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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    In 2016, the Estonian government decided to build what Russian television was to derisively describe as the "Great Estonian Wall", but which might better be described as "The Decidedly Modest Estonian Wall" because while the border with Russia is 294 km long, the television item emphasised that the fence was planned to be no longer than 135 km, and less than a third of the funding required for that was allocated. It would also have "boundary stones and even special barriers aimed at preventing animals from crossing." Construction did not exactly start with a hiss and a bang, but the presence of American troops as part of the NATO decision that Russia was an enemy in waiting meant that military exercises were carried out along the border, and these may have been more of a deterrent than any wall. 
 
    As is often the case with a derogatory comment on something, the statistics offered by Russian television were misleading because much of the border between Estonia and Russia lies in water; either in the middle of a river or the middle of a lake, and it is difficult to build a wall there. What was not reported, though, was the reason for the wall. Did Estonia want to keep Estonians in? Not very likely. To keep Russians out? If so, why? And how many? A wall would hardly stop a motor rifle division, and were individual Russians really a problem? Or stray animals? 
 
    It was felt by some that individual Russians crossing were more of a problem for Russia than Estonia, and there had been one such crossing that was somewhat surprisingly publicized in Russia but rarely mentioned by the Estonian press. Perhaps they did not know of it, for even the citizens of Karoli were unaware that anything of significance had happened. Karoli is beside a tributary that loops around to the River Narova that makes the boundary. Within the loop, and to the southeast of Karoli, there is somewhat waterlogged wasteland that is useless to Estonia, while to the north of this tributary there is wooded land. This was chosen as a site for an exercise for a US army battalion, in which the objective was to delay the advance of Russian units attempting to cross the border river. It was difficult to justify why the Russians would choose to cross here because the land was somewhat difficult for mechanised infantry, although as someone said, just because this place makes little sense, that might be why they would choose it since if they could get across, there might be no significant opposition. 
 
    The exercise was to start at 0600 hrs on a late spring morning. At 0400 hrs satellite surveillance noticed something unusual on the Russian side. A car stopped on an isolated back road about two kilometres north of Perevolok. There was no reason for a car to stop there because the land there was also essentially wasteland. By itself this might not have drawn attention, except that about 0410 hrs two other vehicles stopped and stayed stopped. An analyst decided that this could be something that was totally unexpected: an attempted escape from Russia, and Russian authorities were trying to stop them. The information was conveyed to the Lieutenant Colonel in charge of the battalion, who immediately ordered the exercise to start. No breakfast for the troops would at least produce a touch of the reality of war. 
 
    The problem for the exercise was simple. The fighting vehicles at his disposal were not amphibious whereas the Russian ones were. And even if he could get them across the tributary, their weight would probably have them stuck in the mud. Therefore he deployed them into the wooded area to the north. He suspected that if Russians were to cross this morning, they would mainly cross to the mud. Maybe. But in any case, the evidence was that one carload of people, possibly followed by two more, would be all that were involved. Some infantry would get muddy feet today. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    As the light was improving, a Lieutenant was studying the far side of the river through binoculars. Something was moving. There! Upstream! Two people, one a woman, stood up, looked around, then began running, or perhaps better described as lurching, through the silt in a downstream direction. The objective was soon spotted: a small boat with an outboard engine was secured to what seemed to be a piece of tree branch that had been trimmed and driven into the mud. 
 
    Why was that there? 
 
    The two people untied the boat and dragged it to towards the river flow, and just as it started to float, a voice called out in Russian. "Stop!" 
 
    The man had a briefcase, and the woman grabbed it and crawled into the boat. The man stood there, frightened, like an animal in a spotlight, then turned towards the boat, as if he had decided on risking all to escape. There was a shot, and the man fell to the ground. 
 
    "Stop!" 
 
    The woman did not. She pulled on the motor, it burst into life, and she immediately aimed at the centre of the river. Two more shots followed, but they seemingly missed, then one hit the boat. Two soldiers dressed in unmarked woodland camouflage gear emerged with rifles and seemed to take aim. 
 
    The Lieutenant Colonel had ordered two Bradleys to become more visible to those on the other side, and he grasped a megaphone. "If any bullets cross the border in a threatening way, we shall return fire." 
 
    An officer stepped out of the shrubbery on the Russian side and ordered the soldiers not to fire. Two rifles against two armoured fighting vehicles, plus whatever else was over there, was not going to be a contest, and also, there was no point in starting world war three. Very reluctantly, the soldiers fell back. 
 
    The boat beached on the Estonian side, where the woman surrendered to a small squad of soldiers who were ordered to pull the boat up onto a sandy bar. There was a little swearing as four of them did this. The Lieutenant walked up to the woman and to his surprise she spoke English, admittedly with a rather thick Russian accent. She asked for asylum. She was also crying. 
 
    "You're safe," the Lieutenant said. 
 
    "My father isn't," she said between sobs.  
 
    "I'm sorry." He knew that was hopelessly inadequate, but the Lieutenant had no idea what else to say. 
 
    The woman stared across the river, where the body was still lying. 
 
    "There's nothing you can do," the Lieutenant said. "We cannot under any circumstances cross the river now we have threatened the Russians if they violated the border." 
 
    "I know," she said with yet another burst of sobs. She took one last look, blew a kiss, then she handed the Lieutenant the briefcase and added, "He wanted the West to have these." 
 
    "We'll take good care of whatever they are," the Lieutenant said. He had no idea what else to say. "Meanwhile, we had better get you out of this bog. If you would come this way with me." He turned to the Sergeant and added with a grin, "You'll have to keep the exercise going without me." 
 
    The Sergeant gave a snort, then turned to his squad. About time they had mud training. 
 
    It was then that the Russian officer called out. "Would you please return the boat. It was obviously stolen. We also want the girl and the briefcase returned." 
 
    The Sergeant was about to give the "Tough luck!" response, but the Lieutenant Colonel had heard the request. He took up the megaphone and said, "Of course. I give you permission to send over someone to get the boat while we oversee what happens. The girl will be questioned, and while we decide what to do with her, the briefcase will be regarded as her property unless you can prove otherwise." 
 
    "The briefcase contains stolen documents and –" 
 
    "Tough luck!" 
 
    The Sergeant gave a smile at this. 
 
    "You are, however, permitted to come over and recover the boat." 
 
    "I shall be there as soon as I can find another boat," the Russian officer said. 
 
    "We can wait. You cross the border unarmed, or we will shoot." 
 
    The Lieutenant Colonel now ordered field rations to be delivered. The men had to do something, and carrying out a military operation while the Russian had been given permission to cross could be misconstrued. They could eat, and that would fill in the time without showing the Russians anything. But he also had something to think about. Those were soldiers, not FSB, so why was the army pursuing these two? The soldiers were dressed in unmarked woodland camouflage uniforms and the officer had no marking to indicate his rank. Who were they? Spetsnaz? But the shots at the boat bordered on the incompetent. The first shot that killed the old man must have been sheer luck. Surely with shooting like this they would not be Special Forces?  
 
    Shortly there was the sound of a motor, and another boat together with the officer and a soldier approached. The soldier stepped out and waded to the beached boat, keeping both his hands visible. The American Sergeant watched with amusement and made no offer to help get the boat off the sandy bar. The Russian soldier gave no sign of emotion and he clearly did not expect help. With a lot of tugging, and some cynical cheering from the American soldiers, he gradually shifted the boat and pulled it into the river and climbed in, then with a single pull he started the motor and headed back to Russia. 
 
    The exercise continued without further incident, although as the Lieutenant Colonel was to note in his subsequent report, he felt the Russian officer was watching them. That would surprise nobody. He also gave a brief account of what had happened, and added in his report the accuracy of the Russian soldiers bordered on the pathetic while the recovery of the boat had taken ages. Since he was unsure of the identification, he made no mention of the uniforms. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The young woman was treated with respect, she was fed and given comfortable quarters, but she was confined to a military base. It was made quite clear to her that she would remain in her quarters if she wished to be considered for asylum. 
 
    The briefcase was flown to a military base near Washington and the contents examined. There were four files. Three outlined the specifications of some new military equipment that was unknown to the Americans, although as one analyst noted, it was only of moderate value because it would be known before long. Military specifications always become available to the opposition and this information would only be secret for at best a couple of years. 
 
    It was the fourth document that caused a stir. It concerned an account of a "Top Gun" type exercise between a nifty MiG 29 "Fulcrum" and a Sukhoi SU 27 "Flanker". The Flanker won with ten electronic kills before the exercise was called off. The Fulcrum never saw the Flanker electronically, even though the Flanker had bombs attached, and when the Fulcrum saw it visually when the Flanker came in close, it found it impossible to lock on its weapons system. The polyimide paint system containing the crystals labelled "MnDown" was considered a remarkable success. The document asserted that any aircraft so painted could not be detected by radar, nor could any missile lock onto it. The aircraft did not need to have any special design, hence this special paint would change the entire future of air combat. Russia was the only country that had it. 
 
    A special meeting was called to decide whether this document reflected something real, and if so, what to do about it. There was an unusual selection of key members present. The CIA and NSA were represented by two who were considered to be future Director possibilities, but who were unknown outside their agencies. A woman from the White House staff informed those present she would chair the meeting.  
 
    "If you know my name, forget it. This meeting is top secret, and unless you are given a task and a contact number to report to, you will immediately forget you were here. Anyone feel they cannot comply, please leave now." 
 
    Nobody left. A few of those present shook their heads slightly at this refusal of the woman to identify herself, but they ensured the woman would not see this minor show of disrespect. 
 
    A number of scientists had been invited to discuss whether this material was possible. Most scientists scoffed, but one did not. 
 
    "If it absorbs all the radar energy and reflects none, then yes, physics says that is quite possible." 
 
    "What sort of paint would do that?" the woman asked. 
 
    "If you believe the report, a paint system with these crystals in it." 
 
    "And what are these crystals?" 
 
    "I have no idea. The name is almost meaningless." 
 
    "Almost?" 
 
    "Well, Mn is the chemical symbol for manganese, so it is plausible that it is a manganese compound." 
 
    "What about the down?" 
 
    "No idea." He paused, then added, "I suppose it might mean it degrades the energy so that any photons coming back are of too low an energy to be detected." 
 
    "So you're saying it's possible?" 
 
    "There is nothing in physics that says it's impossible. Very unlikely because total absorption is unlikely, but then again, I suppose total isn't necessary. It only has to be enough." 
 
    "So it is really stealth technology?" The military representative who asked this seemed almost relieved it was something they had. 
 
    "Yes, but it claims to be extraordinarily superior to anything we have." 
 
    "I see," the woman said. "Right, now, if any of your computers have copies of this report, you will delete them immediately. Do you understand?" 
 
    "Why?" Ruth Telfar, the agent from the CIA, protested. She was aged in her early forties, she was conservatively dressed, and she was known in the agency to be someone who did not tolerate nonsense from her subordinates. If you brought a suggestion to her, you had better be prepared to defend it. If you did, and showed that you understood all the ramifications and had thought it out, she would either politely decline but thank you for your efforts, or she would accept your view, and if she did, she would back you to the hilt. By doing this she had generated some loyal followers. 
 
    "It doesn't tell us anything," the woman explained, "at least anything worth recording. However, it is highly likely the Russians will eventually hack one of our computers. I don't want them to find out we know, so do what you are ordered, and delete it." 
 
    Telfar said she would comply, but she did not look happy about it. 
 
    "Suppose I don't have the authority?" Bernard Lawton, the NSA representative asked. Lawton was the youngest there, but in some eyes, the most likely to get to the top. 
 
    "You have the authority. If anyone tries to overrule you, give them this telephone number and insist they ring. They will be told in no uncertain terms to behave." She gave a stony stare across the room, challenging anyone to object. Nobody challenged. 
 
    "Similarly, no mention of this in any electronic medium," she continued. She glanced directly at Lawton then at Telfar before continuing, "And I don't care if you think it is so well encrypted it is unreadable to anyone else. The safest method to keep a secret is not to include it in any message." 
 
    Telfar nodded acceptance, and said nothing. Lawton gave a slight smile. 
 
    "Right, everybody out except the representatives from the NSA and the CIA. You," she said, pointing to the scientist who had not scoffed, "Leave your business card please. You will be the designated contact for anyone wanting a scientific answer to a question. You may request specific information from anyone as long as the reason for your enquiry remains secret, and whoever gets the question cannot reasonably associate the question with this report. Do you understand?" 
 
    There was a pause, then a slight smile and, "Yes." 
 
    "Good. Do well, and it will do your career a considerable amount of good. Now, please leave." 
 
    The man nodded and gathered up his belongings. When there were only three people left, the woman turned towards Telfar and said, "Your Director will be informed that you have a priority task within Russia. You will be responsible for attempting to find out by human intelligence whether this has any truth, and if so, what these crystals are. You can assume that this mission may be dangerous to agents, so they must be careful, but if this is real, we need to know. You will stay away from electronic surveillance from the US, although agents may use bugs. Do you understand?" 
 
    "Yes, although you must realise that if this is real, the Russians will try to hide it, so –" 
 
    "I know," she acknowledged. "Just do your best." 
 
    Telfar nodded, then asked, "Obviously there will be risks for Russian operatives. How much do we risk exposing agents?" 
 
    "We need to know, and we have to go as far as reasonable, but if it comes down to all or nothing, we don't want a really experienced and otherwise valuable agent captured." 
 
    "Understood," Telfar said. The message was clear. If the agent was inexperienced, he or she was disposable. She made a mental note to herself. Her instructions would not require the agent to go to such extremes. She was not going to lose her reputation for this woman. 
 
    "You," she said, turning to Lawton, "will try whatever electronic methods you can think of, including any hacking. To add to the complexity, I have one more piece of information. About a month after the report you saw was written, one Saveliy Ivanovich Kapralov received an award from Vladimir Putin on behalf of his company for assistance to the Russian Defence Industry." 
 
    "I don't see any connection –" 
 
    "Kapralov seemingly controls the manganese industry in Russia." 
 
    "That's not necessarily relevant," Lawton said. "He might have got it for good production of manganese iron alloys, which are necessary for the defence industry." 
 
    "I know. There's no guarantee we can find anything, but it doesn't hurt to push all the buttons and see what comes up." 
 
    "I hope you realize that the Russians are not going to leave their secrets lying around on the web?" 
 
    "Yes, but on the other hand, someone is highly likely to have inadvertently left clues. I want you to search every plausible nook and cranny." 
 
    "So, how far do you want to go?" Lawton looked hesitant, as if he wondered whether this woman had any understanding of what could and could not be done. 
 
    "As far as necessary. You will try to add pressure on anyone you think might respond well to it, and you are welcome to try any form of extortion, but under no circumstances must your efforts be traceable to a US government agency. Understand?" 
 
    "That will have repercussions –" Lawton started to say. 
 
    "Exactly, which is why I want deniability. The Russians have been hacking all sorts of things in the US, and they deny their government has anything to do with it." 
 
    "Yeah, well they would, wouldn't they?" 
 
    "So we shall deny our involvement, and to make sure we can do so without being caught out, the NSA will not do this, nor can anything be traceable back to a US government agency." 
 
    "Then who?" 
 
    "Criminals, of course," the woman said with a smile.  
 
    "Criminals? Where do I –?" 
 
    "If the NSA cannot find any criminal activity, then why are we funding it?" She looked at his concerned face and laughed. "They don't have to be convicted, and the more respectable they appear the better, but you have to make sure there is a competent hacker there, capable of dealing with the Russian countermeasures." 
 
    "Criminals don't do that sort of hacking," he started to explain. "They certainly are not interested in the Russian Defence Industry." 
 
    "Then fire one of your own staff, and make him susceptible." 
 
    'What a cold bitch,' he thought to himself, but struggled to keep a straight face. "Why are these fired agents going to do this?" he asked, instead of protesting. "The last thing they'll be feeling is charity –" 
 
    "Pay them! It must not come out of any NSA traceable account. Here is the key to a private box in a major bank. It will be kept full of banknotes. When you take it out, none of it will go into your pocket." 
 
    "Of course, but if we are hiring criminals, accounting for –" 
 
    "Irrelevant. I don't care what happens to it as long as none of it ends up in the hands of someone working for the government." 
 
    "If I fire an agent and pay him with this, he will really be working –" 
 
    "Nobody officially will be paid by the government." The woman clearly was not interested in fine points of logic. 
 
    "And what happens if the Russians catch on to what is going on?" 
 
    "The President will be most upset." 
 
    "But he won't be sufficiently upset to do much?" 
 
    "On the contrary, he may well order the NSA to apprehend whoever's doing this, if they make a right proper botch-up. When that happens, you will have to play it by ear. You can give them warning, so they can take evasive action, but if our people mess up too much and don't flee the country quickly enough, I'm afraid they will have to be removed. We cannot have them in jail, telling all. Understand?" 
 
    "I understand," he replied, and thought to himself, 'Better not tell them of the final position if it all turns to custard.' 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    "Justin, please don't jump!" A young woman's voice, frantic. 
 
    The man on the edge of the roof turned to face the young woman who was pleading with him. He looked clearly dishevelled; the knot of his tie was half-way down his chest, his shirt was rumpled and partly torn, his face showed signs of having recently been punched, as shown by a slightly fat lip and a bruised cheek, but more than anything else, his eyes showed pain and despair. "I'm sorry, Janice, but I know what's coming, and I can't take it. Better to get it over with now. Good luck, Janice." He turned and stepped towards the parapet, then brushed some snow off it. He looked down and shuddered slightly. 
 
    "She's right, you know. You really don't want to do this." This was the voice of a man who was not supposed to be there. The voice had an English accent. 
 
    Justin gave a start, and when he retained his balance, he turned around to face this new voice. "Who the hell are you?" 
 
    "Your guardian angel, if you so wish," the man said, as he stepped out of the shadow and into the moonlight. He was strangely average in physical appearance. Average height, very slightly overweight, a very average haircut, and he was dressed in a very average business suit together with a heavy overcoat. In one other way he was anything but average: he exuded self-confidence. 
 
    "Nobody can help me," Justin muttered. 
 
    "Not if you won't let them," the man said, "but I assure you, there is no need whatsoever to do what you're thinking of doing." 
 
    "Please," Janice implored. "Get back from there and at least listen."  
 
    "Good advice," the man said. "It's not as if you can't get back up there." 
 
    "You've no idea what my problems are." 
 
    "Oh yes I do. I assure you, I know what they are a lot better than you do." 
 
    "Bullshit. You can't." 
 
    "OK, Try this. You two worked as investment bankers for Irving Goldfinch, right?" 
 
    "Yeah. Just about everyone knows that." 
 
    "And he's one of the greediest and most spiteful men you have ever met. You probably didn't know that then, but you should be starting to recognize that now." 
 
    "So?" 
 
    "You did some good deals and made him about a hundred million dollars, and you got a total of no more than half a mil each back. How am I going so far?" 
 
    "About six hundred k," Janice said. 
 
    "Near enough," the man said, as he gave a flick of his mouth to indicate the difference was irrelevant. "You two were his top performers, and you got peanuts, or so you thought. You went out on your own and set up your own investment bank, Ellison and Lamont Investments, but you were undercapitalized.  Your problem was, with everything you had, you were too small to make any impact. You needed clients and you didn't get any." 
 
    "No, we didn't," Janice said. "I guess our office was not flash enough and –" 
 
    "Goldfinch made sure you got no clients," the man said, this time shaking his head to show disapproval. "Your office was too cheap in some eyes, but that wasn't the problem. Goldfinch spread the word that you were going to be crushed, so nobody came to you. Then you got an offer of investment, supposedly equity, but your lawyer was in Goldfinch's pocket, so –" 
 
    "But that's unethical!" Janice exclaimed. 
 
    "Of course it's unethical," the man said, "but then again, your taking that tip that you should have suspected of at least being inside information was hardly brimming with ethics, or for that matter, with common sense, was it?" 
 
    "We thought it was a good bet, the company information seemed –" 
 
    "Cut the crap! You got inside information, and you piled in everything you had and what you could borrow, which by my count, was about ten million dollars. You fell into a trap set by Goldfinch, then you found your lender wanted his money back, and if you didn't pay, he was going to beat the shit out of you, and then . . .  Well, use your imagination." 
 
    "No need," Justin said. "They already –" 
 
    "That's nothing compared to what they'll do in due course," the man warned. 
 
    "Which is why I'm going to jump," Justin started in a morose voice. "I've been told that tomorrow I've got to pay up, or they'll –" 
 
    "Justin, don't jump. We can disappear," Janice implored. "We can –" 
 
    "We can't," Justin said. "They'll find us." 
 
    "True, disappearing won't work," the man said. "You haven't the skills to do that properly." 
 
    "So what else can I do?" 
 
    "You can think," the man said. "The inside tip was actually provided by your ex-boss. You were told that it was shortly to make an announcement that would shoot the shares upwards, right?" 
 
    "Yes," Justin admitted. "We bought the stock. We did what we could and the company seemed real, but then it seems that Goldfinch made a massive short, following which the stock price collapsed." 
 
    "And we lost everything," Janice added. 
 
    "Only on paper, though?" The man asked. 
 
    "If you mean, do we still own the stock, yes," Justin agreed, "but that's because there's no way in hell anyone will buy it, and we have to repay –" 
 
    "Or he'll beat the shit out of you, and add to the debt," the man nodded. 
 
    "Which is why I'm going to –" 
 
    "Hold it there," the man said. "Why did the stock price fall?" 
 
    "Because Goldfinch flooded the market," Janice said. 
 
    "No. That was only part of it. Goldfinch sold his huge borrow then he organised a rumour that the company was really rubbish and that helped send everything into free-fall. You still have your stock, so when this blows over you'll have the opportunity to sell and recover a reasonable amount." 
 
    "If I live long enough, and it would be a poor bet to back that option." 
 
    "Yes, but suppose I take the option you fear off the board?" 
 
    "What do you mean?" Justin asked, his tone showing he was very doubtful and suspicious of this possibility. 
 
    "How do you know all about this?" Janice asked the man, thus giving the man the chance to avoid Justin's question. Justin gave a look of sheer annoyance, as if his small hope was dashed. "It's not exactly public knowledge." 
 
    "Good question," the man said, and gave her an approving glance. "Justin, didn't that question strike you?" 
 
    "Does it matter?" Justin said, as he glanced back at the parapet and the chasm beyond. "You must work for my ex boss, otherwise –" 
 
    "But that is exactly wrong," the man said. "Time to think of something else." 
 
    "Like where to get a huge amount of money tonight, with no collateral and other debt sources maxed out," Justin growled.  
 
    "Exactly. You might also ask yourself why I am bothering with you?" 
 
    "And why's that?" 
 
    "I shall advance you your cash, and not only that, I'll send a couple of men around to oversee your meeting with those guys who wanted to beat you up." 
 
    "Why would you do that?" 
 
    "In return, Ellison and Lamont Investments will thrive, and carry out investments for me under my direction. From your point of view, everything will be legal." 
 
    "Then why us? Why not –" 
 
    "Because you will be grateful, and you will not try to play against my interests –" 
 
    "Not good enough," Justin interrupted. "There are plenty of other places that would be pleased to take your commission." 
 
    "True," the man nodded and continued, "but their confidentiality is not guaranteed. I intend to go after Goldfinch, and most would do what I asked them to do, take their commission, then warn Goldfinch. I am reasonably convinced you will not." 
 
    "I think you can be assured we have no fond feelings for Goldfinch," Justin agreed. His attitude changed just a little, his head raised just a little, as if a touch of hope had struck home. 
 
    "One question," Janice said. "What exactly do you want us to do?" 
 
    "Simply trade stock for me, and hide my immediate involvement. And no, it is not that I am afraid, but if Goldfinch knew I was involved he might not fall into the traps he might fall into with you because he seems to hate you for leaving him and he wants to make sure you fail. That leaves him vulnerable." 
 
    "Is that all?" Justin asked. 
 
    "I promise you, I'm not asking for you to do anything illegal, and if you show me that whatever I want you to do is illegal, providing you return my money you're free to walk away. If I tell you to invest in something, you won't be told why. You simply follow your client's instructions." 
 
    "That's not much for getting those thugs off my back," Justin said. "I –" 
 
    "That's all I want from you," the man said with a smile. "It doesn't follow that they get away free." 
 
    "And when we've done whatever you want?" 
 
     "You will get big, and I shall have two good investment bankers who owe me enough that they will be grateful and try and do their best." 
 
    "Justin, please. That's better than jumping." 
 
    Justin stared down at the street, then turned away again and walked back to the man. "How do I know I can trust you?" 
 
    "Here's a starter. Hang onto the stock you think is worthless." 
 
    "Why? What do you know?" 
 
    "I know the police are about to take down the fraudster who's in Goldfinch's pocket, and I know almost all the assets will be recovered and returned to the company. I also know the company really is sound, and so the price will bounce back, and as a sweetener, I'll give you another hundred k to buy more of them before it does." 
 
    "Buy more?" Janice looked curious. 
 
    "Currently they're rock bottom. Just think of what happens if they double their price to not quite at rock bottom?" 
 
    "That's very generous if it's true," Justin said, "but I still have to face tomorrow, and I can't." 
 
    "Make them an offer. A million down, and the rest in instalments." 
 
    "They'll take the money and still beat me," Justin said gloomily. "They said, all or nothing." 
 
    "In which case it could well be nothing," the man said, "but nobody will beat you." 
 
    "And why not?" 
 
    "Because I shall see to it," the man said in a quite dispassionate voice. "You won't be the only one going to this meeting, although I doubt you will see most of the others." 
 
    "And where do I get a million?" 
 
    "I shall see it turns up," the man said. "No problem." 
 
    "And why do you want to give me a million? I can't –" 
 
    "Don't worry about that. I shall get it back rather quickly. Now, conditions. You will work for me. I shall advance you money, and you will make investments as I direct, for twice the standard commission. Interested?" 
 
    "Who are you associated with?" Janice asked. "I mean, you are hardly doing this on your own bat." 
 
    "Why not? But right now, you don't need to know any more than you do now, and you might be better off not knowing because I don't want you muddying the waters with Goldfinch. I want Goldfinch to be running around wondering how you do it." 
 
    "He may forget all about us," Janice pointed out. "Once he's back to making money . . ." 
 
    "He may, but that's so out of character I really doubt it. We shall see." 
 
    "I'm still curious to know why you want to advance us so much money," Justin said.  
 
    "I'm not really losing anything," the man said with a smile. "Since I knew what Goldfinch was doing, I covered his bet, so overall, I make quite a bit on the overall transaction. Also, those guys who you're afraid of have no right to the money, so I shall relieve them of it as soon as you are away." 
 
    "Well, that's good to know," Justin muttered. 
 
    "Anyway, time to decide. Work with me, or go jump. Your choice." 
 
    "If what you say is true, you could be worse than those other –" 
 
    "In one sense, you're right," the man said as he nodded in agreement. "Cheat me, and you will wish you were never born, but do what I have just outlined, be honest with your accounting, keep everything you learn from me confidential, keep sober, and you will live to enjoy a ripe old age. You do not want me as an enemy, but I truly reward people who work honestly for me." 
 
    "Please, Justin." Janice said. 
 
    "All right. I suppose I don't have much choice." 
 
    "Excellent. Now, get away from that parapet, and we can go and have a drink to celebrate our new working arrangement." 
 
    "Who are you?" Janice asked. She looked a little embarrassed, then added, "We have to call you something." 
 
    "Frederick Rutherford. You can call me Fred once you've done your first job. In the meantime, Mr Rutherford." 
 
    "Fine," Justin said, not calling him anything. 
 
    "Now, tomorrow you will go to this meeting in an old car with one of my men. The money will be on the back seat. You will go into the building and make the offer of a million down, saying you can't get more in cash at such short notice. Don't get close to them if you can help it. OK." 
 
    "OK," Justin said. He looked as if he were anything but. 
 
    "Don't worry. Just do what my man says, and try to look frightened." 
 
    "That shouldn't be hard," Justin muttered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Justin Lamont's hands were shaking as he opened the door to the derelict theatre. He had been promised help, but he was alone. Not unreasonably, the other man remained in the car, guarding the million dollars, if it were a million dollars. For all he knew, it could be old newspaper. He wanted to run, but he knew that would not do him any good, so he kept going. He glanced around to see old spider webbing hanging everywhere. All seating had been taken away, together with anything else that was not part of the building. There were a number of upstairs stalls, but the railings were pushed almost to the horizontal, or were missing entirely, possibly a consequence of somebody making it easier to lower any seating, and the stalls looked anything but safe. There was grime everywhere, but enough of the original architecture showed through to indicate this was once a grand old place. He knew there would be thugs in there, and he had been assured that Rutherford would deal with them but he was still frightened. Suppose Rutherford lost? 
 
    Everybody involved in the theatre believed they were alone, but they were not. Graeme Middleton, Goldfinch's fixit man, had hired the thugs, and he wanted to know what happened. He had some surveillance cameras planted, and was monitoring these from the other side of the road. He had just arrived to turn them on. He knew there was likely to be violence this evening, and it would be just as well that he did not record his men arriving. For that reason, he was not monitoring the interior of the theatre itself, but merely who was coming and going. The light enhancing quality was barely adequate, but the image in front of him clearly showed Lamont walking towards the main hall. He was recognizable, which was good. Lamont walked through a door, and was hence out of sight.  
 
    Lamont closed the door behind him and turned towards the centre of the room where four thugs were obviously prepared to enjoy themselves. 
 
    "So he turned up," one laughed.  
 
    "Empty handed, too," another laughed. "Time to be tenderised, you little banker." 
 
    "You were told to bring the money, or else," the leader said. "It looks like, or else. Get yourself ready for the hiding of your life." 
 
    "I can't get all that in one day," Lamont said. He knew the script, and he had to sound frightened. That was easy; he was frightened. "I have a million in cash, and it's outside, waiting." 
 
    "Sorry, sunshine. I said all or nothing. You get the nothing option." 
 
    "Deal!" This came from the side of the room, where Rutherford stepped in from a small side room. He was unarmed, but was carrying a baseball bat. 
 
    "Who the hell are you?" 
 
    "Justin, go back to the car, now, and go home. Oh, and before you reach for that gun," Rutherford said, now addressing one of the thugs, "check your shirt." 
 
    "What?" The man looked dumbfounded. 
 
    "All right, if your neck is so thick you can't, or your brain is having trouble, then look at somebody else's." 
 
    There were small red laser spots on their chests. 
 
    "Justin, go." Lamont needed no encouragement. 
 
    "Those laser marks mean my men won't miss," Rutherford said with a shrug when Lamont had clearly left the room. "Now, slowly put any weapons you have on the floor, then go over to that wall and line up, about four meters between each of you. Failure to comply, and, well, you won't have any further worries." 
 
    One of the men looked as if he might try, but the leader shook his head. It was obvious that there was no way to pull a gun, aim and shoot, always assuming you knew where the target was, before a man could pull a trigger. Hitting a target with a pistol was somewhat unlikely; being hit from a rifle when there was a laser spot on your chest was always going to happen. An array of weapons was dropped on the floor, and the men walked over to the wall and stood there.  
 
    "Now, for you thick-heads, let us revise the deal," Rutherford said. "Whether Lamont really owed you twenty million is a matter of debate, especially since the original amount was only ten. That stupid little clause Goldfinch put in that contract is contradicted by a more major clause that Lamont was relying on, and the only reason he thought he owed it was because, well, you offered to beat him up. Right?" 
 
    There was silence.  
 
    Rutherford stepped up to the leading thug and raised the bat, ready for a good swing. "When I ask you a question, I expect you to answer. Do you comprehend?" 
 
    "Yes," came a mutter. 
 
    "Louder!" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Better. Now, where were we? Yes, well the only reason he thought he owed it was because you offered to beat him up. Right?" 
 
    "Right." 
 
    "And even then, you said he owed all or nothing, right?" 
 
    "We didn't mean –" There was a yell as the baseball bat hit him on the arm, which immediately went numb. 
 
    "You said he owed all or nothing, right?" 
 
    "Right." This was almost buried in a whimper of pain. 
 
    "What did I say about loud?" 
 
    "Right." Now almost a shout, albeit a highly strained shout. 
 
    "And when I entered, you had agreed it was nothing, so you get nothing, right?" 
 
    Silence. 
 
    "If you want to protest, say so now," Rutherford said, and swung the bat back to a pre-hit position. 
 
    "Right. But my boss mightn't –" 
 
    "You can tell Mr Goldfinch he can kiss that twenty mil away. This is not one of those scenes where he makes his usual profit. Now, one of you punched Mr Lamont and hurt his face. Which one was it?" 
 
    Silence. 
 
    "In that case, I shall assume you all did it." 
 
    "I did," one of the men said. 
 
    "Good. I like honesty. For that you all live." Then suddenly Rutherford swung the bat and smashed it into the man's mouth. He slumped to the ground, blood and teeth falling out. 
 
    "That is to remind you all that Mr Lamont and Ms Ellison are to be left strictly alone. They work for me, and if you need to approach either of them, you do so through me. Next time I have to see you, I shall not be nearly so generous." As he turned away, he suddenly turned back and swung the bat viciously into the leader. There was a terrible scream, and the man slumped to the ground, soon to start coughing blood. "That is to suggest to you that you need to discipline your followers," he said, and this time he did turn away. As he left the room, the red laser lights were turned off. 
 
    On the other side of the road, Middleton was somewhat perplexed. Lamont had walked out of the theatre, seemingly unharmed. About ten minutes later, just as he was about to turn off the equipment, another man walked out, carrying a baseball bat. This was an image to retain. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    "My guess is those thugs will leave you strictly alone," Rutherford told them, when he sat down opposite them in their office. "I've put the word out on the street that you two have put one over Goldfinch, and Goldfinch is a bit ropable, and while that won't do you any immediate good, it may mean you'll get some clients." 
 
    "We're not safe, though, are we," Janice asked. 
 
    "Fair question. I don't think anyone will try anything, but just in case, for a while I want you to go to and from work and apartment by car, with a driver I shall supply. We'll check the security of your apartments as well, with you present of course. I shall also get the word out that retribution for anything done on you will be swift, efficient, and with the high interest rate I charge, which will be markedly greater than anything done to you. That should help." 
 
    "Thanks, and I mean it," Justin said. 
 
    "You will thank me with your performance," Rutherford said. "So, time to get started. I have reasons to believe Goldfinch will soon start rumours about the company on this piece of paper. From what I know, the company is stable, but unexciting. I want you to keep a watch on what happens, and if the stock starts to dive, wait until you estimate it is near the bottom, then buy as much as you can as fast as you can." 
 
    "That will raise the price," Justin warned. 
 
    "Which is what I want," Rutherford said. "If Goldfinch is greedy, or his aides are slow, he won't be able to cover the borrow." 
 
    "You want us to contact you first for confirmation?" 
 
    Rutherford thought for a minute, then said, "Here's my mobile number. Yes, try me for confirmation, but if you can't reach me, provided there is money in your bank account from the trust account on this piece of paper," and he handed Jason a small piece of paper, "do it anyway." 
 
    "Even if it doesn't –" 
 
    "Even if. It's my bet. You are merely doing it." 
 
    "How much?" 
 
    "As much as appears in your bank account from the trust account. I am hoping to get you sixty mill. Just remember, though, it's still my money." 
 
    Justin gasped. "That's a lot of money for –" 
 
    "My risk. If you do everything I ask, you have no liability. You do if you decide to go off on your own." 
 
    "Understood," Justin said. 
 
    "And of course you keep the commission. Commission on sixty million should be enough to get you out of bed." 
 
    "You will get a full accounting," Justin said. "I promise you, as our first client, you will get exceptional attention." 
 
    "And you will make money, and give Goldfinch a headache," Rutherford said. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    "Well, we're still in business," Janice said, "although we're not exactly doing very much, and apart from Rutherford's promise, we're hardly making money." She paused, and looked over at Justin as if she might be wrong, and asked hopefully, "What are you doing?" 
 
    "Tracking the stock market and commodities," Justin replied. "Just because we haven't exactly got a lot of clients, maybe we should make sure we're ready for them if any come through the door." 
 
    "Justin, aren't you just a little scared?" She paused, then added, "We must've really pissed off Goldfinch, and while we've lost all of what we started with, he's lost a lot too and . . ." 
 
    The phone rang, and the receptionist announced they had a visitor. He did not look like a financier. He was not wearing a suit, and looked more like a farmer. 
 
    "Send him up," Justin said. 
 
    "He could be dangerous," Janice said. "He could be sent around by Goldfinch, and –" 
 
    "Not in broad daylight, and checking in with a receptionist," Justin said. "Recall there's a security camera too. And anyway, we mustn't be too afraid to see a potential client." 
 
    There was a knock, and the secretary showed in a man who Justin judged would be aged in his early forties. He was dressed casually, with a blue windproof jacket and thick trousers. His stature was anything but casual. He stood straight, his hair was short but not shaven, but what struck Justin more than anything was the fact he was wearing boots, and those boots were polished shiny bright.  
 
    "Douglas Cameron," the man introduced himself and held out his hand. 
 
    "Justin Lamont," Justin said, and almost gasped with the firm handshake. "This is Janice Ellison. I guess from your accent, you're not American." He paused, then added, "I would guess Scottish?" 
 
    "I started out as a Scot," Cameron confirmed, "but I've been around a bit, so my accent may be a bit mangled." 
 
    "So, what can we do for you?" 
 
    "Nothing," Cameron said with a wide smile. "It's more what I can do for you." 
 
    "And what would that be?" Justin was a little stunned. 
 
    "Rutherford sent me. You've apparently pissed off a very rich banker who has some very nasty types working for him. I'm supposed to take care of you." 
 
    "Supposed to?" Janice said, with a sudden touch of doubt. "Are you able to?" 
 
    "Good question," Cameron said, with a nod of appreciation. He took off his jacket and rolled up a sleeve. "This tattoo says you can trust me to look after you as much as anyone." 
 
    Janice looked at the two wings, with a sword pointing through their base, and almost down to the motto, 'WHO DARES WINS.' 
 
    "Special Air Service," Cameron explained, as he rolled down his sleeve. "No guarantees," he said, then he added with a grin, "but a guarantee would be fairly useless because you can't claim when you're dead." 
 
    "Well, we hope it won't come to that," Justin said. 
 
    "No, it shouldn't come to that, but we can make things more likely it won't." 
 
    "And how do we do that?" Justin asked. 
 
    "What's the best choice if you see trouble coming?" 
 
    "What? You're not suggesting we –" 
 
    "The best choice is often to run," Cameron said with a broad grin, "and guess what? The winner is the one who keeps running the longest." 
 
    "I'm not sure I like the sound of this," Justin muttered. 
 
    "To do that, you get fit, and since you aren't doing much right now, we can get you started, or at least set you up to start. We'll get you kitted up, go for a short run, then we can start on the second option, which is hiding. Moving while being concealed is a great asset." 
 
    "Now I'm sure I don't –" 
 
    "Look at it this way. At the end of all this, you will feel an awful lot better, and if you can be bothered with some upper body exercises, I'll also show you some tricks to disable an unsuspecting opponent." 
 
    "You think it's going to come to this?" 
 
    "I sincerely hope not," Cameron said, "but it doesn't hurt to be prepared. Also, one other thing. If we get into trouble, you do what I say at once without question. Got it?" 
 
    "Even if we think of something better?" 
 
    "Even if. If the trouble isn't pressing, by all means make a suggestion, but if we're in deep shit, getting out usually means doing something reasonable as quickly as possible. Stopping and thinking, or having a discussion, and you're finished." 
 
    The other two said nothing. 
 
    "Look at it this way," Cameron continued. "What would you think if I started telling you how to do your investing?" 
 
    "OK, I get it," Justin said. 
 
    "You know what you're doing with money," Cameron continued, "and anything I could add would be seen as ignorant. If we get into trouble, I know what I'm doing. I've been there, and I'm trained to quickly assess situations. Trust me then. Otherwise, apart from keeping an eye on what you're doing and getting you fit, I shall leave you strictly alone." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Charles Burrowes was poison. He knew it. He was the next best thing to being unemployable, thanks to that Rhonda Crawford. Sexual harassment, she claimed. Hell, she was all over him. He had hardly touched her, and that was mainly to free himself. Stuck up bitch! He had had a number of conversations with her through the previous few months and he thought she was very intelligent, and basically a nice person. On top of that, all the young males in the office seemed to be all over her, and she avoided the lot. Maybe that was a warning? Whatever, he had kept his distance through the year, but when the Christmas party came his world fell apart. 
 
    For some reason, she had made an early approach to him, and he had thought that was to keep the other males at bay. Again, she was a pleasant and intelligent conversationalist, and unfortunately had kept plying him with alcohol, and more unfortunately, he had accepted. At first he thought she must have some capacity for alcohol and a really good liver, but in retrospect he wondered whether she had really drunk that much. Somehow she had persuaded him to go with her out to the landing, and she made advances on him. Then she pulled him out of sight. She was attractive, and he had to confess anything could have happened, but then she pulled away, tore her own blouse, and ran back yelling something to the effect he was trying to rape her, which was utter nonsense.  
 
    The next instant two large men appeared from nowhere, grabbed him, and dragged him off in front of all his workmates, while that bitch Rhonda was crying and being comforted. God, she could put on an act. 
 
    The next thing he knew, his supervisor reported him to the Director and he was promptly fired. He had protested his innocence, but the Director was adamant. The National Security Agency could not stand any bad publicity right now. If it were not for the fact the Director was reasonably convinced this was more a misunderstanding or the effects of too much alcohol he would have been taken away to somewhere very unpleasant. That latter option was still available so he should keep his nose clean. They would be watching him. 
 
    That he believed, and that was his problem. Who would hire him for his skills when it was obvious that whatever he did online, and much of what he did offline, would go straight back to the NSA? 
 
    He had not even been allowed to clear his desk. Personal stuff would be sent to his apartment. All memory sticks and anything related to computers would be retained. His mobile phone had been taken from him, and he had been given another. He had refused.  
 
    "I don't like that model. It's clunky," he protested. 
 
    "It's the same as the one we took off you, except it's new." 
 
    "That's how I know I don't like it," he countered. He paused, then added, "If you feel guilty about stealing my phone, give me the cash equivalent." 
 
    He knew when he said it, that was not going to happen and it did not. He did not want their phone because they would track everywhere it went. Yes, he knew how to keep under their surveillance network, but of course that also meant he was going to be offline most of the time. He also guessed they would search his apartment. They would not find anything there, though. He was not that stupid. His current difficulty, though, was that he was not that clever either. No matter how he looked at it, income was not going to be easy, unless he started something illegal. 
 
    He had started his search for a new job, and had visited the two most obvious places where he might find employment. No luck. They said they had no vacancies, but he was convinced that meant they had no vacancies for him. The NSA, or maybe even Rhonda, had blackened his name. 
 
    He sighed, and decided to return home. He could use his computer to search for jobs. Yes, the NSA would see what he was doing, but they would hardly get excited about that. What else could he do? No, they would be very suspicious if he did not do that. The problem was, what would he do when that rather futile exercise was finished? 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Two weeks passed, and he had had several job interviews. He was convinced that in each one he was doomed before he started. He was usually asked to describe his previous work. He, perforce, would say that was confidential to his previous employer.  
 
