to say he moved from secret residence to secret residence on a weekly, sometimes daily basis, and second, because Andrei always managed to procure enough tactical intelligence about police activities to keep his Georgian butt from being busted.


Yudin. Andrei Yudin, Lightbulb. I recognized the name because Andrei the vor was one of a dozen Russian mafiyosi mentioned in the sheaf of notes, memos, reports, and other documents I’d taken from the Navy Only safe in Paul’s office two days ago.


According to those notes, Andrei was one of the more dangerous and enterprising local mafiosi—tied into a wide range of activities that ranged from protection scams, to smuggling weapons, to drug dealing. There was a star next to his name—and it wasn’t because he was a nice guy.


Then Boris walked me back to his office, pulled a yard-square sheet of posterboard out of his closet-size safe, and showed me Yudin’s pug face on a well-worn, often-revised organizational chart of Russian Mafiya (which as you can probably guess is Ivan for Mafia) crime families—a chart that looked very much like the ones up in the U.S. Senate’s Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations, the high-ceilinged room in the Russell Office Building where a mob hitman-turned-stoolie named Joe Valachi once gave Bobby Kennedy enough inside information about American organized crime to put two hundred soldiers and capos from La Cosa Nostra behind bars.


Double lightbulb. I’d seen Andrei’s face before—Paul had taken a covert snapshot of the guy. He was celebrating something or other, wineglass raised, mouth open and laughing, at a sardine-packed table in a bustling restaurant or club. Except, Paul hadn’t labeled the picture. Of course he hadn’t—he knew who the fuck he’d photographed. Now, in Boris’s office, I put the face and the name together.


I inquired as to whether I might spend some quality time with the prisoner, so I’d be more able to appreciate his lifestyle and his weltanschauung—that’s his worldview, for those of you whose Deutsche ain’t decent. Boris chuckled, gave me the key to the handcuffs, and I returned to the cell and had a few choice words with Vassily—a reflective, thoughtful, philosophical interlocution about the sorts of commitments and responsibilities one owes to one’s friends and one’s godchildren. Shortly before Vassily departed for the prison hospital, he saw things my way—they generally do, y’know—and I gave Boris the location where Andrei Yudin was currently holed up—the selfsame dacha that was right now so near yet so far.


Now, it may sound somewhat strange to you at first (it certainly did to me), but I learned by going through Paul’s papers that from the day he’d arrived, Paul had spent much of his time collecting information on Russian (and Georgian and Armenian and Chechen) organized crime.


Bizarre work for a defense attaché, you say. You’re right. Until you learn, as I had, that Russian organized crime deals with everything from money laundering and drugs, to the marketing of purloined nuclear warheads and the sale of chemical and biological warfare components.


In fact, even though Ken Ross had not said anything about it to me, I believed that the mafia—or mafiya, as they call it here—was the reason Paul’s assignment here had been stepped up. He was a Russian speaker—fluent and sans accent. Equally important, he was an operator—a guy who could change his clothes, slip out of the embassy compound, and work the streets without attracting undue attention to himself. That ability is rare. It is even more remarkable in one-star admirals. So Paul had been sent here early because the Navy was concerned enough about Russian organized crime activities to place a one-star in harm’s way. And Paul and his family had paid the ultimate price.


Now you know why I had Georgia—that’s the country I’m talking about, not the lady—on my mind tonight. I’d come to pay a polite social call (I’m using literary understatement and stylistic irony here, in case you didn’t catch on right away) on dear Andrei the Georgian Godfather. He, judging from our evaluation of Misha’s afternoon surveillance photos—the Mercedes limo and two Volvo security cars in the front driveway, the Volga trucks going in and out, and the dozen bodyguards in the woods were all pretty convincing clues—was, just as Vassily had told me, holed up in the dacha across the road.


I wanted to ask Andrei a couple of questions before I put my foot across his throat and stepped down hard. Starting with, “How come your ugly goon happened to be wearing my friend’s Annapolis class ring?” Yeah—I tend to ask direct questions. And God help you if I don’t get direct answers—especially when people I love and respect have been killed.


Lest you think I’ve taken leave of my senses, I wasn’t doing this all by myself. The cavalry was out front. As usual, I’d volunteered for the back-door entrance—the sneak-and-peek assignment. Boris had been only too happy to let me handle this part of the mission solo.


To be honest, it would get me out of his hair. You look surprised. You’re about to ask what the hell I’m talking about. After all, aren’t I Demo Dick Marcinko, Shark Man of the Delta, the old Rogue Warrior, and shouldn’t I be able to do my hunting under any conditions and in any company?


Well, the answer is yes and no. Yes, I can pursue my lethal trade under most any circumstances. But I have never seen the sense of fucking up someone else’s op just so I can say “I vas dere, Cholly.” Yeah, in Red Cell, I elbowed my way into Grant Griffith’s war game. But that was different: I had an objective to achieve, and I couldn’t achieve it from the outside. And yes, I once beat the shit out of an incipient faggot named Major Geoff Lyondale, Royal Marines, when he managed to kill a bunch of his own men through a degree of tactical stupidity I haven’t seen since the planning of the Tehran hostage rescue back under Jimmy Carter. But that was different, too—because when Major “Cawl me Geoff, old man” put his men in jeopardy, he also put my men in jeopardy, since we were operating jointly. And that sort of irresponsibility is something I will not allow.