    "And that was?"  
 
    For the first interviews during the first three days he said, "The National Security Agency." As expected, that killed the interview. Without a good reference, the implication was he had been fired. The trouble was, that implication was correct; he had been fired. Then he had tried saying that was confidential, but that made no sense. 
 
    It appeared he was unemployable. 
 
    If only he had not accepted that job transfer. He had started his working life for the FBI in counterintelligence. That had been a really pleasant place to work. He had made friends, and nobody took the job too seriously. The problem was, with budget cuts, or so he was told, his position disappeared. He was offered redundancy pay, or a transfer to the NSA for a position not that different from what he had been doing. Apparently the job cuts had arisen because of interagency turf wars. Curse them all. 
 
    Of course, the reason he accepted the transfer was the alternative was to be unemployed. Which was where he was now, except this time there was no redundancy pay. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    "A pleasant day, isn't it?" 
 
    Rutherford pulled his coat lapels closer around his throat with his heavily gloved hands. As instructed, he was sitting on a park bench, and it was somewhat obvious that this was a meet, because nobody else was sitting on park benches. Rather, they were scurrying to wherever they were going. The visitor brushed snow off the bench, and sat down. 
 
    "I don't suppose it occurs to you we look like sore thumbs sitting here?" Rutherford growled. "You could have picked somewhere warmer, like under a bridge." 
 
    "The river's in flood." 
 
    "Probably still warmer than sitting here," Rutherford shook his head. "You are?" 
 
    "Bernard Lawton, NSA. And I know who you are." 
 
    "Then I assume you want something?" 
 
    "How would you like to serve your country?" 
 
    "I'm too old to join the army," came the flat response, "and anyway, strictly speaking, this is not my country." 
 
    "So we could deport you, then?" 
 
    "I suppose you could. So, what do you want?" 
 
    "We need something done that cannot be attributed to us." 
 
    "In return I get?" 
 
    "An interesting opportunity, and us off your back." 
 
    "And if I decline?" 
 
    "You want to see a file of some of your recent activities brought before a judge?" 
 
    Rutherford sat silently for almost a minute, then he asked, "Exactly what do you want done?" 
 
    "You realise this has to be secret, and –" 
 
    "Cut the crap. You know I won't say anything, but I'm not going to sit here freezing while you read me –" 
 
    "Fair enough. What I want you to do is hack Putin and a number of selected oligarchs." 
 
    "Sorry. No." 
 
    "Any reason?" 
 
    "A very good one. I simply don't have the skills or the knowledge of how to get into their networks." 
 
    "And if I provide you with those skills?" 
 
    Rutherford stared at him. This was a totally unexpected development. "So what you're asking is to plant one of your agents –" 
 
    "Not at all. I'm giving you the address of someone who is quite capable, and currently unemployed." 
 
    "Because?" 
 
    "We fired him." 
 
    "And why did you do that?" Rutherford asked with an amused look on his face. "You're asking me to take on someone too unreliable for you?" 
 
    "In answer to your first question, nominally sexual harassment." 
 
    "Nominally?" 
 
    "He was set up." 
 
    "Well, that must have been great for him. Why set him up?" 
 
    "To make him available for an off-the-books exercise." 
 
    "And if I don't want him?" 
 
    "He's collateral damage. But my guess is, you will, because I promise you the alternative looks suspiciously like jail time, and at the very least, extraordinarily bad publicity for you." 
 
    "Jail time? For what?" 
 
    "Oh, believe me, we'll make up something convincing." 
 
    Rutherford gave a snort and shook his head in disbelief. "So you want me to pay him while he develops the means to do this, which might take years, and –" 
 
    "We shall finance it and it will take hardly any time at all. Further, we shall throw in a sweetener for you." 
 
    "This sweetener is you won't deport me or send me to jail?" Rutherford said in a derisory tone.  
 
    "Oh no. A real sweetener, but you find out what it is when you set this up. As for the qualifications of this young man, he was working in this area before he was fired." 
 
    "And if he hasn't got an encyclopaedic memory and he can't recall the programs?" 
 
    "Everything he needs is on these two memory devices." 
 
    Rutherford looked down at the gloved hand holding a small bag. 
 
    "Will he know how to use them?" 
 
    "He should. He helped develop what's on them, and we have added the necessary data. So, your answer?" 
 
    "This is, I guess, a black op?" 
 
    "Very black." 
 
    "So, supposing for an instant I get this done, how do I find out what you want, and how do I deliver?" 
 
    "We shall sort that out, together with a payment mechanism, when you commit." 
 
    "Then I shall have to ask him. I don't suppose you're going to tell me who he is?" 
 
    "His name is Charles Burrowes, and he lives at the address on this piece of paper. And don't ask him. Persuade him." 
 
    "He may not respond so well, given –" 
 
    "This envelope here contains enough that should encourage him to accept." 
 
    Rutherford took the rather fat looking envelope and stuffed it in a pocket on the inside of his coat. "Then I guess I had better go visit Mr Burrowes." He got up, stretched, then after nodding to his "client", he strode off towards the nearest café. He needed to get warm, outside and inside. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Rutherford nodded approvingly when he saw the apartment building. It was expensive enough to offer some degree of security, but cheap enough to be affordable to someone who did not want to waste money. There was a small keypad, together with apartment numbers. He pressed apartment six, brushed some snow off his arm, and wrapped his coat a little tighter. This day was becoming more miserable by the minute. 
 
    "Yes. Who's there?" 
 
    "You Mr Charles Burrowes?" 
 
    "Yes, why? And who are you?" 
 
    "You don't know me, but I have a job offer for you, if you would let me in." 
 
    A long silence followed, during which Rutherford started to think Burrowes was going to be a problem, when the voice said, "How do I know you're for real?" 
 
    "You don't, I suppose," Rutherford said, "but I gather you need a job, and you won't get one without seeing people." 
 
    "They don't come here." 
 
    "I can give you an address if you like, but I could also find someone else. I'm in a bit of a hurry so –" 
 
    "OK, come on up." There was a click and the door opened. Rutherford came in, and the door closed immediately and locked. Rutherford glanced at the apartment numbers and worked out that number six would be on the next floor. He took the stairs, and approached the door of number six. He noted with approval that he had passed three security cameras. The door opened almost as he started knocking, and a rather downbeat young man waved him in. His hair looked as if it had not been brushed or combed for a week, and he had not shaved for at least four days. His clothes hung as if he slept in them. A glance through the kitchen door showed a great pile of unwashed dishes, together with a pile of fast food cartons. Rutherford sat down in the offered lounge chair. 
 
    "You want?" Burrowes asked, with a total lack of enthusiasm. Rutherford noted the man was down. The question was, could he get him up? 
 
    "I am here to offer you a job, and to tell you why you're in the mess you're in." 
 
    "Look, I never did anything to that wretched woman –" 
 
    "Of course you didn't. You're as white as snow." He noticed that that piece of sarcasm had no perceptible effect on this man in front of him. This was getting more difficult by the minute. "The trouble is, the NSA doesn't believe you, and I'm convinced they will make your life so very miserable if you don't accept my offer." 
 
    "So?"  
 
    Burrowes had made no perceptible response to the 'if you don't accept my offer', and Rutherford could not read why not? He knew he had to continue, because this train wreck was on the verge of throwing him out. Burrowes could never do it literally, but Burrowes was hardly likely to accept the job offer if he simply resorted to beating some sense into him. "So you were set up," he continued. "I don't know the details, and frankly I have no interest in them, except I am going to require you, when working at my place, to keep your desires completely offsite and leave our one female strictly alone." 
 
    "Eh?" So Rutherford had young females working for him? 
 
    "There will be a young woman assistant to, well, assist you. There are to be no romantic attachments or you are back in the deep shit." 
 
    Burrowes stared at Rutherford. It sounded as if neither Rutherford nor the NSA really believed he was innocent. If he ever got his hands on that Rhonda . . . He had to pull himself together. None of this was to his liking, but what choice did he have? On top of that, at the back of his mind, something was starting to make sense. He needed to find out more. "How do you know I was set up, assuming it's true?" 
 
    "Someone considerably higher up the food chain at the NSA than you told me." 
 
    "Charming. What do they expect? Me to sue them?" What a wretched employer to do that sort of thing. Then there was Rhonda. How much did they pay that bitch to do that? 
 
    "No, they expect you to work for them, on an operation sufficiently black that they don't want anyone in the NSA except the very high to know you're working on it." 
 
    "They've got a funny way of recruiting me," Burrowes grumbled. "As far as I'm concerned they can go to –" 
 
    "Stop! Don't be stupid. You need a job, and they'll make sure you don't get one if you diss them." 
 
    "And why is being pleasant to them going to be any better?" Burrowes scowled. 
 
    "They're sort of promoting you." Rutherford leaned back, a wide smile on his face as he saw the various expressions float across Burrowes' face. 
 
    "And how do you work that out?" 
 
    "First, compensation, and a starter pay," Rutherford said, and pulled out the rather fat envelope. "I don't know what's in it, but my guess is it's cash, and it should be quite a large sum." 
 
    Burrowes' eyes lit up, he reached out a hand, then looked quizzically at Rutherford as the envelope was withdrawn. 
 
    "You don't get starter pay until you indicate that you are prepared to start." 
 
    "OK, let's suppose I agree. What do I have to do, and more importantly, what with?" 
 
    "You will continue the project started at the NSA, but with a change in targets." 
 
    Burrowes stared at him. "You're joking." 
 
    "I assure you, I am not." 
 
    "And exactly where do I get the equipment I need, and where do I get my program? You expect me to rewrite it when it took several people –" 
 
    "Your programs are on these memory devices," Rutherford said. "The equipment will be provided." There was a silence, then Rutherford said, "Time to choose." 
 
    "You said there is a change in targets. Who?" 
 
    "Sorry, but you find that out if you accept." 
 
    "And the danger level?" 
 
    "Probably less than if you decline," Rutherford said. "We are going to do this, and once started, if there is any counter against anyone, which admittedly is not that likely, you would probably be blamed anyway. If you accept, at least you get some protection." 
 
    Burrowes accepted. He was clearly unhappy, not the least because he found out the place he had to work in was to the west of Newark, but equally he was financially strained. Rutherford handed him the envelope, and told him he would be contacted as soon as the new work place and equipment was made available.  
 
    Interestingly, the NSA was providing Rutherford and his small group with a new place to work, a place that officially did not exist. The NSA had promised to provide proper computer equipment for Burrowes and one assistant, who would also be provided. This also annoyed Rutherford. This "assistant" would be a young woman, and Rutherford was to try to ensure there was to be no romance in the air with anyone. Burrowes was given an email account where he could request whatever equipment he thought to be necessary, then Rutherford took his leave. 
 
    Rutherford had recognised the expression on Burrowes face when he accepted. Burrowes would have to be watched, and he would have to be carefully handled. He might accept the situation, but he might also end up as some sort of whistle-blower. This was yet another problem that he really did not need. He kicked a heap of snow, and kept walking. Curse the NSA. Why was he helping them? Because he felt they probably knew something about his other operations, and this would keep them off his back. Maybe. But the truth was, he really did not need them looking into his operations, and if he declined, that is exactly what they would do. It would be a bad idea to invite the most powerful agency on the planet on computer surveillance to take a deep look at his activities. Maybe they would anyway, but at least he had some sort of assurance they would not. That would not last, once this favour was completed, so he needed to plan his exit strategy, and quickly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    When Burrowes arrived at what was supposed to be his place of work, he saw what looked suspiciously like a factory, and judging from the large sign in the centre of the front wall, it made baby products. This could not be right, except it looked suspiciously like the building that he had seen when he had put in the address on the computer the night before, and had zoomed in for the close-up image. This property had no clear street number, but if the building next door was correctly numbered, this could not be anything else. He checked the address he had been given just to make sure; his memory was right. What a start to his first day: he could not find the address. Nevertheless, he had to do something, and simply going home was not going to fix his financial woes. There was an office for visitors, so he went there first, in the hope that whoever was there might know where he was supposed to go. 
 
    It was then he realised that he did not know the name of the organization he was visiting. He looked at the rather attractive receptionist, who grinned a little and said, "You look like you're little boy lost." 
 
    "I'm looking for a Mr Rutherford." 
 
    The young woman behind the desk laughed at his discomfort, and said, "Around the back." 
 
    Burrowes turned towards a door, when the woman said, "No. Out the front door, turn left, and walk around the building." She laughed again at him, and added, "Watch out for trucks and don't slip." 
 
    There was a truck lane going around the right of the building and there were plenty of tyre-marks going along it through the snow. Deeper snow was piled up against the wall and the fence; there was also no grit on the pavement where the trucks had been, but there was ice underfoot. That advice had been meaningful; the last thing he needed was to turn up for work on his first day having fallen on the pavement.  
 
    When Burrowes reached the end of the building, he could see the back of their building was a loading bay, and it was presumably well used because there were very clear tyre-tracks in the snow. But another twenty meters back was another building that had no sign. This was not right. The computer image had clearly shown one building and a large loading area and parking area for trucks. Yet there was a building, and it had four cars parked outside it. The NSA had presumably removed the image from all publicly available satellite photos. In a way that gave him comfort. This would only be done for a black site, so it looked as if he were in the right place. It also made him shake his head in despair. There was no point in hiding a building like this if it were a black ops site because the Russians had their own satellites, and comparison between what they saw and what the Americans allowed others to see would make this stick out like an organ stop.  
 
    This second building had two doors, so Burrowes tried the closest one, but it was locked. He pushed the remaining door and found that it opened. He stepped in and shook the snow off him. There was a corridor in front that was rather gloomy. There was obviously no budget for excessive light, or, for that matter, replacing some of the fluorescent tubes. He walked in to see a small shelf to his right, and on it was a buzzer, together with a sign that said, "Ring Me." He pressed the buzzer, and wondered whether he would suddenly shrink to ant-size. 
 
    "You're late!" came a voice over some form of intercom. "Take the first corridor on your right, then the second door on your left." 
 
    With few options, Burrowes walked on and turned into another dingy corridor. The corridors must have been painted at least forty years before, and the lighting was clearly designed for energy conservation reasons and not illumination. He found the second door and opened it.  
 
    He gasped. While everything he had seen so far was run down, this room was well illuminated, it had positive air pressure at a very pleasant temperature so it had to be air conditioned, and the room contained a remarkable amount of serious computing power. 
 
    "Any reason why you're late?" Rutherford stared at him, but he had a slight smile as if he knew fine well. 
 
    "I couldn't find it, and you forgot to tell me what it was called." 
 
    "Would it have helped?" 
 
    "I suppose not," Burrowes admitted, "since there are no signs around. Also . . ." 
 
    "Also?" Now a challenging and superior smile, as if he knew the answer very well. 
 
    "I did a computer search last night," Burrowes admitted, "and this building is not supposed to be here." 
 
    "From which you deduce?" Rutherford challenged. 
 
    Burrowes looked around to see three other faces staring at him, as if expecting him to fail. "My guess," he started, "was since the satellite images do not lie, and this building is not exactly easily transferred, someone hacked the records and did some photo-shopping, which means this is some sort of black ops site." 
 
    "Surely you don't think we'd do that, do you?" Rutherford asked, with something of a scowl, but not exactly a true one. 
 
    Burrowes had looked around at the other three faces, and there was a young woman who looked quite attractive. When he had given his guess, she had given a slight laugh, as had the others, but she had also given an imperceptible nod of agreement. "I'll put a hundred bucks on someone having done it, and trust you to pay if I'm right," Burrowes said, and began ferreting in his wallet. 
 
    "Intriguing approach," Rutherford said with a shrug, "and I guess I owe you. You're right. Now, come over here to your workstation." 
 
    Burrowes took off his parka and followed him, and found himself adjacent to the very attractive female face. The rest of her looked good as well. She would be about his age, or maybe slightly younger, she had light brown hair that fell down over her shoulders, she had blue eyes that seemed to penetrate straight through him, and he felt awkward. She had a well-fitting light red dress that fitted a rather attractive figure, but her look showed she was amused as he had to try to keep his eyes on either her face or the equipment. He placed his parka over the back of what he assumed would be his chair. 
 
    "Your job will be to hack into certain Russian accounts," Rutherford said. "You will work with the young lady whom you seem to have noticed." 
 
    Burrowes gave a wan smile in her direction. He far preferred to work by himself, partly because he hated people asking him what he was doing, or worse, criticizing him for what was obviously correct. It was not his job to teach people. Also, other people were distractions, and he was only too painfully aware that this young woman would be a very big distraction. "Is there any reason I am working with her?" he asked. 
 
    "Introductions: Charles Burrowes, meet Svetlana Antonovna. The reason you will be working with her is she speaks fluent Russian, which I gather you do not." 
 
    "Hello," Burrowes said, and nodded at her. Interesting, he thought. There were two others in the room, and he was not introduced to them. He looked back at Rutherford, and said, "True. I don't speak Russian." That was strictly speaking not true. He had been chosen for the Russian bench at the NSA because he did understand Russian, at least to some extent, but he decided that it might be desirable for the moment not to admit to this. If they did not know it, all the better, and in any case, the last thing he needed was being corrected by this young woman. 
 
    "Hello," came the reply, with what he took to be a moderate Russian accent. 
 
    "Right," Rutherford said. "You two can start working together. For today you will merely access standard Russian websites. No hacking required, but rather you should familiarize with standard Russian web protocols, and, of course, learn to find your way around." 
 
    Burrowes began wondering what he was doing there. If the story Rutherford gave him were true, the NSA would surely have told him what he had done so far. This was simply a waste of a day, but then, if they wanted to pay him to waste a day, so be it. Or maybe they wanted Svetlana to find out how good his Russian really was.  
 
    Maybe he should try to find out what Svetlana was trying to do. 
 
    "So," Burrowes said, turning towards Svetlana, "what should we do to start?" 
 
    "You know the Cyrillic alphabet?" 
 
    "Of course." He had to admit this, otherwise why would the NSA have sent him? But that raised some interesting questions. His hacking code used Latin characters, apart from the obvious preponderance of numbers, mainly because many Russian computers used Western operating systems, and that made sense because the Russians wanted to be able to use the resources available to the West. No point in doing everything yourself. 
 
    "Then," she said brightly, "take me to some Russian shopping sites." 
 
    "What? You want to go shopping?" 
 
    "I want to see if you can find your way around." 
 
    "I suppose that makes sense," he said. "So would you prefer the English or Russian versions of Yandex?" 
 
    "Ha! You do know something." 
 
    "Probably not enough. I don't even know where to go and make coffee." 
 
    "Then you'd better locate our facilities first." She turned to the nearest of the others there and said, "Dennis, why don't you show Charlie here where the essentials are while I set up a small problem for him?" 
 
    The face that presumably belonged to Dennis looked up, scowled, looked like he was about to say something, but then he saw Svetlana's expression, which clearly said that the boss would back her up, so rather grumpily he indicated to Burrowes that he should follow. 
 
    About five minutes later the two returned, Burrowes holding two mugs of coffee.  
 
    "Oh, Sveta," Dennis announced, "I showed him how you like it, so don't play silly buggers with him." 
 
    "Would I do that?" she asked, giving a sweet and innocent look. Then she looked down a little, and added, "OK, I probably would, but thanks for the coffee." She tasted it, then said, "That's good. You can now be promoted to be my official coffee maker." 
 
    "Does that mean I'm permitted to call you Sveta?" 
 
    "Oh dear. Wanting to get familiar this soon?" 
 
    "Sorry, Ms Antonovna. Won't happen again. Now, shall we start? What do you want?" 
 
    "How about the best shoes available in Kursk?" 
 
    "Shoes in Kursk I can do. Best is a matter of opinion." He sat in front of the computer and opened Yandex. After a few minutes, he burst into a broad smile. 
 
    "You're amused?" 
 
    "Can't help it," he admitted. "It's the name, and since I've found it, let's look at Legky Shag." He paused, then frowned. "Well, I know one of them's off Ulitsa Lenina, but . . ." 
 
    "But?" 
 
    "I am sorry, Ms Antonovna, but if you want to buy shoes there, I need to buy you a ticket to Kursk. They do not seem to sell via the web." 
 
    "I'm afraid that's out of the question," Dennis said, as he stuck his head over his computer. "Our Sveta would be arrested at whatever airport she used to get into Russia." 
 
    "What?" Burrowes asked with a forced frown. "You mean to say our Ms Antonovna is a wanted criminal?" 
 
    "She's most certainly wanted by the Russians." Dennis had a wide grin on his face. 
 
    "Well, what did she do?" 
 
    "Are you lot going to get any work done today?" This was from Rutherford, who had seemingly overheard the last part of this exchange. 
 
    "Er, yes sir," Dennis said, and put his head down. 
 
    "So, you want to know what Svetlana did, do you?" Rutherford said. "OK, that's as good an exercise as any, but you have to find the Russian version. That means you'll have to go tolerably deep, because this was not something the Russians were proud of. Svetlana, offer some clues, but make sure he does the hard work." 
 
    It took most of the rest of the day, but eventually Burrowes had the story. The traitor Nikolay Antonov had attempted to defect to the West, and had taken his daughter Svetlana with him, as well as a number of top secret documents containing the designs and planned specifications of future Russian military equipment. He had been apprehended on the Estonian border, but the daughter had managed to cross. 
 
    "Well, what did you find?" Rutherford asked at the end of the day. 
 
    Burrowes told him, then added, "What is puzzling is that Antonov was accused of taking top secret documents, but the Russian version fails to state what happened to them." 
 
    "And what do you think happened to them?" 
 
    "I asked Ms Antonovna," Burrowes said, and smiled a little at the annoyed expression that crossed her face when he named her so formally, "and she said she gave a briefcase to the US intelligence services, so my guess is, we've got them." 
 
    "And what do you think they were?" 
 
    "How would I know?" 
 
    "A champion hacker could find out." 
 
    "You want me to hack the CIA?" he asked in surprise. 
 
    "A useful exercise," Rutherford said with a grin. "It's a test of your ability. If they find you, you're fired. If you can get away with it, then I'll have some confidence you can get away with what we want you to do."  
 
    "I see," Burrowes said to nobody in particular. In fact, he did not see. From his NSA experience, he knew he could get into the CIA computers, and he knew how he could do so without being detected assuming the CIA were using the defences they had four weeks ago. What he did not know was how much fishing he would have to do if they had changed them.  
 
    "So, what are you going to do now?" Svetlana challenged. 
 
    "Go home," Burrowes said. 
 
    "So you're a clock watcher?" Rutherford asked with a scowl of disapproval. 
 
    "No, but I thought you might like me to try this somewhere else, so if it doesn't work, it won't be tracked back to you." 
 
    "How very considerate of you." This was said in a tone of cold sarcasm. 
 
    "Do you know what the information you handed over was?" Burrowes asked, as he turned towards Svetlana. 
 
    "Not really," she said. "I understood it was top secret specifications to Russian military equipment then currently in the design stage, but of course while escaping there was not time to look, and I had to hand it over to the American soldiers." 
 
    "And you really want me to do this?" Burrowes asked, his look directly at Rutherford. "Say abort if you don't." 
 
    Rutherford stood there, saying nothing. 
 
    "Then I'll take that as a yes. Ms Antonovna, if you want to know what you did, and risk being chased by the CIA if I mess up, feel free to accompany me for the evening. And make sure you have a taxi fare home after it either works or does not work." 
 
    To his surprise, Svetlana decided to accompany him. 
 
    "Then there is one more thing," he said, turning back to Rutherford. "I am going to need access to some serious computing power." When he saw Rutherford frown, he held up his hand and said, "That's under control, but what is not is what happens if the CIA discover the hack. They won't know it was me who did it because I'll be elsewhere, but I can't take the big computer equipment with me. You have to underwrite any loss if it goes sour. I need you to say yes to this, or the exercise is off." 
 
    "All right. I'll replace the equipment, up to two hundred thousand dollars." This was said grudgingly. The NSA had given him a significant budget to be spent on equipment, and they had provided essentially all the equipment in this room. He had been told that he was under no circumstances to take equipment elsewhere, and it remained the property of the NSA. He had also been told that under no circumstances must this program choke for want of equipment. And here, on day one, he was faced with the problem that if he said yes, then one of those instructions might be violated, but if he said no, the other one would most certainly be violated. So he said yes and prayed. 
 
    "Good. I'll do it tomorrow night, so you, Ms Antonovna, will have time to be sure you have your taxi fare. It will be from within the city environs. Have a good night, both of you," he said, and with a grin, turned and headed for the door, and the awful decorations of the corridors of the building. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    "Well, I see you know how to entertain a lady," Svetlana said, with a superior grin as she looked around the diner. "Cheap!" She put her coat over the back of the chair. 
 
    "Yep, but more importantly, fast," Burrowes said. "This place serves an incredible number of meals and they do that by giving, as you indicate, good value, but also by turning over seats quickly. They serve quickly, and expect you to eat reasonably quickly." 
 
    "No style at all, and you're not even offering wine." 
 
    "This is formal business, Ms Antonovna. No time to be wasted, and most certainly we do not want intoxicating beverages to slow our performance, do we?" 
 
    "Don't we?" she challenged. 
 
    "Not if we have to run through some dubious back streets. And, I might add, your shoes are not exactly appropriate. You need that ticket to Kursk." 
 
    "Trying to get rid of me, are you?" 
 
    Burrowes felt a little chastened, so to change the subject, he enquired about who the other two were, and what they did. Svetlana told him the other one was called Brian, but she did not know what they did. 
 
    "You don't know much about your work mates do you?" he said with a smirk. 
 
    "I've only been there a couple of days longer than you," she replied with a shrug, "and no, I don't know their surnames, and I am far from convinced that Dennis and Brian are their real names anyway." 
 
    While this surprised Burrowes, the meal arrived to stop the exchange. Burrowes had already indicated that they should eat, so Svetlana killed any further conversation by diving into her food. To her surprise, she found the food really was of quality, even if, as she indicated, it lacked presentation style. 
 
    "It all mixes in the stomach," Burrowes had reminded her. 
 
    When they had, as Burrowes described it, refuelled, he suggested that she either follow him, or go home. 
 
    "Go home? You don't want me?" 
 
    "In my case, it is neither want nor not want. I can do this myself. But there is an element of risk, and . . ." 
 
    She smiled a little at his discomfort, and said, "I doubt it's as risky as trying to evade the FSB." 
 
    "That may be true," Burrowes said, then added, "Of course, if I'm any good, they won't even know." 
 
    "I wouldn't miss this for anything." 
 
    Burrowes paid the bill, with Svetlana watching over his shoulder, then they set off.  
 
    "Fortunately, it is cold," Burrowes said before going out onto the street. "Put up your hood and keep looking down." 
 
    Svetlana gave a smile, and said, "You want to avoid surveillance cameras?" 
 
    "It never hurts to take precautions," he said, as he put up his own hood. "It also keeps the head warm and the snow out of the hair." 
 
    They ended up walking down a narrow alley, then down to a basement entrance that was separate from a main building, which was apparently a small apartment complex. Burrowes took out a key, and opened the door. He took off his coat and shook the snow off it. 
 
    "This your place?" Svetlana asked, her voice showing quite some surprise. 
 
    "No, and I'm not going to tell you whose it is, and I expect you not to try to find out. I have the key for the night." He indicated they go in, after which he shut the door and produced a small torch. He noticed that Svetlana reached into her handbag and put on a pair of fine gloves. He indicated a small door, and he walked over to it and indicated that Svetlana should follow. He entered, and used his torch to find a light switch. He turned the switch on, and even Svetlana was impressed, as indicated by her gasp of surprise. There was a large bank of computer equipment. 
 
    Burrowes sat down and threw some switches, thus turning the equipment on. He looked at Svetlana, and suggested she take a seat. She took one, and came up beside him. 
 
    "While we're waiting," she said, and handed over some bills, "here's my share of the meal." 
 
    "You don't have to –" 
 
    "Don't worry," she said with a broad grin. "You're cheap!" 
 
    "Thanks for noticing," he said, but he also noticed that she had handed over half the amount of the bill, rounded up to the nearest dollar. She had noted exactly what was on that small piece of paper he had pocketed. 
 
    "You obviously value money, so . . ." When she saw him struggling for a reply, she grasped his shoulder and added, "Don't worry. I approve. We Russians have learned its value the hard way." 
 
    Burrowes had no reply to that either, but by now the computer was ready. He started typing, while Svetlana appeared to watch casually, as if waiting for something to happen. He started by rerouting the hack through a number of foreign servers, and after he had gone around the world in short steps more than once, he keyed in instructions to alert him if anyone was trying to trace him. He also inserted code that would remove the route from detection once he hit a certain key. Svetlana yawned. Then through two more servers, then into the CIA. He typed in a series of characters, and he was in. 
 
    He queried "Nikolay Antonov" and downloaded the folder of files to a memory stick. He queried "Svetlana Nikolayevna Antonovna" and downloaded another folder to a memory stick. He then tried "Svetlana Antonovna" followed by the date of the river crossing, and then downloaded another folder to the first memory stick. Then he quickly shut down the link, and shut down his computers.  
 
    "Now what?" Svetlana asked. She gave a look that could be considered challenging, but equally could be inviting. 
 
    "Now we get the hell out of here," Burrowes said. "Fast!" 
 
    Svetlana nodded, and took her handbag. "You should wipe the keyboard, and the door handles," she said, and handed over some damp wipes. 
 
    Burrowes nodded, and did what she suggested. When the front door was closed she suggested she go first. She crept up the stairs and looked around, then waved Burrowes up. The lane was empty, but snow was falling more heavily. They walked briskly to the corner with a more important street, then ambled around it and blended in with the pedestrians who by and large were trying to get to wherever they could get warm. 
 
    "Now what?" Svetlana asked. 
 
    "I'm going back to my apartment to see what's on these memory sticks." 
 
    "This should be interesting –" 
 
    "It's probably better, Miss Antonovna, if I show you the outputs tomorrow," Burrowes said. He said it firmly and the intent was clear: he was not inviting her. 
 
    "You're not going to invite me?" She raised her eyes, and seemed a little upset. 
 
    "People would get the wrong impression if I brought a woman for the night," Burrowes said, "and by the time I'm finished this, it will be nearly morning." His voice seemed prim, but forced to be primly. 
 
    "As you wish. Your loss." She shrugged, and turned away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    A bleary-eyed Burrowes arrived rather late the following morning. He sat down at his workstation and yawned. 
 
    "You're late," Rutherford said. 
 
    "Yes, but I was up a fair bit of the night on your assignment."  
 
    "And you found?" 
 
    "A briefcase was handed over to some American Army officers by a Svetlana Nikolayevna Antonovna, who had crossed into Estonia in what was presumed to be a stolen motor boat. The Russians made something of a fuss about this, and the American battalion commander permitted the boat to be returned. I have a copy of his report, which Ms Antonovna might find interesting. A man identified as Nikolay Antonov was shot before he could get into the boat, and he died almost instantly, so the official Russian account of him being apprehended is simply wrong." 
 
    "You saw the Russian account?" Svetlana asked, in surprise. 
 
    "The CIA did, and translated it. There was a picture of your father's body lying face down in the mud, and if you want I can give you a copy, but if I were you I would try to remember him as he was."  
 
    "So you know all about my escape." 
 
    "Yes, seemingly," Rutherford said, "but what was in the briefcase?" 
 
    "Specifications for future military equipment," Burrowes said. "I can give you copies, Mr Rutherford, but I think you'll find them boring. And there was one more thing, namely a document that was not present in the CIA files, even though the document number was listed previously." 
 
    "And what was this absent document about, or don't you know?" 
 
    "I don't know," Burrowes said. "I also found an email referring to it, and it went out to agents in Russia. There were no details, and I am not going to list the agents, but the guts of it was they were to investigate rumours the Russians had developed some special paint based on some unknown manganese compound, and it was top priority to know whether this was true, and if so, what was this compound."  
 
    "And?" 
 
    "From what I can make out, the CIA is unsure as to whether this paint is real or a fraud, and they are sending agents to try to find out." He did not add that the NSA was supposed to be helping through electronic hacking. That would have been his job, had he not been fired. Or was it his real job here? Nobody had told him what this job was, but the fact this job was off the grid and the daughter was here was presumably relevant. He would be interested to see when, or if, they ever got around to telling him what his job was supposed to be. 
 
    "So, your assessment of Svetlana?" 
 
    He turned towards Svetlana, and with a grin on his face, he replied, "The CIA is reasonably convinced that the Russians would like to get their hands on her." He paused, and added, "Maybe shoe shopping in Kursk is a bad idea. You'll just have to make do with shoes made in the good old US of A." 
 
    "You mean, shoes made in China or Indonesia, or –" 
 
    "Point taken," Burrowes acknowledged. 
 
    "Right. Time to refocus," Rutherford said. "For what it is worth, Svetlana here verifies that you did get into the CIA computers. As a matter of interest, how did you do it?" 
 
    "Operational secret," Burrowes replied. "I did that and I evaded being caught, but if I told you, and someone else found out, and they tried and got caught, I'd be in the clanger, so . . ." 
 
    "Fair enough," Rutherford said. "Right. Your next assignment. You are to try to hack into some major banks in various tax havens. Here is a list of accounts you will look at. Your job is to tell me what's in them. Just them. And no theft. Understand?" 
 
    "Not really," Burrowes said. "What's this got to do with Russians?" 
 
    "We're testing your ability," Rutherford explained. "One of the things we are going to do later is to check on certain Russian officials, who we think have been corrupt and have secreted money in offshore accounts." 
 
    "You want me to look for such accounts?" 
 
    "No. At least not yet. First we need to see whether you can do this, and how much auxiliary information you need to get into the banks and inspect their accounts and the movement of money."  
 
    "As you wish," Burrowes said. 
 
    "The accounts we have given you are controlled by government agencies, so if something goes wrong, we can patch up the error." 
 
    "And fire you," Svetlana chirped. She had a broad superior grin as she pulled her finger over her throat, as if figuratively cutting it. 
 
    "The finger's never far from the firing button," Dennis added, sticking his head over his computer. 
 
    "You'd do well to remember that," Rutherford said, aiming his glance at Dennis, whose face immediately fell back behind his computer screen. He turned his glance towards Svetlana, and added, "Svetlana, you can concentrate on Russian media reports on oligarch's movements. You know roughly what we are looking for, so see what you can find." 
 
    The room became strangely quiet, but for the tapping sounds from keyboards. Burrowes unlocked his briefcase and took out one of the large memory caches that held some of his hacking programs from his time in the NSA and began working. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    "The American officer's report makes fascinating reading," Svetlana mentioned to Burrowes.  
 
    Burrowes frowned. One of those distractions he did not need. However there was nothing else for it but to stop work. "In what way?" 
 
    "His criticism of the Russian soldier struggling with the boat." 
 
    "So?" 
 
    "He was merely undoing what four American soldiers had done," she said. "Four should have more strength than one." 
 
    "Yes," Burrowes said, "but the report is accurate. On the other hand, you weren't being chased by the FSB were you?" 
 
    There was a pause, a slight frown, then she said, "Who said I was?" 
 
    "You mentioned the difficulties evading the FSB," Burrowes said with a touch of triumph. He would show her he had been listening. 
 
    "I said evading the FSB would be more risky than evading the CIA," she countered. "Evading the Russian army is more risky still." 
 
    "I suppose," Burrowes said. "Why would the army be interested?" 
 
    "Maybe because my father stole some documents from them?" she replied. "Maybe the FSB asked them because they were at the border. I don't know." 
 
    "I see," Burrowes said lamely. There was something he did not see, but he could not work out what it was. 
 
    "You want coffee?" Svetlana asked, seemingly to change the topic.  
 
    "I'm making slow progress," Burrowes replied. "Maybe I should keep going." 
 
    "I'll make it," she offered, "and in any case, you need to take the odd break." 
 
    "And get my throat cut?" he challenged, with a grin that showed he was not afraid of being fired. 
 
    "The boss's bark is worse than his bite provided you don't get too offside." 
 
    "Oh? And how do you know if you've achieved that?" 
 
    "He stops barking, or so I've been told. Then the bite starts to get serious, but don't worry. I'll get coffee." 
 
    She soon came back with two steaming mugs, and she placed one down beside Burrowes. "So," she asked, "what's the problem?" 
 
    "I've got into this bank," he replied, "but I can't find any sign of the account I'm looking for." 
 
    "Back up what you've done," she suggested, "and check you haven't done something wrong and got into the wrong place." 
 
    "I think you'll find –" he began, somewhat tartly. 
 
    "But you've got a problem so something's wrong. I've got a suggestion, but I need to check before I tell you because I don't want you to fail because of something I said." 
 
    So Burrowes went over what he had done in detail, and eventually Svetlana agreed he seemed to have done everything right. "What I would do, if I were you," she said, "is to move onto another bank and another objective. If you can get some right . . ." 
 
    "Report partial success," he said glumly. 
 
    "No. Report complete success. You will say that whoever made up the list either made a copying error or his source of information was wrong." 
 
    "I could be wrong on that too." 
 
    "You could," she said, "but you're better to be wrong and have a reasonable and plausible explanation for why in reality there is nothing there. To disprove you, they will have to show there is something there, and I don't think Rutherford has any special skills at hacking." 
 
    "And lose this piece of paper if he goes to get someone else." 
 
    "Exactly," she said with a smile. "You're starting to show signs of hope." 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Svetlana decided to come back to work late that evening. While Burrowes had done quite a search on her on a different computer, he had downloaded what he had found onto a memory stick, and as far as she could make out, he left his memory sticks in his top right drawer. She wanted to find out what he had found out because she was far from satisfied he had told all. In particular, she wanted to know exactly the nature of the CIA interest in her. 
 
    She parked some distance away and while carrying a large shoulder bag, she walked the rest of the way. There were obvious disadvantages in walking. Thanks to the snow, she was leaving footprints, but by walking on the edge of the road she could avoid that, and hopefully she could walk in tyre tracks until she had to go down the side of the front building. At that point, with any luck if she walked close to the building or along the fence, nobody would notice. She also had oversize galoshes with internal padding, so if anyone saw the footprints, they would be those of someone with significantly larger feet.  
 
    When she came around the back of the front building, their building was partially lit up. Someone was still there. She tried the front door and was pleased to find she did not have to kill the alarm because that would alert whoever was there that she had entered. She got out of the snow, took off her galoshes and put them in a plastic bag, and then put that into the carry bag. 
 
    As she walked around the first corner, it occurred to her that someone might be in her workroom. Accordingly, she decided to go in the storeroom that was adjacent, and which had a door into the corner of the workroom. She had a torch, so she did not have to turn on a light, and she crossed to the door and very gently opened it and peered in. 
 
    There, searching on Burrowes' computer, was Dennis. He seemed to be copying something onto a memory stick, then he finally finished, put the computer to sleep, and got up. He threw the memory stick in the air, caught it, pocketed it, and after he turned out the lights he jauntily walked out the door. 
 
    Svetlana waited, and then noticed the light filtering under the door went out. She waited another ten minutes, then with her torch she went to Burrowes' desk. She woke it up and began searching for what Dennis had been doing. She had suspected he would be doing what she wanted to do, namely to find out what Burrowes had found out about her, but she was wrong. He had been searching to find out how Burrowes had hacked into certain banks and got to their accounts. 
 
    With both a chuckle and a sigh of despair, she realised Dennis was going to steal money from such accounts, and as luck had it, he was caught before he started. Also, as luck had it, that was none of her business. She had no intention of confessing how she knew. She then turned to the task she had come for and took out the memory sticks from the drawer and inserted them into a laptop she took from her carry bag. She uncovered all the sites Burrowes had searched and she read quickly what he had found. She had to acknowledge he had done quite a good job. 
 
    She then turned off her laptop and returned the memory sticks to where she had found them, then she made her way back to the front door. This was the tricky bit. Dennis would have set the alarm. She would have to avoid the motion sensors, unlock the door, get out, and . . . Then she saw she had had another piece of luck. Dennis had forgotten to set the alarm.  
 
    Now what? If she set it, and Dennis recalled he had not set it and came back, she would be advertising that she had been there, unless he thought that maybe he had set it anyway. If she did not set it, and this was noted tomorrow, Rutherford would be asking questions. She decided to set it, and try to be the first in tomorrow morning. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    When Burrowes arrived the following morning, the first thing he noticed when he sat down was that the mouse was not exactly where he had left it. He could be wrong, of course, because it was not much of a switch, but he was suspicious, so when the computer was warmed up, he had a look at what traces were left of activity on it after he had left.  
 
    At first he felt annoyed. Much of his work from the previous day had been examined. The good news was that his program had deleted the general aspects of the hack. Whoever had looked at what remained could only use it to get into those specific accounts because he had been given all the account numbers. Then he realized that much of what he would tell Rutherford would be unsubstantiated. As an example, when he got around to telling him that he had got into such an account at a bank on the Cayman Islands, there would be no real evidence he had. He would tell Rutherford he had opened a given account, but he would not normally tell them how much was in it, in part because that was not part of his instructions. It would have been sensible for his employer to check, and even more sensible to check that he had not tried to move money. Rather reluctantly, he had to admit that if he were in their shoes he might have checked to make sure nothing was stolen. 
 
    He also noted that whoever had got in had merely checked that he had got in; they had not repeated any entries, so they had not tried to do anything with the accounts other than presumably verify he had not altered them in any way. So they did not entirely trust him, but maybe they might trust him more when they checked to see he had done what they asked, and had ignored the opportunity to handle so much money. 
 
    He then noticed that although Svetlana was already at work, she probably was not achieving very much. She was clearly washed out. So, she was the one who had been checking up on him. Well, he thought, time to stir the pot a bit. 
 
    "You had a hard night?" he asked her with a challenging tone. 
 
    "There was an altercation going on in a downstairs apartment," Svetlana explained. This was true in that there had been an altercation, but she only knew about it because she had to pass the door when she came back from her late night visit to Burrowes' work station. 
 
    Burrowes was thinking about this, and was trying to think of some way to catch her out if this was not true when Dennis popped his head up. Dennis was about to make some sort of remark, then, when he noticed Rutherford coming, he quickly put his head back down again. Rutherford came up to the desk, gave each of them a thoughtful stare, then said in an unemotional voice, "Well, Mr Burrowes, enlighten me as to what you found yesterday?" 
 
    "Well, sir, I got into each of the banks you nominated yesterday, and I have written down the accounts and their contents on this piece of paper," and he handed over a sheet of paper on which everything was neatly hand-written. 
 
    "You copied by hand?" Rutherford said in a tone that suggested he was unhappy about the inefficient use of resources. 
 
    "I assumed you would not want a trace of the copying, because such a trace would be left at the other end." 
 
    "There's nothing about the account at the first bank I gave you." 
 
    Burrowes noticed that Svetlana gave him a slightly challenging look, as if to say, are you going to save yourself? 
 
    "There's no such account there," Burrowes said. "Either it got closed between whoever made that list and now, or whoever made it made a mistake, maybe a typing error. There are a lot of numbers, and –" 
 
    "Blaming someone else for your failure, are you?" 
 
    As Burrowes had been explaining, he had become increasingly nervous. Passing the blame back upstairs seemed in retrospect a poor way to get out of this. However, now he began to feel a little angry. He had done well. "I am not blaming anyone," he said coldly, "but there is no such account there. You're welcome to prove me wrong." 
 
    Rutherford gave him a stare, then when Burrowes did not flinch, he glanced across the report and compared the amounts with what was written on another piece of paper. Then he looked up at Burrowes.  
 
    "That's not too bad at all," Rutherford finally announced. "The first one was not a mistake or an error. That there was no such account was put there deliberately to see what you would do, and my question before was to see whether you had the balls to stand up for yourself. You got it as right as could be expected and you stood up for yourself, so, well done. Take the rest of the day off, and tomorrow we shall give you a more important target." 
 
    "Thank you," Burrowes said, and sat back in his chair. When Rutherford had gone, he caught Svetlana's eye, and said, "Thank you." 
 
    "What is it you say? You're welcome," she said, and turned her attention back to her computer. 
 
    Burrowes gave a slight shrug, and picked up his carry bag. If he were offered the chance to take most of the day off, he should take it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Burrowes arrived early the following morning. He knew he was being examined, and he thought he should do something to make an impression, just in case time keeping was relevant to Rutherford's thinking. Svetlana was the next to arrive. She smiled sweetly, and asked him so sweetly that it was obviously forced and totally without sincerity, if he would like coffee. He offered to make it, but she waved him away. "Until the boss arrives, we've nothing to do anyway." 
 
    She returned, handed him his mug, then sat down. "So, what did you do with your free time?"  
 
    "Would you believe I went grocery shopping?" 
 
    "Oh dear, how droll. Couldn't you come up with something a little more adventurous?" 
 
    "Possibly," he said with a shrug, "but then I would have run out of things to eat, and eating has its merits." 
 
    "I suppose it does, but it's hardly exciting." 
 
    "No, but then again I didn't have so much time that I could prepare for an adventure and have it. Also . . ." 
 
    "Also?" This had Svetlana's interest. 
 
    "Most of the rest of the day was spent fixing my car," he said. "It developed an electrical problem, and, well, it took quite some time to find out what was wrong, then go get parts and fix it." 
 
    "You need a more reliable car. You should go shopping for one." 
 
    "You're not wrong I need a more reliable car," Burrowes replied in a gloomy tone, "but I need more cash to get one." 
 
    Rutherford's arrival put an end to that banter. "So, all ready to do something useful?" he asked. Then, without waiting for an answer, he continued, "This is the file of a minor Russian oligarch called Saveliy Kapralov." He paused, because he noticed that Svetlana had given a slight smile. "You know of him?" he asked her. 
 
    "Not at all," she replied. "Never heard of him, but if we are going to go through all the minor Russian oligarchs, I can see we are going to be paid for a very long time because there are a lot of them." 
 
    "He may be a relatively minor oligarch, nevertheless he has come to the attention of the organization who is paying you," Rutherford said, "and sorry to disappoint you, but it is unlikely we shall be looking at a huge number of other ones. For some reason, he has been selected, so as an exercise I want you to find out what you can about him that is not in this file, see what you can hack of his correspondence with whoever he contacts, see where he keeps his money, and see whether he transfers large amounts of money for reasons other than obvious business reasons." 
 
    "Is there anything you don't want?" 
 
    "At this stage, we take everything," Rutherford said. "First, consider it an exercise, and second, it may expose vulnerabilities." 
 
    "It will also create a lot of useless data," Burrowes pointed out. "Are you trying to build up the volume?" 
 
    "There's a bit of truth in that," Rutherford said. "The real boss of this program has nominated this person, so my guess is he already has something on him." 
 
    "So why are we doing this?" 
 
    "Because, let me remind you, you are being paid to do what he asks. I also suggest both of you read this file carefully because the guy who's paying you may well have left some clues as to how to do whatever he wants." 
 
    "Ladies first," Burrowes said, handing the file to Svetlana. 
 
    "How chivalrous," she muttered. "I don't suppose this has anything to do with a lack of enthusiasm for –" 
 
    "It has something to do with my lack of knowledge of how Russians live," Burrowes said. "Something I thought to be highly suspicious might be what every Russian does." 
 
    "So what are you going to do?" 
 
    "If you show me that file, and assuming it has Kapralov's e-accounts, I'll get started on seeing if I can find may way in." 
 
    The rest of the morning was spent industriously, although as noted later, it yielded little of substance. Kapralov had undoubtedly had an easy way to riches, and the route was easily uncovered. How he had come by the necessary financial help was very well hidden.  
 
    "It's not so much even how he came to be so rich that matters," Rutherford noted at lunchtime. "It's who he owes, and what he's doing about repaying." 
 
    At the end of the day, Burrowes confessed that from what he had seen, Kapralov was simply a fairly compliant businessman. "There have been transfers of large sums of money from the company he was running, but that's hardly surprising, given it is a large business and tends to buy raw material in lots of a full rail shipment." 
 
    "Compliant?" Rutherford asked. "Explain." 
 
    "Well, from the file you gave us, it seems Kapralov has acquired a near monopoly on manganese in Russia. However, there's no evidence he is taking advantage of that position. His prices to other Russians seem to be more or less the same as other world prices." 
 
    "So how did he get this near monopoly?" Rutherford asked 
 
    Interesting, Burrowes thought. Rutherford is just an agent, commissioned to do certain work, so why this detailed interest? It was only this morning he did not care how Kapralov got to where he is, other than through a detailed account of his debt. Of course, he realized, it might be no more than Rutherford wanting to make sure he had something sensible to put in a report, to ensure his funding continued. "Don't know," he confessed. He turned to Svetlana who, in his opinion, had not really done much that day, other than watch closely what he was doing. "Have you any idea?" 
 
    "Not really," she replied. After a few seconds she realized that perhaps a firm 'No' might have been better, so she felt she had to add an explanation. "My guess is when the old Soviet Union collapsed, somehow he managed to pick this up in a coupon auction." 
 
    "Check it out tomorrow," Rutherford ordered. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The following morning, Svetlana took more control over the search, and had Burrowes search where he would not normally have thought to search. The answer to Rutherford's question was reasonably straightforward, if not exactly complying with standard business ethics.  
 
    "When the USSR collapsed, there was chaos in the business sector, and some jumped in with a clever way of getting rich. This manganese monopoly fell to Yeremey Averin, a man with Georgian friends who had somehow got control of the Chiatura mines." 
 
    "At the time, that was not particularly extraordinary," Svetlana added as an explanation. 
 
    "So, Kapralov got –" Rutherford started. 
 
    "No, Kapralov came later," Burrowes said with a smile. "What seems to have happened is Averin had got rich through arbitrage of certain Russian resources, and he was also a friend of Mikhael Khodorkovsky, which led to his getting the loan from the Menatep bank to purchase the coupons for the shares in an auction. That got him the monopoly rather cheaply because at the time manganese was not one of the big-ticket items. The average greedy wanna-be oligarch had probably never heard of manganese." 
 
    "So how does Kapralov fit into the picture?" 
 
    "Exactly how is not clear. What I have found out is that Kapralov had friends who were very strongly favoured by Putin, and when Khodorkovsky got into trouble with Putin, Kapralov approached Averin and –" 
 
    "Told him that while Khodorkovsky was sufficiently well-known in the West that he would have to be kept alive and in reasonable condition in a Russian jail, who the hell had heard of Averin?" Rutherford guessed. 
 
    "That's my guess. Kapralov must have promised him and his family an escape to the West as long as Averin handed over the manganese shares and rights. Averin turned up later in Finland, and he was permitted to keep about twenty million dollars, so while he is not exactly an oligarch, he is not destitute either." 
 
    "And, presumably, neither is Kapralov?" Rutherford asked. 
 
    "The evidence is, he is rich, but he is not behaving altogether like the average oligarch," Burrowes said. While this conversation had been going on, he had kept an eye on Svetlana. She had been trying to look disinterested, but she had not exactly succeeded. Burrowes caught her eye, and said to her, "I wonder why that would be?" 
 
    Svetlana gave a wry smile, and replied, "It's the definition of average. Hardly anybody is actually average, and there will be roughly equal numbers on each side of average. I rather suspect your idea of the average oligarch is one indulging in drunken orgies all the time, which will be off to one extreme." 
 
    "I suppose those who indulge in drunken orgies do get a disproportionate amount of publicity," Burrowes admitted. 
 
    "What's puzzling me," Svetlana continued, "is why are we so interested in Kapralov? From what you've told me, he has a hold on the supply of manganese, but so what? If you want to know about the annual consumption of manganese in Russia, you could try Yandex. I'm sure it's there." 
 
    "Well?" Burrowes added, staring at Rutherford. 
 
    "He's one of the names on a list that the guy who's paying you gave to me," Rutherford said. "He must think there's more to him." 
 
    "He could be wrong." 
 
    "Yes, he could, but there's the golden rule to follow," Rutherford said. When he noticed Svetlana appear puzzled, he explained, "The guy with the gold rules." 
 
    "Then, what now?" 
 
    "Telephone calls, emails, money transfers." 
 
    "I've looked at the last ones and there's nothing odd," Burrowes said, "unless, of course, Kapralov has been ultra careful and has some offshore accounts that are highly secret. But from what I've seen, his money transfers are in accord with his manganese business, and on some of the luxuries a guy with a lot of money might indulge in. And, of course, on his bodyguards. None of that is terribly suspicious." 
 
    "No suspicious income?" 
 
    "Nope, but then again, if he got paid for some extra tonnes of manganese or manganese steel alloy, I wouldn't know. A tonne of alloy could go anywhere, and I can't really check all the shipments." 
 
    "Then it's emails and phone calls," Rutherford shrugged. 
 
    "There's a huge number of emails, and I don't have access to phone calls." 
 
    "Then sort the emails." 
 
    "Sort them?" Burrowes turned towards Svetlana. "Ms Antonovna, how would you sort them?" 
 
    Svetlana frowned, as if this was an unpleasant development, but then she quickly said, "Depends what you want. Get a computer to sort those containing 'manganese'. Then from those without manganese, sort out those from family, and then sort out those from inside his business, which should be identified from the server address. Then from the rest, sort out those from anyone who calls him Sava, because they will be familiar with him, but not in one of the groups you have already eliminated. Then you start reading whatever you are looking for." 
 
    Dennis stuck his head up over his computer and announced, "Now our Sveta's cooking with gas." 
 
    Svetlana gave a look of irritation. 
 
    "Dennis, I strongly recommend you concentrate on your own work," Rutherford said icily, "because if you piss her off, you piss me off." 
 
    Dennis pulled his head down. 
 
    "Now, where were we?" Rutherford asked. 
 
    Burrowes bit back his desire to address Svetlana as Ms Antonovna, and instead said, "We're trying to decide how we find what we want to know about Saveliy Kapralov."  
 
    "As an aside, what are you looking for?" Svetlana asked. "It's a lot easier to find something if you recognize it when you find it." 
 
    "You are looking for something other than ordinary manganese transactions, messages to his wife, messages setting up meetings with mistresses –" 
 
    "So how do I know whether some Natasha is a mistress or a CIA agent, or whatever?" 
 
    "That's what makes this such an interesting exercise," Rutherford said with a shake of his head. "The guy paying for this's not giving clues." 
 
    "Then I hope he keeps paying," Burrowes said. However, he had a feeling that he would keep paying. He recalled that rather oblique reference in the CIA download of manganese in paint. He had done a search, and found that manganese dioxide was sometimes used as a pigment in black paint, but that was hardly secret. What was going on? 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    By the middle of the next week, Burrowes was somewhat tired of this exercise. He had put in long hours, but he had no obvious clue. Either this exercise was a waste of time, or any clue was subtle. He had got himself and Svetlana a coffee, and between sips he would stare morosely at the chart on the screen on his computer. He had drawn up a "map" of all Kapralov's communications, excluding close family and obvious business messages, with lines showing the frequency. He rather fancied that he was expected to find a number of calls to Putin, or senior politicians, but in that he was going to disappoint them. According to Svetlana, none of the communications were with senior Russian politicians or officials, and those to minor officials tended to be what might be expected from a company dealing with supplying special steels to companies manufacturing items for the military. 
 
    "You don't look happy," Svetlana noted. 
 
    "What he needs is a –" 
 
    "Shut up, Dennis." Both shouted in unison. Dennis retreated behind his computer screen, after a hurried look over his shoulder to see whether his boss had noticed. 
 
    "No, I'm not," Burrowes explained to Svetlana. "I've got nowhere so far." 
 
    "Then maybe you should pay more attention to the business stuff." 
 
    "That's what's depressing. There's so much of it." 
 
    "Try sorting it out into companies," Svetlana suggested. "Some might be more promising than others." 
 
    Burrowes had to admit that that at least gave him something to do that put off the most boring part. This did not take long because he could get the computer to sort based on the addressee. For the moment he felt he could put aside those going to the companies mining manganese on the grounds that the NSA would hardly be interested in skulduggery in the financial aspects of selling the ore. Manganese was reasonably plentiful so its supply would have no strategic interest to America. That left its being used for something important. He cursed the NSA. If he had a clue what he was looking for, this would be a lot easier. Had he known that all references to the paint had been blocked by the White House, which was why his information from the CIA hack had told him so little, he would have been even more livid. What he did not know was even that one little reference was accidental; it should have been deleted, but it had been overlooked. Knowing that somebody might have used some manganese compound in paint was not, by itself, very interesting. 
 
    If there were to be anything of interest, he thought, it would involve the supply of something. Nothing went to a paint company. There were regular shipments going to a variety of steel making companies, so the next step was to try to find out what the companies made. Was there anything unusual?  
 
    As the hours ticked by, he was becoming more than a little frustrated with this exercise. These steel companies were making steel, and their product range had been unchanged for decades, leaving aside some claimed minor improvements, none of which specifically involved manganese or Kapralov. 
 
    That left him with the "miscellaneous" category. It was just after he had sorted this into companies, and had looked at what each one claimed to do, he sat back and stared at the screen. Was this more promising? 
 
    "Ha! It looks like you've made progress," Svetlana said, as she handed him a mug of coffee. It was late afternoon, and already Dennis and Brian looked as if they were about to close down for the day. 
 
    "I'm not sure," Burrowes said, "but at least I've found something interesting." 
 
    "Which is?" 
 
    "Kapralov is branching out. He seems to have taken an interest in some fine chemical companies, and this is the one thing that seems to connect him with the Russian government, although not necessarily directly." 
 
    "How come?" Svetlana seemed interested. 
 
    "Well," Burrowes said, "in the old Soviet Union, they made something like twenty thousand different fine chemicals, but after its collapse, the industry was gutted and production fell to about two hundred different chemicals." 
 
    "Yes, that was not a very pleasant time," Svetlana said. "The adoption of western style economic thinking wiped out enormous wealth." 
 
    "Yes, well what has happened now is the Russian government wants to reverse that, and it looks as if Kapralov is doing his part. He is investing in two companies that are making fine chemicals." 
 
    "Are they interesting?" 
 
    "I suppose it depends on your point of view. It turns out that manganese is important for a lot of catalysts, and they have a lot of uses." He paused, then said, "I wonder if this exercise is nothing more than industrial espionage?" 
 
    "Surely not?" Svetlana was clearly unsure. "What happens if it is?" 
 
    "I don't know," Burrowes said. "I'd hope that our government would be above that sort of assistance to private companies, but I suppose these days you can never tell." 
 
    "At this stage," Svetlana advised, "you should just keep going. I doubt they would put important process secrets on the web, and if they did, maybe they deserve to have it stolen." She paused, then asked, "Are any of the uses of potential strategic interest?" 
 
    "I don't know," Burrowes replied. "I don't understand them. There's one making a special hydrogenating catalyst to replace catalysts like ruthenium." 
 
    "Is that important?" 
 
    "Up to a point. If you are making pharmaceuticals, apparently ruthenium is highly toxic, so you have to make special efforts to remove it, while manganese is a valuable trace element. But that is known anyway, and was discovered in the West first, or so they say." 
 
    "So what are you going to do?" 
 
    "Make notes and go home," he said with a wry smile. "I can't get any further without knowing what I am looking for. Tomorrow it will be financial transactions." 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    His last day on Kapralov was frustrating. He had decided to pursue the financial transactions at the end of his allocated time on the grounds that once he knew who was doing what, it would be easier to separate money transfers for business from those on whatever nefarious activities he was supposed to locate. Once again he unlocked his briefcase and took out one of his more sophisticated hacking procedures. His hands were shaking slightly as he did this because programs such as this had a certain style, and those at the NSA would know he was using it, if they ever bothered to look. Then there was the question, why were they letting him have this? In the wrong hands . . . It did not bear thinking about, so thinking about it made him even more nervous. 
 
    Svetlana was watching. She seemed to be bored, and her eyes were usually somewhere else, but he knew she was interested. 
 
    Eventually he was in, and had a very short list of banks that Kapralov had used. He noted the banks and the account numbers in banks in four different tax havens. There were also two rather unexpected personal payments from some organization he did not recognize, but which had also paid his company. Was this an advance? A sign of bribery? Burrowes recorded the accounts, then closed down his hacking and this time used his program to erase his path. Time to see Rutherford. 
 
    Burrowes was to be disappointed with this meeting. He was fairly excited as he pointed out there was a mysterious company or organization, but Rutherford merely told him he had done well, and he should await further instructions. He then seized on the tax havens, and suggested that he should hack into these accounts and determine how much was in each of them. 
 
    "That's illegal," Burrowes pointed out, although he had a fairly good idea what the response would be. 
 
    "You're part of a black op.," Rutherford said. "Of course it is strictly illegal, but you are not to touch any of the money, and, of course, the money itself is probably illegal in Russia. If they protest, we could always ask Putin to arbitrate." 
 
    "That would go against us," Burrowes countered, "even if Kapralov ended in a gulag." 
 
    "Probably," Rutherford agreed, "but you have to do something, so, back to work." 
 
    Burrowes did what he was ordered to do. He used a simple program to hack into each bank, and recorded what was in each account. The deposits totalled a little over three hundred million dollars, and was presumably Kapralov's private reserve for should he decide to depart from Russia. If someone wanted to put pressure on Kapralov, that would do it, except for one thing: a man with that amount of money could hire someone to remove the threat. 
 
    He wondered whether Rutherford was interested in stealing money from these accounts, so he left enough on his computer to show how he had got into these specific accounts, but he erased everything else before he closed down the computer. He then sent a memo to Rutherford containing the amounts in each account, following which he went home early. 
 
    The following morning, Svetlana came in almost two hours early, and her first move was to check Burrowes' computer. She had inserted a means of tracing exact activity, and as she expected, someone had followed Burrowes' path and checked the accounts. Whoever had done this also took an electronic copy, presumably to a memory stick, and not only a copy of the accounts, but also the last stages of the procedure for getting into them. The device in Burrowes briefcase had apparently driven the early stages. That would mean, she realised, that anyone could use this information to get into these specific accounts, but it might not work for other accounts. Also, if they did not disguise their path properly, they might leave a trace of the location of where they were operating. 
 
    She was about to close out, but then, on second thoughts, she decided to check the accounts. Each of the four had had twenty million dollars removed during the night. Of course Kapralov might have done that, but she was rather certain that that was not the case. She was convinced the villain was Dennis, and that raised the question, did Dennis have the necessary skill to hide their location? 
 
    She had a problem. Was Dennis doing this on his own initiative, or was he doing this because that was what this organization did? Up to a point, she did not care what happened to Kapralov's ill-gotten gains. However, she did care whether or not some version of American police would descend on them for theft. Anyone could be arrested. Worse than that, if Rutherford was involved, he might well ensure that all the evidence would point straight at the most susceptible, and that was probably her or Burrowes. 
 
    She did a quick check on Dennis' computer, but there was no sign of usage since Dennis had left early yesterday. She quickly closed it down, and hoped Dennis would be too lazy to check. She returned to her own desk and hoped she could look busy but this was going to be difficult as she could not concentrate on what little she had to do. What was she going to do about what she had found? On balance, she really did not know very much at all. While she was reasonably convinced she knew what had happened, she also knew she had no real evidence. For the time being, she would do nothing. 
 
    Dennis was the next to arrive. Svetlana gave him a nonchalant, "Good morning," as he passed by, then when he sat down and opened up his computer, she interrupted his thoughts by asking him about sports. Dennis was surprised, and a little flattered by her attention, so he began to explain the subtleties of hockey. Svetlana could have mentioned that ice hockey was a popular sport in Russia too, but she did not. Much better to let Dennis think he knew so much more. 
 
    When Dennis had more or less run out of steam, she smiled sweetly and offered to get him a mug of coffee while she got hers. Dennis was ecstatic. She was rather slow in getting it, and when she came back, she handed him his coffee, and stood slightly to one side. Dennis was having trouble keeping his eyes off her chest, and Svetlana's perfume did nothing for his concentration. Svetlana noted mentally what his computer screen showed, but it was essentially harmless. 
 
    At that moment, Burrowes arrived. Svetlana gave Dennis some encouragement that she did not mean, then waved at Burrowes, said "Good morning," then when Burrowes mumbled a response, she asked him what help he needed today. 
 
    "Until the boss gets back, I have no idea," he replied. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    "Right, you have two tasks," Rutherford said, when Burrowes had finally taken a seat opposite him. "You are to identify who it was that made those unusual payments, including the personal ones, and you are to trace where all Kapralov's sales of anything containing manganese, other than alloys, go to, and you are to look for unusual small shipments. Anything that has been regular for years, or is in the hundred tonne range can be dismissed. Understand?" 
 
    "That's going to take a lot of work," Burrowes said, "but otherwise, yes, I understand." 
 
    Burrowes returned to his computer and began hacking into Kapralov's computers. 
 
    "You need help?" Svetlana was leaning over his shoulder, and a trace of perfume gave him a feeling of arousal. 
 
    "What makes you think I need help?" he asked, trying not to turn his gaze towards her. Alleged sexual harassment had already cost him one job. He could not afford a second allegation. 
 
    "Your screen is full of Cyrillic characters," she explained brightly, "and you said you don't speak Russian." She paused, and gave a wicked smile, and said, "I think you know more than you're letting on." 
 
    "I said I don't speak Russian," Burrowes admitted, "and certainly not to a native Russian. But I can read a bit, and, well, orders from above are orders, so I have to –" 
 
    "And so do I," Svetlana said. "The boss has ordered me to help you with your Russian pages." 
 
    "Then you'd better pull up a chair. Standing there like that is, well . . ." 
 
    "Don't tell me I'm distracting you?" She gave a particularly flirtatious look. 
 
    "As you said before, you warned me off getting familiar," he countered, "but while you get a chair, why don't I get coffee?" 
 
    "That's very acceptable," she said, and she put on a serious face as she began to wheel over her chair. She also brought a Russian English dictionary. 
 
    "I thought you were Russian," Burrowes said. He gave a surprised glance at the dictionary as he handed her her coffee. 
 
    "Oh, I shall know what the Russian words mean, but only in Russian. But my English, is, well . . . Anyway, sometimes I just don't know the English word." 
 
    "I assure you your English is excellent," Burrowes said. 
 
    "Thank you, but it still helps to have a dictionary, especially for technical words." 
 
    The rest of the morning went surprisingly well. Burrowes followed his nose around the Russian web, much of the time not hacking. Svetlana would get him to read and translate a page, helping him when he appeared to be hesitant, and translating when he was stuck. 
 
    "You're not doing too badly," Svetlana said as the lunch break came. Dennis was up like a rocket and out the door. Brian was somewhere else for the day, which meant only the two of them were there. "You should try speaking Russian. It will help no end." 
 
    "Dennis would think we were up to something," Burrowes said, in halting and partly ungrammatical Russian. 
 
    "Dennis Bitchovich can think what he likes," she scowled. 
 
    Burrowes burst out laughing. "Bitchovich. I like it!" 
 
    "There! At least your day's improving. First time I've seen you laugh at work." 
 
    "You're right. Let's go get some lunch." 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    "This time, I choose the spot," Svetlana said, and gave a flirtatious smile. "In acknowledgement of your clear aims and ambitions, it's cheap!" She ushered him to a seat, and was obviously encouraging a move on his part. 
 
    Burrowes had the look of someone who wanted to say something, but he did not know how. He started awkwardly, "Look, Ms Antonovna –" 
 
    "Ms Antonovna?" she protested. "Surely –" 
 
    "Let me finish," he said. Svetlana stared at him, waiting for the big announcement, which only made Burrowes feel more awkward. "Look." He paused again. Svetlana kept staring. "It's just, well, I'm sure you're a really nice person, but I have this policy that I don't get involved beyond being friendly with women at work, and . . ." 
 
    "That's fine," Svetlana said, her face now returning to being normal as opposed to flirtatious. "I respect that." 
 
    "Good." Burrowes was clearly relieved. 
 
    "If you want more respect, tell me why you left your last job." 
 
    "I suspect you have heard something?" 
 
    "Dennis did mention something –" 
 
    "That bitchovich!" 
 
    "Yes, so, bearing in mind your policy, why don't you tell me what really happened." 
 
    Burrowes explained. "There was this wretched woman Rhonda," he explained. "It was a Christmas party, and she suggested we go out into an alcove –" 
 
    "Where I guess you expected to be breaking your policy," Svetlana said with a grin. 
 
    "Maybe it wasn't properly formed then," Burrowes admitted with a shrug. "Anyway, she made advances, then suddenly tore at her own blouse and yelled –" 
 
    "No need for gory details," Svetlana said. "What happened next?" 
 
    "Two security men came from nowhere and dragged me off." 
 
    "Where did you work?" she asked quietly, but firmly enough that she obviously felt it was important. 
 
    "The NSA," he said, then regretted it. Perhaps he should not have said that. 
 
    "That explains what you are doing here."  
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Charles, I don't know whether you actually know this, but you are rather capable. Your being here, doing this job, is no accident." 
 
    "That's what the boss said," Burrowes admitted. "He thinks this is all about deniability." 
 
    "Then my advice to you is be very careful. At some point, if this goes sour, it might be difficult to deny you, unless there was no sign of you." 
 
    "What's that mean?" he said with a frown. 
 
    "In Russia, it would mean, get the hell out of town, or they will simply make it impossible for you to talk." 
 
    "This isn't Russia," Burrowes protested. 
 
    "No, it isn't," Svetlana agreed, "but I rather fancy your chances of living happily ever after would be better there than here if you don't get this right." 
 
    "Then I guess I'd better get this right." 
 
    "No. We had better get this right. Remember, I am only here on tolerance. Your country has shown it is prepared to withdraw visas, and –" 
 
    "Then let's get this right," Burrowes said. 
 
    "You realise there's a complication," Svetlana said. 
 
    "And that is?" 
 
    "What do you think the other two do?" 
 
    Burrowes stared at her. He had no idea what they did, and he had never given it a thought, but if he was really here because the NSA wanted him here, surely they would have checked, and . . . 
 
    "From your silence, I think you are starting to think what I'm thinking," she said. "For what it's worth, I think we are nested in with some rather dubious financial schemes. Brian is supposed to be analysing the stock market, or least some specific stocks, but . . ." 
 
    "But you think he is doing something more?" 
 
    "I certainly don't think what either he or Dennis is doing has any connection with what we're doing. On top of that, he's so secretive. Have you ever heard him say anything? As far as I can make out, he reports to the boss but says nothing to anyone else, at least in our presence." 
 
    "I've noticed when I come in to work he and Dennis exchange greetings, and I gather they go out together at lunch time." 
 
    "Yes," Svetlana pointed out, "but they never say anything to each other during work." 
 
    "That doesn't make it illegal," Burrowes said. "There could be plenty of confidential stuff they don't want us to know about." 
 
    "Maybe, but do you recall the day you came here?" 
 
    "Of course. I . . ." He suddenly paused, and a shocked expression passed over his face. 
 
    "Well? What?" 
 
    "I looked up the site on the web," Burrowes recalled, "and this building wasn't on the so-called satellite image." 
 
    "And your comment to the boss?" 
 
    "Yeah. I told him someone must have hacked in and deleted it and –"  
 
    "My guess is this building belongs to the NSA, as does all the computer equipment in it." 
 
    "Then why is Rutherford here? That doesn't make sense."  
 
    "It makes far more sense than saying someone like Rutherford could delete the site from all satellite images. That's a serious action. A US government agency could arrange that, but someone like Rutherford?" 
 
    "I guess you're right," he said, then added wistfully,  "And to think, I put a hundred bucks on guessing someone deleted it. He admitted I was right, although I've yet to see the hundred bucks." 
 
    "I wouldn't press it if I were you," she said. "My comment about his bite might not be right. I've only just noticed, but Dennis is really frightened of him." 
 
    "He might be scared of getting fired." 
 
    "No, he's scared of what else goes with it," Svetlana said. "Trust me. He thinks his life's over if he gets fired." 
 
    "It can't be that bad," Burrowes said, then added, "I mean, it's not as if you've seen people frightened of being killed. I'm sure –" He stopped as he noticed Svetlana's expression. Momentarily, she seemed as if she regretted saying what she had. 
 
    "You're right, I'm no expert," she quickly admitted, "although I've seen the expression on my father's face while we were fleeing Russia, and when the boss told Dennis he might be on the verge of pissing him off, Dennis had that very same expression." 
 
    "OK, so Dennis is afraid of the boss. Where does that leave us?" 
 
    "In my opinion, we should be very very careful." 
 
    "You think we should try to find out what they're doing?" 
 
    "Not at work, we shouldn't, unless you're really careful, and you're ready to run." 
 
    "So you think running is a likely outcome of all this?" 
 
    "Yes, and you should plan something, and don't tell anyone." 
 
    "Not even you?" Burrowes said with a smile. 
 
    "Especially not me," Svetlana said. "I'm more likely to be caught because how would I know my way around?" 
 
    "It shouldn't come to that," Burrowes said. "All the same, maybe we should keep our eyes and ears open for a while." 
 
    "Yes, but if you're going to do something that might lead you to run for your life if the worst happens, let me know in advance," Svetlana said. 
 
    "Deal." 
 
    "Right! Back to Kapralov." 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The afternoon progressed quietly, and Burrowes suggested that Svetlana move back to her computer and check a small list of transactions, namely where these transactions went to and from, while he did some of the others. 
 
    It was almost time to go, when Burrowes sat upright with a jerk and muttered, "Shit!" 
 
    Svetlana stared at him, but he shook his head and sat back, then he began rapidly typing, the purpose of which was to delete his latest activity. As he left for the evening, Svetlana followed. They walked down the street for a block, then after looking over her shoulder, Svetlana asked Burrowes what had led to the expletive. 
 
    "Just for, well, I really don't know why, but I decided to check on Kapralov's four tax haven accounts, and guess what?" 
 
    "What?" Svetlana asked, although she already knew. 
 
    "Each of the four has had exactly twenty million withdrawn," Burrowes said, "and I have to ask myself, if Kapralov were responsible, it would be a lot easier to take the lot from one account." 
 
    "It would have been easier for anyone else too," Svetlana pointed out. 
 
    "Yes, but taking eighty mill from one account would come close to closing it. The bank might ask Kapralov if he wanted it closed entirely." 
 
    "Good thinking," Svetlana said in an approving tone. "Any ideas who else might have done it?" 
 
    "After our lunch-time conversation, I think you already have a very good idea." 
 
    "Then be careful," she said. "What are you going to do?" 
 
    "I've been asked to trace Kapralov's finances, and where they go," Burrowes said with a grin. "I shall try to trace where these transfers went. It helped a little that they all went to the same account in New York." 
 
    "Helped? You know where?" 
 
    "I do," he said with a grin, "and that account had one transaction leave it." 
 
    "Do tell?" 
 
    "Fifty million went to Ellison and Lamont." 
 
    "Who are?" 
 
    "Is," Burrowes corrected. "It's a small investment bank." 
 
    "Investment bank?" 
 
    "Yes, it will be doing stock deals. Your guess about Dennis and Brian may not be far off, except they would be playing with stolen money." 
 
    "Then don't say a word," Svetlana said, "at least until you have absolute proof. And be ready to run." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    "Boss!" Graeme Middleton had burst through the door. No knocking for him, even though his face showed nervousness. 
 
    "Yeah, what?" Irving Goldfinch stared at his Chief of Staff, and his stare showed he was not in a particularly good mood. 
 
    "The bet against Aurora Mining isn't going to come off." 
 
    Goldfinch seemed stunned. This was his third venture into such Australian mining stocks, which were, from his point of view, highly suitable because they avoided too great an interest from the US Securities and Exchange Commission. The question at the back of his mind was, had he slipped somewhere? If so, how should he cover? But first, what exactly went wrong? He pulled himself together. He had to show some self-control. He took a controlled breath then said, "What? Why not? Haven't you spread the word and dumped publicly?" 
 
    "We did, but you got to realize this has to be done subtly, otherwise the Securities people will be down on us like a ton of bricks, and –" 
 
    "Get to the point!" 
 
    "Well, we borrowed fifty mil worth of stock, and that was about twenty-five per cent of the company –" 
 
    "Stop telling me what I know. What don't I know?" Goldfinch was now clearly irritated. 
 
    "Well, we dumped our stock, we spread the word, and the stock dropped like a rock." 
 
    "And we bought?" 
 
    "Er, no. You told me to wait another few days so what we're doing wasn't so obvious." This was why Middleton was frightened. If Goldfinch thought he had told him otherwise he would be blamed for a very serious loss. 
 
    Goldfinch frowned. Had he really said that? He couldn't recall, but just maybe he had. "So what's wrong?" 
 
    "Someone started buying." The Chief of Staff's hands were shaking slightly and his voice was wavering. He was frightened. 
 
    "On what scale?" Goldfinch's voice was quiet, but very cold. 
 
    "That someone has been buying furiously and has now got at least thirty-five per cent of the stock, and the stock has rocketed back up." 
 
    "What? Where is it now?" 
 
    "If we have to cover at present prices, we lose at least thirty million. And if we don't cover now, we don't know what's going to happen. Those guys look like they're going to have to make a take-over offer, and, well . . ." 
 
    "If they make a take-over offer, I guess we have to too," Goldfinch said with a frown. This was something he really did not need. The good news was that according to his inside knowledge the company was expected to make a positive announcement in the not too distant future, so the whole exercise was not a total disaster, at least as long as his information was correct. 
 
    "I don't think we can." 
 
    "And why not?" 
 
    "Because the guys we borrowed the stock from will want it back, and there isn't enough freely available to cover." He paused, then added the obvious, "The original owners will presumably want to hang onto their stock, so we have to buy elsewhere." 
 
    Goldfinch shook his head in near despair, but swallowed the impending explosion. This was not the time to lose his Chief of Staff. "We'll have to buy the stock," Goldfinch muttered, "thus accepting the loss. See what we have to pay for the borrow, so get on the phone now and find out what the damage is." 
 
    "OK, boss." 
 
    "And try and be nice to them. The last thing we need is for them to start some legal action." Goldfinch looked down at a document on his desk, but his lack of motion showed he was thinking rather than reading.  
 
    Middleton had no idea what to do. He thought about slipping out the door, since he had an actionable instruction, but he also knew that when Goldfinch was thinking it paid to wait until he was dismissed. 
 
    Goldfinch finally looked up at the Chief of Staff, and as he rubbed his jaw slowly, he asked, "Do we know who bought up this stock?" 
 
    "The stock was purchased through Ellison and Lamont." 
 
    "What?" Goldfinch banged his fist on his desk, then started ringing his hand. "I thought we finished them off." 
 
    "I'm afraid not. I guess this is their payback." 
 
    Goldfinch shook his head, almost in despair. "Too obvious." 
 
    "Sorry, boss, but you don't think they want payback?" 
 
    "Oh, I don't doubt I'm not flavour of the month with them, but the question then is, where did they get that much money?" 
 
    "Well, I suppose . . ." 
 
    "The financial sector knows they had a big loss. Who's going to advance that sort of money just for them to try to get even with me?" 
 
    "Well, someone has, and I suppose I could make a guess." 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    "The guy in this poor definition photo. This is the guy who rescued Lamont from . . ." He paused. He did not wish to divulge anything more about his associates than was necessary, particularly since they were unsuccessful. He took a breath, and said, "This is the guy who roughed up my debt collectors, and said Lamont did not owe anything. They at least believed him." 
 
    "And you did?" 
 
    "You really want to take that shonky agreement to court? All of our Australian mining activities would be all over the newspapers." 
 
    "Fair point," Goldfinch acknowledged. "Do we know who this guy is?" 
 
    "That's the problem. I have no idea, and nobody I know has any idea. I would guess Lamont does, but I can hardly go ask him." 
 
    "Not nicely, anyway," Goldfinch agreed. "My guess is that somebody's trying to make real money. Is the stock registered in his name?" 
 
    "No, it's registered to a shelf company in the British Virgin Islands."  
 
    "A tax haven," Goldfinch said with a nod. "It means the actual owner of the stock is unknown." He paused, then said, "If this is their idea of payback, then they're going to learn a thing or two about payback." 
 
    "You want me to arrange for them to get –" 
 
    "No rough stuff," Goldfinch said firmly. "It was a complete shambles last time those associates you know about got involved." Middleton winced. How much did Goldfinch know? Goldfinch continued, "Worse, they seemingly lost me a lot of money. I can't afford that level of stupidity, and anyway, it seems Lamont has found his own associates, and from what you told me, they're ex military." 
 
    "Yeah, but they surprised our –" 
 
    "I don't care!" Goldfinch snapped. "I don't want excuses."  
 
    "No, boss," came the very subdued reply. 
 
    "We don't want another gunfight at the OK Corral," Goldfinch said, a little more calmly, "and we don't want to fight when we have no idea what the enemy can do, or, for that matter, who they are." 
 
    "No, boss." 
 
    "I can't see either Justin or Janice knowing how to pick up ex military who are prepared to do that sort of thing, which means we have to try to find out who the enemy really is. We do that through the two Jays." 
 
    "You want them watched?" 
 
    "Yes, that's exactly what you should arrange." 
 
    "I'm already onto it," Middleton said, then suddenly he realised maybe he should not have said that. 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "I've arranged to have a watch from a room I've hired on the opposite side of the road from Lamont and Ellison, to see who comes and goes, and if that man turns up, someone will follow him and see where he goes." 
 
    "OK, that's fair enough," Goldfinch said. Middleton breathed out a little easier. "If they're on the other side of the road, how do they know who's seeing Lamont? His office is in a high rise." 
 
    "Actually, with a telescope they can see through the window, but the real point is they are looking for the man in the photo. Even if he goes somewhere else, we're onto him." 
 
    'Sensible. Nevertheless, what I want now is for you to hire a respectable private eye. Observation only, and I want as many details that I can get on everyone they meet." 
 
    "Got it." Middleton gave a confident nod, but in his heart he was not so sure. Had he overplayed this telescope thing? 
 
    "We've got to pick the fight where we hold all the cards, and one of those cards is, as Sun Tzu said, know thine enemy." Goldfinch paused, and waited for a response, but there was none. "Another piece of advice was you should try to select the terrain." 
 
    "Terrain?" The Chief of Staff was clearly puzzled, and more than a little frightened. 
 
    "In this case, we try to fight on financial grounds." He looked at the puzzled Chief of Staff, then added, "We have a lot more resources on the stock market." 
 
    The Chief of Staff said nothing. 
 
    "Well, I pay you for advice, so comment!" 
 
    "Well, I was thinking that this attack was not exactly lucky." 
 
    "Of course it wasn't lucky. We're losing money –" 
 
    "No, I mean from their side. What they did almost looks like they knew what we were going to do, and . . ." 
 
    "And you think we've got a spy amongst our team?" 
 
    "Or a leak." When Goldfinch shook his head in dismay, he added, "I mean we could be bugged." 
 
    "OK, I agree that's possible, but I rather fancy someone mentioned the plan to Lamont. Ask around the staff whether they know how Lamont and Ellison are getting on. Don't make a big thing about it, and don't tell them about this disaster. Just look as if you're genuinely curious to know how our ex-staff are doing." 
 
    "Can do." After it became clear Goldfinch did not want anything else, he turned and left Goldfinch's office. He was not a happy man. Something was going wrong, and he had no idea what. Lamont and Ellison were too small fry to have managed anything like this, and people who reduced those so-called associates to frightened little boys were out of Lamont's league. He had this funny feeling Goldfinch's ship was starting to sink. It might be time to be a rat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    "You two look worried," Cameron remarked as he took a mug of coffee. "Things gone wrong?" 
 
    "Not exactly," Justin said. "Your boss should be pleased. We've made him at least forty million dollars, at least on paper. Strictly speaking, it's not a gain until it's converted to cash." 
 
    "Then why the concerned looks?" 
 
    "Most of this is at Goldfinch's expense," Janice explained. "We expect he will not be pleased with us. You might have to earn whatever Rutherford's paying you." 
 
    "Don't look so worried. We knew this was going to happen." 
 
    "We thought it was going to happen," Justin said. "If Goldfinch hadn't been so greedy, he could have got out ahead before we got started." 
 
    "Hey, when a plan works, don't worry about what could have gone wrong. Accept it worked." 
 
    "I wonder what Goldfinch will do now?" Janice asked. 
 
    Justin's phone ran. He listened, then said, "Send him up to the office." He ended the conversation, then said to Janice, "I guess we're going to find out. Graeme wants to see us." 
 
    "Graeme?" Cameron asked. 
 
    "Graeme Middleton. He's Goldfinch's Chief of Staff," Janice explained. "This is going to be interesting." 
 
    "You need me here?" Cameron asked. 
 
    "No. Stay out of sight. The less they know about you, the better." 
 
    "Good," Cameron said. "I don't want to be there, but if you were frightened . . ." 
 
    "I'm not frightened," Justin said. "Some situation might turn up where I get frightened, but –" 
 
    "Don't feel ashamed, Justin. If something bad's going down, anyone who doesn't experience nerves doesn't understand the situation. This is safe, so meet, but if he produces a weapon or something, hit the silent alarm button and play for time. I'll listen in." 
 
    Justin gave a thumbs up sign, and he began tidying his desk, Janice took the empty mugs to the small kitchen. 
 
    They had just sat down at their desks when their secretary brought Middleton into the office. Justin was amused to see Middleton also looked a little nervous. This was going to be an interesting meeting. He switched on the intercom so that Cameron could hear in the far room. He knew this would be recorded, for Rutherford's benefit. 
 
    "Good afternoon, Graeme," Justin said, as he got up, smiled broadly, and offered his hand. 
 
    Middleton seemed a little confused. He had obviously expected to get an angry reception. He took Justin's hand, mumbled a "Good afternoon," and sat down in the proffered chair. 
 
    "So, Graeme, what brings you here?" Justin asked. He was doing his best to maintain a confident look, and he had succeeded well enough because Middleton averted his gaze and looked downwards a bit. 
 