However, in most circumstances, when I’m a visitor, I’ll stand aside and let the home team take the field. I’m content to watch and learn. Warriordom, after all, is not a static art. The Warrior is constantly searching for ways to make himself better, more capable, and more deadly. That’s what cross-training is all about—it’s why I sent my SEAL Team Six shooters all over the world to see how the other guys did it.


So, in cases like this one, I’m happy to play backup. It was Boris’s game, after all, and he knew the rules, the players, and had a sense of the whole operational gestalt far better than I.


As the ancient Ch’i master General Sun wrote in Way of the Warrior more than two thousand years ago, “Since the key to victory can often be found in that instant when the Warrior commits his troops, it is important to be neither early nor late. The Warrior uses timing as his fulcrum to victory.”


Right on. I’ve always found that knowing when to commit—which can also be interpreted as when to play—is just as important as understanding the game itself.


Therefore, I was happy with my lonesome end role tonight. Moreover, I can’t speak Russian and I’ve never operated with any Russians (only against them during the Cold War). Hence, I don’t really know how they work, and I’d probably get myself shot. ’Nuff said.


Anyway, while I did my covert entry, Boris would charge the front door, accompanied by a squad of black-bereted OMON shooters. OMON, which is an acronym for Otdel Militsii Osobovo Naznacheniya, or Special Purpose Militia Detachment, is the Ministry of Internal Affairs’ special reaction team—the Russian equivalent of a police or sheriffs department SWAT unit. OMON is made up of volunteers who regularly train in unconventional warfare tactics. It is one of the few police units that, according to Boris, hasn’t been penetrated by organized crime—yet.


Cradling the MP5, I crawled forward. The ground was soft—it was covered with a thick coating of pine needles, which helped me maintain silence discipline as I moved. I progressed eight, nine, ten yards and stopped to check out the landscape and the bad guys. Even in darkness, there were no major differences from what we’d seen in the surveillance pictures eight hours ago. The dacha itself was nestled atop a slight knoll, the thick grove of pine trees running up to within a few yards of its roof. The rear of the house had a narrow wooden door and a rustic, railed porch and a wooden deck that led down to a smaller structure with a single metal chimney—Misha’d said it was probably the sauna. From the dacha itself, the land, thick with evergreens, white birch, and poplar, sloped gently down toward the road. The slope was roughly bisected by a small, spring-fed stream that ran north/south.


So much for topography. Now let’s talk about the opposition. The sentries were spread out in a rough crescent between me and the dacha. If you’re looking at the same clock I am, you’ll see what I see: that one was at 0930, another at 1100, a pair at noon, and one at 1330.


Taking them out was going to be a problem. I had to hit ’em so that they’d go down—silently, without warning each other. Or, make ’em clump up and eliminate them all at once.


It is at times like this that I would have liked to have Stevie Wonder, or Doc Tremblay, or Gator Shepard—any of the five-man band of shoot-and-looters I’d brought to Moscow with me to help out. But that was impossible. Oh, my merry marauders were here—in the Russian capital. But they were doing their own thing tonight—which is, they were covering for me. They were setting up a little diversion back in the city so that nobody back at the embassy, particularly the DCM, or Deputy Chief of Mission, would know I was out here with Georgian (and murder) on my mind.


Oh. You mean I haven’t mentioned before that tonight’s little excursion in the country is off the books? Unauthorized? A rogue operation? Silly me.


Yeah, despite the fact that I am a duly constituted representative of the United States Navy and do not fall under his purview, the DCM has nevertheless specifically forbidden me on his thick, watermarked. Department of State letterhead (let me quote directly from the memo here, friends, so that you can experience the true flavor of his writing style and ability) to




generate, occasion, induce, provoke, elicit, or activate any sort of incident, event, or action whatsoever during your temporary assignment to this diplomatic post, without having notified the undersigned party in writing, at least twenty-four hours before such planned occurrence or episode is to take place. Further, you may not interact with any FN [Foreign National] without the specific permission of this office in general, and the undersigned in specific.





In the sort of simple, declarative English I understand, that means I’m not allowed to do fuck-all. According to the DCM, I can’t operate with any Russian unit, either military or police, without his prior authorization. According to his official memorandum (CC: To the File; CC: Rear Admiral Kenneth Ross, USN; CC: Bureau of European and Canadian Affairs, U.S. Department of State, Washington, D.C.), I’m not allowed to prowl and growl on my own.


Now, friends, that’s ludicrous. You know as well as I do that I don’t have to answer to any deputy chief of mission or any other change-jingling, heel-rocking diplomat for that matter. After all, I’m anything but diplomatic. I’m a shoot-and-looting, hop-and-popping, hairy-assed SEAL. And I report to admirals—specifically to Rear Admiral Kenny Ross.


Of course, even though I was clear about my chain of command, it seemed that the DCM held an opposing view. That view was that I was not to be allowed to do squat, unless I’d appeared before himself, himself being a slick-haired, cold-blooded, pinstriped professional change jingler heel rocker cookie pusher named—well, let’s just call him Bart Wyeth, just in case he ever wants to sue for libel—with my wood begging bowl in my calloused hand and received his (this is his word) “endorsement,” something he has told me point-blank will never be given.


Bart, incidentally, is short form for Bartlett Austin Wyeth Jr. His initials form the acronym BAW, which as you all know means Big Asshole Windbag in SEALspeak. He certainly manages to live up to it, too.