    "Your big purchase of Aurora Mining has really irritated Mr Goldfinch," Middleton started. 
 
    "Has it?" Justin said, as he tried to maintain an innocent look. "I assure you that was not why we did it." 
 
    "What?" came the startled response. "Then why?" 
 
    "A client came and asked us to make the purchases," Justin explained. "We do what the client wants." 
 
    "As you might guess," Janice added, somewhat tartly, "after Mr Goldfinch did what he did to us, we haven't any of our own money to invest, so yes, we carry out our client's wishes." 
 
    "Then who's this client?" 
 
    "You aren't going to tell me who gave you the tip on Aurora Mining, are you?" Justin asked, as he leaned back in his chair and gave a challenging smile. 
 
    "You know I can't tell you that," Middleton said. 
 
    "Particularly if it were to be the same person who gave our client his information," Janice added. Middleton stared at her in shock. That possibility had not occurred to him, but then again, he was unaware of what Goldfinch had been told. 
 
    "Just so," Justin said, equally emphatically. With a continuing and irritating smile on his face, he continued, "and you know I can't tell you the name of our client," 
 
    "Look, Mr Goldfinch needs to know –" 
 
    "Yes, but our client doesn't need Mr Goldfinch to know." 
 
    "Yes, but, well . . . Mr Goldfinch needs to buy that stock." Middleton now looked clearly embarrassed. 
 
    "Got to return the borrow, eh?" Justin said. "Of course, if you, or someone else, wants to make an offer, we would certainly relay the offer to our client." 
 
    "And will he accept?" 
 
    "We have no idea," Janice said, "but of course, the better the offer, the more likely it would be accepted." 
 
    "However, we can only pass it on," Justin said. "Because of the size of the commission, we could be considered to have a conflict of interest if we gave an opinion to sell, and that's unethical." 
 
    "And we most certainly do not want to be thought of as unethical," Janice offered. 
 
    "So, if you want to make an offer, you can bring it at any time," Justin said. "Now, was there anything else?" 
 
    There was nothing else. Middleton took his leave. He was definitely not pleased with the outcome, but equally, when he thought about it, it was probably as good as he could have expected. The problem was, he would have to persuade Goldfinch to make the offer higher than the current market price, and he strongly suspected that was seriously overpriced. On the other hand, if they had to purchase on the open market, to get enough sellers that they could cover the borrow, the price would soar. The other question was, what price would the lender accept in lieu of a return? 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    "So, Janice," Cameron said, when he met them the following day, "that suggestion you made that our tip might have come from the same person as Goldfinch's was really wicked." 
 
    "You didn't like it?" Janice asked, with a touch of concern. 
 
    "Mr Rutherford thought it was one of the best he's heard." 
 
    "All the same, Goldfinch hasn't made an offer," Justin said. 
 
    "No, but the thought that someone is playing both sides will scare him. He has no idea what's really going on." 
 
    "Do we?" Justin asked. 
 
    "Possibly not," Cameron replied, "but Goldfinch has to cover that borrow, or he has committed theft, and worse, he will have told everyone on Wall Street he's a fraud. He simply can't afford that." 
 
    "Then why haven't we heard?" Janice asked. 
 
    "His first move would be to try and buy out his loan," Cameron said, "and probably that is what will happen. We've got to try to work out when he does that." 
 
    "Any clues as to how?" Janice asked. 
 
    "That's Mr Rutherford's problem. All you need to know right now is he's very pleased with you." 
 
    "So now what?" Justin asked. 
 
    "Now we wait, and you can do what you like if you get fresh clients. There's one more thing I should tell you. You're being watched." 
 
    "Goldfinch's men?" 
 
    "Probably indirect hired men," Cameron confirmed. "So, if you feel up to it, when you go out, take the long route, but whatever else, do not get into empty lanes where you could be dragged off the street. Try to stay where there are people, which shouldn't be too hard." 
 
    "Do we try to evade?" 
 
    "I'd prefer you not to, unless you can make it seem accidental. It's probably better if they think you don't know. And whatever else you do, don't try confronting them. You're not up to that, at least not yet." 
 
    Justin nodded, and winced slightly. Cameron was sufficiently pleased with their efforts at getting fit and stronger that he had started a little self-defence teaching. This had mainly involved Cameron throwing them around, and while it was on mats, he was still feeling the pain of stretched muscles. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Middleton was unhappy as he knocked on Goldfinch's door, and even less happy to hear the bark of "Come in!" The boss was unhappy, and what he had to say was not going to make him happier.  
 
    "Boss, that shit thinks he's got us over a barrel, and he wants twice current market price to sell his stock, otherwise he wants it back." 
 
    "I rather fancied that would happen," Goldfinch said. "Go back to the Jays and see if they'll take a lower offer." 
 
    Middleton nodded, and left. He felt like the message boy who was always taking bad news. He rang Janice, made an offer of ten per cent above market, and Janice told him she would get back with their client's response. To his surprise, she phoned back half an hour later. 
 
    "Our client is prepared conditionally to accept your offer," she said. "He or she knows you're a bit over the barrel on this one, and an extortionate price could be asked, but he or she is prepared to accept on two conditions. These are that first you buy the whole lot of our stock, which is about 35% of the company. I shall send you the exact number and invoice if you agree –" 
 
    "Thirty-five per cent?" 
 
    "Yes," Janice said. "Our client would not wish to hang on to ten per cent because it is insufficient from the point of view of control, but it is too much in terms of cash to have locked away in something that is no longer useful." 
 
    "And the second condition?" Middleton asked. He was a little surprised at that comment, because he had been thinking solely in terms of money, but if the investor was actually interested in having some form of control of a company, ten per cent was really insufficient. Perhaps this investment was genuine, and not merely to annoy Goldfinch. 
 
    "The money is transferred within twenty-four hours," Janice said. "We would immediately expedite the stock transfer, but if you leave it to the last minute, obviously it will take us longer to –" 
 
    "Understood," Middleton said. "I'll get right back to you." 
 
    As expected, Goldfinch accepted, and the money appeared in the Ellison and Lamont Trust account by ten o'clock the following morning. The stock transfer process had already been completed up to the stage of actually transferring, so by that afternoon, Goldfinch had his thirty-five per cent of Aurora Mining. He immediately transferred the twenty-five per cent he owed, then with a smile he flung the remaining ten per cent back on the market, and made an announcement that he wanted nothing more to do with this wretched Australian mining company. 
 
    Immediately after that, Aurora Mining stock values plunged. The Australian stock exchange ordered the stock no longer be traded, pending an enquiry into the cause of this volatility. The Directors were under a cloud, and nobody believed them when they said they had no idea what caused it, but they were saved by the fact that none of them had personally traded in the company, and hence they had made no personal profit from the volatility. Goldfinch had no intention of assisting their enquiry. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Rutherford bounced into the workroom, gave a thumbs up signal, then indicated Dennis and Brian should follow. They shut down whatever they were working on, grabbed their coats, thus indicating they were not coming back, and ran after Rutherford.  
 
    "Well, they seem happy with themselves," Burrowes muttered. "It's only three-thirty, and it looks like they won't be doing much more today." He paused, then added, "I wonder where they're going?" 
 
    "Presumably to celebrate something," Svetlana offered. "You could always follow, but I guess we wouldn't be welcome." 
 
    "My guess is we can't follow," Burrowes said. "They'll have gone in Rutherford's car." 
 
    "Maybe they've skimmed Kapralov's accounts to the bone," Svetlana said, "although my guess is, if they did that, sooner or later they'll get caught, so maybe they're fleeing the country." 
 
    "I'll check that one," Burrowes said, and quickly began typing.  
 
    "You're starting to get fluent with these bank accounts," Svetlana said. "I don't suppose it occurs to you that sooner or later someone will track this back to you?" 
 
    "It occurred to me," Burrowes said, "but you realize that will direct the authorities right back to the guilty parties." 
 
    "Ha! You're doing your civic duty. How noble, and for that matter, how silly and downright dangerous." 
 
    Burrowes noted that she was taunting him, which bothered him. It could be dangerous, but she seemed strangely unconcerned. Maybe she was the one being a little silly. He kept typing. The problem with keeping the identity secret was that he had to redirect the message through so many servers, and he could not use the same pattern repeatedly. The minutes passed, then finally he decided he had made the hack hard enough to track and he focused in on one of the banks. 
 
    "I'm in," he said. He did a little more rapid typing, then he killed the link. 
 
    "Well?" Svetlana asked. 
 
    "You're not going to believe this," he said. 
 
    "Possibly not, but if you don't tell me what it is, I'm not going to have the chance." 
 
    "Well, try this. The missing money from Kapralov's account has been returned." 
 
    "Ha! That's why Rutherford was so happy. Nobody's noticed, and now there's nothing to notice." 
 
    "There's still the electronic trail," Burrowes said. He was quite disappointed that Svetlana had accepted that as if it were quite ordinary. 
 
    "Which takes a lot of forensic effort to find, and why commit the effort if there's no damage?" 
 
    "That certainly makes it an interesting crime," Burrowes said. "Illegal borrowing and returning." 
 
    "Well, at least it tells us the sort of people we're associated with." 
 
    "It does indeed," Burrowes said, as a frown crossed his face. "The question is, what do we do about it?" 
 
    "Nothing!" Svetlana was quite emphatic and seemed quite annoyed that he might be thinking of doing his civic duty. 
 
    "Worried the boss might fire us?" Burrowes taunted. 
 
    "Worried he might kill us," Svetlana said, but strangely enough she seemed not to be that worried at all. 
 
    "He wouldn't –" 
 
    "Why not?" Svetlana challenged. "You're threatening to put him in jail for quite some time, and as I think I told you once before, his eyes are killer's eyes. He wouldn't worry at all about killing you." 
 
    "You seem sure? You're familiar with killer's eyes?" 
 
    She paused, as if struck, then said almost apologetically, "OK, you're right. I haven't met a bunch of killers so maybe I'm wrong, but I still think we should stick to what we're supposed to be doing," she said. "The only firm evidence you have is what you've got by behaving illegally. You might think you know what they've done, but you've got –" 
 
    "I know," Burrowes said, "but –" 
 
    "No buts! You're not really hired by Rutherford. It's the government that's paying you, and if you mess up, they'll be very unhappy with you." 
 
    "I guess so," Burrowes said. He was accepting reality, but he was not happy about it. 
 
    "Get back to work. If you can stop putting your foot in your mouth, and we stay here long enough, I rather suspect you'll get your evidence." 
 
    "OK, OK, I hear you."  
 
    Svetlana stared at him, as if she did not believe he would be convinced. Burrowes returned to his keyboard, but he could not do very much. He was disappointed that Svetlana seemed almost eager to let these people who in his mind were criminals, get away with what was still theft, even if they did return it. However, there was little he could do about it. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    For two weeks, nothing much happened. Burrowes and Svetlana were busy exploring Russian websites and Kapralov's mail, but they were getting nowhere. 
 
    "According to his mail, he's a model citizen," Burrowes finally said, when Svetlana again asked him how he was going. "It's not helped by the general reluctance to tell us what we’re looking for. If we knew, we could stop wasting time on –" 
 
    "And find something that looks like what we were asked to look for," Svetlana said with a shrug. "I guess they think if we keep looking, we shall find something." 
 
    "I've got something," Burrowes muttered. "It's a pile of statistics of manganese movements. Basically, it's boring." 
 
    "Any modest sales to somewhere unexpected?" 
 
    "Here's a hundred kilograms of manganese dioxide to the main Russian supplier of laboratory chemicals." 
 
    "That's hardly suspicious," Svetlana said. "Russia is less likely to buy that sort of thing from a Western supplier, especially with these sanctions." 
 
    "Maybe," Burrowes said, "but we don't know what happened next. It could go almost anywhere." 
 
    "Do you see any that are smaller?" 
 
    "Why would anyone want manganese dioxide?" Burrowes asked. 
 
    "I'll Google it and see," Svetlana said. "Ha! It's the major natural source of manganese. Anyone making something involving manganese probably starts there, or buys something from someone else who started there. So, keep looking." 
 
    "Yes, Ms Antonovna." Burrowes said that with a smirk that spoiled the mock subservience. Svetlana ignored it. 
 
    About four hours later, when Dennis and Brian had already gone for the day, Burrowes finally said, "I may have found something, but it's odd." 
 
    "In what way?" 
 
    "Fifty kilograms went to, well, almost nowhere. It was delivered to what I gather is something akin to a post office box in Ufa." 
 
    "Ufa?" Strangely, Burrowes thought, she is not surprised. Then again, maybe she knows something about Ufa. 
 
    "Yes, it is the capital of Bashkortostan," Burrowes added, in as much an informative tone as he could muster. 
 
    "Yes, a major scientific, technological and cultural centre," Svetlana said. "Most Russians would have heard of it, even if most Westerners haven't." 
 
    "Oh, so I suppose this isn't that surprising, although . . ." 
 
    "Although?" Svetlana challenged. 
 
    "Well, Bashkortostan produces manganese. I would have thought such a small amount would be –" 
 
    "What I find more surprising is, if you've got this right, it went to a post office box. In a city with major technology companies, why wasn't it delivered to one of them?" 
 
    "Hey, you might have something. I didn't think of that. That suggests," he added, after a little thought, "that someone is trying to hide which organization it's going to." 
 
    "More likely the destination is hidden," Svetlana suggested. "If it were military, the facility might be secret, at least generally." 
 
    "The locals would know it was there," Burrowes pointed out. 
 
    "Yes, but they would hardly be interested in the fate of a small parcel of manganese dioxide." 
 
    "So, where does this get us? We have a small parcel that has almost certainly been delivered to somewhere unknown, and there appears to be no way to know where it went?" 
 
    "Suppose it's a secret place, where would it be?" Svetlana challenged. 
 
    "I suppose either in plain sight, or hidden somewhere." 
 
    "So, you could try the latter," Svetlana suggested. "Use satellite surveillance to see if there is anything out of place around Ufa." 
 
    "A bit of a long shot," Burrowes grumbled. 
 
    "Maybe," she replied, "but have you got anything better to do?" 
 
    "Fair point," he replied. 
 
    The rest of the day was spent examining close-up images of the territory around Ufa. What surprised him the most was the amount of relatively dense woodland nearby, the number of small villages, and the number of rivers and streams. He had not expected the region to be so verdant. Then, he accidentally found something really odd. Towards the limit of resolution, in the middle some woodland, was a relatively large building that had no reason to be there, and more to the point, it seemed to have imitation trees on its roof, and trees around it. It was camouflaged. Very clever, but not quite clever enough. 
 
    "Ms Antonovna, take a look at this." 
 
    "You could manage Svetlana," she grumbled as she came over. 
 
    "Well, Svetlana, what do you think of this? I think we might have found something." 
 
    "And that is?" 
 
    "Look, a building that seems to be trying to hide its existence from satellite surveillance." 
 
    "Buildings don't hide," she snorted, then after inspecting the image, she added, "but you're right. There does seem to be a building there. How did you find it?" 
 
    "There's this funny little road here," he said, pointing to a part of the image, "and it doesn't seem to go anywhere. Why build a road that goes nowhere? So I looked more closely at the end of it." 
 
    "Very good," she said. "You'll get a bonus from the boss." 
 
    "Doubt it," he replied. "He still hasn't paid that hundred bucks and –" 
 
    "I'd forget that if I were you," she said, "but take your findings to him." 
 
    "Of course," he said. He paused for a bit, with a pensive expression on his face. 
 
    "You want to say something?" she asked, with a slight smile. 
 
    "Don't take this wrong," he said, "but I don't quite understand. You're Russian. Don't you feel badly about spying on your own country?" 
 
    "No!" she said, her eyes flaring. "They shot my father. They can –" 
 
    "Yes," he interrupted, "and I can see why you want to get out of there, but your father was apparently carrying secret documents. He was a spy, trying to escape. Now I can see why you don't want to go back, but don't forget all your school friends. They all live there. Surely you don't want to hurt them." He paused, then added, "What I'm getting at is, why don't you just find a more neutral way of making a living?" 
 
    She looked at him, and seemed to calm down suddenly, almost as if she switched her anger off. She almost seemed grateful that he was sympathizing with her predicament. "It's simple. They've told me to do this if I want to stay here," she said. "If I don't, they'll send me back." 
 
    "They wouldn't do that," he said with a frown, although his tone showed he had doubts about what he was saying. 
 
    "You may be right," she replied, "but I can't afford to test that theory." 
 
    "Fair enough. Time to go and see the boss." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    "Well, Ruth, here we are again, awaiting Ms No-name." 
 
    "Bernie, you know better than that," Telfar teased him. "Of course she has a name. It's just we're not permitted to use it. Ms Anonymous would be better." 
 
    Lawton shrugged as the door opened as the White House Ms Anonymous strode in. "So," she said, as she arranged some documents on the table and took a seat. "You have progress, Mr Lawton?" 
 
    "I have placed our agent in a black ops site as requested, and we have made some progress. Our agent has monitored the messages from Saveliy Kapralov, who is the oligarch of manganese, and has found that he sent a package of manganese dioxide to Ufa, but not to one of the recognized technology companies, nor for that matter, to anything else. Our agent also located what appears to be a reasonably large building in a rather remote piece of woodland, with little reason for its being there –" 
 
    "If you're linking the two, isn't that the stretch of the century?" the woman interrupted. 
 
    "It would be, except for some reason whatever is going on, the Russians seem to have tried to camouflage its very presence. Given that, we are thinking there is some very secret activity going on –" 
 
    "Isn't camouflage itself suspicious," Telfar interrupted. "Once it is seen through, it acts like a flag." 
 
    "I know," Lawton said. "That worries me too. They have technology that would see through this, but . . ." 
 
    "But?" Ms Anonymous prodded. 
 
    "If the military were coming and going, people might get curious. If it were something that involved some action that could not be concealed easily, people would start talking. Word might get out. So you go somewhere remote, where they won't see the building, but we do, through satellite. If we saw a building in a place where there is no obvious reason for it to be there, that too is a flag, so why not try and conceal it?" 
 
    "In fairness," Telfar said, "the CIA monitors Russia, but it's a big place. We never noticed this building, so Bernard does make a fair point."  
 
    "So, how do we find out what's going on there?" 
 
    "Difficult," Telfar responded. "Surveillance gives us no clues, and worse, we have only one agent in Ufa. That agent has no idea the building even exists." 
 
    "Can whoever it is do a ground recce?" 
 
    "No. That person has no skills in that sort of action, and is too valuable to send out when failure is pre-ordained, assuming they have some sort of security, and if they haven't, we don't want to know." 
 
    "Can you send someone from somewhere else?" 
 
    "Of course, but from where? If it's someone from inside Russia, yes we can find a reason to go to Ufa, but going to that building is another matter. What is that person doing out there in the forest?" 
 
    "Also," Lawton said, "the person will have to assume there are defences there. At the very least, a razor wire fence, but maybe something worse." 
 
    "Point taken," the White House woman said, "but we still need to know. Maybe a special forces man to scout about." 
 
    "If he doesn't speak fluent Russian he will stick out a bit and –" 
 
    "We can cover that," the White House woman said.  
 
    "And how will he or she be extricated?" Telfar asked. 
 
    "And more to the point, if he or she gets inside and somehow gets to see information," Lawton continued, "How will whoever it is know what we're looking for? We can assume they could tell the difference between important stuff and a local bus timetable, but we don't want whoever making off with the orders for constructing the building they're in." 
 
    "Good points," the White House woman said, "but we've still got to try. There's some sort of festival on in Ufa next month, coupled with a scientific conference. We'll send a chemist there to ask questions of the university professors, and so on, and we'll send a man to look after the chemist, and he can take a day off. Since they'll probably search people exiting Russia fairly closely, he needs someone to give any documents to." 
 
    "That can be arranged," Telfar said. She was clearly not happy about how things were turning out, but she did not have a good objection. 
 
    "There're usually a number of international conferences in Ufa," Lawton offered. "Why not send a few real scientists there, and embed whoever else you want? If the international conference is big enough, and as long as your person acts more or less like a delegate but keeps to himself, and attends some sessions and can make the odd platitudinal comment when forced to say something, there's a good chance nobody will take much notice. Most people going to such conferences spend much of their time making contact with people they've heard of. They're not going to worry much about a nobody." 
 
    "That's a good suggestion," the White House woman said. She had perked up. She could see a way out of this. What Lawton had not said was that a trained military man might have to have quite a bit of unusual training at "blending in". "We'll find a conference immediately. Bernard, keep your man searching. He seems to be lucky, or very skilful, and we need both right now." 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    It was in principle a good idea. A ranger was trained as well as they could manage, and given a passport in which he was stated to be an engineer on the staff of a well-known company. However, it fell down because the Russian authorities apparently did a simple internet search and found out there was only one person with the stated name at that company, but the age was wrong by twenty-two years. The visa was declined. Four scientists did get visas, and they attended the conference. Since one arrived two days early, it was only natural for her to visit the local Institute of the Russian Academy of Sciences involving chemistry. She had a fruitful day there, conversing with various people, particularly involving organometallic chemistry, and eventually she focused on manganese.  
 
    She was met suddenly with what she was later to describe as stonewalling. Where before the Russian scientists had been friendly, once manganese came up, the one scientist who was allegedly doing important work on manganese compounds became quite reserved, apologised, and said she had to be elsewhere. 
 
    When this report came back to the US, it made the White House believe even more that the Russians had something. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The next step involved Ruth Telfar being asked to arrange for an agent to interview this scientist. 
 
    "With respect, Ma'am, that's ridiculous," Telfar protested. 
 
    "Maybe, but it is an order." 
 
    "But we don't have anyone in Russia who could talk intelligently to a Russian chemist and understand whether what was coming back was utter blah, or –" 
 
    "You don't have to understand it. We just need to know it exists."  
 
    "Why? If you know it exists, you're not much further ahead than you are now, and just suppose it doesn't exist?" 
 
    "Then we'll know –" 
 
    "No you won't. The chemist will know something exists. She will gush effusively about her latest research work, and our agent risks his or her life just to find out what is publicly available on the web." 
 
    "Your agent can read up the web before –" 
 
    "Yes, but he won't know whether what the chemist says is relevant, and I am using he as a generic." Telfar was becoming quite agitated, but she knew she had to control herself. Losing control to this rather silly request would cost her her future. "The agent will have no idea what the details about some manganese chemistry mean." 
 
    "How about asking specifically about aircraft?" 
 
    "How about announcing he is an undercover CIA agent! He might as well go down to the local FSB office and request incarceration."  
 
    "Look, just do what you can. I know it's difficult but, well, I've been ordered to at least try." 
 
    "I don't like this one bit," Telfar protested. 
 
    "You don't have to like it. You have to do it." 
 
    That did not leave any choice. She knew the name of the chemist in question, and she knew she had one agent only in Ufa. That agent could be given the job of trying to find out what this chemist did in her spare time. The agent was too valuable to lose through messing up an encounter, but it might be possible to find some hobby, some outside weakness, where another agent could be brought in and apply some pressure. There was one problem. The chemist was a young and apparently attractive female. The last thing she needed was the agent being picked up for stalking. She would have to bring in another female agent from somewhere, just to do this job. The more she became familiar with this project, the less she liked it. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Doctor Olga Bazina felt she had no choice. That so-called scientist had no knowledge of manganese chemistry, but had asked some quite perplexing questions that had nothing to do with her research. Something was wrong here. There were various possibilities, but some of them were extremely dangerous. The most obvious one was that this was some sort of test. There was only one way to respond to such a test: she must report it to the FSB. This in itself could be dangerous. It was well understood from a considerable time back that sticking your head up could invite it to be chopped off, but on the other hand, sitting on such information could lead to you being considered a traitor. 
 
    Her worst fears were coming to fruition. This FSB officer seemed to think she was a spy, or at best, a foolish young woman who had given away secrets. 
 
    "You gave him information. What was it?" 
 
    "We were discussing some fundamental manganese chemistry, and it was then I realised she had no idea what I was talking about. There's nothing secretive about –" 
 
    "I'll decide on that. Give me the exact details." 
 
    "I can't remember the exact –" 
 
    "Then maybe we can persuade you to remember. A few nights in the cells, maybe." 
 
    "Please, I just came to report –" 
 
    "There is an alternative. I am sure you can think of it." 
 
    Doctor Bazina let out a sigh of despair. So much for doing the right thing. This man was asking for money. 
 
    "What is it you want?" she asked softly, and shrunk back. 
 
    "I think a few thousand roubles would go a long way." 
 
    "It will for you!" The door burst open and a man who was probably about forty stood there. "Doctor Bazina –" 
 
    "Who do you think you are?" the FSB agent stood up and threatened to physically assault this intruder. 
 
    "Colonel Fyodor Maslov," he said, and waved an identity card. 
 
    "Oh. I'm sorry. I –" 
 
    "Not yet you're not," Maslov said coldly, "but I assure you, you will be. You will report to the front desk and arrest yourself for corruption. You will then request to be taken to the cells you threatened Doctor Bazina with, and you will be locked in. You can do that voluntarily, or you can make me chase you, in which case you will be sent to Lubyanka Square, where I am sure you will be treated with the care and attention I request."  
 
    The officer stood there, stunned.  
 
    "You still here?" Maslov said, his voice now icy. "Move!" 
 
    A rather embarrassed and very subdued officer left the room. 
 
    Maslov turned towards the rather frightened woman and said as warmly as he could manage, "I'm sorry for that. I genuinely apologise, and I promise you, you will be able to go back to your institution in due course." 
 
    "Due course? What –" 
 
    "Don't worry. I want to hear your story for myself, and maybe ask you some questions. And don't look so worried. Nothing bad will happen to you." 
 
    "That officer might –" 
 
    "He won't. Of that I assure you. If you are worried about him, and I can see why you might be, he will never come anywhere near Ufa again. I do not tolerate that sort of behaviour. Now, how would you like some tea, and maybe some cookies?" 
 
    "I would like that." She was still apprehensive, but declining something from such an important official was, she believed, a bad idea. 
 
    "Excellent. We shall go to the office they have allocated me, but before that, let me phone through an order." 
 
    He made the phone call, ordered, then requested someone check that the officer had indeed arrested himself. It appeared he had not, but he had not run either. Maslov asked for a Captain, and explained why the officer was to be arrested, and ordered it done immediately. 
 
    "So, now let me take you somewhere more comfortable." 
 
    She followed Maslov to a somewhat grandiose office, and sat down in the proffered chair. 
 
    "So, what do you think of the office?" 
 
    Doctor Bazina was a little taken back by this, and thought it better to make some platitude. "It's big." When this seemed too little, she added as an explanation, "It's a lot bigger than my office." 
 
    Maslov laughed, and added, "Come on. Tell me what you really think." 
 
    "It seems to have what you need," she said, "but, well, it seems to have been assembled in a hurry without . . ." She stopped, frightened to continue. 
 
    "Very well observed," Maslov said. "We have some more work to do, I can see, to get past the barrier that fool erected, so let me explain. I have just arrived myself, a couple of days ago, actually. The Director in Moscow told the people here to make sure I got everything I needed, so they got to it. It's all right, but it sort of lacks something, like looking as if everything hadn't been just dumped here." 
 
    There was a knock on the door, and a trolley came in with tea and some tasty food.  
 
    "Help yourself, make yourself comfortable, and then tell me what brought you in here." 
 
    So Doctor Bazina explained what had happened, and to her surprise, Maslov simply nodded, and gave an encouraging smile. Finally, he asked, "So what made you think to come here?" 
 
    Doctor Bazina took a breath and said, "She was almost demanding answers to some issues about novel manganese chemistry, but she did not understand anything about what I was saying, and it was obvious . . ." 
 
    "Go on." 
 
    "Well, what I was telling her was what we had published in a scientific paper a year ago, so if she were in the field and that interested in my work, she should have read that, so . . ." She looked a bit embarrassed, then continued, "I made up some rubbish, and she nodded wisely, and . . ." 
 
    "Very clever," Maslov said, as he nodded and smiled to further encourage her. "So you conclude?" 
 
    "I don't know, of course, but I am suspecting that this woman was spying, and there must be something to do with manganese that is a secret, and this woman was fishing." 
 
    "Well done!" Maslov said. "So what did you do then?" 
 
    "I excused myself, on the grounds there was a crisis in the lab, which there wasn't but –" 
 
    "I understand. Now, the question is, do you want to do a little more for your country?" 
 
    "What?" Doctor Bazina was clearly suspicious. 
 
    "Possibly nothing, but my guess is you were right, and that person was an American who was persuaded to try her hand at collecting information, and she wasn't really any good at it." 
 
    "But why would –" 
 
    "Because," Maslov explained with a smile, "somebody else was supposed to do this job, or at least that's my guess. I was told that there was an American scheduled to come here, but the passport details did not match what that person was supposed to be. We were lucky, there, because it depended on some very good work by a junior in Moscow. My guess is, there was some planned intelligence gathering operation that was somehow related to manganese, and when the required person could not be here, they prompted this woman to ask those questions." 
 
    "You mean, they did not have time to train her?" 
 
    "Exactly so, nor to prime her up. I think what you guessed was exactly right. When all else failed, they let this woman go fishing and hoped something would strike." 
 
    "I still don't understand what you want me to do," an apprehensive Doctor Bazina said. 
 
    "Because I have yet to ask you," Maslov said. "Basically, it is this. Continue doing what you have been doing, but keep an eye out for any other curious enquiries about your work. If that woman did not understand what you were saying, but took notes, the people at the other end will see –" 
 
    "They'll see standard stuff, and a bit of rubbish," Doctor Bazina snorted. 
 
    "Exactly," Maslov said. When he saw the slightly bewildered expression, he added, "They will see that you are very competent in your field, and then they will see rubbish reported, but they will assume that the woman, who really was out of her depth, got it completely wrong. So they will try to send someone else to find out what is going on." 
 
    "So, what do I do?" 
 
    "First, keep an eye out for anyone coming from somewhere else who is interested in your work. Get all your students or co-workers to do this. Don't tell them why. Just tell them that you want to be the only spokesperson on this matter." 
 
    "What if they say they won't go along with that?" 
 
    "I think you'll find they will. You can remind them that their funding might be on the line." 
 
    "They might dispute my power to do that." 
 
    "In which case give me their names, and I shall assure them you have the power. And," he added with a smile when he saw her doubt, "I assure you the organization I work for does have the power, and I shall back you up." 
 
    "So, suppose I am the spokesperson. What do I say?" 
 
    "First, delay. Make an appointment if you can, and let me know. I'll give you a mobile number so you can do that at any time. Then we shall give you some more well-constructed irrelevancies to tell them." 
 
    "If they know, it could be dangerous –" 
 
    "That's why you make the appointment. You shall have something you can signal that you think you're in trouble. I doubt you will be, though. What they will try to do is to get information without letting us know they are there. So, will you do it?" 
 
    "I guess so," she said. "I don't know how good I shall be, but –" 
 
    "You don't have to be good. All you have to do is be yourself. I shall give you some guidance, and also a carrot." 
 
    "A carrot?" She was clearly puzzled. 
 
    "Yes. To make this work you have to look to be more important, so I shall try to arrange for some serious additional funding for your work." 
 
    "What do I have to work on?" 
 
    "Whatever you like, and use the money to encourage the others to accept you as the sole spokesperson. Spend the next few days thinking of some good projects, and when this is over, if nothing else, if you are any good, your career will make some good advances." He paused, then shrugged as he added, "And if you're not any good, well, you had your chance, and there will be no repercussions, other than the failed opportunity, and that will be your fault." 
 
    "So what do I have to do to earn this?" 
 
    "When someone comes and asks suspicious questions, just answer them from some prepared notes I shall give you. Don't worry about whether they are true, but just keep to the script." 
 
    "Suppose it's a genuine enquiry from –" 
 
    "A genuine enquiry won't be on the topic on the sheet. If it has nothing to do with that, be yourself." 
 
    "That's all you want?" Her look showed she did not believe it. 
 
    "That's almost all," he said with a disarming smile. "I shall need the keys to your filing cabinet. I shall insert a couple of files, and you will ignore them." 
 
    "I can ignore something quite easily," she said with a smile. 
 
    "It wouldn't hurt if you read them," he said, "but they wouldn't make much sense so I wouldn't waste time. One more thing. You will have to memorise the notes I give you, and if you have to use that material, you're going to have to look as if you believe what you say, so it might put a bit of a stretch to your acting. I want you to try and do it, but don't worry. If it doesn't work, it won't be a disaster. If you can get it right, it'll be a bonus for me, but if you can't, so be it." 
 
    "I'll manage," she said with a nod of assurance. She was confidant, but also so pleased this day had not turned out so badly as she thought it would about half an hour previously. 
 
    "One last thing," he said. "I shall also have you put some dummy messages in your email account. Just ignore them, but never email me. If you need to send me facts, write them down on paper and dial this mobile number. A courier will come and get them." 
 
    "You don't trust our email security?" she said with a smile. 
 
    "If the Americans bite, there is no internet security that will totally protect you. But don't worry. You will be safe personally, and when this is over, I promise you you will have stories to tell that you can use to keep up your profile for as long as you wish." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Colonel Maslov sat back in his chair and stared at the desk, which was essentially bare but for an empty in-tray and an out-tray containing one file. He had misgivings about being here; Ufa was not exactly the place to make the next advance to his career, but when the General ordered him to come here, there was little choice. He would so much have preferred to stay in Moscow and he so missed Jannochka and little Nadya and Kolya. He would phone them later that evening. 
 
    The barren desk was a good suggestion that he had no real role in Ufa, and he was so pleased with himself that he had encountered that piece of corruption. The General had ordered him there to oversee possible espionage relating to a major advance. In particular, it related to attempts to uncover work on an unusual manganese compound that had been developed for military use at a secret laboratory set in the forest to the north east of Ufa. He knew nothing more about the material, not that it would have mattered because on a matter of advanced science he would not understand it anyway. Maslov's task was to ensure that such espionage did not succeed, but also to identify any foreign agents of Russian origin that turned up, and if possible, let them run under surveillance provided they did not gain access to that laboratory. He was also to arrange for security for the perimeter of that laboratory.  
 
    The security part was easy. The army provided soldiers who would maintain a guard twenty-four hours per day, seven days per week. There were two fences a hundred meters apart, and as an additional guard against illegal access, the zone contained a minefield. That degree of security had taken hardly any time at all to organise because it had all been done before he had arrived. He knew only too well that no place was impenetrable, but this was about as close as could reasonably be achieved. It was always possible for someone with the right equipment to cross a minefield, but a local spy would hardly have that, and even with it, crossing would be slow, or would be relying very much on luck. It was unlikely an emplaced agent would want to tackle a minefield. 
 
    When Maslov had arrived, he had never believed such espionage was likely, and before he had left Moscow, he and Jannochka had rather gloomily discussed whether he had done anything to warrant being sent away on a nothing job. He could not think why he was being side-lined, but going to Ufa on such feeble prospects seemed as if it were the end of his career. After all, manganese compounds? Who the hell cared about that? These scientists usually had this urge to publish or talk anyway, and even if they did not, manganese chemistry was hardly likely to be the stuff of important secrets. If the heads of the Russian government thought it was, then he suspected that some chemists had been making stupid promises in order to get more funding. 
 
    That was until Doctor Bazina had turned up. When he had checked the appointments book, he saw her name and, with little better to do, he did a quick check and found she was a manganese chemist. That sparked his interest. He was convinced she was a fraud, and was talking up for more funding, and was probably going to offer some sort of bribe to get an FSB agent to support her. So he had surveillance set up on the interview. 
 
    What he heard was a surprise. He quickly became convinced his guess about the chemist was wrong, although the corruption part was right, but not initiated by the chemist. That was strangely fortunate, because everyone in Ufa was wondering what his role there was. A good cover was exposing corruption, so that officer was going to be shown the consequences of using his position for extortion. But even more promising, it appeared that the General might have known something was likely to happen. Maybe his career was not over. 
 
    He knew fine well why the General would not have told him anything about why espionage was suspected. He would not tell subordinates more than they needed to know, the reason being that if you told someone to find something, they frequently did. The fewer the details, the more likely what they found would be real. 
 
    He also considered himself a fair judge of character, and he was sure that Doctor Bazina had grounds for her suspicions. He was certain she had considered a visit to FSB headquarters with all the enthusiasm of someone going for root canal surgery. She had come because she considered it her patriotic duty, and perhaps also a touch of fear that if she did not, and the situation she described later became relevant, she could be considered an accomplice. He was also reasonably confident that that situation had involved someone who was a last minute addition to whatever plan the Americans had. Would they try again? Maybe. Maybe they would try to kidnap Doctor Bazina. If they did, and if by some miracle they avoided the surveillance he would put on her for her own protection, the tracer he gave her would lead him to them. 
 
    He would report what had happened so far to the General. If nothing else, it would show he was not vegetating. 
 
    His phone rang. A call from Moscow, with the highest level of encryption. After he carried out the necessary procedure to have it unencrypted at his end, he found it was a call from the General. 
 
    "Well, Fedya, enjoying Ufa?" 
 
    "Sir, it is a pleasant spot, but I assure you –" 
 
    "You think this is a nothing job don't you?" 
 
    "No sir." 
 
    "Oh, come on. I saw the look on your face when I ordered you there." 
 
    "Yes sir, I thought so then, sir, but not necessarily now." He then gave an account of the interview with Doctor Bazina. 
 
    "So you think this was an American agent at work?" 
 
    "Not exactly sir. I think she was a last minute recruit. The party had one person who had his visa rejected because the passport details did not match what our records stated the person should have. I know this sounds almost ridiculous but I think for some reason the Americans think there is some secret use of manganese that we are hiding." 
 
    "I think they do too, which is the real reason I sent you there. You are aware of a certain laboratory out in the countryside?" 
 
    "Yes, sir. I have had a look at the security and it seems to be reasonable." 
 
    "Only reasonable?" 
 
    "Sir, I have yet to check where the mines were laid, but I would hope they were also where unwanted visitors might try to take cover, such as behind trees." 
 
    "I think you will find it adequate. As a general rule, if you can identify such spies without their knowing, they should be let run, so we can observe their future movements and contacts." 
 
    "Agreed, sir." 
 
    "Now, here is some further information. I don't know whether you have heard of Saveliy Ivanovich Kapralov?" 
 
    "Can't say I have, sir." 
 
    "Well, he is one of our minor oligarchs, and he controls most of our country's manganese. What do you think of that?" 
 
    "I am sure there is some further information you wish to pass on to me, sir." 
 
    The General laughed, and said, "If you thought things were bizarre up to now, this gets a lot worse. As you can probably guess, Kapralov has a lot of money salted away in tax havens." The General stopped talking, and waited for a response. 
 
    "Not entirely a surprise, General, although why this is permitted is . . ." Maslov stopped. He had to be careful. 
 
    "You think it's annoying, don't you Fedya?" 
 
    "Amongst other things, I think he should pay his taxes." 
 
    "Oh, don't worry. He does that. He knows fine well we have our eyes on him, and he is being a very well-behaved oligarch." 
 
    "That's good to hear, sir, but the relevance?" 
 
    "Ah, yes, I was digressing. This is where it gets interesting. He has suffered computer attacks, and we have enough of the hacking code to identify it as being from the NSA family." 
 
    "Ah. So the Americans are also interested in –" 
 
    "The Americans also found the offshore accounts, and at first nothing happened to them, then suddenly they were raided and about eighty million removed." 
 
    "Surely the NSA isn't into common theft?" Maslov was quite surprised. 
 
    "That particular hack was nowhere nearly as well disguised, and we located the source as being in New Jersey, but not at a government site." 
 
    "So," Maslov laughed, "the Americans have a rogue agent?" 
 
    "Now, here is the weirder part. Kapralov complained to us, and we . . ." The General paused to let Maslov complete the sentence. 
 
    "Told him, tough luck, and advised him to bring the rest back before he lost that as well?" 
 
    "Something like that," the General admitted, "but then guess what? All the money was returned some time later. How do you interpret that?" 
 
    "Very difficult to be precise," Maslov said, "but I would guess this was always planned. This was borrowed more than stolen, and my guess is, whoever did it did not expect anyone to notice until it was returned. Still, what you are saying is this is relevant because it happened to Kapralov?" 
 
    "Go on," the General challenged. The good news, from Maslov's point of view, was the General was enjoying this, but in a good way. 
 
    "My guess is it at least indicates the Americans have taken an interest in some project involving a manganese chemical produced near here?" 
 
    "Yes. I want to assure you we think there is a major espionage incident in the making, and I wanted to warn you so you will not feel as if you have been sent out to pasture. You are there because I feel you give us the best chance we have of catching some spies." 
 
    "If I need more equipment, bugs, tracers, and so on?" 
 
    "Order it. Oh, and as for Doctor Bazina, find out what she needs to boost her reputation. If she needs more equipment, or more staff, give it to her. Since the Americans seem to have taken an interest in her, we have to give them more cause." 
 
    "She will thank you, sir." 
 
    "I just hope this works out, Fedya. I've got quite a bit riding on you, so, good luck." 
 
    With that the General hung up. Maslov was pleased. He could tell Jannochka that things were on track, and with any luck, he would put one over those wretched Americans. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    "Well, you two are lucky," Cameron said with a grin. "The boss's invited you to dinner tonight." 
 
    "He has? Where?" Justin tried to look enthused, but it also occurred to him that either he or Janice could well have had dates that evening. 
 
    "You'll find out, because I'll take you," Cameron said, then added wryly, "but you'll dine without me." 
 
    "Then why are you taking us? We can –" 
 
    "Because my job, in part, is also to lose those two followers, and to do it so it looks as natural as possible that we eluded them." 
 
    "So no jumping onto trains at the last moment?" 
 
    "Not unless we would normally have to run for them, which is why we shall give the trains a miss." 
 
    "So why don't you eat with us?" 
 
    "Because I am running security outside," Cameron replied. "That's how I earn my money." 
 
    There was no answer to that. They elected to close the office at half past four, at which time Cameron checked the two outside were still there. They were. 
 
    "Since you don't usually leave for another hour minimum, I think we have them still in an inattentive state. We shall leave out the back door." 
 
    They reached the ground floor and worked their way to the back of the building where there was a loading door and a fire exit. 
 
    "Just let me have a look," Cameron said. He opened the door and peered out. There was nobody in the back lane other than two men unloading a van and carrying whatever into another back door. 
 
    "We could get a lift in that van," Justin remarked. "Nobody would see us if we were in the back." 
 
    "As long as the two unloading aren't also Goldfinch's men," Cameron said. 
 
    "That'd be something of a coincidence," Justin said. "The probability of that –" 
 
    "I agree it's unlikely," Cameron said, "but not impossible, so why take the risk?" 
 
    There was no answer, so they walked past the van, and noticed the two men took no particular notice of them. They reached a main street, and quickly merged with a number of pedestrians. Twice they walked into stores, and re-emerged to join different groups of pedestrians. Finally, Cameron was convinced they were not being followed, so he sent a text. They continued walking; Cameron received an answer, and quickly picked up the pace. They crossed with the lights and walked halfway down the next block when Cameron stopped. They stood there, and a minute later a car pulled up and they got in. 
 