And y’know come to think of it, from the way he’s acting, you’d think that he was being paid by the Russkies instead of by our American tax dollars. I mean, it was our fucking defense attaché who got waxed. It pisses me off, friends, to see those charged with flying Old Glory overseas posturing as if they were officials of the place they’ve been posted to, while acting as if the United States is some third-world country not worth defending. Or worse, instinctively sticking up for the other guy instead of safeguarding Americans.


Moreover, since we are the only remaining superpower, I’d like to think that we’d act like one every now and then. But that wasn’t the case here in Moscow, where timidity was the order of the day. I mean, you’d think that Paul’s death was his fault, at least from the way the people at the embassy had dealt with it.


There was no outrage. There was not even any real indignation at what had happened. Only a bunch of diplomatic (yes, friends, I know I’m repeating the word—it is used here ironically) Diplomatic Demarches from the State Department deploring and decrying, and a similar set of replies from the Russian Foreign Ministry, regretting and lamenting. It’s just a game to them—a fucking game of untruths and no consequences.


It was almost the same as when Freddie Woodward, one of the CIA’s gumshoes, was assassinated in the Georgian Republic a few years back. Remember that incident? If not, here’s a nutshell: an American official—Freddie was traveling under diplomatic cover—was murdered in cold blood. Repercussions? Hardly a ripple. Why? Because somewhere, a deal had been made. Between whom? Nobody knows.


It struck me that this was a remarkably similar case. My friend and his family had been murdered, and no one is doing anything about it. Makes me think that somebody is covering up. Was I being paranoid? I didn’t think so—because Paul’s murder had struck Ken Ross in the same way. After all, Ken had opened my cage so I could prowl and growl.


I decided to take the sentries out separately. They were spaced far enough apart so I knew I could drop them quietly. I crawled south, to come up on the man at 0930, from his blind side. It took me three and a half minutes to crab my way into position. Then I settled in, got myself a good cheek and shoulder mold, aligned his head with the neon green “finger” the MP5’s Trijicon front sight blade, and squeezed the trigger. The only sound I heard was a knuckle-crack-loud click as the hammer fell, and the muffled thump of his body collapsing onto the thick bed of pine needles. Damn, the MP5 is an effective weapon.


I crawled to where he lay. There was a clean, dime-size hole in one side of his head. When I lifted it off the ground, I saw the silver dollar-size hole opposite, and brain matter on the ground. Even so, I reached down and checked his carotid artery. Yeah—he was dead meat. I ran a quick body search. He carried a semi-auto pistol, which was stuck in a cheap nylon waist band holster clipped to his warm-up suit trousers. In his jacket pocket was a portable radio, which was switched off, and a pristine matchbook. I looked at the cover. It bore an embossed, cartoon drawing of a raffish, fifties-styled Harley Davidson chopper, below which were the English words DYNAMO CLUB. I’d seen that logo before—on something I’d surmised was a receipt—in Paul’s files. On the bottom of the page he’d written the word Yudin. The matchbook cover bore no phone number, and no address. I looked inside. The number 2130 had been written there and underlined. I slipped the matchbook into the breast pocket of my combat jacket, and finished patting the corpse down. There was no other ID. That told me this place was his turf. You don’t have to carry a wallet around your own home.


The next two were equally easy. I think I’ve already told you that standing sentry duty is harder than it seems. You don’t remember? Let me give you a quick refresher. Personally, I hate standing watch. It is monotonous. It is tedious. It is boring work, which demands a lot of concentration. Yet, despite all the temptations to smoke, day (or night) dream, or succumb to boredom, you must remain alert and on guard.


Why? Because if you don’t pay attention and remain alert, you get dead when fatal folks like me show up to play pernicious. Which is exactly what happened here. These guys were so lackadaisical you’d have thought the dacha was empty.


I was on my way to deal with the final pair of watchdogs when all hell broke loose out front. I heard a heavy vehicle approaching, its engine grinding as it approached from my left to my right, beyond the dacha. Then came the sound of ripping metal followed quickly by explosions. Judging from the concussion, there was nothing subtle about the way OMON did its business. I guess they didn’t care about prisoners.


Huge yellow-orange flashes from the front of the dacha ruined my night vision—but not before I saw my two targets go into defensive posture. One of them, an Ivan in a terrible suit, called out to his friends—and when he didn’t get an answer he pulled something out of his pocket. I snapped a three-round burst in his direction.


Ivan dropped, but it wasn’t because he was hit—in fact, he returned fire vaguely in my direction and screamed at his buddy to get the leadski out. I could see his arms move and I knew what the hell he was saying even though I can’t speak the language. He was saying something to the effect of, “It looks like there’s only one of ’em out there, so get the fuck around to your right and flank the sonofabitch—we’ll catch him in a crossfire.”


I, of course, was the AS—that is, the aforementioned sonofabitch.


“When weak,” says Sun Tzu, “appear strong.” Or, to put it in the Frogspeak bellowed by Roy Boehm, the godfather of all SEALs, the instant you’re attacked you counterattack. “You go and fuck the fucking fuckers,” is how he piquantly puts it. So I slammed a fresh mag into the MP5, put my best War Face on, and went straight for the belly of the beast, screaming, “Yaaaaaahhhhh!” like a goddamn Marine.


Ivan-in-the-terrible-suit hadn’t expected that. It brought him to his feet. He was silhouetted against the dacha for an instant as a flashbang went off somewhere behind him, and I tagged him—a ragged burst that caught him in the leg, thigh, groin, belly, and chest of his bad threads. Okay—so it wasn’t pretty shooting, but it did the job. Four down.


Except I didn’t have time to admire my handiwork, because the tree trunk adjacent to my head splintered, something nasty slashed my cheek, and I dropped for cover. Yeah—there was that other Ivan out there, and from the blood on my cheek I gathered he was probably mad by now.


He’d fired from my left. So I’d go around him and take him from the side. The best way to get there was the stream. So I slipped the MP5’s sling over my head, slung it on my back, scrambled forward, shoulder-rolled (unmindful of ankles, knees, and other sore body parts), and pitched myself headlong into the black water.


Geezus. Talk about your fundamental scrotum-shriveling cold. I lay there for a few seconds, letting the water course over me, waiting for my nuts to redescend from my throat. The stream was six feet wide, and roughly three and a half, maybe four feet deep in the center. The bottom was a lot firmer than I’d thought it would be. It was covered in large, flat, water-smoothed rocks. I made my way three meters left, moving toward where I thought Ivan might be lurking, and came upon what seemed to be a subsurface breakwater or dam, built of what felt like worn concrete. I eased myself over it. Now my feet sank into soft muck, decaying leaves, and other crud. Okay—that told me I’d just been in the sauna’s dipping pool and now I was in the stream proper. It was slippery here—and much deeper, too.


I would have gone back to admire the work, but there was no time. Three quick shots caromed past my right ear and slammed into the bank, two feet behind my exposed head. I dove and bulled my way underwater for a few meters, fighting the current every inch of the way. I surfaced. A bullet smacked the water much too close for comfort, driving me back under. I moved forward again. This was definitely getting to be a drag.


Now a beam of light flicked over the water’s rippled surface, searching for me. I pulled myself as close as I could to the bank where it had come from and stayed put. The light swung back again, passing directly over my body. After it moved on, I surfaced as quietly as I could, grabbed a lungful of air, and waited. Then I sensed it coming back in my direction. As the beam arced toward me, I slipped underwater again, holding on to a tree root about as thick as my wrist for support. The light sliced past me without wavering.


Looking up through the coursing water I could make out where it was coming from—off to my left. It slid past me again, moving right to left, playing on the opposite, empty bank. I bided time, then slid surfaceward and stole another helping of oxygen. (No oxy moron I. I know you gotta breathe to live, even if you’re an amphibian—read Frog—like me.)


I sat there, freezing my yaytsa off, waiting the sonofabitch out until he came closer. He’d have to come closer if he wanted to check the near bank. And I’d be waiting. I lay there, the memory of my murdered godson Adam keeping my body white-hot, even though it was Arctic cold.


Finally he showed, Yeah—it was Ivan. He was silhouetted against the bank, learning over, trying to peer down into the opaque water. He’d obviously been taught by a pro. His pistol was in his right hand, the flashlight in his left. The backs of his hands touched, so that his left wrist provided support for his firing hand, and the sight picture of his gun paralleled the beam of his light.


It is an effective technique. But it only works if you light up your target. He couldn’t see me hunkered next to the bank. So I waited until his flashlight beam passed two feet beyond my right shoulder, and he stepped smack up to the edge of the water so that he could check the bank itself. The light began to move from horizontal toward vertically perpendicular.


Right then, like a big, angry croc. I smashed through the surface with a roar reached up, grabbed him by his belt and his crotch, and brought him smack headfirst down into the water.


He struggled, but he was too surprised to react with any effectiveness He lost his pistol and his light, and I was on him like the fucking hungry gator I am, my hands on his throat, my legs wrapped around him, holding him under in a death roll, squeezing all the breath out of him while he struggled as if his life depended on getting loose from me.


He had no chance to survive. Even so, it took a lifetime to kill him—maybe forty-five, fifty, even fifty-five seconds. If that doesn’t sound like a long time to you, then you try wrestling with a big, strong Ivan who don’t wanna die, for almost a minute, underwater, without losing any of your own air or drowning yourself in the process.


I struggled up onto the bank and collapsed on my back, exhausted. That was a double-ouch, because the goddamn submachine gun’s bolt caught me right in the fucking kidneys. So I lurched onto my knees, retching water. If there are easier ways to earn money, please tell me about them, okay? And guess what, friends—this was only the beginning of my evening’s fun. I still had to hit the fucking dacha.


But first, there was the sauna house. I unslung the MP5, drained it, slapped a fresh mag into the breech, then moved cautiously up the bank, edging to my right, using the trees for cover. The sauna had a three-by-three-foot window, which I slid underneath, and a narrow, cedar-sheathed door. I tried the knob. It turned. I pushed the door inward. It opened slightly. I nudged it all the way with the MP5’s suppressor, kept real low, and “cut the pie.” Cautiously, I peered inside. I could make out two rustic benches in the ambient light, and a half-dozen pegs on which hung huge towels, as well as a small, neat pile of hardwood and a brass bucket filled with kindling. But the dressing room was empty.


Immediately to my right was a second doorway. I repeated my sequence. The sauna, too, was empty except for the square steel sauna stove atop which sat a pile of stones. From the stove, a single, four-inch exhaust pipe went straight up into the ceiling. Opposite the stove was an L-shaped bench the width of a double bed. It was big enough for two people to lie on. Atop its smooth surface sat a wooden bucket of water. In the corner, someone had tossed a small bunch of birch branches bound together with rough cord.