    They drove for quite some time, effectively leaving the metropolitan area, and seemingly going nowhere in particular, when they stopped outside a diner. 
 
    "In you go," Cameron said, as the car drove off. When he saw the concern on Janice's face, he laughed and gave the further explanation, "Don't worry, you'll be taken back. We just don't want anyone spotting the car outside." 
 
    For an "out of the way" place, Justin was quite surprised with what he saw. This was luxurious, and it occurred to him this was a "place in the country" for the rich. A waiter motioned them to follow, and he took them to a small side room. There was one table, and Rutherford was already seated. 
 
    "Thank you for coming," Rutherford said, as he indicated they should sit down. "I know it was short notice, but thanks." 
 
    Justin had to control himself because he knew their continued business operation would depend on Rutherford for a short period of time. "You're welcome," he said, as he sat down. Janice managed a polite smile. 
 
    "Here's the menu." Rutherford handed each of them a copy that, Justin noted, did not have prices on it. "Order whatever you would like to drink and eat, and I mean whatever. There is no point in trying to be cheap, because I would hold that against you. When we get the ordering out of the way and the meals are served, I have some business to discuss." 
 
    Justin realized the fact that it would be held against them if they tried to be cheap also meant it would be held against them if they were stupid. Justin suggested that Rutherford should choose a bottle of wine, and tell them what sort it would be so they could choose an appropriate meal. This seemed to go down well with Rutherford, and he ordered a tolerably expensive French red. They ordered, and Justin was pleased to see Janice also realised that choosing something expensive was good, but excessive ordering was bad. Then there was polite conversation as they waited for their orders to arrive. 
 
    Finally, their main meals were before them and the waiter had left and closed the door. "I need you to do something for me," Rutherford said, and gave the two of them a slightly challenging smile as he continued, "and this time it gets Justin a chance to get out of the city. Janice, you will stay in your office and be really careful." 
 
    "What do you want me to do?" Justin asked cautiously. 
 
    "The background's this," Rutherford started to explain. "There's a major development planned upstate, and the general assumption is it is going to be here." He produced a map, with a red circle marked on it. 
 
    "So?" 
 
    "I have reason to believe Goldfinch will be out there trying to buy up the land in that circle. Once the development gets underway, those sections will become critical. There're about two hundred acres there, and –" 
 
    "Why won't whoever does this simply use land nearby?" Justin asked. This did not make sense. A relatively small piece of land could be purchased just about anywhere. 
 
    "It needs to be flat, it needs to be near a river but it also needs to be flood-free, it needs to be somewhere where the environmentalists won't protest too much, and it needs to have good transport access." 
 
    "There'll be a number of other suitable places, though," Janice noted. "This land is hardly unique, unless there's something I don't know." 
 
    "There's also the issue of permits," Rutherford explained. 
 
    "So you want me to go up there and buy land?" 
 
    "Not exactly," Cameron said and broke into a grin at Justin's expression of sheer puzzlement. 
 
    "Well, what?" 
 
    "You're to go up there and look like you're trying to buy the land, but you haven't really got the necessaries." 
 
    "That last part shouldn't be too hard," Justin said. "Unless you give me the cash, I can't see that I would even want to buy land." 
 
    "You'll represent yourself as an agent, but you will not disclose for whom." 
 
    "There's going to be an interesting commission on this," Justin said, as he shook his head from side to side. "There's no point haggling over the rate, because any percentage of nothing is still nothing." He paused, then said, "What happens if I fail, the other side feels sorry for me, and sells cheaply?" 
 
    "I'll cover it, as long as you stick to the guidelines." 
 
    "And what happens if the other side offers a partnership, him throwing in the land and –" 
 
    "Decline. Remember, you have to appear to want the land, but really you're trying not to get any at all." 
 
    "Just raise the price for Goldfinch?" Janice asked. 
 
    "More or less," Rutherford said. When he saw Justin's frustrated expression, he added as an explanation, "I also want to bog Goldfinch down. So you have to go there and try to generate interest in people's selling, only you don't want to buy." 
 
    "Suppose Goldfinch pulls out?" 
 
    "Then he's smart and we have wasted time, and maybe I'll end up wasting a bit of money. Now, all reasonable expenses will be met, and your firm will get one per cent of whatever Goldfinch pays and two thousand a day for your time. Interested?" 
 
    The answer from Justin's point of view was, not at all, but he knew that was not going to go down at all well, so he took a breath and said, "Yes, of course." 
 
    "Good. Now, one more thing. While you're at this, I want you to have a close look at the land and tell me what you think of it, but don't tell anyone you're doing this." 
 
    "You want me to inspect it?" 
 
    "Yes, but not too overtly. Remember, you are to give the impression you are wanting the site, not what's on it, so don't go inspecting buildings or taking soil samples." 
 
    "And is this dangerous?" Janice asked. 
 
    "It shouldn't be, but we have to accept that sooner or later Goldfinch might start to get annoyed. Oh, one other thing. You can expect that Goldfinch will try to follow you, and check on what you are doing." 
 
    "You want me to avoid tails?" 
 
    "No. I want you to act normally, but keep an eye out. If someone tails you, so be it, but I want to know. Just pretend you don't know as long as they keep a good distance away. " 
 
    "And if they don't?" 
 
    "Then they're not tails. If it is reasonably obvious they're going to be dangerous, do what you can to evade, and when you evade, go to somewhere more populous. Parking outside a police station would probably make most people leave you alone." 
 
    "Hmmm." 
 
    "Justin, don't worry." Rutherford leaned over and put his hand over Justin's and gave it a reassuring squeeze. "You're only going out there to buy land, and you're trying not to succeed. If anyone is going to try to stop you, the first thing they'll do is to try to threaten you off. Since you're really trying not to buy, just look chastised and promise to go away. Then go away. Nobody's going to beat you up to stop you buying if they can stop you buying simply by threatening." 
 
    "I suppose." 
 
    "I'm fairly confident nothing will happen. All I'm saying is, if someone tries to get tough, just fold. It ain't worth getting into strife over." 
 
    "Would you fold?" Justin asked, his face lifting up with an out of the blue challenge. 
 
    "Depends on what assets I have," Rutherford chuckled. "You don't have any and you're not trained for rough stuff, so fold. That's an order." 
 
    "Yes sir. At once." 
 
    Rutherford gave him an odd look. He had never really considered that Justin might have spine, and had really considered him a very weak person who, unfortunately, he had to use. Perhaps that needed re-evaluation. "Right, when you go, Doug will give you an envelope with the where, the details of how much you should offer, and what to do under what circumstances. Your most common instruction is to tell them you'll be back with a bigger offer." 
 
    "Do I give them a business card so they can get back?" 
 
    "No. Tell them you'll get back to them. I'll also give you a car to drive up there." 
 
    "You don't want them to see the sort of car I drive," Justin said with a laugh. "It'd give the wrong impression." 
 
    "I don't want them writing down your number plate," Rutherford countered. "They'd find out who you are and tell the competition." 
 
    "Good point," Justin said, a trifle abashed. "I never thought of that." 
 
    "Don't worry. All I'll usually ask you to do is make investments. You're a money man, but this time I want you to do this for another reason." 
 
    "Which is?" 
 
    "You're to look like a money man who hasn't got a lot of money and who needs a quick deal. The last part isn't true, but if you can look like it, all the better." 
 
    "I can manage to look like someone without a lot of money," Justin laughed, "because I haven't." 
 
    "Good, now we're feeling a little uplifted, why not try for some dessert, and a refill of the wine, or would you like something else to drink?" 
 
    "I'd like a coffee," Janice said. "Preferably a strong one." 
 
    "OK, looks like no wine. Justin?" 
 
    "A coffee, and a cognac, if that's –" 
 
    "Certainly! I said you were to order what you want, not what you think I would approve of. I'll call the waiter." 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Justin was surprised at the vehicle that was provided. A slightly aged and somewhat roughed up BMW that most certainly looked as if it had seen better days. As Rutherford had said when he handed the keys over, "It helps you look as if you've had money, but you've seen better days." 
 
    "I agree. It's a great prop, and I've always wanted to drive a beemer." 
 
    "Then take care," Rutherford said with a grin. "The bodywork looks like it needs attention, but the motor has had attention. If you've got the ability, this thing will get you out of any trouble, but don't go beyond your driving skill. I don't want to find you wrapped around a tree." He paused, and added, "Also, I don't want to be buried in your speeding tickets. Keep within the speed limits unless there's a good reason not to." 
 
    Justin had to admit that last piece of advice had been followed only part of the time. There were places he just could not help himself, but he did keep an eye out for traffic police, and as far as he was aware, he had got away with his little ventures into speed. He had also taken some delight in winding parts, not that they were very winding. Still, the uphill parts allowed him to get the feel of a vehicle that was obviously far superior in performance to his car. Not that that was hard to do. His car was chosen to be reliable, to do what he needed, and to avoid looking ostentatious.  
 
    When he pulled up outside the first place, he was confused. This mainly comprised some land that was not really being used, an old barn or shed, and an old house that was badly in need of paint. True, the land was an asset, and he felt he should concentrate on that. He went up to the house and knocked on the door.  
 
    No answer.  
 
    He knocked again, and after another no answer, he called out at the top of his voice, "Anyone home?" 
 
    No answer. 
 
    He turned and headed back towards his car. 
 
    "You want something?" 
 
    He turned and saw a man walking slowly towards him from the barn. 
 
    "Looking for Mister Simmonds." 
 
    "That's me." 
 
    "I was wondering if you were interested in selling this place." 
 
    Simmonds nodded slightly, and said, "Could be. What're you offering?" 
 
    "It's a nice looking piece of land," Justin said, "but the buildings are a bit run down, so what say one and a half million?" 
 
    "Son, you've got no show." 
 
    "No show?" Justin tried to look puzzled. "Then what do you want?" 
 
    "You're the third one here today, son, and I told the last one, eight million. He's going away to think about it, but he was keen, so, well, nine would fix it right now." 
 
    "Sorry, I can't go that high right now," Justin said. Phase one was working perfectly, but what was it with two others? "I'll need to confirm with my partner, so I'll get back to you." 
 
    "If the other man puts eight on the table, he's got it, so, make up your mind." 
 
    "I'll get back to you," Justin said, and began walking back to his car. That had been a lie, but the good news was, it looked like someone else was doing his job of raising prices for him. 
 
    When he approached the front entrance to the next place, he saw a car already parked, and a man who, from his dress, Justin guessed was the owner, who in turn was talking to someone he could not see. The someone appeared, and seemed agitated. Presumably the owner did not want to sell, or he wanted too much. Or he had sold to the third person. As the man was getting into his car, Justin took a photo with his cell phone, backed up the car, then crouched down so he could just see through the side window. The car passed by and seemingly did not notice Justin, but Justin recognised him: Middleton. Justin felt convinced that Goldfinch had not got that property, but if anyone had then who was it? 
 
    Middleton had driven towards where he had come from, which meant that he would be going to the northernmost of the two in that direction, assuming Middleton was one of the ones who had been to the first place he had tried. He would try the remaining possible purchase in the other direction. 
 
    Again, he arrived at the front gate to see a car parked in the drive, and two men shaking hands. This was not a very big drive, so he took a photo of the two, and watched as the man put some documents into a briefcase, and put that into the back seat of his car. Justin had seen enough and once again backed away. He was reasonably confident he knew all of Goldfinch's possible staff, and this man was not one of them. He must be the third person who was interested. Eventually, the car came out, but instead of heading towards Justin, it kept going away. 
 
    Justin decided to try his luck. He was reasonably convinced that a deal had been signed, judging from the enthusiasm of the parting, and the documents being secured. He parked outside the gate and walked up the drive. The owner was somewhat surprised to see him, and even more surprised to be asked if he wanted to sell. He did, but he had, and that was to the person who had just left. 
 
    "I suppose if you made me an offer big enough to make it worth my while and to untangle the legal mess –" 
 
    "No!" Justin interrupted firmly. When he saw the greedy look be replaced by surprise, he added, "If you would break a deal just signed with someone else, you'd break it with me. I don't need that sort of trouble." 
 
    To Justin's surprise, the man looked philosophical, and they parted on reasonable terms. 
 
    Since it was nearly midday, Justin decided to go back to the nearest town for lunch. He parked and found a pleasant place with outside tables. The view was less than exciting, with the road in the foreground, but the air was clean and crisp, and the sun was shining. It felt quite warm at the table he chose, which was quite sheltered, and when his order turned up, he felt life was well worth living. Whether Goldfinch got the land remained to be seen, but he suspected any commission he had hoped for had gone. It appeared that third person had scored a reasonable fraction of the land. He had no idea who this third person was, but then again, he did not care. He had been asked not to buy and he had not bought. Life was good, and he would bask in this sunshine for a little longer before going home. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    "I'm not sure whether I succeeded or not," Justin explained to Rutherford, when he met again to hand over the keys to the beemer. "I did not buy, but there was a third person out there, and he got there sooner." 
 
    "The early bird, eh?" Rutherford said. 
 
    "Yes, well you said you wanted me to raise the price but not buy, so I thought –" 
 
    "That's all right. I don't suppose you found out anything about him, or her?" 
 
    "Definitely a him. I saw him." 
 
    Justin explained how he had seen Middleton, and how he had photographed him as he drove back towards civilization, and how he had played the same trick on the second person, but without success. "I got a long distance photograph, but I doubt it's of much use, and the man drove the other way, although why I don't know, unless . . ." 
 
    "I think you've worked it out," Rutherford said with a laugh, and he patted Justin on the shoulder. "He saw a car pull up, then back away. He wouldn't know exactly what was going on, but why take the risk? If you wanted details on him, you'd have to follow, and he would know you were on to him. You didn't follow?" 
 
    "No, I didn't think it was important enough. I'm sorry if you –" 
 
    "Don't be. You were right. We don't need to get involved in whatever is going on there. My objective was to irritate Goldfinch, and get him to lose some money. The last thing we need is to get involved in some other stoush for no benefit. If he wants to irritate Goldfinch, either consciously or not, let him get on with it." 
 
    "That's what I thought at the time," Justin admitted. 
 
    "Then you thought right. Maybe you've got a feel for this sort of thing."  
 
    Justin had no idea what to make of this, so he said nothing. 
 
    Rutherford was unsure what to take from Justin's silence and facial expression, so he decided to change the subject. "So what did you think of the site?" 
 
    "It looked awfully like a lot of other sites," Justin explained. "I don't know what this development is about, but my guess is that if someone thought this place was too expensive, there are plenty of alternatives, and there's one more thing." He paused, because this would seem to question Rutherford. 
 
    "Yes? Go on. I won't bite." 
 
    "Well, it strikes me as odd to fix a place for a development without having the land tied up, at least provisionally." 
 
    "My information says that's what's happened, though," Rutherford said with a shrug. 
 
    "But is it?" 
 
    "What're you getting at?" 
 
    "Supposing someone suspected his organization had a security leak? Suppose they generated this to see what would happen?" 
 
    Rutherford seemed a little stunned for a moment, then said, "That's an interesting point. Since we haven't bought any land, it'll be interesting to see what happens next. Right, here's your payment for two days work –" 
 
    "It was really only one day," Justin reminded him. 
 
    "We'll call it two days, so why don't we go and have another meal, unless you have something more pressing?" 
 
    "I have nothing more pressing," Justin smiled, as he pocketed the envelope. 
 
    "Excellent. No more business tonight. Just eat and enjoy yourself, while we get to know each other a little better." 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Middleton closed the door to Goldfinch's office and stared at the impassive face behind the rather oversized desk. If Goldfinch was not a happy man now, he thought, this news was hardly going to improve things. He edged towards the desk. The spare chairs had been removed today, so he had to stand. Goldfinch looked up at him, with a touch of irritation, as if to say, "Well, get on with it." 
 
    "We had competition," Middleton finally said.  Reporting to Goldfinch that he had not exactly carried out instructions was not one of the more desirable things to do, so he felt he should feed the bad news in as indirectly as possible. 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "Well, I have a provisional contract on one of the sites, but –" 
 
    "Provisional on what?" 
 
    "On getting three other sites," Middleton said, "and I lost out on two of them, so I can back out if you wish." 
 
    "That's sensible," Goldfinch nodded, and Middleton gave a slight breath of relief. "Do we know who beat you to it?" 
 
    "I don't know for sure, but I've got a fair idea." 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    "Justin Lamont. I saw him sitting outside having lunch out there, and the obvious reason for going that far on a work day would be to buy land." 
 
    "I suppose there are other possibilities," Goldfinch said, "but yes, I tend to agree." 
 
    "There's more. You recall I've had someone watching Lamont and Ellison? Well, they left work an hour earlier than usual with another man who seems to be there to keep an eye on them. Unfortunately, they evaded my watchers, but –" 
 
    "But you think someone is backing them, and sent Lamont off for the land?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "You're probably right," Goldfinch said. "Lamont would be acting on orders." 
 
    "So, do we buy those two?" 
 
    "No. Let Lamont have the lot." 
 
    "You're going to let him succeed?" Middleton was puzzled. 
 
    "Nope. You'll notice there is a stream running through that land. What you may not know is there is an endangered species of snail there. I'll file objections, and persuade the authorities to block the development there on environmental grounds. There're plenty of alternative sites." 
 
    "If there're endangered species, why did we want it in the first place?" 
 
    "I have no idea whether there are or not," Goldfinch said with a laugh, "but if I let it be known there's an environmental group getting ready to protest, the developer will take the easy way out and go somewhere else." 
 
    "That's cunning," Middleton said. "That'll fix Lamont."  
 
    "Yes, it will won't it?" Goldfinch gave an inward smile. Someone had apparently saved Lamont from his first disaster, but that someone would tire of saving him sooner or later. Time to get some rumours going. What Middleton did not know was that this exercise had really been carried out to keep a source of information happy, and to do something for the next quarter's balance sheet, but Goldfinch had never felt deeply committed to it. In the first place, it was really too small. It was one of those so-called opportunities that would tie up too much of his time for insufficient return.  
 
    The virtue of this rumour was that it could go back through his source to the developer, and the developer would go somewhere else. He would also be grateful to his source, and if he spread the word, the source would become far more useful. This would cost nothing, but it would screw Lamont. That was an outcome worth devoting time to achieve. 
 
    The other benefit was it might flush out this other man who was helping Lamont. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Doctor Bazina had given some thought to what she should do, and in the end she put in a request for funding for a project she had always wanted to do, but additionally, she attached a joint request on behalf of the Institute for the latest biggest magnetic resonance spectrometer with a raft of extras. There would be no way any funding agency would approve this, but on the other hand, if they approved a reasonable amount of it . . .  Stop! She was dreaming. Now the envelope containing the reply was in front of her. This, she thought, would at least show that FSB Colonel that he was hardly omnipotent. She tore the envelope open, and pulled out the documentation. 
 
    To her sheer surprise, the application was granted in full. This was the first time in living memory that anyone at the Institute had received what they asked for, without something being chiselled off. She must quickly share her news, especially with the other scientists who joined in the application for the spectrometer. Her story that manganese had only one stable isotope must have had an effect. Why nobody had questioned the usefulness of such a machine for a nucleus with a 5/2 spin surprised her, but she was not going to question the decision. 
 
    When she went for lunch, she was loudly applauded, and she felt quite embarrassed. Suddenly, everyone wanted to know her. This seemed to be silly, from her point of view, but she remembered a note that Maslov had attached to the notification: "Enjoy your fame". Yes, she had to do some good chemistry, but that was what she was good at. That part did not worry her at all. What did worry her was what would happen if the people who Maslov was after failed to turn up. When she had raised this possibility, Maslov merely laughed.  
 
    "If nobody turns up to spy, then look at it this way: you have at least scored a funding success. I'm the one who gets embarrassed if I've got this all wrong." 
 
    "You don't look very worried," she said. She meant it. He looked so confident that nothing could go wrong. 
 
    "I'm not," he assured her. "First, I suspect someone will turn up, and the only time I'm in trouble is if I miss them and they get what they want. As for other scenarios, well the FSB Director ordered this operation, so he won't be making a big fuss of nothing happening. He also ordered your funding, and not very many people are going to argue with him on that." 
 
    Doctor Bazina understood. There were not very many people who would whine about the Director of the FSB. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Doctor Bazina was about to go home, but first, as she approached her office, she needed to make a call. She took out her cell phone and was about to dial when she noticed her office door was not properly closed. She was sure she had locked it before she had gone down to the lab. She carefully approached the door, and yes, there was a light on inside. She prepared her cell phone, and opened the door. There was someone she had never seen before prying open her filing cabinet. 
 
    "What do you think . . ." She suddenly realised that this man was somewhat bigger than her, and he began to move towards her. She took a quick photo with her cell phone, and turned and ran in the direction that was easiest for her, which was the opposite from going back towards the lab. 
 
    She glanced back. The man, carrying a file, burst out of the office and began chasing her. Her shoes were not quite right for running, and he was catching her. 
 
    Just then, two students came around a corner, while another man appeared from the other direction. This new arrival yelled out something and drew a pistol. The man chasing her decided to abandon the chase, and disappeared down a stairwell. The man with the gun followed down the stairwell, but seemingly failed to catch up with the quarry. 
 
    Doctor Bazina decided it was time to phone Maslov. 
 
    "Fortunately, nothing bad happened," Maslov tried to calm her. "The photo you took of the man is a real help." 
 
    "I notice he took a file." 
 
    "Yes," Maslov beamed. "One of the two I put in there, so he bit." 
 
    "That's good?" 
 
    "Yes. The information is quite cryptic, and raises more questions than answers, but it also gives suggestions where the answers are, and you will be pleased to know it's not here." 
 
    "A trap?" 
 
    "Indeed. The need for you to be able to go about your normal work made it difficult to set a trap here." 
 
    "And what about that man with the gun?" 
 
    "One of my men," Maslov said. "He was there to protect you, but also to be unobtrusive. Had you run the other way, where you had come from, it would have been a lot easier, but you weren't to know that." 
 
    "You should have told me," she muttered. 
 
    "Yes, but then we would have to test your acting ability. I believe it would have been too difficult for you." 
 
    "So, did you catch your spy?" 
 
    "Nope," Maslov said with a grin. 
 
    "So it was a waste of time?" 
 
    "Oh no. We know who he is now, and we deliberately let him go. We want to follow him, so don't you worry." 
 
    "He might come back and –" 
 
    "If he looks like he is coming anywhere near you again, he will soon be in a really unpleasant cell, that I promise. Now, you have had your bit of excitement. I doubt you will be troubled again, but if another contact appears, keep to the script." 
 
    "I can do that," she said with a smile, as she got up to leave. 
 
    Maslov watched her leave. He felt a little guilty about the way he was using her, but there were few alternatives. At least she was getting something she valued from the exercise; academic research money was always hotly contested, but an instruction from the head of the FSB did wonders for someone's chances. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    For what might be the first time in her life, Ruth Telfar had no idea what to do next. The agent she had sent from Samara had never been in Ufa before, so would not have been recognised, but equally, he did not know his way around. His objective was to enter Bazina's office and check her filing cabinet. The problem was, he had no knowledge of chemistry, so he could have missed all sorts of things. He should have left it until evening; his counter was the place got securely locked with sophisticated alarms and he had no idea how to disable them. She had to admit he had a point there. 
 
    He had been interrupted, but he had escaped, and he assured her he had not been followed or questioned. He was home free. She was less convinced. He had admitted this Bazina woman had a mobile phone in her hand, and that strongly suggested she could have taken a photograph. If the FSB identified him from a photo, anyone he contacted would be in danger. This man had to go to ground until this blew over, or maybe get out of the country. 
 
    He had stolen a file. Actually, it appeared to be part of a file, because while the front page was clearly the start, three pages later it stopped, mid-sentence, and it was fairly clear more was to follow. The return address was a roadside address, and when her agent in Ufa had checked this out, it was a simple delivery box for letters, except it was unlike any usual box. It was set in a massive amount of concrete, and the box part appeared to be constructed from rather heavy steel. The agent mentioned that it was difficult to be sure, because she could hardly get out of the car and study the box. Whatever it was for, there was a track leading from the road going beside this box and into the woodland. Whatever was there was a long way back in. The track was fairly heavily rutted, as if some heavy vehicles had used it shortly after rain. She apologised, but she did not think it was safe to go further. Telfar acknowledged she would be right, as far as she was concerned. 
 
    The next question was, what did the three pages they have tell? Each page was stamped "Top Security", which was why her agent had taken it. Half of the first page was simply complimenting Doctor Bazina on her skilful syntheses. There followed a large table of results, but they were written rather strangely. She, Telfar, had had this sent to her chemist, and the result was frustrating. The XYZ in the formulae apparently simply meant three functional groups or three structural elements, the identity of which would be known to those doing the work. In short this was merely a shorthand for what everyone knew, and it would be peculiar to their project. There were a lot of Rs, with differing numbers on them, and her chemist had explained that was conventional in chemistry for a range of substituents, which would be identified on another piece of paper. They did not have the piece of paper. 
 
    The table listed the results of some specific test, seemingly as a per centage, and apparently a higher number was better because two had quite high numbers and were accompanied by exclamation marks. The document ended with a request to improve the synthesis of the highest scoring compound. There was effectively a plea. At present this compound was essential to the motherland, but the current synthetic method was unusable in bulk. On scaling, the solution went . . .  One needed page five to find out what to or where it went. 
 
    This letter was two years old, so it was possible that Doctor Bazina had solved that problem. Or not. However, it took little imagination from the comment, "this compound was essential to the motherland" and it was in the filing cabinet of a manganese chemist, that this compound and the "Mndown" were connected. It also meant that place out in the woods needed inspection. The problem was, how to do it? This really should involve a physical inspection, but this was a rather unusual problem. Just supposing an agent succeeded in getting in and out, would the agent recognize anything important once in there? Samples could be stolen, but according to that sheet of paper, most of the samples tested did not work particularly well, and what she had was a list of about one hundred and eighty failures and two successes. Samples just lying around would probably be the rejects, or the good stuff used that day and not put away, but how could the agent tell? 
 
    Maybe the first attempt should be to see if that place in the woods could be hacked. Yes, she would pass the problem over. That would buy her agents some time, and maybe an extra week or so of life, for if that place were top secret, people attempting unauthorised entry may well be shot on sight. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Rutherford was also uncertain as to what he should do next. His previous attempt at an attack on Goldfinch seemed to have ended up a draw. Neither won, neither lost. He had inside information that Goldfinch was launching a private campaign to get the site changed, presumably to hurt him, or Lamont and Ellison. That would not work because they had bought nothing, but that opportunity to hinder Goldfinch had been taken off the table. Goldfinch would have to avoid a purchase elsewhere because he would be accused of having a conflict of interest. Conflicts of interest had never held back Goldfinch before, but this time it would be publicly known. Goldfinch's best strategy would be to try and help the developer get the best deal, and he should only take either fees or a commission, and there was not much he, Rutherford, could do about that, short of finding out what Goldfinch's suggestion was and sabotaging that some way. But that would be very counterproductive and could get him into a lawsuit that he did not need, or worse, blacken his name throughout the market. Nobody would mind his spat with Goldfinch, but hurting a developer instead with a misdirected shot would not go down at all well. 
 
    His phone went. He picked it up and found Bernard Lawton wanted something. Specifically, Burrowes was to go to a specific location at four that afternoon, and nobody was to follow him. So, now he was a message boy. Still, there was no point in getting offside with Lawton. He would go tell Burrowes. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Burrowes left work at about three forty-five, and offered no excuse or explanation. Svetlana mentioned that she was supposed to help him, and since he had left, it was unlikely he needed help that afternoon, so she would leave too. She had a rather non-descript car, and she entered the road very soon after Burrowes. She saw his car in the distance, so she decided to follow him. 
 
    She saw him stop, so she stopped a good distance behind and watched. Burrowes got out of the car and started walking towards a bridge over a rail line. There was a man standing there. So, a secret meeting, she thought. She drove back onto the road and over the bridge, sneaking two photographs of the man from her mobile phone. Nobody took any notice of her. She drove on and entered a parking lot for a supermarket. She sat there for a while, thinking about this, then decided to have a peek back at the bridge. There was Burrowes and the somebody walking towards them. Svetlana saw them get into a car. She also noticed four other men who were clearly agents, and who were keeping watch. This was not the time to draw attention to herself. She entered the supermarket.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Burrowes walked up on the bridge, and recognised Bernard Lawton. He had only seen him twice before because Lawton was in the stratosphere of the NSA. He almost turned around and walked away, but he recalled Rutherford's instructions. Talk to him. You don't have to talk long, but talk. He understood. Lawton was the source of the envelopes of currency he received from time to time. 
 
    "You wish to see me?" Burrowes said, his voice devoid of emotion, but also devoid of any warmth. 
 
    "I do. I've got a car parked nearby, so why don't we go and sit down out of this wind?" 
 
    There was little option but to agree, so Burrowes followed, and perhaps a little nervously, he got into the passenger side of a rather large SUV that looked as if it were armour-plated.  
 
    "So?" Burrowes asked, when Lawton got in, and was clearly not going to drive. 
 
    "I have something I want you to do." 
 
    "You may recall I no longer work for the NSA," Burrowes said. "You may recall you had me fired." 
 
    "And you may recall you get envelopes of cash with remarkable frequency, and you should be seriously better off." 
 
    "And maybe I owe the source of that cash, but –" 
 
    "I control the source of that cash." 
 
    "So, you're going to fire me again," Burrowes said in a depressed tone. However, he had achieved something; he had forced this man to admit he was the real boss. 
 
    "I said I had a job for you," Lawton said as he tried to ease the tension. 
 
    "And then, or sometime later, when I'm no longer of any use to the project, you dispose of me don't you?" Now there was real bitter anger in his voice. 
 
    "Exactly what is your problem?" 
 
    "Quite simply," Burrowes said as firmly as he could manage, "Two things. First, I want to know what the end-point of all this is." 
 
    "I see," Lawton replied. "Before we go into that, I want answers to some simple questions." 
 
    "Like what?" 
 
    "You hacked into Kapralov's offshore bank accounts?" 
 
    "I did," Burrowes said. "I was instructed to and –" 
 
    "And you removed money?" 
 
    "I did nothing of the sort." 
 
    "Eighty million dollars went walk-about. How do you explain that?" 
 
    "First, that money went back in and –" 
 
    "I don't care about that. Did you take it?" 
 
    "No, but I believe I know who did." 
 
    "And that was?" Lawton's eyes bored into Burrowes. 
 
    "Dennis. He works for Rutherford." He saw that Lawton did not seem to believe him, so he continued, "I came in late one evening and found Dennis going over my computer there. When he left, I found he had followed and made a copy of my route for breaking into Kapralov's account, so my guess is, Dennis did it again." 
 
    "Not very secure, were you?" 
 
    "You're the one who put me in with that lot," Burrowes countered. "I can't take home those desktop computers every night so what did you expect?" 
 
    To Burrowes' surprise, Lawton gave a chuckle. "I guess that's a point. OK, in answer to your question, if you see this job through to the end, if you wish you'll be able to return to the NSA with a promotion, or alternatively you can go on your way with our good wishes and a going away gift. That's as long as you don't start stealing. Behave like a thief, and you'll be treated as one." 
 
    "I have not stolen anything," Burrowes protested. 
 
    "I believe you. As an aside, who's this Dennis?" 
 
    "It's probably not his real name. I can get you a photo if you wish, and I can try for further information, like his car plate number and –" 
 
    "Yes, do that, but not obtrusively. Dennis' antics are not really our concern at the moment. Your second issue?" 
 
    "Quite simply, you have set me off looking for something, but I have no idea what it is. You don't trust me, so how do you expect me to succeed?" 
 
    Lawton nodded, then said, "I was wondering whether this would come up. I have been ordered not to tell you, or anybody else for that matter." 
 
    "And I'm supposed to be psychic?" 
 
    "You're supposed to stumble on it," Lawton said, then he held up a hand to stop Burrowes from saying any more. "I'll give you a slight clue if you promise not to tell anyone, including the Russian woman helping you." 
 
    Burrowes stared at Lawton. What could this be? In the end he took a breath and said, "I promise." 
 
    "It's something to do with Russian warplanes." 
 
    Burrowes stared at Lawton. "What on earth has manganese got to do with –" 
 
    "That is what you're supposed to stumble on," Lawton said with a shrug. "Now, your next job is a bit trickier. I gather you located a building in the woodlands around Ufa?" 
 
    "I did." 
 
    "I want you to try to hack in and find out what's going on inside there." 
 
    "That's not going to be easy," Burrowes warned. "I don't know what the place is called, and I have no idea what its URL will be." 
 
    "I know this is not going to be easy," Lawton acknowledged. "Here is a file that might help you. You will have to read it here, and you can take simple notes, but if so, those notes must not be left lying around. You understand?" 
 
    "Give me the file," Burrowes said. This was not exactly the way he wanted to spend the late afternoon, but there was little choice. 
 
    "When you're finished, we can go get a drink," Lawton said. "Take your time." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Burrowes was sitting at his desk, not doing very much. He should be searching assiduously, but for what? He could hardly do a search for the internet address of "a shed in the woods near Ufa". He had no idea what the target organization was called, and he had no idea whether it was even connected to the web. The fact of the matter was, the second best defence against hacking was not to have selected computers connected to the web, and the best defence was not to even have an internet connection. 
 
    This was where Lawton could do something for him. US satellite surveillance should be able to tell whether there was any traffic coming from the building through electromagnetic radiation, and he had asked Lawton to check. The short answer now was there were no detectable signals. That almost certainly meant the building was not connected to the internet via satellite, or if it were, it was using some frequency that he could not receive, which was effectively the same thing from the practical point of view. There were also no obvious landlines going in. Either this building was operating at genuinely top security, or it meant the building was not doing anything that required exterior communication. In either case, it meant he was not going to succeed. Of course he could hardly give up, but he felt that it was wrong to just devote time to random searches in the full knowledge that he would fail. 
 
    It was also wrong, he acknowledged somewhat glumly to himself, to sit there doing nothing. He needed inspiration. Staring at the desk was not providing any. 
 
    "Hey Sveta!" That was Dennis, who seemed to be infuriatingly cheerful lately. 
 
    Svetlana scowled at him. 
 
    "Sveta!" Dennis was undeterred by the scowl. "You'd better check on our Newbie. He hasn't moved for over five minutes –" 
 
    "Shuddup!" Burrowes scowled back. 
 
    "Oh. There's life. For a moment, I thought you must be dead, or asleep at the wheel and –" 
 
    "Dennis, why don't you go back to doing what you're supposed to be doing?" The way Svetlana said that, it might have looked like a question, but it was not intended as one.  
 
    A more interesting question, Burrowes thought to himself, was what was Dennis supposed to be doing? He had been infernally upbeat for over a week or so, but he had refused to make any comment as to what caused such optimism. Yes, they had celebrated a success some time previously, and it seemed that Rutherford was quite happy to celebrate success, but that had passed. Dennis had come down from the celebratory high and more or less returned to normal Dennis, but recently he was back up again. Not only that, but Dennis most definitely became more subdued whenever Rutherford was around, and that suggested that Dennis might be doing a bit of freelancing. Well, if so, good luck to him. Back to his problem. 
 
    One bad part was how to involve Svetlana? Lawton had made it very clear that he was not to tell anyone about the contents of the file, and he had forgotten to tell Lawton what he already knew, and he had forgotten to ask what he could tell his co-worker. The last thing he wanted was to be caught up in the latest bout of anti-Russian sentiment, and if it became known he had been fired from the NSA and was leaking information to a Russian, anything could happen. Amongst other things, he did not trust Lawton. Lawton was a high flier, and you did not get to be a high flier without greasing up the necessary links on the promotional path. If Lawton needed to make an example of Burrowes to achieve his career goals, Burrowes would be sacrificed irrespective of what promises had been made. 
 
    Svetlana was showing interest in what he was doing, but she was not offering much in the way of suggestions, which, he realised, was not exactly surprising because there were no simple ways around this problem. It took her three days to come up with the suggestion that was similar to one he had considered. 
 
    "Why don't we check on manganese chemists in Ufa?"  
 
    That was a rather long way around it, but he was not supposed to tell anyone he knew about Doctor Bazina. "What will that give us, other than a lot of work?"  
 
    "If we hack their emails, we should be able identify the inventor." When Burrowes gave a vacant expression, she continued, "The inventor would presumably maintain correspondence with whoever is developing the invention." 
 
    "It's not that easy to hack into various computers," Burrowes grumbled, "and it is not made easier in that if this is real, security will be tight." 
 
    "Of course it's not easy," Svetlana countered, "but at least you should try. I mean, it's not as if you're swamped with alternative ways of filling in the day." 
 
    So Burrowes pretended to agree, with strong reservations. It was then he had an idea that could not get him into trouble with Lawton. "Before we do that, why don't we check institutions themselves?" 
 
    "What do you mean?" She seemed a little perplexed at this heading off on a tangent. 
 
    "What I mean is that if someone had really done something valuable for Russia, wouldn't you expect the Government to give them a reward?" 
 
    "Yes, but scientists could not accept something for doing their job, other than promotion and –" 
 
    "How about extra funding, or funding for special equipment?" 
 
    "Oh, I see," she said. "Yes, I agree. And that will be a lot easier to find." 
 
    "It will help sort the heap, and save us guessing our way through all the scientists in Ufa." 
 
    "Then let's see what we can find." 
 
    This took a surprisingly short search. As Burrowes said, they should start with the most prominent institutions, because they would have the best staff, and that is where the Government would look to first for help. That quickly paid off, and a web note of a massive increase in funding and equipment was proudly announced, followed by an acknowledgement in the bottom left hand corner of the announcement, in small print, that it was Doctor Bazina that had won this grant. It took very little time to discover that Doctor Bazina led the only research team at that institution into anything related to manganese. 
 
    It took a surprising effort to hack into Bazina's email account on her server, and the results were at first simply confusing: lots of emails about manganese chemistry, usually involving difficulties others were having making certain substitutions in awkward oxidation states and asking for her advice; a battery of emails where she was refereeing a number of other submissions for publication; and finally a number of emails that seemed quite innocent to old friends and some relations.  
 
    "There could be anything in these emails on chemistry," Burrowes noted, "and I wouldn't be any the wiser." 
 
    "At least for the time being you can forget the ones where she is refereeing someone else's submissions," Svetlana suggested, "because that information is intended for publication. That's hardly likely to be secret." 
 
    "That's true," Burrowes replied, "but superficially we can also reject those emails relating to other people's difficulties, and we can neglect the personal stuff, but if we do that we've got zip." 
 
    "Maybe you have to go back further into the past?" 
 
    "I know," Burrowes said. "This is going to take a lot of time, though." 
 
    "Does it matter? You've got plenty of time." 
 
    "The longer I'm in there, the more likely they'll find me," he said, "but you're right, I probably don't have much choice." He stopped talking while he concentrated on moving more quickly through files. "I suppose the good news is that the Russians can't come and arrest me," he finally said with a wan smile. 
 
    "You never know your luck," she retorted. 
 
    "You think the FSB is going to turn up any minute?" he asked with a laugh. 
 
    "As I said, you never know your luck." 
 
    He scrolled more furiously, then suddenly stopped. "Well, look at this. An anomaly." 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "An email from somewhere I don't recognize. It thanks her for her great efforts on behalf of the motherland." 
 
    "So now what?" 
 
    "I copy this address and search for any previous ones from that address." 
 
    He quickly had five emails, each with sizable attachments. He copied the emails and downloaded the attachments, then quickly exited. 
 
    He opened the attachments and gave Svetlana a challenging grin as he said, "This is where you earn your keep as a translator." 
 
    "I was afraid you'd say that," she said. "Show me, but no promises." 
 
    "You've forgotten your language while living in the decadent West?" 
 
    "No!" she said, and gave him a punch on the shoulder. She quickly scanned through them. "These look very technical, and so far I don't understand them in the Russian, let alone know what the English equivalent terms are." She kept scanning, then said, "This one I do understand. It says the sender has been severely reprimanded for disobeying instructions regarding sending messages on the internet. Please only send messages by paper. And that is the last message." 
 
    "So, they've cottoned on to what we were going to do," Burrowes mused. "Suggests this is important." 
 
    "So what are you going to do?" 
 
    "I'll give the attachments to  . .  " He almost said Lawton, but he recovered. " . . the boss. He can give them to whoever's paying us. Meanwhile, we can see what we can make from the address of the sender of these emails." 
 
    Further probing suggested that the address from which these emails were sent had been discontinued. Burrowes was almost back to square one in trying to hack the shed. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Burrowes had given the attachments to Lawton, not Rutherford, and Lawton had contacted the White House Woman, who had them translated. She then called Telfar and Lawton to a White House meeting.  
 
    "Our Ms Anonymous is not a happy person," Lawton whispered to Telfar. 
 
    One glance at her face confirmed that. 
 
    "Bernie's man has given us a clue," she said. "The trouble is, it's not a huge clue. He has found some emails to and from some organization of which we have little information . . ." She paused, then added, "No, that's dishonest. Up until we got these emails we had no idea it exists. Anyway, the emails commended on behalf of the motherland the recipient for her efforts and said that they will be strategically important. There were also attachments that I had translated and it seems they involved some detailed chemistry." 
 
    "What did the attachments say?" Lawton asked. 
 
    "That's the problem. Essentially nothing. They discussed the difficulty someone was having in scaling up the substitution reaction on a ligand, and enquired whether it could be done before the material was liganded." 
 
    "And the answer?" Lawton said with a smile. 
 
    "Would you understand it?" Telfar challenged him. 
 
    "Probably not," Lawton replied, "but we need to know how valid this discussion is, don't we?" 
 
    "The answer was a simple no," the woman from the White House said. "It was stated that the number of substituents was critical, and that could only be controlled by the slower reactions of the complex." 
 
    "And the complex is?" 
 
    "That we don't know. The chemist told me that the questions and answers were very reasonable and were of the sort of thing you might expect when scaling up, and by then the nature of the complex, how it was made, and what the ligands were, would be well understood." 
 
    "What's a ligand?" Telfar asked, perhaps a little sheepishly for asking what she assumed was a very basic question. 
 
    "What you put on the manganese to make the complex." 
 
    "Oh. So where does that get us?" Telfar asked. She had suddenly realized that it would not be good form to ask, what was a complex? The answer would almost certainly be, a metal atom with ligands attached to it, which would get them back around the circle. 
 
    "It gets us down to either needing to see the recipe, or getting a sample of this stuff. That's what the chemist says anyway. Apparently, apart from the fact it's a complex and has manganese in it, we still don't know much about it. Bernard, keep your man on the job. Ruth prepare for an investigation of the shed, but don't actually do anything yet." 
 
    "It's going to be a big risk trying to burgle that shed," Telfar said. "If you really want that, it should be military." 
 
    "That would be an invasion if they were caught." 
 
    "Yes, and my agents are dead if they're caught. My agents are spies, not burglars, and they are more likely to be caught." 
 
    "Maybe there's another way," Lawton said. "If this is being made by a chemical company, it may well be funded or managed through something like Rostec. They tend to be involved in military developments, and high technology industrial developments." 
 