I opened the stove. There were cobwebs inside the door, which told me it hadn’t been used recently. The floor was coated with a thin layer of dust. I closed the stove door and ran my fingers underneath the metal box on its squat legs. Nothing. I dipped a finger inside the bucket. The water felt as cold as I did and there was an opaque film on top of the surface. Another sign the place hadn’t been used in a while.


Time to leave. There were lights moving all through the dacha now. Explosions, too. And shots—magazine-long bursts of automatic weapons fire. Didn’t these guys have any fire discipline at all? Then I heard guttural shouting. The words themselves I couldn’t understand—but the meaning was plain: they were screaming the Russian equivalent of “Police search warrant—get the fuckski down, get your fucking armskis out, put your fucking palmskis up, and don’t fucking move!”


I lumbered up the deck toward the back door, my MP5 in low ready as the door shattered outward. My muzzle came up and my finger moved from index to trigger.


So did Boris’s. We locked eyes. We both breathed deeply. Then we lowered our weapons.


I managed the first word tumble. “Where the fuck’s our target? Andrei what’s-his-face—the Godfather?”


“Yudin?” Boris’s wide shoulders hunched and he extended his arms, palms out. “Gone. Nothing but byki. Bodyguards. Cannon fodder—left behind to confuse us and maybe kill a few cops.” He shook his head in disgust. “We have no fucking operational security anymore, Dicky. He was here when Misha taking surveillances this afternoon. I just know it. But now—gone. Somebody has to tell him we were coming.”


While the OMON shooters pulled the bodies outside and pawed them over for evidence, Boris, Misha, and I went through the dacha with your proverbial fine-tooth combski. Not that we expected to find anything. First, OMON had done a pretty good job of wrecking the place when they’d come barreling through the door. Moreover, despite my short time in Moscow I’d already determined that these mafiya types were SUCs—Smart, Unpredictable, and Cunning. They acted as if they owned the streets—which, in effect, they did. You couldn’t walk into a store, restaurant, or first-class hotel without running a gauntlet of sweat suit-clad hoodlums flexing their muscles outside. The mobs controlled everything from garbage collection to caviar distribution. Their enforcers ranged from goons like the one wearing Paul’s ring, to former officers—SpecWarriors like me. Except they hadn’t authored a bunch of best-sellers and had no pensions.


So a number of things occurred to me, none of them very encouraging, as I stood in the dacha and pondered the possibilities. First, the bad guys had known we were going to stage a hit. I wondered how they had gotten the word—that is, until I took a close look at the Ministry of the Interior colonel in charge of the OMON unit. He was very self-consciously rubbing his left wrist. On that wrist was a gold Rolex President watch. I sidled up, said hello—he spoke a leetle beet engleesh—and took a closer look. It was obviously brand-new—not a scratch on the crystal or crown. Those watches go for between seven and eight grand each. Now I knew how the bad guys had managed to get away clean.


And I mean clean. There was, so far as the Russkies could tell, no evidence left behind. Nothing. Nada. Worse, so far as I was concerned, was the fact that Yudin and pals had slipped away despite the fact that, so far as Boris had been told, the dacha had been under continual surveillance by the Ministry of the Interior for the past eight hours.


Yeah, right—you saw the colonel’s new solid gold Rolex, too.


Knowing that there was little if any OPSEC—that’s OPerational SECurity—here in old Mother(fucker) Russia meant I’d have to watch out for my own well-worn butt. You know, friends, I’ve often been accused of operating in a rogue fashion—to be specific, without getting the permission of my superiors before I initiate action. But that tactic has kept me and my men alive, confused my enemies, and made me a highly successful warrior.


Yes, there is a time for going through channels. But there is also a time and a place for silence—and for stealth. And Russia, I decided, was a country in which I was going to play things very close to the old gilet.


Now, just because the Russians hadn’t been able to find anything of consequence in the dacha didn’t mean it was an evidence-free zone. So despite complaints from Boris and Misha I methodically examined the dacha’s interior, working my way from the splintered front door to the kicked-out rear in a classic pattern search. Much of what I found was puzzling. Indeed, the situation here was a new one—and it presented a series of fresh, tough, and unsettling problems for me.


As you know I’ve been fighting terrorists for the past few years. Well, terrorists are real bureaucrats when it comes to record keeping. They annotate everything. From Mao Zedong’s notes made during the Great March, to Che Guevara’s diary of his disastrous Bolivian expedition, to the Tamil Tigers’ expense accounts, FMLN supply catalogs, Islamic Jihad ordnance requisitions, or Kahane Chai bomb manuals, every terrorist group I’ve ever come up against has been a prodigious keeper of paperwork. They keep itemized records, lists, inventories, diaries, journals, notebooks—all filled with a mixture of hard facts about what they have and where it is, to political musings (most of that is bull puckey), to tactical theories (ditto), to detailed notes about where they’ve been, what they’ve seen, and—this is the part I always like the best—the names and contact numbers of the people who help them.


You might wonder why they perform this scribbled ludicrousness—and have done for as long as I can remember, when it is so dangerous. That, my friends, is a question I cannot answer. All I can say is that I’m glad that tangos, which is how I most commonly refer to terrorists, are writers as well as fighters. Because it makes my job, which in broad terms can be described as hunting and killing as many tangos as I can lay hands or bullets on, much easier.


But that, as they say, was then—and this is now, and now there was nothing of note (yes, that word is used sarcastically here) to discover. The few sticks of furniture were early rustic—old and very well used. The rugs were cheap and mud encrusted. The closets were empty—cleared out except for the odd wire or plastic hanger. There was a film of dust in the hallway closet. But that dust had been caused by the concussion of the flashbangs—I knew that because the closet shelves in what must have been the master bedroom were clean.


In fact, the entire place was pretty bare. Oh, there was a shot-up Sony TV set hooked up to one of those new, half-meter satellite dishes. A shattered ghetto-blaster with integral CD player sat on the kitchen sideboard. The OMON team in their black clothes pawed over a box of pirated Chinese CDs of American, English, and French rock and roll, and Russian popski music, stuffing souvenirs in their pockets.


I worked my way through the basic kitchen, whose tiny, two-burner stove was powered by a four-foot high steel bottle of gas—maybe propane—parked outside. There was half a loaf of hard black bread, half a dozen tins of pressed caviar, several cans of sweet condensed milk, and a bunch of half-empty bottles of vodka, Chivas, and Remy Martin in the cupboard. But the few dishes were chipped, and the thick drinking glasses looked as if they’d originally been filled with grape jelly.


There was a double bed with an old bare mattress, two moth-eaten pillows, and a single bedside table in what had to be the master suite. I went through the small drawers. Nada. I lifted the ragged pillow on the ladder-back chair. Nothing. The three smaller bedrooms were each stripped bare. No beds. No furniture. Even the floors had been swept clean—not a single dust bunny in the corners or inside the built-in cabinets. There was something strange with this picture; something terribly awry. And it troubled me that I had no idea what it might be.


Nevertheless, I kept up with my search. I pawed through the fireplace. The ashes were consistent with wood, which meant that no sizeable quantity of paper had been burned recently. Paper leaves a much different residue than wood. Still, the stones were warm—which meant somebody’d been in residence here in the not-so-distant past.


After about an hour of continued fruitlessness, Boris decided I’d seen enough. He picked up an unopened decanter bottle of Remy Martin Louis XIII cognac from the crudely painted rustic pine sideboard, smacked me on the back, then put his hand in the small of my back to guide me out through what was left of the front door frame. “Come on, Dicky,” he said. “Nothing here for us. Let’s go get drunk.”


“Give me a few more minutes, huh?”


He sighed in resignation and saluted me with the cognac bottle. “Okay, okay, boychik, take as long as you want—we’ll be outside.”


I gave him an upturned thumb. “Thanks, Boris.” Now I was able to be specific about what had been troubling me about the place. The surveillance photos had indicated movement. We’d assumed that people were coming to call on Andrei. Now I realized that premise was flawed. They’d been cleaning the fucking place out. Shutting it down. Taking evidence away. But evidence of what? The dacha had been swept clean.


Maybe. But maybe not. There was no way I was going to leave until I’d turned this place inside out. I’ve been doing this kind of work for a long time—and I know that it is virtually impossible to sweep a place absolutely clean. Remember this fact, because you’re going to see it again. It is a truth: bad guys always leave something behind. A single shard of evidence. A fragment. A sliver. A shred. A fleck. But you cannot find it if you are rushed. So you must take your time and be methodical. And then, if you have gone over everything three times and the location is still absolutely vacuum clean, then you know you’re dealing with real professionals, and you react accordingly.


I found my evidentiary fragment in the dented, tin-lined copper washtub that served as a log bin, next to the stone fireplace. I pulled out the chunks of wood and set them on the floor. A half sheet of wood-stained scrap paper they were probably going to use as kindling lay covered with wood chips and other detritus in the tub’s tin bottom. I turned the page over to discover it was a blurry photocopy of the upper half of an Air France lettre de transport aerien—an air shipment waybill. The sheet bore the waybill number 059-5391-1572, but no date. The shipment was addressed to a Limon, Limited, in Mustique, the British Grenadines, by way of a Banque Lasalle in Geneva, Switzerland.


The original sender’s name wasn’t legible. But the shipment had been represented and insured through a company called Lantos & Cie, Paris XVI. The value: just over five-and-a-half million francs—about a million and a quarter dollars. The shipment was comprised of—and here I quote to you: “components for environmental testing chamber, crane, crane accessories, trollies, hot-freon tanks, heating tubes.” Total weight, 24,500 kilos—just about 54,000 pounds.


An incongruous coincidence, huh—an Air France waybill used as kindling in a Russian dacha. Yeah, well in my long and ding-filled career, bub, there have been very few instances of coincidence, incongruous or otherwise. What the hell did a company named after a Spanish (or Italian) lemon need an environmental testing chamber for in Mustique, British Grenadines, anyway?


And who the hell were the Banque Lasalle of Geneva and Lantos & Cie of Paris XVI? These, I knew, were questions that I would spend the next few days answering to my own degree of personal and professional satisfaction. Why? Because they were associated with Andrei Yudin. And Andrei Yudin was connected to the death of my shipmate Paul Mahon. I see you out there. You are saying that the chain of evidence here was very tenuous. Well, you’re right. It was. But it was all the evidence I had—and so I’d follow it until I couldn’t go any further.


I peered down at the paper in my hand. From the old creases, it looked as if the photocopy had been folded in half horizontally, then into precise vertical thirds—maybe stuck in someone’s suit pocket. It had been torn along the center crease when it was discarded. I refolded the sheet and stuck it in the pocket that already held the matchbook. I replaced the firewood in its tub, and headed for the door.