    "That's promising." 
 
    "Maybe, but don't forget Rostec's big, and involves hundreds of organizations. It could take a long time to even discover what are relevant," Telfar pointed out. 
 
    "Yes, but if you look at their website, they openly admit to being involved with stealth technology. They even have a dig at the US on it."  
 
    "How?"  
 
    Lawton gave a big grin as he said, "The website states the US got interested from reading an article by the Russian physicist Peter Ufimtsev, and it then points out he emigrated to the US and worked on it for us. They effectively claim our stealth technology is a Russian invention."  
 
    "Then why did they let this Ufimtsev go?" Telfar asked. Her frown showed she was quite perplexed by the claim. 
 
    "Because the Soviets decided that stealth still did not work properly, and to get the shape right, you have to sacrifice manoeuvrability. They also argue the stealth is too expensive, and point out the only US aircraft the Serbs shot down was actually a stealth plane." 
 
    "So this is a waste of time?" the woman from the White House asked. She so wanted this problem to go away. 
 
    "If this specific paint does what it claims, no," Lawton replied. "The claims are, you can paint any aircraft to get much improved stealth, and that should not affect the performance other than maybe through minor frictional effects." 
 
    "Right, then we're back to where we were a little while ago." 
 
    "Maybe Bernie's man can explore the Rostec or aircraft industry connections," Telfar offered. 
 
    "I agree," the woman from the White House said, "but equally at the very least you can find an agent to at least search this Bazina woman's files, preferably at night when there is more time. Right, we have things to do, so go do them." With that, she gathered her papers and stormed out the door. 
 
    "Do you get the feeling this is not very well planned?" Lawton asked. 
 
    "I'm just wondering if maybe it is very well planned," Telfar replied, "except not by us nor for our benefit. Bernie, please, make another deeper sweep of Bazina's links, just to make sure there's no communication with the FSB, say." 
 
    "Will do, but I suspect you need someone on the ground there to do that. I mean, they might meet in the park, say." 
 
    "I get it. I'll see what I can do." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Burrowes viewed the latest instructions with no enthusiasm whatsoever. He had previously made an exhaustive search of Doctor Bazina's files on her computer and on her server, and he was reasonably sure he had everything. Just because his supervisor from the NSA wanted something else did not mean it was there. Still, instructions were instructions and he must persist, no matter how fruitless this was going to be.  
 
    Meanwhile, Rutherford was away somewhere for the week and Dennis was becoming unbearable with his comments, which mainly comprised, "Cheer up!" "You should start living," and, "God, you're looking dull!" Obviously something good had happened for him, or at least he thought it was good, whatever it was. Even Brian was puzzled. Also, it turned out that Rutherford had not given the two of them any further instructions, so Brian decided to go home. Burrowes suspected it was mainly to get away from Dennis. Dennis turned up each day, but it was hard to work out what, if anything, he was doing there. 
 
    Svetlana was not much happier. She was working her way through the seven hundred Rostec organizations, none of which were giving her positive responses. Since she had no training in intelligence gathering, it was unlikely she would find anything, and he would probably have to go through a number of them as well. 
 
    When he finally gave up on the back files, and once again had found nothing other than all the files on manganese chemistry that meant nothing to him, he had an idea. The University surveillance cameras. Records were kept going back a month, so he hacked into them, and put on a search for Doctor Bazina. He soon had plenty of clips of her arriving for work, leaving work, going to the cafeteria, going to the laboratory, all of which was boring, but there was one clip of interest. She was leaving, but stopped on the forecourt to talk to a man who, at a guess would be aged about forty. He was well dressed, so he was not likely to be a student or a research associate. He copied the image of the face, which unfortunately was of rather poor definition, and correlated it with the University staff. He was not a University staff member. Unfortunately, there was no clue as to who he was. Just in case, on a whim he tried the local FSB branch, but there was nobody on their staff who looked like that either. He tried the staff of Ufa–based chemical companies, and still no match. Another dead end. Of course it could be a boyfriend or a relation. 
 
    What Burrowes did not know was he had the image of Maslov. The reason why there was no image of him in the Ufa FSB list was because technically he was not part of the Ufa branch. He had expressly forbidden any image of him to be anywhere on their files, and when one agent had sent a question on this to Moscow, the General sent a very terse email back, which was effectively an "obey, or else" message. 
 
    The next question was, could Bazina have a further internet account that he knew nothing about? So far, he had had no luck finding one, but there were still some tricks to play. It was three days later that he had what seemed to be a success: one of the incoming emails to Bazina had a copy that went to another address, and after sufficient probing, it was a chemical manufacturer that did not seem to have a web page. That seemed to be excessively suspicious. Then there was a brief note from Bazina to that address, which effectively said, "I'll come and see you to discuss it." 
 
    What was  "it"? By going back through the emails, dated from the previous week, it appeared it was a chemical problem. He tried getting into the server that held the email address, and there were signs of a number of emails from Bazina, but when he tried to hack one, some security measure cut in and ejected him. 
 
    He contacted Lawton for another meeting. Lawton was enthused, until Burrowes told him about being ejected. 
 
    "You could have tried to get around the ejection." 
 
    "Yes, but while trying they could track where I came from. With that level of sophistication to their security, I am reasonably confident they would try that, and they would not let me in." 
 
    "You mean they are better than you?" Lawton challenged.  
 
    "No, I mean they could disconnect the server from the internet." 
 
    "So, why not try again in a day or so?" 
 
    "Because this is rather sophisticated," Burrowes explained. "It depends on what you're trying to do. One try by me might be written off as something inadvertent, if illegal. Persist, and they will know someone is on to them, and they will increase security all over the place. If there is any other option, my trying again will make it far more difficult for whoever is involved." 
 
    "You think they're that good?" Lawton seemed surprised. 
 
    "It was a lot easier to hack into the local FSB office," Burrowes said. "What does that tell you?" 
 
    "I guess it means, top security." 
 
    "I don't know what you're after," Burrowes said, "but my guess is that whatever you're chasing, it is GRU operated, and not a local business." 
 
    "That's an interesting interpretation," Lawton said. "I agree. Stop." 
 
    "So what do you want me to do?" 
 
    "Continue with the Rostec search, and, um, you might want to check out what Rutherford's guys are doing." 
 
    "You're changing target? That's not NSA stuff?" 
 
    "No, but I am beginning to wonder what falls out if your activities become more public knowledge." 
 
    "I'm not going to –" 
 
    "I know you're not," Lawton interrupted, "but the Russians might start throwing accusations. And no, you won't be thrown to the wolves, but I need to know what can be thrown at us. If they've found you, they'll also find those others." 
 
    "You realize that could be dangerous? Rutherford is not a simple –" 
 
    "Don't do it from work. Do it from somewhere else. And don't sign your name." 
 
    "OK. I confess I'm curious about Dennis." 
 
    "Good. And be careful. And if you need rescuing, try to get a message to this number."  
 
    Burrowes was later to stare at the card. He could be rescued by the US government. That was a fair indication he was not really fired. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The search on Rostec did not seem to be getting very far either, although in fairness, it was a huge organization. There was a specialty chemicals manufacturing plant in Ufa. Somehow he felt that the details given did not indicate anything of special interest, but he noted it down. He was about to give up on Rostec when he found an almost secreted away entry for a company that when translated, came out as MnD Corporation. Almost no details were mentioned. It had a head office in Moscow, which was hardly surprising, and it also claimed to operate in Ufa, but with no street address. It could possibly subcontract out manufacturing to the specialty chemicals plant with a clear street address in Ufa, or it might simply not wish to advertise its location if it were a Defence-based business. Then, if it were really a highly secretive small-scale manufacturing venture, it might be done from that building in the forest. This was most frustrating, but he reported back. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Ruth Telfar viewed her latest communication from the White House with distrust. One possibility was that the specialty chemical plant in Ufa that was financed through Rostec might have some additional production to that shown on its website. Ground agents were required to investigate. 
 
    The nearest one who could conceivably recognize something of relevance was in Voronezh. She would love travelling that far, but in principle she knew something about water treatment and, maybe she could think of something. The best bet would be to learn from their website what this plant put out, preferably something related to organometallics, and ask for a sample to test for some possible different use from the agent's company. A good cover story would be presented to the agent. If nothing else, the United States should be able to think of some reason someone might ask for a sample to test out for some use that would be outside the general experience of the workers at that plant. Yes, Russia would certainly have scientists that might question it, but if the agent simply made an enquiry to meet late in the afternoon, get a sample that could later be thrown away, and offer to take whoever it was for a meal and a drink, she might be able to induce some clues. The cover of an organometallic material was important because she could always ask whether they also had any special manganese compounds.  
 
    Yes, the cover had to have a reason why manganese might be special. Something else for the cover developer to work on. 
 
    Nevertheless, whatever the planning, this was still going to be dangerous. Nobody in their right mind would go for it because while she might get away with the plan for a day or so, the risk of the enquiry being routed to someone who might know was too great. A sweetener was required, and also a lot of help with an emergency escape mechanism. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Nadezhda Sobchak was dead tired. The train trip from Voronezh had been a long one and while she should have slept, sleep had eluded her. Still, the day had been productive. She had her sample, the Chief Chemist had accepted her story, and had made a suggestion. There was no problem in getting the sample, and he gave her advice on how to use it, which was weird since as far as she knew, what she had said was too vague to be useful. 
 
    The Chief Chemist was sitting opposite her in one of the better restaurants in Ufa, and was quite happy that she paid for the dinner. He was so happy he ordered expensively. She ordered a little more reasonably, in part because she knew she would have to account for this. She drank a little white wine; he was drinking quite a bit of vodka, and was becoming more and more voluble. 
 
    Eventually, she tried her luck. "The material you gave me might work," she said, "but it would be better if it had some higher oxidation states." 
 
    "Yes, but, well, that's it." He took another glass. 
 
    "Have you ever tried something with manganese in it?" 
 
    "Why?" He had almost seemed to sober up for a moment, then the glassy smile returned. 
 
    "Well, it has a lot of higher oxidation states, and can catalyse –" 
 
    "Ah! I see. No, I'm afraid not. No use for anything like that, although I could always make something for you, if you had a minimum order of –" 
 
    "No, sorry, I would have to trial it before I could place a serious order. It has to work, you know." 
 
    "Ah, yes." He paused for a while, then after taking some more vodka, he gave a grin and said, "There's a place out in the woods that's reputed to do something like that. I'll give you a road address, although all you'll see is a mailbox. But deep in the woods there's a small factory where I gather they make something using manganese." He paused, took some more vodka, and added, "Mind you, I advise against it." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "They've got guards there and big dogs, and they threaten to shoot visitors." 
 
    "What? They would shoot a potential customer?" 
 
    "Their only customer, as far as I know, is the Russian Aircraft Corporation. I guess it's something they make for the military." 
 
    Nadezhda decided to quickly change the subject. This was as much as she could reasonably find this evening. 
 
    The Chief Chemist continued drinking vodka, and when it was time to leave, he offered to drive her wherever. She declined, but he insisted, so they left the cafeteria and walked to his car. Exactly how he was going to drive after all that vodka eluded her, especially since she felt she had to open the car door for him. She waited until the Chief Chemist had got behind the wheel in his car and had somehow managed to get the key into the ignition, then she excused herself on the grounds that she was only going around the corner. She quickly stepped away, waved cheerily, and quickly walked to the corner. As she turned it, she looked back. The car was still there, and the motor was running. Once around the corner, she broke into something of a run, until she found a recess. She quickly stepped behind it and tucked herself against the wall as the chemist's car passed the recess. 
 
    After the car was out of sight, she stepped back onto the street. She looked at her watch. In an hour and a half there was a night train that would take her back to Voronezh. 
 
    When Sobchak's report arrived, Ruth Telfar swore. This was exactly what she did not want. There was strong confirmation that something was there, but she had virtually no concrete information as to what that was. She knew what would happen. She would be asked to get some agent to break into that shed in the forest. 
 
    In that she was not quite correct. Two specialists would be infiltrated. They would be met by her Ufa agent, who would brief them on the location, and they would acquire a vehicle and try their luck. The agent would not see them again. If they were successful they would find their own way out of Russia, probably through the Ukraine, not that her agent would know this.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    As dusk was falling, the car was carefully driven in behind some trees. Some thought had been given as to whether it should be camouflaged, but they decided against it. If seen, nobody would know why it was there; if it were found with stuff draped over it to hide it, then the correct conclusion would not be hard to reach. However, if there were a search, tyre tracks through the snow would be a give-away. One of them then walked back to the road, then walked back to the car in the wheel tracks, leaving footprints in the snow that would suggest the car was run off the road and the driver returned to the road and began walking to get help. They now had several hours of hiking through the forest, and for the first few hundred meters they had to do their best to cover their tracks with snow, without looking as if that was what they had done. How well that would work was debatable, but they had to try and they did have plenty of time to spare. They would get to their target at about 0400 hrs, approaching it from the rear, rear being defined by the formal access road. 
 
    This sort of cross-country march was nothing to these two men. Usually they had to do it with equipment weighing over forty kilograms. This was easy, although they would have preferred to be carrying more. Being unarmed was unusual for them, but they knew that shooting Russian guards would not go down well diplomatically, nor would it make it any easier for them to escape. Shoot a Russian, and everyone would be looking for you. Simply run, and if you escaped the chances were that the Russians would be reluctant to explain why they wanted you, which would mean only the likes of the FSB would be after you. 
 
    They did have light enhancing gear, which meant that they could see where they were going tolerably well. Most of the trees had relatively thin trunks and they were well spaced. The ground had a moderate cover of snow while the ground underneath the snow was mainly grassy. That meant progress was easy, but it also meant that detection would be easier than usual, and if detected, while they could run, there was a shortage of places to hide. They continued on at an easy pace until they came to an area where the trees had blocked the snow sufficiently well they could walk without leaving obvious tracks. Time now for some deception. They turned to their right and made their way as carefully as they could. When they came across more snow, one of them started to walk away, and he covered several hundred yards until he came across another spot where the snow gave out. He then began walking backwards towards his partner, following which they both began walking backwards towards their target. If they had to run, at least there would be footprints in the snow going the wrong way. 
 
    It was at 0345 hrs they almost stumbled onto the fence around the shed. They looked around, with the first priority to get an escape route, and to their surprise, there was one. The woods to their left were thicker, and again there was almost no snow on the ground. They crept towards the first fence and found a spot with little snow. The fence was electrified, so a side circuit was connected and the wire broken. What they did not know was that the security worked on resistance in the circuit, and within the shed the alarm was raised, and four Russian soldiers carrying torches burst out a door.  
 
    They turned and ran towards their escape route. There was a yell in Russian. The men kept running. The Russian guards were running towards the main gate, and that detour would cost them minutes. What the would-be intruders did not realize was that the minefield was buying them a substantial lead. Had the Russians waited, it would be the intruders trying to cross a minefield, but being unaware of it. 
 
    They continued running. In the distance, they heard a faint commotion and swearing. The Russians had followed the footsteps in the snow, but now realised they were going the wrong way. They had to hope the detour was big enough that they could get back to the car before the Russians, or the Russians would not realise where their vehicle was. One advantage they had was they knew exactly what direction to run in. Cross-country navigation was second nature to these men. After about ten minutes, they decided to lighten their load, and threw their packs into a depression. If the snow started again, they might remain hidden for weeks. 
 
    Eventually, they paused for breath. There was no sign of torchlight. While the Russians appeared to have given up, the exercise was a failure, and they had not even entered the grounds. Their next task was to make it back home. They made steady pace back towards their vehicle, slowing only when they reached within a hundred meters of it. This was the more dangerous part. If the Russians had searched the side roads and found the vehicle, they would be waiting for them. They crept as close to the vehicle as they dared while remaining under cover, but they had a problem in that if Russians had discovered the car, there might be soldiers hiding and waiting for them to show themselves. They tossed a coin to decide who would go back to the car and back it onto the road.  
 
    That man crept forward as far as he dared, then got up and ran towards the vehicle. He dropped down beside the near door. Silence. He peered around the front of the car. Nothing. He checked the rear. Again, nothing. He then went to the driver's door, unlocked it, and got in. Silence. He turned the ignition key and prayed. The car had been sitting in the cold all night, and at first it would not start, but on the fourth attempt with the clearly stressed battery it coughed into life. He backed out onto the road, and again, nothing happened other than the second man rushed out from the woods and piled into the passenger's seat. 
 
    They continued along the back road, avoiding going back to a main road on the assumption that roadblocks would be put up. The problem now was which way to go? They chose what they believed to be the least obvious way: away from any border. They would go east, then north to Yekaterinburg, where they had the address of a CIA agent. They would get some help, and then head west. They would try to get into Ukraine somewhere between Belgorod and Kharkiv. One of their emergency exit plans was to get help to go from Belgorod to Zhuravlevka then hoof it across the border somewhere, and be picked up on the other side. 
 
    They got to Yekaterinburg without incident and passed over their car to an agent who would return it to Ufa. They then boarded a train to head towards Belgorod. There was no attempt to stop them. They had forged papers, but nobody knew how good they were. It did not matter because nobody asked for them. After a rather long and tiring journey, having made the appropriate interchanges without difficulty, they slipped off the train at Belgorod and made their telephone call. This was brief and to the point, and they were given an address and a registration number. They began walking, following the instructions they had been given. Eventually they came to the State Art Museum, then walked into the park and came to a small car park, with about two dozen cars there. There was one rather beat-up old car with the required number, and a young man sitting in it, smoking a cigarette. 
 
    "I'll drive you within three kilometres of the border. The cost is five hundred dollars."  
 
    The first man handed over the money. 
 
    "Each." 
 
    "Extortion," the man muttered, but he handed it over, thus more or less admitting he was an American. Stealing the car would not be a good idea because there were too many people around for any action to go unnoticed or silenced. The driver started the car, and after some coughing, it started making noises as if it would go. The clutch was obviously in poor order from the sound of gears grating, but soon it got onto a highway. As it picked up speed, there was a clear whine from the differential. Still, one of the men noted, it should last for the relatively modest distance to the border. 
 
    "I presume you don't want to go through the usual border crossing?" the driver said as he turned his head towards them. 
 
    There had been some discussion on this. Had they not been seen by the soldiers near Ufa, the regular border crossing might be more straightforward than trying to go by foot over some unprotected part, where a random patrol would automatically chase them if they were seen, but now the borders would be seeking two suspicious people trying to leave, and Americans would automatically qualify as suspicious.  
 
    "We'll walk across at some unprotected place," one of the men said. 
 
    "Then we'll take this side road." 
 
    Road was a bit of an exaggeration as a description. It might have qualified for "track", but that would somewhat flatter it. The car bounced around through the troughs that once might have been described as potholes, and more than once it slid violently sideways, yet the ground itself was essentially flat. The engine whined, and when one of them looked behind he saw a good amount of blue smoke. 
 
    They approached a corner as they were now driving through a small stretch of woodland, and when they turned it, there in front was a roadblock. The car stopped, the motor stalled and the driver got out and fled. Four soldiers carrying Kalashnikovs approached the car. They ignored the driver, and two more with dogs on leads also approached. Whether they could outrun soldiers and whether the soldiers could hit them with automatic rifles from relatively close range might be debated, although it was unlikely any debater backing them would put their own money on it. Not that that mattered. It would be impossible to outrun these dogs. They sat in the car and watched as an officer approached. 
 
    "Good evening," the officer said. 
 
    "Good evening." It was definitely not, but there was no point in being rude. 
 
    "The person who brought you here gave us a fairly good idea of why you are heading for the border," the officer said. "You can be stupid, or you can make things better for yourself. What will it be?" 
 
    "I assume you have made up your mind about us?" 
 
    "What I think is irrelevant. You are hereby arrested, and you will be taken to Ufa to be questioned by Colonel Maslov." 
 
    "Where's Ufa?" one of the men tried innocently. 
 
    "That just about qualifies as stupid," the officer said. "I strongly advise you not to try that sort of thing with the Colonel." He paused, and added, "The good news from your point of view is that it will take a little while to get you there, and in the meantime we have been ordered not to damage you, unless you try to escape, in which case we shall shoot you in the legs, and, well, medical treatment might be hard to find for a while. Am I clear?" 
 
    "That's fairly clear," one of the men replied. Of course they would try to escape, but only if there were an opportunity that had a reasonable chance of success. At present there were none. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Rutherford was unsure what to do next. He had given some "play money" from the previous coup to Lamont and Ellison, as much as anything to ensure they had something to do, and he was pleasantly surprised to see they had actually grown it by fifteen per cent, even after their fees. It was not a huge achievement, but equally it indicated that they knew what they were doing. 
 
    He was also starting to re-evaluate his strategy against Goldfinch. The problem was, he could not get any leverage because as far as he could see, Goldfinch was not extending himself.  He was still making trades, but he was spreading them, and behaving more or less like any skilled trader. Of course his staff would be doing the work. The fact there was no focus probably indicated that Goldfinch had no special inside information either. His source within Goldfinch's organization had come back and said that Goldfinch was obsessed with some sort of environmental protest, seemingly about the property site he missed out on. As far as he knew, these efforts were solely to deal to Lamont and Ellison for once and for all. Apparently he believed they had bought the land and he was going to shaft them. Well, if they had bought it, they had lied to him, so they could get shafted. 
 
    He went to see them one morning, and asked them if they had heard anything about the land. 
 
    "No, sorry. I thought we'd lost interest in that." 
 
    "I just thought you might be curious, that's all." 
 
    "I've got no real interest in it at all. I suppose I'm curious to know who it was that shafted Goldfinch," Justin admitted, "and I suppose if I knew I'd send him a bottle of wine to show my admiration, but I haven't got the time to be worried about that." 
 
    Rutherford felt that he had to believe Justin. If he were wrong, Justin would pay, but besides the feeling that Justin was telling the truth, he was certain Justin could not find the money. Or could he? That in itself was an interesting question. Dennis was not doing very much these days. He would get Dennis to have a look at Lamont and Ellison's finances. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Burrowes was wondering what he should be doing today when Rutherford strode into the room. 
 
    "Dennis, I've got a job for you." 
 
    "Yes?" Dennis looked as if this were a minor irritation, having to actually do something, so Burrowes decided to watch. He also noticed Svetlana had moved slightly so she could see what was going on without seemingly staring. 
 
    "As you might know, I have two investment bankers working on my behalf. About three weeks ago, I sent one of them upstate to bid on some land that Irving Goldfinch was trying to get, to raise the price for Goldfinch." 
 
    Burrowes noticed that Dennis's expression was now one of concern. 
 
    "He claims he never bid," Rutherford continued. "He claims he saw a third party . . ." 
 
    Burrowes was convinced that Dennis had blanched at this. 
 
    " . . . and this third party bought up the land in question." 
 
    "I don't understand what you want," Dennis said. 
 
    "Because I haven't told you yet," Rutherford snapped. "My source tells me that Goldfinch is convinced Lamont was the one who bought it, because he was seen there."  
 
    "Well, maybe he did," Dennis offered. "At least he was there." 
 
    "Because I sent him," Rutherford said, "as you know fine well. Yes, he could have, but equally if he did not, it would be quite easy for him to be seen by Goldfinch's agent. After all, Lamont claims he saw the third party." 
 
    "If there was a third party." 
 
    "Which is why I need someone to go over there and check on their financial statements, and check there isn't some hidden source of money. I want to know if they're free-lancing." 
 
    "That'd be a good job for Charlie, here," Dennis said, after a pause. "He's the best we've got at finding hidden accounts." 
 
    "Why can't you do it?" Rutherford scowled. "You're not exactly overworked." 
 
    "But I'm not as good at finding secrets as he is," Dennis asserted. "I might miss something." 
 
    "You realize that strictly speaking, I'm not paying Burrowes?" 
 
    "I think you could persuade him, I mean –" 
 
    "Out of your next pay, then," Rutherford said. When Dennis started a protest, Rutherford turned towards him and said very quietly, but very firmly, "Get on with what you're supposed to be doing. One more squeak out of you and I think I might have to look a bit more closely at what you've been doing." 
 
    Dennis looked quite ashen-faced as Rutherford went to Burrowes. "I know you heard all that. Would you do me a favour?" 
 
    "OK," Burrowes said. "I assume this won't take very long if you permit me to ask those two to open up for me, but I'll have to tell them why. Alternatively –" 
 
    "Tell them, but watch their faces. Now, come to my office and get the details." 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Burrowes knew the next few minutes would be embarrassing. Cameron was there, nominally to look after them, but almost certainly to look after Rutherford's interests. 
 
    "Mr Rutherford has asked me to clarify a question arising from that property he wanted you to bid for, and –" 
 
    "He doesn't believe me, does he? Look I didn't –" 
 
    "You said you saw a third party buy it?" 
 
    "I did." 
 
    Burrowes thought that either Lamont was an excellent actor, or he was telling the truth. "Anyway, Mr Rutherford wants me to check your financial records to see if there are any payments for this land." 
 
    "Be my guest." Lamont was terse as he said this and was clearly annoyed, but he did not appear to be hiding anything. 
 
    "Thanks. It'll be a lot easier all round if we do this, but before that, I have another thing I want you to do." 
 
    "What?" No enthusiasm here. 
 
    "I've got ten photos of different people. I want you to look through them, just in case you see your third party." 
 
    "You think you know who it is?" Janice intervened. 
 
    "We'll see," Burrowes smiled. He took out an envelope and placed the ten photographs, nine of whom were random people on the street, on the table. 
 
    Justin began looking. 
 
    "Take your time," Burrowes said. "I don't want someone innocent. I want the right one, if they're there, and there's no guarantee he is." 
 
    Justin thumbed through them, then suddenly stopped at photo number six. He picked it up, and said, "That's him." 
 
    "You're sure?" 
 
    "Yes, why?" 
 
    "Because that's the only one who isn't just a random person on the street," Burrowes smiled. "Look, I've got to check your financials, but I believe you, and more to the point, I think Mr Rutherford will too." 
 
    Lamont visibly breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    "All the same, just to make sure I haven't been made a fool of, I need to see your computer, and –" 
 
    "The short answer is no, unless Mr Rutherford approves. I mean, for all I know –" 
 
    "I could be anyone," Burrowes agreed. 
 
    "That is fixable," Cameron said. He walked away while using his cell phone. When he started talking, he was leaving the room. Nothing happened for about three minutes, then Cameron returned, took a cell phone photograph of Burrowes, then went out again. After another couple of minutes he returned and handed the phone to Lamont, who put it to his ear and said, "Yes?"  
 
    After a minute he handed the phone back and said to Burrowes, "You're approved. I shall show you around it, you can decide whether there is anything else you need explained, then Janice and I shall go to lunch, and you can do what you like, other than deleting files. OK?" 
 
    "Don't worry," Cameron said. He rubbed his hands together, then added, "If he does anything too gross, I'll break his neck." 
 
    "Great!" Burrowes muttered. 
 
    The following morning a rather tired Burrowes greeted Rutherford as he parked on arriving at work. 
 
    "You've been up all night?" Rutherford frowned. 
 
    "No, but I did work late, much of it elsewhere." What he meant was the basement where he and Svetlana had hacked the CIA. "I am reasonably convinced that those two had nothing to do with the property deal, apart from what they told you. I am convinced there was a third person." 
 
    "Goldfinch is convinced they did it." 
 
    "Then Goldfinch is just plain wrong." 
 
    "Then if they didn't do it, who did?" Rutherford mused. He obviously did not expect an answer. 
 
    "Dennis." 
 
    Rutherford stared at him for a moment, then asked, "Are you sure?" 
 
    "Justin picked him out of a pile of ten photos, and also he had a rather poor photo of the man, and it looks a bit like Dennis, although I concede the definition is not good enough to be sure. However, he also took a photo of that person's car. The car looks like Dennis's, and I did my best to enhance the image, and the number plate, when you can read it, is consistent with Dennis' car." 
 
    "I see." Rutherford nodded his head, almost as if this was no real surprise. "I guess that's why Dennis did not want to go and see those two. If Dennis walked into the room, Justin would recognize him at once." 
 
    "That could have been hazardous for Lamont," Burrowes said. 
 
    "Not very. Douggie would have had Dennis for breakfast." He paused, then said, "I need a favour from you." 
 
    This was exactly what Burrowes feared. The last thing he wanted to do was to be involved in Rutherford's schemes. "Which is?"  
 
    "Keep this to yourself. Say absolutely nothing about this to anyone, especially Dennis." 
 
    Burrowes was at first surprised, then disappointed. Rutherford was going to take Lamont apart, but Dennis was going to go home free. "OK. But you're not going after Dennis?" 
 
    Rutherford gave a smile, although a rather cold one. "Not yet. As you may have heard, Goldfinch and I don't get along that well, and it seems Goldfinch wants to teach Lamont a lesson in real estate. My guess is that Goldfinch will throw a financial squeeze on that land, to choke Lamont and Ellison. That won't work out as Goldfinch wants, but Dennis will definitely feel the pinch." 
 
    "What if Goldfinch hires someone to go after those two physically?" 
 
    "That's what Douggie's there for, but I don't think he will. Goldfinch is a money man, and he'll try that first, and when it starts to bite, he'll let everyone know he's doing it." 
 
    "So you think Dennis will do something stupid on Goldfinch?" 
 
    "That's one of the things I think might happen." 
 
    "Then I'd better keep out of Dennis' way."  
 
    "That depends," Rutherford said, as he nodded his head a little. "If you want to keep an eye on what Dennis is doing, information could be valuable." 
 
    "I suppose," Burrowes said. This would be the third time Rutherford had suggested money, but he had as yet to see a cent, other than from the NSA envelopes and from the payment for his property expedition. 
 
    "If you're too nervous, you don't have to," Rutherford said, then he seemed to realise something. "Oh yes, I already owe you don't I?" He pulled out a large wad of hundred dollar bills and peeled off a bunch. "That's for what I've promised so far." 
 
    Burrowes could hardly believe what was in his hand, given that he had not done much, and had already been paid for his expedition. "Thanks." He pocketed the notes, then added with a grin, "My interest in Dennis has just taken a surprisingly large step upwards." 
 
    "Just be careful, though. You don't want him to catch you doing it." 
 
    "I'll be careful. And I suppose I had better get inside. Standing around in a car park is not really being careful." 
 
    "Yes, but talking to me is hardly suspicious. If I want to talk to you, you would talk to me wherever I am, and I doubt Dennis would have the nerve to try anything on me. So, let's see what shakes out. Now, one more thing. I want you to go around to Lamont and Ellison and check the security on their computers. I want to know if Goldfinch, or for that matter, Dennis, tries to get into their system. Can you do that?" 
 
    "I can do that." 
 
    "Take Svetlana with you tomorrow. She won't be doing much, other than looking pretty, but I want her away from here while I check out Dennis." 
 
    "I can do that too." So much for Dennis getting away scot-free. Life for Dennis was going to take several turns for the worse, it appeared. 
 
    "Good man. Now, try to act normal today." 
 
    Great. What was normal around here? But Burrowes nodded acceptance, and set off to do a "normal" day's work. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Dennis may not have been the most empathetic of individuals, but when he arrived at work he sensed that Burrowes was viewing him in a different light. On the other hand, Svetlana was behaving normally, but then again, somehow he was convinced he could never read her. Rutherford dumped a job on his desk, and gave a brusque, "About time you did some more work," then stormed off. Rutherford was distinctly unfriendly, although it was hard to see why. It was true he had done almost nothing in the last three weeks, so maybe this was just the boss being pissed off that he was paying him for nothing. He looked at the files. It was a detailed list of Irving Goldfinch's dealings over the last few years. The instruction Rutherford left on top of the heap of files was, "Find me something to work with." 
 
    Dennis gave a sigh of annoyance and began examining the files. He was not that concerned. He was reasonably confident he was about to get rich. Then again, he might need to because if Rutherford was going to get this angry with his not doing very much work when he had not been given any to do, what would he be like when he found out who had bought the land? He should not be angry because he knew Rutherford did not really want it anyway, but he sensed that was not going to provide an escape for him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Janice seemed excited as she bounded into the room, her face carrying a wide grin. "Guess what?" 
 
    "I have no idea," Justin shook his head. Janice in this mood was unguessable. 
 
    "OK, a clue. Guess what Irving has done?" She stared at him with that infuriating look of superiority that comes with knowing it will not be guessed, but after telling, it would seem obvious. 
 
    "Donated his fortune to charity?" Justin had this theory that every impenetrable question deserved a ridiculous answer. 
 
    "Well, no, nothing quite like that. No, it's that land deal. It's closed, and Irving lost it, or alternatively, he has given it away." 
 
    "Well, he can't win everything. It must be that third party who won it." 
 
    "And now, an easy guess. What's Irving going to do about losing?" 
 
    "Go and find another deal?" 
 
    "No!" she said, and shook her head in dismay that he could be so dense.  She paused a little to consider then added, "Well, maybe, but that's not what I'm getting at." 
 
    Justin shook his head slightly and added with a grin, "Janice, you've milked this for all the suspense you're going to get, so why don't you tell us what you think?" 
 
    "Spoil sport!" She waved a finger at him, and continued, "You could at least try a small guess, but don't even try now." 
 
    "Don't even try?" 
 
    "It'll only be a stupid guess. Anyway, it's obvious when you know Irving. Irving hates losing, so I think he's going to shaft whoever beat him." 
 
    "Any idea of how?" Justin asked. At that moment, Cameron came into the room, seemingly with information, but he had decided to wait until this conversation wore thin. 
 
    "Now that the buyer is contractually obliged to pay whatever, Irving has seemingly discovered some highly endangered snails in that stream, and has put in an environmental challenge." 
 
    "So, our Irving is an expert in molluscs, is he?" Justin said. "I bet he didn't go out there and get his hands dirty." 
 
    "Doesn't matter," Janice said. "The whole point of highly endangered is they are very rare. Any casual inspection that can't find them will not be taken seriously." 
 
    "Yes, Irving makes up for an absence of decency and honesty with a surfeit of greed and deviousness." 
 
    "I suppose we should try to warn whoever that person is," Janice said. 
 
    "You should do nothing of the sort," Cameron said. "You realise Goldfinch thinks it's you who he's shafting? If you spoil his fun, it will only make him angrier, and more to the point, make him find some other way to get at you. If he is going to misfire, let him do it where you don't get hurt." 
 
    "I can live with that," Janice said.  
 
    "In the meantime," Cameron said, "the boss's sent around his tame computer experts. He's going to check the security and so on of your machines here. They'll work in the background, and be seen but not heard." 
 
    "Still doesn't believe we don't have secrets," Justin said, a touch of sadness running through his voice. 
 
    "Everyone's got secrets," Cameron said with a laugh. "What the boss doesn't want is your secrets heading off to Goldfinch, unless, of course, we know they will, in which case –" 
 
    "You'll get his attention that way," Janice interrupted approvingly. 
 
    "Exactly. Now, in half an hour, you have an appointment, so I'll get out of your way." 
 
    The appointment was something of a puzzle. They believed it was their first independent clients, except that Rutherford seemed to have guided them to their office, which suggested these clients might not be as independent as they had hoped. 
 
    Very little real work was being done by the two bankers. Burrowes had taken over most of their computers while that young Russian woman did not seem to know why she was there. Janice suspected that she was there as a distraction for the two young men, and she found it a little annoying that the Russian woman's curves were more pronounced than her curves were, and her clothes were tightly fitting to show them off to best advantage. The bright yellow top drew attention directly to them, and when the two young men were shown in, their eyes immediately went in that direction. 
 
    Introductions of chalk and cheese followed. Colin Hooper was dressed "smartly" in a suit that was probably too flashy, and it looked a little as if he lived in it. He had a look of supreme confidence on his face, as if he felt he could sell anything to anyone, but he also had the look of someone lacking in substance. He looked as if he had no worries in the world, but as Svetlana remarked to Burrowes later, if he had no worries, why was he there? Raymond McKenzie was also dressed in a suit, but it appeared as if it had just been thrown on. It did not really fit his body all that well, and he looked awkward in it. Hooper's hands looked as if they had never been involved in hard work, while McKenzie's were calloused and had ingrained oil stains. McKenzie stood slightly subdued, as if the weight of the world was on his shoulders. 
 
    "Take a seat," Janice invited. "What can we do for you?" 
 
    "We need to raise money quickly," McKenzie blurted out. Justin noted that Hooper had given him one of those, 'keep quiet and let me do the talking' looks. 
 
    "So, take your time and give us the details," Janice offered. 
 
    "What about those two?" Hooper said, and pointed at Burrowes and Svetlana. 
 
    "They've got work to do," Justin explained, "but they are employed by the people who will arrange your money, assuming we decide to give you any, so why don't you make your presentation?" 
 
    "What we've done," Hooper started to explain, "is to develop a hunter-killer torpedo." 
 
    "That's military," Justin said with a frown. "Why?" 
 
    "It's like a guidance system for torpedoes," McKenzie started to explain. "You know how aircraft are brought down by guided missiles?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Well, conceptually this is the same. The torpedo searches until it finds the target, and is guided to it." 
 
    "I would have thought that was a fairly obvious thing to do," Justin said. "Why hasn't someone else done this?"  
 
    "They've often been guided with a wire. An operator can send signals down the wire to guide the torpedo onto the target, but that has certain problems, such as the torpedo always has to be connected with whatever launched it. The other problem is seeing the target. Radar does not work under water, and while you can have something similar using acoustics, the pinging gives away the torpedo and it's not very accurate." 
 
    "I suppose that would be a disadvantage," Justin said. 
 
    "More than a disadvantage. The target can just let go a "pinger", and –" 
 
    "Raymond!" Hooper interrupted. "Let's get to the point. We've had an idea . . ." 
 
    As Svetlana was to say later, "we" was something of an overstatement. Hooper clearly wanted his role to be predominant. 
 
    " . . . and anyway, DARPA funded us and we built a prototype, and it worked great guns." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "You've heard of Seaforth Capital?" 
 
    "We have," Justin gave a smile. "They're a major source of funding for new ventures in the marine area."  
 
    "Yeah, well they're a bunch of sharks and –" 
 
    "What? They're usually regarded as really traditionally honest, and I've heard of a number of inventors who've got rich through them." 
 
    "Not with us they weren't. We did a joint venture with them and approached Super Dynamics Corporation –" 
 
    "That's one of the largest suppliers of naval equipment in the world," McKenzie offered. 
 
    "Yes, well, Seaforth did this deal with SDC in which they provided initial money and the Joint Venture would hire the participants to do the development work." 
 
    "Seems reasonable," Justin remarked. "You would get hired for some of the work, so you would recover much of your investment money." 
 
    "Yeah," Hooper said, "you might think that, but it didn't quite work out like that. Seaforth more or less handed the work to SDC and we quickly run out of the Seaforth advance. Unless we can meet out obligations, Seaforth takes all our equity." 
 
    "I've never heard of Seaforth doing that before," Janice said. "Are you sure that's what happened?" 
 
    "It happened. We've got a meeting tomorrow, and either we come up with our share of the money, or we're out." 
 
    "Give me a look at your agreement," Justin said. 
 
    There was a certain reluctance from Hooper to pass it over. 
 
    "Look," Justin said, "unless I can see what the situation is, the answer is no." 
 
    Rather reluctantly, Hooper handed over an agreement. 
 
    Justin looked at it, shook his head, then began reading it. 
 
    "What's so wrong with it?" Hooper asked, his voice laden with irritation. 
 
    "Um, if you think you have an agreement with Seaforth, you don't." 
 
    "What? What d'you mean?" Hooper looked as if he would pull the agreement back from Justin. 
 
    "This isn't with Seaforth. The section on "Parties" says Seafarth." 
 
    "What?" The blood seemed to drain from Hooper's face. 
 
    "I suspect you've been scammed," Justin explained. 
 
    "Is there anything we can do?" McKenzie asked. He was a little calmer, but was clearly annoyed with Hooper, who was the "business" guy in their partnership. 
 
    "Possibly," Justin said. "Look, I'll have to read this agreement in more detail. Can you come back early tomorrow morning?" 
 
    They could, and as Burrowes noted, there were two rather unhappy people leaving the office. 
 
    "I couldn't help but hear that," Burrowes said to Justin. "Since we're both more or less working for Mr Rutherford, do you want me to find out what I can about this Seafarth outfit?" 
 
    "Could you?" 
 
    "Can't see why not. Give me a look at the title page." 
 
    "I'm not sure it'll tell you much, but, here you are." 
 
    "For this to work as a scam, it has to have certain characteristics," Burrowes said. "If it lacks certain things, it won't be legally binding, so the whole effort will be a waste of time." He looked at the document. "Yes, there's some promise here, although for whom remains to be seen." 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    With the office empty except for Brian and himself, Dennis attacked the pile of documents, which were mainly about the activities of Irving Goldfinch. These were simply tedious. Goldfinch had his claws into a number of businesses, but what would anyone expect? He was, after all, an investor. The real question was, why had he been given this task, with no clues as to what the boss wanted? Perhaps the boss expected him to go through all the companies, looking for examples where Goldfinch might be overexposed, but it did not take long to notice that Goldfinch seemed to have a set of rules, and all his investments followed them. There might be weaknesses in some of the companies, but if so, surely Goldfinch would get rid of their stock before they started to dive. 
 
    Goldfinch might do something with them based on inside information, but how could he find that? Inside information, by definition, was not publicly available. Dennis then decided to make lists of the companies, separating them into those publicly listed on the exchange, those "over the counter" companies, and the private ones. Interestingly, none of the companies in any of these stacks had any interest in property. Had Goldfinch succeeded in buying that land, this would be his first entry into property. 
 
    All of which did not help much. The private companies were essentially shelf companies, although there were three that showed signs of activity. He wrote those down on a piece of paper, although he knew nothing of them, and saw no immediate chances of changing that. One of them was Seafarth Marine Corporation. The word "Corporation" struck a note; a quick computer search showed it had no declared income, no declared liabilities, no employees, and no physical office other than Goldfinch's office for mail and notices. Some corporation! 
 
    Presumably, if there were to be any activity by which Rutherford could hurt Goldfinch, it would be through the over the counter companies. A quick computer search on each of them gave very little information. Dennis gave a sigh of annoyance. What was he supposed to do? 
 
    It was then that a thought struck him. Rutherford had given him this task not to achieve anything, but to keep him occupied. Why would he do that? Maybe Rutherford was suspicious of his possible part to play in the land deal. Dennis almost froze. He suddenly realized he had been careless. After he had secured that land, he had overlooked the need to be subdued. He had been too happy, and too busy teasing that Russian woman. He knew that had annoyed Rutherford, which in part was why he had done it, but in retrospect that was stupid. He still needed money, and if Rutherford and Goldfinch both decided to do him over, it would be impossible to raise the money. That would be very awkward for him because the contracts needed him to come up with the money at the end of the month. Perhaps he should get on with that right now. He had been hoping to leave it until it was more obvious that the land was going to go up seriously in value, but if he did nothing and failed to raise the money, he would lose the land and the deposits. 
 