Yeah, I’d have a cognac or two with Boris and Misha on the way back to town—just to be sociable. But I had other things on my mind tonight besides doing shots of five-hundred-dollar-a-bottle booze. I wanted to check up on the folks, locations, and supplies mentioned in the waybil1l and amalgamate that information with certain other documentational slivers I had in my possession. I also wanted to goose things along by taking a gander at the Moscow club scene—in particular, a spot called the Dynamo.


I’ve mentioned this kind of chain of command structure before. Like my old boss, CNO Arleigh Secrest, I call it “stovepipe” chain-of-command because each separate command structure goes straight up and down, which means there is no interaction among them. Most of the time the system works to my detriment and the bad guy’s favor because no one outside my particular “stovepipe” shares information. On this occasion, however, I am happy to report that my “stovepipe” was entirely separate from the DCM’s. The good news was that the motherfucker couldn’t lay a finger on me, and we both knew it. The bad news was that he could make my life miserable, because it was he who controlled the environment—e.g., everything that went on at the embassy.


Despite all promises and treaties to the contrary, the Chinese are still making hundreds of millions of dollars from pirated compact disks. They manufacture bogus CDs in China, then ship ’em via a clandestine pipeline that runs through North Korea, Japan, and Brazil.





Chapter 2


[image: Image]


I REALIZED JUST AFTER I GOT BACK TO THE HOTEL THAT A FORAY to the Dynamo would have to wait a day. First, Boris and Misha had insisted on finishing the whole damn bottle of cognac. So we did. And since they were the ones with the car, I’d been trapped, wasting precious time, sitting in the dacha’s deserted courtyard sucking on Louis Treize. Why didn’t I protest? I’d considered it. But after today’s security lapse, I wasn’t about to say anything to anybody—not even the barest hint that I might have come upon something. Besides, it was long past 2130. And what was 2130, you ask? That was the military time written inside the matchbook cover. I knew that by the time I cleaned myself up, got dressed, and (more to the point) found the place, it would probably be closed—or closing down—for the night. Besides, I had no idea whatsoever what precise day the time referred to. It could have been tonight. But it could also have been two weeks ago—or two months.


Not to mention the fact that there were more immediate problems to attend to. Like my soggy weapons, which had to be cleaned, lubed, and stored in the heavy steel diplomatic lockbox we’d brought with us and kept under the bed. My lacerations, lumps, sprains, and bruises needed first aid, too.


But I also wanted to put the Air France waybill in some sort of perspective. It was, I realized instinctively, one small piece of a very large puzzle. I had a few other pieces of the puzzle in my hands right now—the papers, notes, and pictures that I’d removed from Paul’s desk and safe. If you examined each one separately, they presented no greater significance—no “big picture.” I, however, had learned how to peruse, study, and evaluate evidence from a great teacher. Arleigh Secrest, the last of the warrior CNOs, who was murdered by Islamic fundamentalists, showed me the path to enlightenment.


Ah, tadpoles—you are clamoring out there. You want to hear the old master’s words. Well, I will repeat them for you.


“Intelligence organizations are stovepipes,” CNO Secrest had said in his wise, simple declarative fashion. “Treat them as such, and you will persevere.”


And why, Master Marcinko-san, are intelligence organizations like stovepipes?


Because, tadpole, they stand parallel to one another, and the smoke (and mirrors) inside them go only one direction: up.


First, the parallel principle. CIA people report only to CIA people. DIA people report only to DIA people. State Department people report only to State Department people. Nobody pools information. Moreover, Christians In Action, which is what SEALs call the CIA, doesn’t want to share any of its sources and methods with DIA, the State Department, or anyone else. Why? Because it is afraid it will get ripped off—that other agencies will steal its agents as well as its secrets. Now, the logic of that outlook escapes me. Why DIA or State would want to steal an agent like Manny Noriega from the Agency is something I cannot understand. King Hussein of Jordan, okay. The late Anwar el-Sadat of Egypt, sure. Guys like them are real assets, because they run countries. But most of the agents recruited by CIA overseas are, to put it bluntly (and kindly), scumbags.


For its part, DIA and State are convinced that CIA is riddled with moles. They won’t share information because they believe whatever they tell the CIA goes straight to our enemies. Now, while there is some hyperbole to this outlook, I can’t argue too strongly against it, given the CIA’s recent history of fiascoes, busts, bombs, turkeys, and goatfucks. Are you getting the picture?


You are? Good—then let’s add the other stovepipe element. Smoke—and intelligence—both rise—just like the hot air out of which they are all too often composed. Now, the more refined—or rarefied—intelligence is, the fewer people get to see it. That may be all right for strategic planning, but it doesn’t help poor tactical assholes like me, who need to know things sooner rather than later. During the Gulf War, for example, the generals in Norm Schwarzkopf’s bunker all knew where most of Saddam Hussein’s mobile Scud missiles were. But by the time that information was trickled back down the line to the knuckle-dragging Scud-hunters in the field, the missiles had moved on.


Okay. Now, what CNO Secrest preached to me was to go around the goddamn stovepipes—to obtain every bit of intelligence I could lay my hands on, borrow, purloin, or appropriate. Then, he told me, “Overlay it. Look for patterns.”


And that is exactly what I intended to do with the material from Paul’s office tonight. In fact, the scope of the documents I’d found made me wonder whether Paul had been taken under CNO’s inculcational wing the same way I was. Paul had never mentioned anything about CNO Secrest to me—but then, I hadn’t said anything to him either.


Let’s take a look at what I had in hand. There were the memos on the Russian Mafiya that I’ve already told you about. There were some miscellaneous papers—including the receipt I now realized was from the Dynamo, on which Paul had written the word Yudin. There was a Post-It on which Paul had written the words Sting, Mafiya—cover, Agcy/Mos, and Call KR. What it had originally been attached to, I had no idea. There were a handful of unidentified pictures—like the one of Andrei Yudin. There were news magazine clips (one was a story about U.S. Customs agents tracking down a businessman in suburban Virginia for shipping accelerometers to Jordan. Accelerometers, in case you don’t know, are used to measure nuclear detonations. Jordan don’t need ’em. And guess what? The BIQ—that’s businessman-in-question-had a Russian-sounding surname.


There was a DIA memo detailing break-ins at a dozen NATO installations, from the HQ building in Brussels to air bases in Italy and Turkey, over the past five months. Remote sensors had been discovered near perimeter fences; electronic jammers had been tried on secure communications networks. The NATO security force had been at THREATCON (CONdition) Charlie for six weeks—which is category three (of four), and was getting stressed.


A copy of a two-month-old Department of State E-mail message between the assistant secretary of state for legislative affairs and the assistant secretary of state for politico-military affairs classified SECRET-SENSITIVE chronicled a quartet of false flag recruitments of low- and mid-ranking embassy employees that had been uncovered recently. A false flag is when the recruiting agent makes you think he’s working for a friendly government, when in fact he is in fact working for a hostile power. The Israelis, incidentally, have enjoyed great success with false flag recruitments in the Arab world. Anyway, the State E-mail bemoaned the budgetary consequences if Congress ever found out. A communications clerk in Vienna, the DCM’s secretary in Paris, a junior consular officer in the visa section of the London embassy, and an administrative section chief in Rome had all been discovered passing documents or papers to folks they thought were American counterintelligence officers, but who had turned out to be impostors. Who the real bad guys were, State had no idea—but somebody was out there, trolling and prowling.


Another State memo, equally classified, noted that “thrice in the last thirteen-week cycle” (I guess that’s the bureaucratic way of saying once a month) the U.S. Mission to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, known as USOECD, had been the subject of an (let me quote this one for you, too) “unauthorized access during light-duty time sequencing, probably nocturnal.” In English, that means that some asshole broke in over the weekend, at night, when nobody was looking. And where had the break-in occurred? Paris—home of the Air France waybill, and Lantos & Cie. The memo did not state something that I knew: the building housing the USOECD is also the location of the Pentagon’s largest European counterterrorism operations center.


There was an internal memo (it was stamped “unclassified with removal of Tab A”) from the technology directorate of the Defense Technology Security Administration, properly acronymed DTSA, but pronounced and written by most folks at the Pentagon as “DITSA.” The memo, which had been written by the chief of the Strategic Trade Technology Division, recounted an eyewitness in an unspecified Middle Eastern country stating that he had seen, during a visit to a metallurgical plant, a metal-casting furnace being unloaded from a shipping container bearing French and Swiss markings. The eyewitness stated that the furnace had “a parenthetical legend underneath indicating it had a charge capacity of 25 kilograms and a vacuum capability of 10-5 BAR.” The last five words had been highlighted. And below, in Paul’s handwriting, was the phrase “Dual use—nuke refinement—embargoed IL 1080 (d).”


Okay, tadpole, what do you make of all of these fragments?


They make no sense at all. Master Marcinko-san. It is simply a confusing collection of documents, collected randomly, and stuck in a file for convenience sake.


Ah, tadpole, let us go back to the ancients. The Ch’i dialogue described by the great warrior T’ai Li’ang in the seminal Li’ang Hsi-Huey asks, “How can reality be known?” The answer, responds the Master, is simple: “To succeed in The Way is to know all things. The significance of the pebble is no less than that of the boulder. Reality is what is.”


You are giving me gibberish and pseudowarrior psychobabble bullshit. Master Marcinko-san.


If you believe that, tadpole, you are unworthy pond scum and you have no right to be in my temple. Now listen—and learn.




	Item: the fragment of waybill I found at the dacha mentioned France and Switzerland. There were French and Swiss markings on the container mentioned in the DTSA memo. Happenstance? Coincidence?



	Item: Paul, a submariner whose degree at Annapolis had been in nuclear engineering, believed the material mentioned in the DITSA memo was embargoed nuclear dual-use technology, which meant the furnace could be used for either commercial or military purposes.


	Item: the news magazine clip mentioned accelerometers—another nuclear-weapons industry device. Happenstance? Coincidence?


	Item: the half dozen more-than-a-year-old newspaper clips in the files showed that the Russian Mafiya had already been caught trying to smuggle nuclear weapons to the West. Paul was making notes and organization charts on the mafiya. Happenstance? Coincidence?


	Item: Like most SpecWarriors, I am good at breaking into places. My training allows me to come and go virtually at will—and leave no tracks. I only leave tracks when I am probing a target and want to see how the security forces react. So the DIA memo detailing the incursions at NATO installations told me that somebody was nosing around—and probing the readiness of the security force. The State messages told me the same thing: somebody—maybe the mafiya, maybe the Russkie military, or maybe a combination of the two—was testing our counterintelligence capabilities (e.g., the false flag recruitments), probing our security apparatus (e.g., the incursions at U.S. and NATO facilities), and eliminating anyone who discovered that this-all was part of a coordinated effort (e.g., murdering Paul). Now here is a lesson for all of you aspiring SpecWarriors out there: you generally do not test, probe, and kill unless you are about to go on a major offensive.
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