    He would do a web search on his new properties. At first, he found no sign of activity. That was disappointing, but probably not altogether unexpected. It would be the small local newspapers that he should look at. Again, no building projects announced. Then he saw what horrified him: a report that someone had seen a very rare snail in one of the waterways that ran around the edges of two of his properties. This could be fatal. If the environmentalists found out about this . . . Then he noticed the author was cited as a fervent environmentalist who was thrilled to bits. 
 
    Yes, there would be a protest, and worse, nobody could prove there was no such endangered snail. You cannot prove that something does not exist. Just because you did not find it does not mean it is not there. Worse than that, the over-enthusiastic environmentalist may have misidentified the wretched thing. What he had seen might have been a rather ordinary snail. 
 
    Maybe he should try to contact this environmentalist? He looked at the name, and started a computer search. A huge number of hits, even for this rather bizarre name. but when he restricted his search to someone residing within a hundred miles of New York, and being an environmentalist, he got no hits. He was dumbfounded. Then it struck him. Either Goldfinch or Rutherford were after whoever had got this land. The big development would never go ahead, and he was going to lose big. 
 
    He had to do something, but what? Probably write off his deposits. That would hurt, but nowhere nearly as much as going through with this deal. He also needed to do something to whoever was shafting him. That was something that he had to do. That still left open the question of what? And to whom? Whatever he was going to do, he would need access to money. Lots of money. And there was no time better than now to start on that. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The following morning, they reconvened. Both Hooper and McKenzie looked as if they had not slept much the previous night, and Justin suspected they had spent much of their time before the meeting on the blame game. Burrowes had suggested that he also be present, working in the background. Neither Justin nor Janice could see a reason for him not to be there, especially when he had produced such a surprising amount of information about Seafarth. Svetlana was also in the background, more or less self-invited, although what she was doing was unclear. 
 
    "Right, the position as I see it, goes something like this," Justin started. "First, you have formed a joint venture with Seafarth, in return for some initial capital from Seafarth and an undertaking that Seafarth carry out all legal work. You also get the benefit of Seafarth's name and reputation. As a consequence, Seafarth has entered into an agreement with Super Dynamics Corporation to manufacture the torpedo. The Defense contracts will be worth billions, assuming the device works. The problem is, from now on you guys have to match Seafarth's money –" 
 
    "Yes, but they're not doing anything –" McKenzie started. 
 
    "Maybe not, but you signed the contract, so you accepted that as a fact quite early on." 
 
    "Yes, but they misrepresented –" 
 
    "And eventually that might be a useful line of attack," Justin said, "but first, what have you given this Seafarth?" 
 
    "The results of the DARPA report," McKenzie said, his eyes showing signs of hope. "That gave the performance data, but the details of the prototype were, well . . ." 
 
    "Rather sparse?" 
 
    "That's one way of putting it." 
 
    "Good. One of the interesting things about the SDC agreement is that it requires performance, and if Seafarth cannot reproduce that, they are more in trouble than you are." 
 
    "You say, more?" 
 
    "There's no way of knowing how this will fall out," Justin admitted, "but on my reading, this Seafarth crew seemed to want to keep you in the background, so your signature does not occur on the agreement with SDC." 
 
    "So?" 
 
    "So SDC can't go after you directly. They have to go for Seafarth for specific performance." 
 
    "I don't understand," McKenzie said. 
 
    "It goes like this," Justin said. "First, the overall scenario. From Seafarth's point of view, their approach will go like this. If they can produce this torpedo and the Defense Department agrees it is worth taking up, the joint venture scores up to six hundred million dollars, which they share equally with each of you two. If they can shake you two out first, they make the whole six hundred million themselves." 
 
    "I guess four hundred million dollars is a sum worth fighting for," McKenzie agreed. 
 
    "Exactly, but if they cannot make it work, they get nothing, and might face the penalty clause for misrepresentation." 
 
    "And before you get too excited," Janice added, "the misrepresentation is that the prototype worked and they could reproduce that." 
 
    "It did work," McKenzie protested. 
 
    "Yes, but could they do it again without your being there?" 
 
    "I suppose, if they had our plans," a deflated McKenzie said. 
 
    "Have they got them?" 
 
    "Not as far as I know. They should be at home." 
 
    "Should be?" 
 
    "I haven't checked lately," McKenzie admitted. 
 
    "They're in my safe," Hooper said. He seemed to be happy that he was still relevant. 
 
    "That's good if it's true, and in any case, if you've been burgled, there isn't much we can do about that, so the next step is to go and get them," Justin said. "I've talked to Mr Rutherford, and he agrees. You should take Douglas Cameron with you and show him where they are." 
 
    Hooper frowned. "Why?" 
 
    "So we can bring them around here and examine them," Janice said. 
 
    "You don't need to do that," Hooper countered. It was obvious he did not want to release his precious documents. 
 
    "They'll be secure here," Justin said. 
 
    "Are you more secure than we are?" Hooper asked, after looking around the office. It was clear he not think so, and if one looked around the room, the only "secure" place seemed to be two filing cabinets and a not very substantial safe.  
 
    "I think we can manage it," Burrowes offered from the background. 
 
    "Also, we don't have any agreements with you," Hooper protested. "You could run off and be no better than Seafarth." 
 
    "Please yourself," Janice said. "We have what we think is adequate security, but you don't have to use us. As for confidentiality agreements, here are copies of our standard agreement." 
 
    "Suppose we sign," Hooper said, "will that lead to a solution to our cash problem?" 
 
    "The agreement prevents either party from using any information gained from the other," Janice said. She was somewhat disappointed. If Hooper was the business half of the duo, he was not pulling his weight. "It does not compel either party to go any further. If you don't like what we come up with, you can walk and do what you like with your technology. It remains yours." 
 
    Hooper looked doubtful. 
 
    "The alternative," Janice said, "is you could walk out the door now." 
 
    "What you are seeing," Burrowes said, "is another example of the Golden Rule." 
 
    "The Banker's Golden Rule," Svetlana added from the background. 
 
    "The Golden Rule?" Hooper looked puzzled. 
 
    "The one with the gold rules," Burrowes explained. "What Janice has offered is a take it or leave it offer. You will have the proper legal protection, and you can take the agreement to a lawyer if you like, but the money-men won't go any further until they see you have the plans, and hence something to bargain with. Call it collateral." 
 
    "All right," Hooper grouched, "but at the risk of repeating myself, are you capable of solving our financial problem?" 
 
    "Yes, I believe we can, but we still have to check out whether we want to spend that amount of money." 
 
    "And your security? How do I know it's adequate?" 
 
    "I'll show you around before you leave. You can inspect it." 
 
    "One more question," McKenzie said. "Do you know who this Seafarth lot are?" 
 
    "I was wondering when you would get around to asking that," Justin said with a very broad smile. "Those two over there who you didn't want to be here yesterday tracked them down. It's a shelf company owned by Irving Goldfinch." 
 
    "Who's he?" 
 
    "Hard to answer that," Janice offered. "He owns a Wall Street banking house, but from your point of view, perhaps the best part is Goldfinch is a financier that has made his riches by scamming the weak, more or less what he's doing to you. He also did it to a relation of the guy who might back you up, which may well help you because this man wants to see Goldfinch brought to heel." 
 
    "Is it possible?" 
 
    "No promises, but it's plausible." 
 
    "Yes, but we've got until two this afternoon to –" 
 
    "What you will do is stall. Here is a legal letter you can hand over. Basically, it questions the requirement to do so today, it asserts that you will honour your legal obligations, but there are certain points about the agreement with Seafarth that have to be examined, in particular relating to the fiduciary obligations towards their partners, that is, you two, when they represented the joint venture. It mentions some Supreme Court judgments, which means that Seafarth won't be able to scoff and dismiss your argument. My guess is they'll take it away and think about it, and that'll buy us some time. Maybe not as much as you'd like, but some time." 
 
    "This fiduciary stuff . . .?" McKenzie started, and did not seem to know how to continue. Hooper scowled in the background. 
 
    "Yes?" Justin asked. 
 
    "Will it do us any good? Will it . . .?" 
 
    "As I said, it buys time," Justin said. "It also lays the first stage for some later argument, but the important thing is, unless Goldfinch gives a reasoned response, courts will assume he is ignoring the cited judgments, and that makes courts take a poor view of him. What happens next can't be guessed until we get Goldfinch's response." 
 
    "And in the meantime?" 
 
    "You will get the documents for Mr Cameron, then I suggest you lie low." 
 
    Neither Hooper nor McKenzie seemed to be overly enthused at this, but a casual glance at the clock showed they really had very little option. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    When Svetlana returned to the office, Rutherford asked her where she had been. She explained she had been helping Burrowes with the assistance to the two torpedo developers.  
 
    "So young Burrowes needs his hand held, does he?" Rutherford said, with a broad smile across his face. He obviously thought there was more to their relationship. 
 
    "I was given the task of assisting him," Svetlana replied, perhaps a little primly, "so I thought I should be there with him." She saw Dennis staring at her. "It also means I don't have to listen to Dennis' comments when I'm somewhere else," she added sweetly. 
 
    Dennis quickly lowered his eyes and began studying files. He knew Svetlana was teasing him, but he was also only too well aware he did not need attention drawn to him. There was more. He noted the word torpedo. He had seen a file labelled 'Seafarth', and since that was related to Goldfinch he was beginning to wonder whether that was relevant. 
 
    When Rutherford had left and Svetlana had sat down, Dennis said to her, "That was a bit cruel." 
 
    "Come come, Dennis. Surely you can take it." 
 
    "In this country, unlike in Russia, we don't run off telling tales to the boss." 
 
    "I don't recall running off." 
 
    "No, it was quite in the open. Unkind, to say the least." 
 
    "I'm sorry," Svetlana said. "Maybe it was an unnecessary jibe." 
 
    "Forgiven," Dennis said. "Contrary to what you think, I can take it, and I guess since you are dishing it out, you've graduated." 
 
    "Graduated?" Svetlana was puzzled. 
 
    "You are one of us, now," Dennis said brightly. He paused, then said, "Were you out there on a matter relating to Irving?" 
 
    "What makes you think that?" Svetlana challenged. 
 
    "Oh, I heard the word 'torpedo', so I thought it might have something to do with that dummy company of Goldfinch's." 
 
    "Dummy company?" 
 
    "Seafarth, or something." 
 
    Svetlana paused, then said, "How do you know about that?" 
 
    "It's one of the companies in this heap of files the boss's given me." 
 
    "Oh." 
 
    At this point Dennis knew. "Look," he said, "if it's none of my business, say so, but I am supposed to be working on what's in these files, and if we're both on the same case, it might help if we worked together." 
 
    "O.K.," Svetlana said. "So far there's nothing significant there, but if there is, I'll let you know." 
 
    "Good enough," Dennis said. "I guess we've both got things to do, so I at least I'm going to resume doing them." 
 
    Svetlana gave him an odd look, but she did not care too much. The chances of her helping Dennis were not good, but there was no need to start open warfare. And just possibly Dennis could be useful. Who knew? Perhaps she should cultivate him a little. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Irving Goldfinch had no idea what he should do next. In his hand he had a piece of paper that said that the wretched Lamont and Ellison were taking up the case of Hooper and McKenzie, and were planning on requiring Seafarth to carry out specific performance relating to the prototype. That would not be a problem, in the normal course of events, because he had seen those two do it, at least sufficiently well to convince the DARPA representatives they had something. 
 
    His problem was the agreement he had with them. One of his underlings had been too aggressive and while those two were running out of money, the underlings had forgotten to secure the technology documents. They had also failed to notice any connection to Lamont, which would have been important to know then. 
 
    He paused. Maybe he was being too harsh on them. Maybe they missed the connection to Lamont because as of then, there was no such connection. In which case, they should have searched to make sure there was no other possibility of finance, and kept a watch on Hooper and McKenzie. At the very least, plant bugs. They were lazy, those so-called financial wizards that worked for him. Wizards? What a joke. They were barely covering their salaries and the bonuses they expected. Maybe no bonuses would alert them to the problems he faced. 
 
    But back to the present problem. Yes, he had slipped. He should have taken the opportunity to leverage it out of them when they were down. Yes, maybe it was partly his fault, but his reasoning at the time was that McKenzie's attitude was more likely to have been to burn the technology and let Goldfinch sweat. Which led to the current problem. If pressed, and if those two decided to down tools, he could have trouble. There was also the question of this fiduciary duties issue. That meant some sort of lawyer was backing them up. He would have to respond, relying on the terms of the contract. No, better, he should get his lawyer to respond. That would put that issue to one side, but there was the greater issue: what next? 
 
    Could Lamont and Ellison see them through? Probably not. Would it make any sense for them to try? Most definitely not. So, the way ahead was clear, if it were just Lamont and Ellison. He should ignore them and demand performance from Hooper and McKenzie. However, almost certainly it was not just Lamont and Ellison. They were merely fronts. It appeared someone was backing them, and it was probably the man who had taken to Middleton's associates when they were going to shake Lamont down. No, that was not entirely right. He probably did not give a toss about the two Jays. He was after him, Irving Goldfinch. Why? What had he done to whoever it was? Just because whoever it was had lost money, so what? He should accept it and move on, like any other loser. 
 
    But back to Hooper and McKenzie. The simplest option would be to get back to them and put up some more money for their side of the deal provided they handed over the technology. There was still room to screw them later, and at this stage, he would be mainly spending money to get the torpedo built, which he would have to spend anyway. The problem was, they, or the Jays, apparently had a good lawyer and he had no idea who the lawyer was. That made the next part rather difficult because he could not judge the lawyer's next move. Most lawyers followed a pattern and you could predict their future moves based on their past, but this person was unknown. Worse than that, the letter was surprisingly light on threats. The lawyers that did not threaten were either so incompetent it did not occur to them, or they were highly competent and did not need to bluff. 
 
    The next best alternative related to the second document he had received that morning. It was a plan of Lamont and Ellison's offices, with the location of the security devices, and how to turn them off. There was also a map of what appeared to be little better than a junk room, a room filled with furniture from previous tenants who had left it there when they left. Most interesting was a description of what was there, in diagrammatic form, and there was a little X. Presumably marking "the spot". What was he supposed to do with that? And where did this piece of paper come from? 
 
    It was an invitation to burgle the place, obviously. The question was, why would anyone give this information? Was it a trap for him? 
 
    The answer to that was, probably, but suppose a burglar was hired for the job, and the burglar did not know who hired him? The burglar would be warned, and offered, say, fifty thousand dollars for doing the job. 
 
    Goldfinch stared at the desktop. This did not feel right. The hiring of a burglar was illegal. Goldfinch had done many things in the financial market that could be considered to be borderline illegal, and definitely immoral, but he always knew what he was doing. This was going into unknown territory, and worse, territory where he knew he did not belong. 
 
    What could go wrong? The most obvious thing was that the burglar would prefer to inform the cops of his involvement. That could be avoided if the burglar never saw him. The next problem would arise relating to how he got the documents; if they were stolen and afterwards he came up with them, then presumably he was the thief. Not necessarily. His men could catch the thief, or he could even buy them from the thief. The thief could offer them on some black market, and he could buy them. It would cost, but that would be the thief's performance pay, so it did not cost any more than the theft. The last thing that could go wrong would be if the burglar turned in whoever contacted him. Or even worse, if he got an underling to do that, the underling could turn him in. The problem was, he could not trust anyone. The average criminal was hardly likely to fear retribution from him, so they would turn on him . . . 
 
    Maybe that was the answer. While he knew nobody was going to be afraid of him he did know someone who could hire someone for such a job. Anyone who even thought of ratting on him would die very slowly, very violently, and in continual pain. Whether he would do such a job for Goldfinch was another matter, but did it hurt to ask? 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Sammy was deeply suspicious of this job. He had been given the job of breaking into the offices of these bankers, and of stealing one set of documents. He had their titles on a sheet of paper, and he had a plan of the burglar alarms, etc., and the keywords to deactivate them. Why would anyone give him these? If you had these, why not do it yourself? There had to be something wrong. Still, he was there, and he was promised fifty thousand dollars to get these documents. He shone his torch at the door, and placed in the key he had been given. It was obviously a copied key, so would it work? It did. He quickly moved to the keypad on the left, and keyed in the magic numbers. The alarm deactivated. 
 
    Everything was going as it should. This made no sense at all, still, he noted the laser light and avoided that, then he deactivated the next alarm, then he moved towards the office. Again, he deactivated the motion detector on the stairs, then up to the storage office. This plan of the bankers was a good plan, he acknowledged, because no burglar would expect to find the goodies in the trash room, and even if he picked it, it could take hours to find anything there. But he knew precisely where to look. 
 
    Even then, it took him quarter of an hour to retrieve them. He put the documents under his arm, then walked towards the door to the stairwell. 
 
    He entered the main reception area and began the task of setting the alarms back on when he was aware of someone behind him. Something small and round was pressed against the back of his head. Probably a gun. He froze. 
 
    "You can do this the easy way or the hard way," a voice said. "The easy way is for you not to look at me, and to sit in that chair, where I shall tie you to it, put a blindfold on, and, well, you should still be here in the morning when the shift starts, and that will be embarrassing, but you will be alive." The voice paused, then added, "The hard way is for you to refuse, in which case I shall have to knock you out. Even harder, you would try to see me, in which case I shall shoot out each of your eyes. Choose." 
 
    Sammy knew fine well what he would choose. He walked to the chair, shut his eyes, and sat down. 
 
    "Very good," the voice said approvingly, as he placed a hood over Sammy's head. "You shall be tied firmly, but not excessively, and the blood should keep flowing." Sammy felt the ropes tying him, but he could still breathe and he had some movement in his legs. "If someone asks you, the papers you were going to steal will be in the top left drawer of the reception desk. Now, relax. It will be a lot easier on you if you just accept what I am doing." 
 
    Whatever happened next took about a quarter of an hour, then everything from Sammy's point of view went silent. He began squirming, but he was not going anywhere. Whoever had secured him had known what they were doing. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Burrowes was seated at his desk waiting for Rutherford to get to the point regarding what he should do next. Brian had not turned up for work today, but Dennis seemed strangely interested in what Rutherford was saying. Strange, because from Burrowes' point of view, Rutherford was not saying anything of substance. Svetlana was also listening, and every now and again a frown crossed her face. Then Rutherford's phone rang. The conversation they could hear was even stranger. 
 
    "Yes?  . . . What?" Rutherford's eyes opened quite widely. "So what was taken?" A long pause, then a bewildered, "Nothing? You sure?" Another pause. "O.K. Hold him there. I'll be right over." 
 
    "Unexpected news?" Burrowes asked as politely as he could. 
 
    "Yeah. Lamont and Ellison. They were burgled last night, but nothing was taken." 
 
    "Good security," Burrowes commented. "Getting in might be only part of the problem if you can't find what you want when you're in." 
 
    "That's not what happened," Rutherford said. "The burglar was after the Seafarth documentation, and he found it." 
 
    "So that's gone?" Burrowes said in a deadpan voice. "I was so convinced that was an excellent hiding place." At this point, Burrowes noticed a clear response from Dennis to the word Seafarth. Why was Rutherford not doing something about Dennis?  
 
    "Well, no, and that's the puzzle. The burglar was just leaving when he ran into someone else, or maybe more than just one. Anyway, the burglar was tied up and had his eyes covered with a hood. Whoever the someone else was simply put the Seafarth documentation in the receptionist's top drawer and left." 
 
    "Why would they do that?" Burrowes was completely bewildered. 
 
    "That is the million dollar question. Anyway, I had better get over there. You can fill in the rest of the morning however you like." 
 
    "Well, that was bizarre," Burrowes mentioned when Rutherford had left. 
 
    "Maybe," Svetlana muttered. 
 
    "What do you mean, maybe?" 
 
    "Well, there's a reasonably simple explanation," she said. "The man that got the burglar was Rutherford, or one of his men." 
 
    "I don't think so," Burrowes said, as he shook his head. "The boss was completely surprised at the news." 
 
    "You're sure? He could have been acting." 
 
    "Why would he do that?" 
 
    "To keep his name out of it all. I'll take a small bet with you. A dinner at winner's choice that Rutherford does not call in the police." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "Because he won't want too much forensic analysis, or too much investigation into his activities." 
 
    "You could be right on that last one," Burrowes said. "There's a lot around here that Rutherford will want to keep very quiet." 
 
    Burrowes noticed Dennis wince. That jab had been partly to see how hard Dennis was listening. Obviously, he was taking it all in. 
 
    "So you won't take my bet?" she pouted. 
 
    "No, because I think that analysis is too probable." 
 
    "Stingy!" 
 
    "True," Burrowes said with a rueful grin, "but if you want a dinner that badly, why not?" 
 
    "You're on." 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Rutherford leaned over a seated Sammy and put his face about a foot away. "I would like to know who hired you?" 
 
    "I don't suppose I can convince you that you really don't want to know," Sammy replied. "You might then want some sort of retribution, and I promise you, you would regret any attempt for the rest of your life, albeit a very short but painful rest of life." 
 
    Rutherford took a step back. "Then tell me, why did this boss of yours ask you to do this?" 
 
    "I have no idea," Sammy said, "but my guess is, someone paid him big bucks to get it done." 
 
    "You realize the police will –" 
 
    "Save me," Sammy replied. "The boss does not like failure." 
 
    Rutherford stared at the man and realized he was not going to get anywhere. Sammy would remain silent because he was more afraid of his boss than anyone else. 
 
    "So, do I call the police?" Janice asked. 
 
    "No," Rutherford said. "At this point, he did not steal anything. Breaking and entering, yes, except he did not break anything." Rutherford turned towards Sammy and said, "I am starting to think I know who this boss of yours is, and I think I know who commissioned this job." He turned to the others in the room, and said, "I want a few minutes with this man alone. Don't try to overhear." 
 
    They nodded, and quietly left the room. Sammy's hands were now starting to shake, a slight sweat began forming on his face, and he looked furtively around, as if trying to decide whether he could make a break for freedom. 
 
    Rutherford turned and stared into Sammy's face. "As far as I'm concerned, you're no use to me." Sammy's face lost colour. "Accordingly, you might as well go. Just remember this, because one day I might call on you, and if so, you will do a job for me. Understand?" 
 
    "Yes, but you won't." 
 
    "And why not? What makes you so sure?" 
 
    "Because my boss'll probably float me down the river," a disconsolate Sammy said as he shook his head. How could anyone not see that? 
 
    "Do you know what you were stealing?" Rutherford asked. 
 
    "It was a document with the heading of something like, 'Guided torpedoes'." 
 
    "Exactly. Did you read it?" 
 
    "No! I was told to find it and then get out and give it to my boss, and –" 
 
    "Good. Now, what do you know about torpedoes?" 
 
    "I dunno. Submarines use them. They go through water and –" 
 
    "Exactly. And who do you think uses them?" 
 
    "The navy?" 
 
    "Indeed. Now, who do you think might want to know details of the US Navy?" 
 
    "Russians?" Sammy guessed. 
 
    "Yes. And you know what that means?" 
 
    Sammy stared blankly, then said uncertainly, "What?" 
 
    "Anyone stealing these papers will be considered a spy, and may well be given the death penalty." 
 
    Sammy blanched. 
 
    Rutherford put his hand in his jacket and pulled out a fake ID and waved it across Sammy's face, slow enough that Sammy would think it was real, but not slow enough for him to see any flaws. "I'm FBI," Rutherford lied smoothly. "We're hoping to catch some Russian spies. Now I'm reasonably sure you're not one because, well, never mind, so I'm happy to let you go, but you can tell your boss that I know who he is, and if he does anything to botch up this spy trap, and that includes anything happening to you, the FBI will be all over him and his organization like a rash, and if you turn up dead, we shall make the case he ordered your death to conceal his involvement in espionage. You can tell him I don't care that this isn't true, because I'll see enough evidence turns up to fry him and there's a rather unpleasant little spot in Cuba where he can spend the rest of his miserable life and from where there're no appeals, or judgement for that matter. It may be for the wrong crime, but I'm sure he deserves it for a number of other crimes. So, be assertive with him, and now get out of here." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    "So, you finally got around to taking me out to dinner," Svetlana said. She raised an eyebrow slightly, clearly flirting.   
 
    "Got to maintain appearances," Burrowes countered, "and that's best done by taking a lovely young woman out to dinner." 
 
    "Oh, thank  . . ." She paused as a conclusion struck her. "Oh! You're . . ." 
 
    "At least until this mess gets sorted out," Burrowes said, "romantic office entanglements have to be out." 
 
    "I see," she said in a clearly reserved tone.  
 
    "If you're that interested," Burrowes said in a low voice, "I was fired from my last workplace because some bitch accused me of sexual harassment at the office Christmas party." 
 
    "Maybe you shouldn't have harassed her?" Svetlana was obviously unsure how to respond to this. 
 
    "I didn't," he said sourly. "She harassed me, and when I didn't respond . . ." 
 
    "Well, then, at least you know you're innocent." 
 
    "Yeah, well, the current payments I'm getting also come with the threat of being unemployable if there are any more office romances, so look, I'm sorry, but, well . . ." 
 
    "That's all right," Svetlana said. She seemed strangely calm about this, as if she understood more than Burrowes did. "Still, I have a question." 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "Then why the dinner?" 
 
    "Here's the waiter," Burrowes said. "Let's just fill in with idle chat until the meal is served." 
 
    "As you wish." 
 
    The next twenty minutes were a little strained, as it became apparent that neither was very good at idle chat. The Washington political scene was strangely quiet at the moment, while Svetlana had little interest in any American sports. In the end, they talked a little about ice hockey, but Svetlana was only really familiar with Russian teams. Eventually, the meals arrived. 
 
    "I'll concede," she said after a few bites, "you've picked a place that knows how to cook." 
 
    "Glad you like it. And I hope you like the wine." 
 
    "It is very nice, thank you." She took another sip. 
 
    "Well, there's more there." 
 
    "So," she said, "back to my question. Why the dinner?" 
 
    "I thought I should get to know more about you," Burrowes said in a light tone.  
 
    "But you're not interested in me." 
 
    "I am, actually, at least for the time being as a co-worker. Which gets me the first question I want to ask. Why did Rutherford hire you, or, putting it another way, why are you working for Rutherford?" 
 
    "Any reason why I shouldn't?" she asked as a small smile crossed her face. 
 
    "I think we've both worked out Rutherford is at best in some dodgy dealings, so . . ." 
 
    "So am I dodgy? Is that what you're asking?" 
 
    "I guess so," he said, his face going slightly reddish. 
 
    "Well, in answer to your question, I was put here by the American government to assist you with Russian language and customs." 
 
    "Oh. So you're not part of Rutherford's organization?" 
 
    "No." She paused, then said with a cheeky smile, "You realize of course, if I were into dodgy deals, I'd have some sort of cover, so maybe you're no further ahead." 
 
    "Maybe, but if you know my background, that is easily checked." 
 
    "So you don't believe me?" she said, her face giving an acted deeply sad expression. 
 
    "On the contrary, I do, so cheer up. No, what I wanted to talk about is what is going on around us?" 
 
    "Well, as far as I am concerned," she said, "I was told if I wanted to stay in the US I had to help you. Since we do not seem to be doing much about the Russian problem, I may be withdrawn and sent back to Russia." 
 
    "Surely they wouldn't do that?" Burrowes said, but it was reasonably clear that he was far from convinced. 
 
    "I think they can," she said. 
 
    "Then maybe we had better look like we're doing something about the Russian manganese problem, whatever that problem is." 
 
    "And what can we do? It seems to me we've done about as much as we can." 
 
    "That's where you can give me some advice," Burrowes said with a grin. "Your future in this country depends on it." 
 
    "You make it so simple," she said. "I have no idea." 
 
    "Your father didn't say anything while you were fleeing?" 
 
    "No. He wanted me to know nothing if we got caught. It had to be all his fault." 
 
    "I see," Burrowes said. It was obvious he was grasping for what to say next. 
 
    "It doesn't look like you do," Svetlana countered, "but I can't see how to help." 
 
    "The next issue is Kapralov's money," Burrowes continued. 
 
    "I think we both know that Dennis made serious withdrawals of that," Svetlana said, "and we can only guess why it was returned." 
 
    "My guess is it was borrowed on orders of Rutherford, and the return was because Rutherford did not want to end up a thief." 
 
    "Well, he was, at least for a while." 
 
    "Prove it!"  
 
    "What? I thought you agreed . . ." 
 
    "I agreed Dennis did it, almost certainly on Rutherford's orders, but you might have difficulty proving Rutherford was involved." 
 
    "Dennis could give evidence," Svetlana suggested. 
 
    "Why would he? If it were to get a lighter sentence, Rutherford would know that, and . . ." 
 
    "Maybe Dennis has some sort of hold over Rutherford?" 
 
    "What makes you say that?" Burrowes asked. "If you believe that, why doesn't Rutherford simply deal with Dennis? Or do you think the boss's all talk?" 
 
    "I don't think so, but his attitude to Dennis is hard to fathom," Svetlana said. "He's seemingly very tough on Dennis when there's hardly anything going on, and now Dennis looks completely worried, but –" 
 
    "You know Dennis scooped up that land deal?" Burrowes said, "and I told the boss. Dennis' using the boss's information should get him mad, but it hasn't happened that way." 
 
    "Maybe," Svetlana said, then added, "The redeeming feature for Dennis is the boss didn't want the land. He merely wanted Goldfinch pissed off. Maybe he doesn't care that much." 
 
    "That's possible too, I suppose." 
 
    "So where does this take you?" 
 
    "My question is, if Dennis is free-loading, where is he getting his finance?" 
 
    "You think Kapralov's account?" 
 
    "It's the only one he knows for sure how to get into," Burrowes pointed out. 
 
    "Then maybe we should go back to the office after this and check his computer." 
 
    "He could use another one," Burrowes suggested. 
 
    "Yes, he could, but would he? Does it hurt to check?" 
 
    "No, it doesn't. Let's finish this wine and go look." 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    It was as they were approaching Dennis' computer that Burrowes had a thought: had Rutherford installed "out of hours" security equipment? Over the time he had been there he had examined everything fairly closely, and his background with the NSA had taught him what to look for. As far as he could tell, there were no hidden cameras, which raised the question, why not? Perhaps the answer to that was obvious; he did not want to leave evidence of his own activities. 
 
    It took little time to look back through Dennis' computer, and yes, he had made an entry to Kapralov's account, but he found it was empty. All funds had been withdrawn previously. Dennis had then made attempts to get into other accounts, but he was repelled. 
 
    "Mr Rutherford won't like that," Burrowes said, as he logged off and closed down the computer. 
 
    "And why would he care?" Svetlana asked. 
 
    "Because Dennis' floundering around appears to have triggered action at the other end, and he was in there long enough the bank may well have some idea who did this." 
 
    "So you agree Dennis tried to steal money?" 
 
    "I can't see any other explanation," Burrowes said. "It looks like he was trying to finance that real estate deal, and so far he seems to have run up short." 
 
    "Unless he emptied it previously," Svetlana suggested. 
 
    "Don't believe it. Why would he go in again later and flounder around like that?" 
 
    "I suppose not. Now what?" 
 
    "Let's return to our respective apartments and get some sleep, then we'll see what we can do tomorrow." 
 
    "Might as well, I suppose," Svetlana said. 
 
    Burrowes found her attitude slightly surprising. She had been almost professional during this nighttime excursion, and as she left the building she was very cautious as to where she went. She carefully followed his instructions to stay away from surveillance cameras, and she seemed to be quite in control. At the restaurant she had raised the possibility of being shipped back to Russia, but there were no signs of panic. Maybe there was no possibility after all. Maybe that had been a ploy to make him feel sorry for her. The rat had played him. So much for sweet little Sveta. He would keep that in mind any time he felt he was going to feel sorry for her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Ruth Telfar and Bernard Lawton greeted the team chemist as he strode in. He was followed by an air force Colonel and another man, who did not introduce himself, and who said, "I am another representative for the White House. Please all get comfortable." Everyone sat down and looked at this new political appointee. "As with the previous representative, I am not here. If you know who I am, you will please forget that I am here. Again, no records will be kept. Understand?" 
 
    They did, at least to the extent of knowing what was required. Why it was so required was another matter. 
 
    "We have a problem in that we cannot make out whether this problem is real or not," the White House man continued. "The previous representative could not make up her mind for sure, so I am here to form my opinion. Colonel, your view first." 
 
    The Colonel stood up and said, "I am sorry sir, but we are unsure. We've made flights probing the Russian air space borders, and these usually attract attention from the Russian air force, but we have seen no contacts. There are two possible explanations. The first is the Russian air force has decided not to respond to our provocations for whatever reason. The second is that they have responded, and we cannot detect them. Take your pick." 
 
    "Your guess, Colonel?" 
 
    The Colonel paused for an instant, and then said, "I believe they have kept grounded." 
 
    "Why would they do that?" 
 
    "Well, sir, we are not at war, and we do not enter their air space. If they decided to defend in depth, or with surface to air missiles, they don't need to fly. Also, of course, we saw no sign of them. This paint is only reputed to make them invisible to radar, not light." 
 
    "Assuming that is right, is there anything further to cause you to think that?" 
 
    "Yes sir. Despite some of the times being extremely favourable for them, we saw no contrails. You can't fly a jet without emitting burnt fuel out the back, and even when our aircraft were making quite strong contrails, we saw nothing from the Russians. The most obvious reason we saw no aircraft was that there were no Russian aircraft patrolling the borders." 
 
    "Isn't that strange?" 
 
    "Depends," the Colonel said with a smile. 
 
    "On?" 
 
    "Whether they know what we're doing. This would be the cheapest way of confusing us." 
 
    "I see." Obviously, he did not see to the extent of being able to reach a conclusion. "Doctor Turner? Where have you got?" 
 
    "I'm afraid I'm in a similar position to the Colonel. I have made a major investigation of whatever we know about the relevant chemistry and physics, and I can't see how this is possible. However, just because I can't see it doesn't mean it isn't there." 
 
    "So, we're no further ahead?" 
 
    "There's one more confusing point," Doctor Turner said, a smile breaking over his face. "Doctor Bazina has received a large grant for research." 
 
    "I know that." 
 
    "The point is, what she is going to do apparently has no plausible military value. Essentially she is going after a manganese complex to mimic the water reaction by the manganese complex in photosystem two. What she aims to do is to either make a complex that will aid the production of hydrogen, or to make a hydrogenating catalyst that only uses water rather than hydrogen." 
 
    "Is that good?" 
 
    "It's ambitious, but the approach is purely academic. If she succeeds she will be fairly well known, but the point is, it has no real relation to this problem. My initial guess would be, if she were responsible for this military advance, she would be leading a team to improve it." 
 
    "Unless there is no obvious way to improve it," Lawton intervened. 
 
    "That's true," Turner admitted. "So, as I said, we're no further ahead." 
 
    "Ruth?" 
 
    Ruth Telfar looked somewhat unhappy. "The score so far is we have put a number of agents at risk, and got nowhere. We sent in some special American operatives, and the defences around that shed were so good they never got through the first fence. Now they have been arrested, and, as I rather suspect you know, there have been serious protests from the Russian government." 
 
    "Which suggests there is something in that shed worth –" 
 
    "Or they knew what we were going to try," Lawton interjected. 
 
    "So, now what?" the White House man muttered, not to anyone in particular. 
 
    "If you want my advice," Lawton offered, "do nothing for the time being." 
 
    "Reasons?" 
 
    "We can't read the situation, so whatever we do, we're doing it blind. Meanwhile, the other side has been alerted that we are trying things, so they will be on high alert, irrespective of what the situation is. If nothing else, we have to cool things down." 
 
    "And what about the NSA?" 
 
    "Oh, we shall maintain surveillance but in my opinion, the Russians will know we're doing that, and I doubt we shall see anything critical, and from some of the other stuff, we shall have real problems interpreting it because if I were them, I would start sending some dummy messages around to get us to waste time." 
 
    "The President is not going to want to hear that." 
 
    "You can tell him what you like," Lawton said with a shrug. "I am merely telling you what I think he should be told." 
 
    "I think you can also tell the President that bearing in mind how close the opposition has got to what we are doing, we have been extremely lucky not to have lost a number of agents. That luck can't hold, if we keep up such efforts based as much as anything on ignorance of what is there," Telfar added. 
 
    "I see. OK, I want you to put on your thinking caps and see if you can come up with anything." The White House man was clearly not happy, but it was equally obvious nothing was going to change in the minds from those he had sought advice, so he gathered up his belongings, thanked them for attending, and started to close the meeting. 
 
    "One minute," Lawton said. "Have we got any satellites that can detect radar signals?" 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Check out their exercises. See if they light each other up." 
 
    The White House man stared at Lawton somewhat bemused. 
 
    "If they do," Lawton continued, "they're not using this paint, which probably means it doesn't exist." 
 
    "Or they are using non-painted fighters in the exercises, for which each side is practising flying against us, and we don't have it." 
 
    "Oh. I hadn't thought of that," Lawton muttered. 
 
    "On the other hand," the White House man beamed, "it's an excellent suggestion for the present, because it gives everyone something to do for a few weeks, which takes the pressure off me." 
 
    With that, he grasped his things and broke out whistling as he walked out the door. It was not very melodious, but it signalled he was happier, at least for a while.  
 
    "That," Lawton commented drily, "shows what's wrong with politics. He's happy he's got something to do, even though he knows it probably won't work." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Goldfinch took a deep breath and entered the bar. This was not the part of town he wished to frequent, but there was little option. He could not help but notice that most of the men there turned to look at him, and he was only too well aware that his dress marked him as someone who did not belong. Also, it marked him as being wealthy enough to be worth having a piece of.  
 
    Two rather large and clearly unfriendly men greeted him. "Come with us." The stares looked away. The starers tried to look inconspicuous. They might have liked a piece of Goldfinch, but they most definitely did not want to come to the attention of these two men's boss. 
 
    There was no option, having got that far, but still, all this distasteful stuff would be worth it when he got the plans. One man led the way across to a doorway, which led to a large room. The door was opened, and Goldfinch was pushed in. There, seated, was the man who had the means to make anyone fear for his life, and with good cause. 
 
    "Sit!" The command came in a low but firm voice. Goldfinch realised this was not going to be a friendly meeting. 
 
    "Good of you to come, Irving." This was said slowly, but the facial expression suggested the real statement was, why did you?  
 
    Goldfinch realised something was wrong. "So?" 
 
    "So things did not go well," the crime boss said coldly. "Someone was waiting for the thief." 
 
    "Who? Police?" 
 
    "I have no idea. According to my thief, a hood was placed over his face, so he did not see." 
 
    "So the document was stolen?" 
 
    "That's the odd part. No, it was not. Whoever did this left the document in a drawer. My thief said whoever it was reckoned it was just rubbish, so –" 
 
    "Then we can . . . Wait a minute. If the thief has a hood over his head, how did he see what happened?" 
 
    "Someone else came the following morning, and my thief saw him hand the document over to the two bankers. And as far as I'm concerned, that's the end of my involvement. This someone mentioned to my thief that these were plans for a weapon for the US Navy." 
 
    "Yes, but –" 
 
    "But nothing." The crime boss raised a finger and pointed it at Goldfinch. "You did not tell me this is an issue of national security. I don't need the fibbies all over me like a rash, so no, I'm not doing any more." 
 
    "But –" 
 
    "No buts. You gave me a hundred g as a down payment, and I guess since I didn't deliver, I'll keep that and let you go. Do not come back." With that he waved his hand in the general direction of the door. The two large men came over to Goldfinch, but he was quickly on his feet. He had to show them he would go away without argument.  
 
    He noticed the stares as he walked back through the bar. This was not a good part of town. Nevertheless, he walked confidently, without any pushing from the escort. His one chance of getting away unharmed, he realised, was if there were doubt in their minds as to whether he was still in favour. Dumping on anyone useful to the man in the back room was as good a way as any to get beaten to within an inch of his life, or beyond. 
 
    When he reached the front door, someone else was coming in. Goldfinch gave a polite, "Good evening," then he quickly slithered out behind the person before the other two toughs could follow. He walked quickly away, but he did glance back to see if there were to be pursuit. There was not. One of the toughs was standing at the bar door with a sardonic smile on his face. The tough gave a single wave of one hand, so Goldfinch returned the wave, then turned his back and continued walking. One of the few benefits of being in this district was that now he would be left alone. That wave from the tough had left enough doubt that he was protected, at least for now. 
 
    That still left the problem of that prototype. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Goldfinch jumped a little as his office door was flung open and Middleton charged in. "I'm busy," Goldfinch spat. "Piss off, and do not ever charge in like that again without knocking." 
 
    "Sorry, Boss," a chastened Middleton said, "but I need a decision from you right now." 
 
    "And what is so urgent?" 
 
    "That land we were trying to buy." Goldfinch's cold flat stare shook him. Middleton finally realised he could be on the verge of being fired. "I got calls from two of the owners. The competition fell through –" 
 
    "What?" It was clear Goldfinch had heard. He just did not believe it. 
 
    "Lamont and Ellison refused to honour their bids, and the address they gave was to a shelf company that seems to have disappeared. The bid was a fraud." 
 
    "That doesn't make any sense," Goldfinch said, his frown now deepening. "Whatever else, those two know how finance works. They wouldn't . . ." 
 
    "Well, they did," Middleton said firmly. "As bankers, they're finished. They'll have no credibility when –" 
 
    "Stop right there! Have you done anything?" Goldfinch's eyes bored into Middleton. 
 
    "Well, no, but I thought you'd want to have them taken apart and –" 
 
    "That's so out of character," Goldfinch said, more directed at his desk than at Middleton. "What's the worst that could happen now?" 
 
    "Worst? I dunno." 
 
    "Suppose they did not do any better on those bids than you did?" 
 
    "You mean, was there a third person there?" 
 
    "That's exactly what I mean. Suppose you try blackening those two's names in the financial sector, and they are totally innocent. You know what happens next?" 
 
    Middleton blanched. "I suppose they'd sue and . . ." 
 
    "And they'd end up with enough millions to set them up as real businesses, and we'd be spat out of town. Graeme, never go down that road unless you're absolutely sure of all your facts." 
 
    "I see what you mean. Anyway, here's the real problem. We can get those two blocks at a real discount, but they say I need to give an answer quickly, and I need to know now whether that snail protest has gone in." 
 
    "I can retrieve that," Goldfinch said, "but enough people know about it that we can't bid. I've got two choices. The first is to contact the major and suggest we could get that land for them if they're still interested. It'll be a no-fee job for them." 
 
    "No fee even?" 
 
    "Yes, Graeme, because otherwise I have to explain how I knew about it. If I do it for no fee, I can say something about I've heard rumours up there, and nobody will worry too much about why I'm involved." 
 
    "You think it's that bad?" 
 
    "Graeme, if you try something a little shady, you have to be in and out cleanly and quickly. Try staying, and you'll find yourself fighting a tar baby." 
 
    "And the second choice?" Middleton asked. 
 
    "Walk away and do nothing." Goldfinch paused, then a slight smile crossed his face as he said harshly to Middleton, "What do you advise?" 
 
    "Walk away," Middleton said quickly. 
 
    "And why?" 
 
    "You don't have to admit you had inside knowledge, and also, it covers you as well as anything can if the major hears about your snail protest." 
 
    Goldfinch stared vacantly for a few moments, then he nodded. "Good thinking, Graeme. We walk away." 
 
    "So I phone those land-owners and say, sorry, not interested?" 
 
    "Yes, and at the same time try to find out what you can about who folded. I'm quite convinced it would not have been Lamont." 
 
    "They may not be able to describe –" 
 
    "Then ask them if you can go up and show them a photo of Lamont and one of Ellison, just in case a woman was there. Find out if they really were the buyers." 
 
    "Sure, boss." Middleton turned to go, but Goldfinch called him back. 
 
    "Since you barged in while I was trying to think a way out of the other mess, you might as well get involved in that." 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "By contract Seafarth has to build another demonstration torpedo." Goldfinch was unemotional as he stared into space. 
 
    "And we need those two inventors?" 
 
    "Either that or the plans of the last one." 
 
    Middleton frowned, then said somewhat tentatively, "I thought you had an idea how to get those plans back?" 
 
    Goldfinch realized that this time he was on thin ice. He had to divert attention. "I thought I knew where they were, and I thought I could get them from there, but, well, the two inventors must have realised I'd try to get them back, and, well, they recovered them." 
 
    "So, what now?" Middleton knew better than to ask the obvious question, especially since he had a very good idea what the answer would be. 
 
    "I want you to go around to the guys who made the last one and see if they made any copies, or if they have any parts of . . . well, anything connected." 
 
    "And why do I do that?" When he saw the expression building on Goldfinch's face, he quickly added, "What I mean is, what do I tell them why I am doing this now?" 
 
    "Yes, I see what you mean. Tell them it is a security matter. I am concerned that someone else is after the details, and I want to be in possession of all copies." 
 
    "And if they say they haven't got any?" 
 
    "Then we have a problem," Goldfinch said. "My guess is, that's what you'll find, but I have to try." 
 
    "Yes, boss." 
 
    Goldfinch sat back in his chair. This had not turned out well. The best option seemed to be to go back to the inventors under the terms of the original contract. Suppose they gave him the fingers? How closely would they have read that contract? Their problem was they were forbidden to compete with Goldfinch. They could argue that he had broken the contract, but they would not get very far with that because they had failed to give notice of termination, together with the required offer to allow him to rectify the cause within thirty days. So, if they walked, nobody got anything. That was not a very satisfactory ending, but there were worse endings possible. 
 
    For the moment, he would sit back and see what fell out. No, wait, There was something he could do. The contract required clear progress reports from the parties. He would file one, and see what happened. 
 
    He would state that sufficient finance was being held to enable the next step to proceed, and he had the agreement of the engineering company, which he would obtain with a five million dollar advance. That meant he would have to throw in about ten million from Goldfinch Capital, but that might break the impasse. That would force those two to carry out their obligations, the first one of which would be to produce the technology. That did not relieve them of their obligation to find additional funding; it just meant they did not have to yet. Yes, basically he had made the mistake of getting the order of events wrong. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Middleton had a spot of luck. He recalled that one of the people had given him the name of the person who had signed a purchase agreement. The disgruntled owner had got back to him to inform him that the sale had fallen through. If the man had signed a purchase agreement, he had to leave his name. He phoned back. 
 
    "So, you still want it?" There was greed in the voice. 
 
    "As I said before, I needed three other properties," Middleton said, "and it occurred to me whoever made the offer to you might have done the same to the others." 
 
    "So?" 
 
    "Do you know who it was?" 
 
    "It was a company that no longer exists," the man said. 
 
    "What about the name on the sale document?" 
 
    "Its sort of illegible." There was real despondency in the voice. 
 
    "I see. Then I'm not sure I can go any further." No need to point out this has nothing to do with whether he will purchase. 
 
    "I did take down a number plate," the man said. "I know. It's probably stolen or hired, but . . ." 
 
    "Give it to me." 
 
    This was more fortunate. At last, something to work on. Even better, with a little checking he found that the car was neither hired nor stolen. There was an owner, and he had an address. It might be time for one of his associates to photograph the owner of that car. 
 
    That proved to be a little more troublesome, because owner seemed reluctant to use the car, but after a couple of days a photograph was handed to Middleton, who immediately took it to the person who still wanted to sell his land. Dennis was identified. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Dennis was sitting in front of TV, watching a game and drinking from a can of beer, when the front doorbell rang. He got up and went to the door, and looked out through the spyglass. Seemingly a pizza delivery boy. Since he had not ordered pizza, this boy was obviously at the wrong place, and he was about to go back to his chair when the boy rang the doorbell again. It was then he realized lights were on, so anyone from the street would know someone was home. Rather reluctantly, he opened the door to tell the boy to go away. 
 
    The door was flung wide open, and he fell back. Three men bounded in, yelled "Happy Birthday!" and a fourth gave the pizza boy a twenty dollar tip as well as buying the pizzas. The boy went away quite happily. He had no idea what was going on behind that very recently closed door, but he also suspected he did not want to know. 
 
    The men dragged Dennis back into the TV room, and sat him in the seat he had been sitting in. The sound on the TV was turned up, a clear signal to Dennis that the next period of time was going to be painful. 
 
    "There are two ways of going about this," one of the men said. "You can answer some questions, and if you answer truthfully, you can finish watching your game. Alternatively, you can be pig-headed and force us to extract the information. It is conceivable that if you do this you might even hold out, but it will be exceptionally painful for you." 
 
    "Who the hell are you?" Dennis asked. 
 
    He was rewarded with two flat-handed strikes to his head. His nose started bleeding. "We ask the questions. You answer them. Understand?" 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Two more vicious strikes, and Dennis' cheek started to puff up. "Understand?" 
 
    "Yes," came a pitiful murmur. 
 
    "You will answer louder." Another strike. "You understand?" 
 
    "Yes." This was much louder. 
 
    "Good. We are making progress. Now, what I did then was really just softening, and letting you know we are serious, but nothing serious has happened to you, has it?" 
 
    "No," came a more pitiful whimper. 
 
    "I'll let that go, but I want louder. Now, every time you do not answer one of my questions, I shall cut off one of your fingers. Understand?" 
 
    "Yes." This was really frightened. 
 
    "Good. Now, you went out and entered into contracts to purchase a few blocks of land recently, did you not?" 
 
    "Yes."  
 
    "But you didn't pay, did you?" 
 
    Dennis stared at the man, who finally began to lose patience and reached for some long handled tree pruners. "No! No!" 
 
    "No what?" 
 
    "No, I didn't complete the purchase." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "I couldn't," Dennis pleaded. "Honest." 
 
    "Explain why you wasted the time of the man who wants something back for your losing him a big sale?" Nothing like obfuscating the origin of this questioning. 
 
    "I couldn't. No money." 
 
    "Then why did you –" 
 
    "Look," Dennis pleaded, "I was going to borrow it, but it disappeared." 
 
    "Disappeared?" The man looked puzzled. 
 
    "The shit-head was going to steal it," one of the others offered. "Someone took precautions and he wasn't up to it." 
 
    "That right?" 
 
    "Yes," Dennis whimpered. 
 
    "Pathetic. OK, next question. Answer this truthfully and you can keep your fingers. Lie to me and I'll cut off both your hands. Understand?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Right, where did you get information about that land?" 
 
    Dennis looked frightened, but once again the man reached for the tree pruners. "Wait! It was at work." 
 
    "And where is that?" 
 
    Dennis poured out an explanation of where he worked, who Rutherford was, as he knew it, and who else was there. 
 
    "So, that wasn't so hard was it? Now you can go back and watch your game, or do what you like, except you don't leave this apartment. Understand?" 
 
    "Not leave it?" 
 
    "Not for a day or so. Two of us will stay here to keep you company. Now, a piece of advice. You be a good little fellow, and if you've told the truth, we'll leave you alone and you'll never hear from us again. You try something stupid, like trying to sneak away, and we'll think you've been lying, and, well, you know what we might do." 
 
    Dennis sat there, almost petrified. 
 
    "Tomorrow, we'll check up on your so-called workplace. If what you've told us is true, you're free." 
 
    "Suppose they don't all turn up?" Dennis almost squeaked. "I mean, they don't all always." 
 
    "Enough will do. Now if you want to amend any fibs, or add to any descriptions?" 
 
    Dennis did. It soon became obvious he had paid more attention to Svetlana's looks than those of the others, a fact that caused some jokes amongst his tormentors. 
 
    "Don't worry. We'll find a way," the man said with a cruel grin. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The following morning, Burrowes noticed that Svetlana seemed deep in thought. "A penny for them?" he said. 
 
    "For what?" a bemused Svetlana asked. 
 
    "Your thoughts," Burrowes said, then had to explain, "It's a saying, a penny for your thoughts, and you say it when someone looks very thoughtful." 
 
    "Oh." 
 
    "So, what's bothering you?" 
 
    "You know I came from Russia," she started. 
 
    "I've been told that several times, and, well, you do have an accent." 
 
    "Well, Russia has had, from time to time, secret police, and . . ." 
 
    "And?" a now puzzled Burrowes said. 
 
    "And, well, you get to recognize when you're being watched." 
 
    "You're being watched? Who do you think is doing it?" 
 
    "There's a brown car parked on the other side of the road, and someone was watching through binoculars. I've no idea who they are." 
 
    "Maybe we'd better tell the boss. If it's someone like the FBI, he ought to know." 
 
    "Then here's your chance," she said. "He's coming this way." 
 
    Rutherford stopped in front of their desks and asked whether there was any further progress on the Russian front. "The guy who's paying you is getting tetchy," he explained in a rather grumpy tone. 
 
    Burrowes decided that avoiding a direct question just to introduce the issue of possible watchers would be more likely to be interpreted as his trying to avoid the fact he had got nowhere. He also thought that Svetlana was probably just being unduly suspicious of a parked car, so he explained that they had gone through all the Rostec funded companies.  
 
    "And?" 
 
    "Basically, we're not much further ahead," Burrowes admitted. "We can eliminate these companies," and he pointed to a pile of files, "because they've had no perceptible purchases of manganese based chemicals. Then there's this lot, who might have, but we have no evidence they have. Finally there's this company that owns that building in the woods outside Ufa, and they have received parcels of manganese dioxide and a number of other chemicals, they produce chemical waste that disappears off for processing, and they ship something to a company that makes paint, and in turn, that company supplies the Russian Aircraft Corporation. I don't know if that helps, but, well, after that we've hit a dead end." He remembered Lawton's comment about Russian warplanes. Surely whatever he was supposed to find could not be paint? Still, with that clue he had to keep this company alive. 
 
    "I see. That seems to be progress. OK, I'll report that, and . . ." Rutherford looked towards the door, where somebody in a white coat had come in. "You! What are you doing?" 
 
    "I'm checking the electrical . . ." He stopped, flicked up a cell phone and probably took a photograph. It was then that he seemed to recognise Rutherford, and at the same time, Rutherford seemed to recognise him. Rutherford reached for a shoulder holster, and on seeing this, the man pulled out a handgun from his overalls and fired a shot at Rutherford. Rutherford had dived for the floor and had a desk between him and the man. 
 
    Burrowes also dived for cover, where he saw Svetlana also on the floor and commando crawling quite rapidly away from her desk and further from the gunman. Burrowes started crawling as well. 
 
    He looked back over his shoulder. Rutherford was holding an arm, but he was watching for the gunman to appear. Burrowes kept crawling away, but also kept looking back. Rutherford peered around the corner of his desk, his gun in his left hand. He lifted the pistol, fired, then pulled back behind the desk. There were a further two shots, and a shower of splinters flew off the desk that Rutherford was hiding behind. There was quiet. He heard the sound of a door, and saw Svetlana's feet slithering out through it. He decided to follow. 
 
    He looked back, and saw Rutherford was now looking around the desk, but he looked puzzled and clearly he could not see where the gunman had gone. Burrowes kept crawling towards the door. He came to the end of the cover, and had to cross a couple of meters to get to the doorway. He peered around the edge of his cover, which was a small mobile cupboard, and saw the gunman's arm. He quickly pulled back. Rutherford looked at him, so he pointed at where the gunman was. 
 
    "Front right, boss!" Brian called out. 
 
    There followed an exchange of gunfire; apparently Brian also had a gun. Who were these people? There was a yell, then the sound of feet. Rutherford had looked around the corner of his desk, and let off a couple of shots, but the feet kept going. Rutherford was seemingly not very accurate with his left hand. The footsteps died, and there was silence. Rutherford groaned as he stood up.  
 
    Burrowes raised his head and peeked over the top of the desk he was hiding behind. The gunman had gone. Rutherford was running after him, although he was still clutching his arm. Brian was slumped over his desk, blood leaking from him, and a handgun had fallen in front of him. 
 
    Two minutes later, Svetlana poked her head back into the room, then came in. "Who the hell was that?" she asked. Burrowes was quite surprised. She was clearly angry, but she was calm. No histrionics there. Then she added as a further thought struck her, "And why?" 
 
    Rutherford re-entered the building and looked around. Three computers were smashed, and the mainframe had also been shot at and would presumably be damaged. Three desks would also have to be replaced, unless reminders of the gunfight were wanted. 
 
    "What happened?" Burrowes asked. 
 
    "He got away," Rutherford said with a sigh. "He had a motor bike, and I couldn't get off any shots because there were people in the background." 
 
    "You're hurt," Svetlana said. 
 
    "It's only a scratch," Rutherford replied. 
 
    "Take off your jacket, and let's see this scratch," she continued. "You're bleeding, so we have to do something about that." 
 
    It was a scratch, but a fairly substantial one. Apparently there was a first aid kit, and Svetlana knew where it was. She came back and liberally applied some antiseptic liquid, to which Rutherford gave a yelp, then she applied a pad and a dressing, which she tied tightly.  
 
    "There, that will do for a bit, so Charles, ring the police while I have a look at Brian." 
 
    She took one look at Brian, felt for a pulse, then turned and shook her head towards Rutherford, who merely nodded. "He's past any first aid," she said. "Charles, now you've made the phone call, take the boss to a hospital so he can get the wound attended to." 
 
    "And you?" Burrowes asked. 
 
    "I'll explain to the police what happened. As a matter of interest, just in case they ask me, where's Dennis?" 
 
    "He rang in and said he was sick," Rutherford announced. 
 
    "Rather convenient," Burrowes muttered. 
 
    "You don't think he organised this?" Svetlana asked. 
 
    "I don't think so," Rutherford said. "That so-called electrical technician was quite surprised to recognise me. He did not come looking for a gunfight, and had he wanted to kill me, there are far better ways to go about it." 
 
    "I agree," Burrowes said. "His first move was probably to take a photograph. He only pulled that gun after he seemed to recognise the boss." He turned towards Svetlana and said, "My guess is that was one of your watchers, and apparently they were after the boss, not you, so you can rest easier." 
 
    "Why would they be after you?" Svetlana asked Rutherford. "Do you know him?" 
 
    "I don't know his name, but he's one of a group of low lifes I had to deal with once." 
 
    "There may be more," Burrowes said. "Svetlana here noticed a brown car parked over the road seemingly watching who was coming and going. Maybe –" 
 
    "Good thought," Rutherford said. "I'll go out the back, and see if I can sneak up on them." 
 
    Svetlana began to remind him of the hospital, but it was too late. Rutherford was out the door. 
 
    That might have been a good plan, but when Rutherford got out there, the brown car was driving off. He noticed that the driver was another of those men he had confronted when they wanted to pulverize Justin Lamont. That more or less identified them either directly or indirectly as Goldfinch's men. So Goldfinch was stepping up the game. That was interesting indeed to Rutherford. 
 
    A rather thoughtful Rutherford came back but Burrowes took his arm and reminded him of the hospital. He reluctantly nodded acceptance as by now the wound was starting to hurt. 
 
    Two hours later, Burrowes was back, just in time to see a police car disappearing, but when he entered, two policemen were interviewing Svetlana, and a number of forensic people were taking samples of bullets, blood and anything else they favoured. It was then Burrowes' turn to be interviewed.  
 
    Eventually the police let them go, and Brian's body, now in a body bag, was taken away on a stretcher. 
 
    "Well, that was different," Burrowes remarked to Svetlana. By now he had calmed down and the adrenaline rush had subsided. "That electrical guy certainly got a reaction." 
 
    "I doubt he was an electrician," Svetlana said coldly.  
 
    "I wouldn't bet on it," Burrowes said with a superior grin. "It wouldn't surprise me if he intended to wire in some bugs." 
 
    Svetlana gave him a look of approval. "You might be right on that score." 
 
    "So, who the hell was he, apart from possibly being connected to the watchers you saw?" 
 
    "Don't know," Svetlana replied, "but I rather fancy the boss does." 
 
    "And it doesn't look as if he's telling," Burrowes replied. He thought for a moment, then said, "If I were you, I'd be very careful going home tonight, and any other time for that matter." 
 
    "And you don't think that applied to you?" she said. 
 
    "Of course I'll be careful," he said, "but my earlier time with the FBI was not entirely wasted, it seems. I might be a little harder to get at than some." 
 
    Svetlana gave a slightly surprised reaction, then she recovered and said, "Well, it's nice to know you're thinking of poor weak little Svetlana." 
 
    He was about to respond, when he suddenly felt convinced she was teasing him. "Always thinking . . . of my coworkers," he quickly added. 
 
    Svetlana gave a superior smile at the correction, then said, "Well, we'd better be doing something when the boss finally gets back, assuming the computers are still working." 
 
    "Yes, time to follow up on that paint clue." This was said with a definite lack of enthusiasm. Burrowes was becoming certain that he was not going to get anywhere. He was also beginning to wonder about something else. There was a surprising shortage of information, but what little he could find was quite tempting. The real surprise was that there seemed to be no Russian slip-ups. Usually, with the best will in the world, if something is going on for years, someone makes a mistake. So far, no obvious sign of one. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    As the day progressed, Dennis went into a sweaty funk. Suppose those men who went out to check could not find anything? There were a lot of people going in and out of the front building. There was also a back way in that he had forgotten to tell them about, and it would be just his luck if half of them did not turn up, and the others used the back route.  
 
    The phone rang, and Dennis' nerves nearly gave out completely. One of the men answered but said nothing. He put the phone down and nodded to the other. 
 
    "You're in luck," he said to Dennis. "You sit in that chair for ten minutes, and you'll never see us again. Try to follow, and you shall be on the receiving end of a bullet. Understand?" 
 
    Dennis nodded, the two men left and Dennis ran to the toilet. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Dennis' evening was not much better than the preceding two days. Once again Dennis heard a knock on his apartment door. He decided to ignore it. There was another knock. He ignored that too, then he realised that since his apartment light was on, whoever was there would probably realise he was in. Well, now whoever it was would realise he did not care to go to the door. 
 
    Nothing happened for a few minutes, then his phone rang. A text message: I know you're there. Open up, or else. 
 
    Dennis thought about the or else part, then decided that perhaps he should open the door. When he did, there was Rutherford, an arm in a sling, with two others. 
 
    "It will be a lot less messy if you invite us in," Rutherford said. He and the two men walked in, the two men electing to stand by the door, while Rutherford took one of the two chairs that Dennis owned. Dennis slunk back, his hands now shaking. 
 
    "Dennis, it seems to me you're a very frightened little man. The question is, why?" 
 
    Dennis suddenly realised that he might have been better off to have opened the door promptly. 
 
    "I don't know whether you know it or not, but we had an invasion of sorts at work today?" 
 
    "You did?" Dennis said. "What happened?" 
 
    From Rutherford's point of view, Dennis was unreadable. He guessed that Dennis knew something, but then again, since his arm was in a sling, he could probably guess that something was wrong. "The invader pulled a gun and . . ." 
 
    "He shot you?" Dennis asked. Rutherford conceded that Dennis was either an extremely good actor, or he really had not expected this. 
 
    "Yes," Rutherford said, pointing at the sling, "and Brian is dead." 
 
    "Oh my God. What are you going to do?" 
 
    "Nothing," Rutherford said. 
 
    "Nothing? You're going to let them get away with –" 
 
    "No," Rutherford said. "Hopefully not, but the police are taking this very seriously. There was a murder, and that site is government property, so there are various agencies chasing after whoever it was." 
 
    "That's good," Dennis said.  
 
    Rutherford noted that Dennis seemed genuinely relieved. Rutherford was convinced that Dennis had no part in that gunfight, but that was not why he had come. He stared at Dennis, a cold and bitter stare. Dennis suddenly suspected that Rutherford was blaming him for that invasion, and the reason he had not been at work was because he knew what was going to happen. 
 
    Rutherford noticed Dennis' looks, and decided that it was time to put some pressure on him for why he had really come this evening. "You haven't been at work today, or yesterday, and here you are, quivering like a lost jelly on the subway. Why is that?" 
 
    "I haven't been feeling good today," Dennis mumbled. 
 
    "Presumably because your conscience is bothering you, perhaps?" 
 
    Dennis said nothing, and Rutherford shook his head, almost in despair, as he said, "Dennis, I know you tried your hand at that land upstate, and I know Irving burned you. Now, that was naughty. Had you asked me to help you get ahead, I would have gladly helped. I like a guy with ambition. What I don't like is you going behind my back because you could have wrecked what I was trying to do." 
 
    Dennis sat there, almost paralysed as he started to imagine what was coming next. 
 
    "So, what have you got to say for yourself?" 
 
    "Look, I knew you didn't want that land, and –"  
 
    "You knew nothing of the sort," Rutherford spat. "I suspect you need a lesson." 
 
    "I'm sorry," Dennis muttered. 
 
    "You could say that louder," Rutherford said, although now he had something of a slight smile on his face. He was enjoying Dennis' misfortune, but his expression suggested he was not intending to be cruel. 
 
    "I'm sorry I did that." 
 
    "Good. Now I understand you're broke, in fact so broke you owe, and not to the right sort of person." 
 
    Dennis gave a miserable nod of agreement. 
 
    "So, you have two choices. The first is to repay that debt within twenty-eight days. I have bought it, at something of a discount, I might add, so you will repay me, and in full. The second is you can commit Irving Goldfinch into doing something very silly, and he has to do it within that time-scale. I do not want to know what you are going to do. You wanted to be on your own then, so you are on your own now. Take the second choice and succeed, then I shall forgive your debt, and maybe even help you with your future. Stuff up, and everyone will be after you. I hope you understand this. You may use any information obtained from those files, or from work, but you do this without my official knowledge. So, Dennis, now it is time for you to decide whether you really want to be a player or a victim." 
 
    "Twenty-eight days isn't enough," Dennis said. "If you want me to foul up Goldfinch, I need more time." 
 
    "And why should I give you that?" 
 
    "Because you will need Irving to make a very big loss, or get very embarrassed, and that means he has to admit it and take it. Any operation has to have time for Goldfinch to stop trying to escape it, and he will play for time." Dennis paused, then found a little courage as he added, "You've been trying for about a year, and so far you've got nowhere." 
 
    Rutherford looked at him and gave a slight chuckle. "So, you've found some spirit, have you? Very good, but you owe me, so why should I care either way? Why shouldn't I just want my pound of flesh?" 
 
    "Because you want Goldfinch." 
 
    "While you have a chance to run? Come on, Dennis, I didn't –" 
 
    "OK, how about this? That's not a huge debt –" 
 
    "So pay it!" 
 
    "I'm coming to that. I own a somewhat run-down property on some very prime land on the upper reaches of Delaware Bay. I will sign the rights over to you in the event that I am not present for more than a week. I can't take that land with me." 
 
    Rutherford seemed unsure of what to do. 
 
    "Look," Dennis said. "If I wanted to run, twenty-eight days is easily enough time." 
 
    "OK," Rutherford said. "Get to work tomorrow and there'll be a lawyer there. If he tells me that the deal makes sense, you can have whatever time you like, unless I decide the whole thing is a waste of time, in which case it is back to twenty-eight days from then. But as long as you keep turning up at work, I shall assume you are working on one of the two options. Agree?" 
 
    "Agreed. But I am going to try to get Irving, because otherwise I have to sell that land, and I am rather attached to it." 
 
    "Good. I can understand that. Now, you may use the facilities at work, since they aren't mine anyway, and you will draw less attention to yourself if you turn up from time to time, but again, you are strictly on your own and can do what you like." 
 
    With that, Rutherford got up and walked towards the door. He turned and with a smile, said, "No need to see me out. You should start thinking." 
 
    Dennis almost collapsed as the door slammed shut. He had to do something, but what? The simplest answer was to flee. The trouble with that was, what could he do? His only expertise was in financial analysis and investments, and it would be very hard to stay undetected and do that again. It was not an activity that could be carried out without drawing attention to himself, and he had no doubt Rutherford would be looking for him. The question was, could he find some way to recover from the present? He seemed to have three options besides fleeing. The first was to do what Rutherford wanted and find a way to fork Goldfinch. That would not be easy, because Goldfinch had so much money, but it was an option. The second was to fork Rutherford and ensure he was taken out of play. There was a third option that was only very vaguely present at the back of his mind. He had heard about this torpedo. He had to find out more. Yes, Burrowes and Svetlana seemed to know something about that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Middleton seemed pleased as he entered Goldfinch's office. "I've got some answers, boss." 
 
    "And?" Goldfinch at least was interested. 
 
    "The guy who rescued Lamont and, well, stopped Lamont from paying that –" 
 
    "Yes, I'm aware of what happened then," Goldfinch snarled. "You're wasting my time. Get on with it." 
 
    "Well, his name is Frederick Rutherford, or at least that's what he's calling himself. I have this photo of him."  
 
    "Well? Are you going to stand there, or are you going to show me?" 
 
    "Oh yes, of course," Middleton stuttered. The boss was seemingly in a worse mood than usual. He opened his briefcase, took out a photograph and handed it over. 
 
    Goldfinch took the photograph and stared at the man who was seemingly trying to make life miserable for him. Something about the image seemed vaguely familiar, yet he was sure he had never met this man before. "I wonder why he's doing this?" he said, shaking his head. 
 
    "Whatever the reason, he sent Lamont up to buy the land, but Lamont failed," Middleton offered. He needed to give Goldfinch his explanation, then get out. "There was another guy who worked for Rutherford, and he decided to go solo and beat both Lamont and me." 
 
    "So why didn't he pay?" 
 
    "Because he intended to pay with stolen money," Middleton said, and shook his head sadly, "but when push came to shove, he couldn't steal it." 
 
    "What a master criminal," Goldfinch said, as he shook his head in despair. "Anything else?" 
 
    "Yes. Rutherford has two people there working, but apparently they are really working for the CIA or something. Here are some more photos." He handed them over, and while Goldfinch was looking at them, he added, "These two have also been around to Lamont and Ellison's office." 
 
    "If they're CIA, what are they doing there?" Goldfinch was now very concerned. It was one thing to have some unknown guy with a grudge against him, but a completely different matter if something like the CIA was after him. But why would they be? They were forbidden to operate within the US. But that might be why they were working in that oddly placed piece of industrial real estate. 
 
    "I could make a guess," Middleton offered. 
 
    "Well?" 
 
    "What this turkey told me was that these two were hacking into computers belonging to a Russian oligarch, and hacking his bank account." 
 
    "Bank account? That doesn't seem right," Goldfinch muttered. 
 
    "I'm reasonably sure that's right," Middleton said as he gave a laugh. "That's what this turkey was going to steal from, but the accounts emptied before he got around to it. Probably the CIA emptied them." 
 
    "Probably the Russians found out what was going on and warned the oligarch," Goldfinch snorted. "The oligarch would have moved it somewhere else fairly quickly where, presumably, our master criminal couldn't . . . Hey! How did he hack into the account in the first place?" 
 
    "He copied the process used by this CIA, or whatever, guy, but some of what he did to find the accounts was missing and the exact process wouldn't work elsewhere, and he had no idea how to adapt it." 
 
    "That makes a certain degree of sense." Goldfinch thought for a few moments, then frowned as he said, "That leaves the problem of now what?" 
 
    Middleton said nothing. 
 
    Goldfinch looked up, and with an air of urgency said, "This guy Rutherford? Is he CIA?" 
 
    "According to the guy we interrogated, no." 
 
    "You believe him?" 
 
    "Yes, because until those two turned up, all Rutherford was interested in was making money, and he wasn't too concerned about the niceties of the legal system." 
 
    Goldfinch nodded. No surprise there. Rutherford sounded a little like he was, particularly earlier in his financial career, except for some reason Rutherford seemed to be determined to undermine him. Why, he had no idea. But the presence of two CIA agents certainly complicated his problem, if they were CIA. Were they? Not that it mattered if they were belonging to a different agency. If he were going to hurt this Rutherford, it was imperative he did not hurt the government agents, even accidentally. The last thing he needed was that organization all over him, even if they weren't supposed to operate within the US. 
 
    Then again, if those two government agents were placed there for one operation, they would not stay there. Maybe he should wait until they left before he went after this Rutherford. Could he afford that? There was no way of knowing how long that would be. 
 
    Should he do something? Should he wait?  
 
    Middleton watched Goldfinch enter into some sort of internal struggle. He assumed Goldfinch no longer needed him, so he inched slowly towards the door, and since there was no callback, he inched out and closed the door as quietly as he could. As he returned to his office, he was only too aware that something was going wrong, but no matter how he looked at it, he could not see what he should do. It was reasonably clear that this man Rutherford had it in for his boss, and he also knew his associates were smarting after what had happened to them. Yes, they would like to get their own back, but he could not just let them loose. Even they would see the sense in keeping clear of federal agents. If they had the opportunity, most likely something bad would happen, and they would leave clues, and when they were caught, it would get back to him. No, they had to hold off until an appropriate situation could be generated.  
 
    He was starting to feel that while Goldfinch should create the circumstance, Goldfinch seemed to be losing his touch.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Once again, Ruth Telfar and Bernard Lawton were summoned, and this time the original White House woman was there. No smile graced her face that day. There was not even a friendly "Good afternoon." This was not going to be a pleasant meeting. 
 
    "Bernard's suggestion has left us in the same position," the woman said in a flat tone. "Our satellites don't have the radar necessary to test the premise so we are back to square one. So, Bernard, how's progress from your hacking attempts?" 
 
    "Nothing definitive," he replied. "We've tracked shipments from that building in the woods near Ufa to a paint manufacturer, and that manufacturer supplied paint to the Russian Aircraft Corporation. The trouble is, we don't know whether that paint has any of the material from that Ufa site, and the Corporation also supplies all the Russian aircraft manufacturers." 
 
    "Ruth, can we steal a sample of paint from the manufacturer?" 
 
    "With some risk," she replied in a cold tone, which showed she had no enthusiasm for this suggestion at all. "The trouble is, all we would have is a sample of paint. It could be plain and simple paint." 
 
    "Surely that to be used for aircraft would be labelled as such?" 
 
    "We don't know," Telfar replied. "We've never had to worry about this before." 
 
    "Now I think you're just being plain uncooperative and –" 
 
    "Whatever is being used, it won't be labelled as 'Top secret special radar absorbing paint.'" 
 
    "No, but it will presumably have some description on it so whoever handles it or uses it knows it isn't ship paint or house roof paint." 
 
    "Yes, but I can't tell any agent how it will be labelled." She noticed the look of displeasure, so she added, "So far, the only aspect about military aircraft coatings that have been of interest has been the colour schemes, and we can see that by looking at their fighters when they are testing us. We've never bothered about how Russians label their paint." 
 
    "To be fair," Lawton added to support Telfar, "nobody would normally have thought this sort of thing could happen." 
 
    "As far as we know," the woman persisted, "all the Sukhoi warplanes are painted at a special place at Novosibirsk, and –" 
 
    "I hope you're not asking me to send agents in to try and steal from a military airbase," Telfar said. "I am not going to risk my agent's lives on such a –" 
 
    "Even if our military success in the air depends on it?" came the cutting interjection. 
 
    Ruth Telfar took a deep breath and replied, "If that paint really does what is claimed of it, security will be extremely tight." 
 
    "Then maybe you can check the site for security levels?" the woman suggested. 
 
    "It might only be tight when the specific paint is being used," Lawton offered, in part to give his CIA associate time to think and calm down. "Russia also sells Sukhoi Flankers to other countries, but I doubt they would paint them with their special prize possession. And even supposing some paint could be stolen, the agent wouldn't know whether it was the special paint." 
 
    "They also would not be painting warplanes every week," Telfar said. She was obviously trying to contain her frustration. 
 
    "And constant surveillance of a military site would in itself draw attention to itself," Lawton reminded the woman. 
 
    "Then we know the paint company that receives the packages from Ufa," the woman persisted. "What can we do there?" 
 
    "Surely that will be well protected too," Lawton said, again to try to divert pressure from Telfar.  
 
    "Well, we've got to do something," the woman snapped. 
 
    "Do we, though?" Lawton asked. "What we have is one claim, but no real independent support." 
 
    "Then what would you say about our agents being apprehended after visiting that building near Ufa? Why is a building hiding in a forest with such security? Surely that means something," the woman said. 
 
    "It probably does mean that something is going on there that the Russians are trying to conceal, but that doesn't mean it is making something to make their warplanes invisible," Lawton countered. 
 
    "Don't we want to know?" the woman asked. 
 
    "I think Ruth's point is, not at expense of agents' lives," Lawton countered. "It's a big price to pay, and of course we in this room aren't the ones that make the payment." 
 
    "Yes, and Miss Antonovna's father was shot trying to get this information to us," the White House woman spat. "Who's going to tell her that we're sitting on our backsides ignoring it? She might think her father's life was worth something." 
 
    There was silence, then finally, Lawton said, "Yes, we have to do something, but not something that is suicide for our agents." 
 
    "There must be something your agents can try?" the woman said as she turned to Telfar and gave her a withering stare. 
 
    "I suppose we could try someone posing as a reporter wanting to do an article on the paint company," she said, "but we would have to wait a couple of months." 
 
    "Why?" This was said harshly, as if the woman suspected this was a ploy to delay things and hope the problem would go away. 
 
    "Because the agent needs a cover story," Telfar countered coldly. "That needs a genuine published article that the agent can use as a reference, and preferably two." 
 
    "Something like a glowing pro-Russian survey of the oil industry and its problems, including jabs at the perfidious Americans and their fracking would probably go a long way," Lawton suggested. "If the articles are clearly sound, anti-American, pro Putin, and informative, and the manager of the paint factory has seen them, then he is far more likely to open up." 
 
    "I see," the woman conceded. "And how do we go about getting them published?" 
 
    "That's why it will take time," Telfar said. "First, we have to write them, and they have to be of high quality. That means that someone here in the States has to write it, based on the interviews the agent gets." 
 
    "And the someone has to know what it takes for an independent writer to get published in a Russian newspaper or magazine," Lawton added. "That's the hard part. Most magazines will take well-written articles of interest, but only occasionally. There may be a bit of luck here." 
 
    "All right. I suppose it's a plan, but . . ." 
 
    "One more thing," Lawton added. "You need to get one article published on the oil industry like I said. Then you need another one on the manganese industry." 
 
    "What? Isn't that rather obscure?" the White House woman asked. 
 
    "Yes, it is, and it will be the hardest to get published for that reason," Lawton said, "but if this plan has any chance, the agent has to have a reason to introduce manganese into a conversation with whoever he or she encounters at the paint factory, otherwise all we shall get is a long-winded discussion of do it yourself hints, which, of course, would make an excellent article, but we're not here to be helpful to Russians." 
 
    "How would you go about introducing it into a conversation with a paint man?" Telfar asked curiously. Any help was clearly appreciated. 
 
    "Simply show him the latest published article," Lawton said. "I'll get Burrowes to do a little searching to get the material for the article, and we can then arrange the way it is written so that there is an obvious way in." 
 
    "That sounds good," Telfar said. Her voice was flat. 
 
    "Yes, well don't overdo the enthusiasm," the woman from the White House scowled. 
 
    "You know what bothers me about this," Telfar said in a louder, more aggressive tone. 
 
    "And what's that?" The woman was starting to bristle. 
 
    "I get the feeling my agents are getting far too much exposure in Russia, with so little to show for what they risk." 
 
    "You can't get information by staying in bed," the woman retorted. 
 
    "No, but the more you stick your nose into where it's not wanted, the more likely you are to get caught." 
 
    "The Russians won't know –" 
 
    "And that's where you're wrong," Telfar said in a raised voice, and as she pointed her finger accusingly, she continued, "Since that abortive raid on that Ufa building, which, as an aside, got precisely nowhere, we had two men captured. The Russians now know we are interested in whatever goes on in that building, and I am sure they have also considered that wherever what's produced in that building goes, they'll be taking precautions. Everything got a lot more difficult after that episode." 
 
    "So you think we should just give up?" 
 
    "Since you mention it, I think we should stop sending agents out to chase this mirage." 
 
    "In which case I shall take you off the case and get your Director to find someone more amenable to taking instructions." 
 
    Ruth Telfar sat there, staring at the woman, somewhat shocked at this turn of events. Finally, she gave a depressed shrug, and began gathering up her papers. 
 
    "Excuse me," Lawton said, "but Ruth was giving her opinion as to what should happen. She never said she would not do it, but merely that she thought it was a bad idea." 
 
    "Yes, well I want loyalty," the woman said, "and so –" 
 
    "Then I'm out of here too," Lawton said. "If you don't want advice from people who have some experience in this sort of activity, then I don't see I'm going to be much help either." 
 
    "Mr Lawton, there's no need to –" 
 
    "If Ruth goes, I go," he said firmly. 
 
    The woman stared at the two of them. This turn of events was undesirable, because the Executives would not want to hear the project was back to square one and needed new personnel. She took a deep breath, swallowed, then said in a bile-ridden tone, "Ms Telfar, you can stay on the team as long as you agree to deploy an agent if so ordered." 
 
    "Remember, Ruth," Lawton added, "it's going to take a couple of months at least. Any heightened attention that arose thanks to that failed raid on the building will have probably subsided by then." Unsaid was the assumption that in two months they might have a reason not to go ahead. 
 
    "All right," Telfar said. "When the time comes, an agent will be ready." Under her breath, she was thinking that maybe this plan would fail long before then. There was no guarantee that any Russian magazine would publish both of the articles, in which case the plan could be aborted. 
 
    "Good," the woman said, and gathered up her papers. "We have things to do. I look forward to hearing progress." With that, she rushed out of the room. 
 
    "Well, that was hardly pleasant," Lawton said. 
 
    "Bernie, you shouldn't have put your career on the line like that," Telfar said. "Mine is probably gone, but you have to think of yourself." 
 
    "I don't agree yours is gone," Lawton said. "You're on record of having warned them that caution should be exercised. The chances of this going wrong are far greater than those of going right. You should be on the right side of the fall-out." 
 
    "Whether I'm right is probably irrelevant," she countered bitterly. "By that stage it's backside covering time, and those at the top always find ways to send the blame downhill." 
 
    "Which makes it even more important that we both make sure your position of proposing caution bearing in mind the risks are properly recorded in the minutes of the meeting," Lawton said. "When we receive them, we should get together and make sure we agree on what we say if we have to correct them." 
 
    "Agreed," Telfar said. As she got to her feet and started to leave, she turned back and said, "And thanks for the support, Bernie." 
 
    "Pleased to be of assistance," Lawton said. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    "Ha, you look busy," Svetlana said. "I thought our little project was running out of steam." 
 
    "As I might have said before," Burrowes said with a grin, "when all else is lost, flail around." 
 
    "And where are you flailing this time, or, put it another way, when should I take cover?" 
 
    "The latest command from above," Burrowes said, with a shake of his head that showed sign of despair, "is they've asked me to write an article on the manganese industry in Russia, so, well, I have to do some research on it." 
 
    "What on earth for?" 
 
    "No idea. They're probably hoping something will come up." 
 
    "Has it?" 
 
    "Well, that depends on what 'something' is allowed to include. I have a deluge of statistics –" 
 
    "An energetic spy, I can see," she laughed. 
 
    "It's all public knowledge," he said with a shrug. "I've been ordered not to hack. I'm not looking for secrets." 
 
    "I wonder why they suddenly want this?" 
 
    "My guess is the boss has to be seen doing something." Burrowes gave the dry reply. 
 
    "Which means, ha ha, you have to do that something." 
 
    "Indeed. If you wish, you could help." 
 
    "Why not," she replied. "Divide the project up into different uses, and we can independently check some each." 
 
    Soon, both were searching and tapping away on their keyboards. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Justin scowled as he put the phone down. "I wouldn't believe it," he said, his voice extremely bitter, "but that wretched Middleton wants to talk to us." 
 
    "What?" Janice almost exploded. "After Goldfinch's had another round of trying to blacken our business? We should sue him." 
 
    "He says he's bringing an olive branch," Justin muttered.  
 
    "What cheek. We should just throw him out." 
 
    "No," Cameron said. The three of them were sitting around a small table having coffee. "You should hear what he has to say. One of the most important points of conflict is you want to know what the opposition is doing. Listen and learn. You say you might bring a lawsuit against him? Well, the more concrete grounds you have, the better. And I'd suggest you turn that intercom on so I can overhear as well." 
 
    "OK," Justin said. "He said he'll be here on the half hour. That's about five minutes away so we might as well get ready." 
 
    They spent the time tidying their desks, and in particular putting away anything that Middleton should not see. They had just finished when the phone went and the receptionist announced that Middleton was there. 
 
    "Send him straight up," Justin said, and they sat back in their chairs. 
 
    Middleton seemed to be a little embarrassed as he came in, as well he might be, Justin thought. 
 
    "So, what brings you here," Justin said in a very cold voice. No Good Mornings today. 
 
    "I know you're annoyed," Middleton said, as he sat down. 
 
    "Very perceptive of you," Justin said. 
 
    "The point is, Irving wants to make peace with –" 
 
    "He's got a really funny way of going about it," Justin spat. 
 
    "Look, please, hear me out. I meant it when I said I'm bringing an olive branch." He paused, waiting to see the response. 
 
    "Go on." Justin was not giving any particular interest. 
 
    "The reason Irving has launched another attack on your business is that he wants the rest of New York to believe you hate him." 
 
    "Well, I suppose he's going about it in the right way," Justin said. 
 
    "The reason he wants everyone to think that is he wants to make a major company raid, but he doesn't want anyone to know it's him." 
 
    "I'm not sure I follow," Janice said, to fill in the pause. 
 
    "The reason nobody will think its him is because you will be making the raid." 
 
    "Well, that plan's going to fail," Justin said with a hollow laugh. "We haven't got the necessary cash, and –" 
 
    "Irving will put up the necessary cash." 
 
    "In advance?" 
 
    "In a trust fund that you can access as you make the purchases. You will, of course, accept Irving's price limitations." 
 
    "And the stock is registered to?" 
 
    "The same trust fund. There will be legal papers to sign of course." 
 
    "And how much are we talking about?" 
 
    "Up to seven hundred and fifty million." 
 
    "And he's not doing this himself because he doesn't want his name on the transactions?" Janice asked. 
 
    "Exactly," Middleton said. "Look, I said it was an olive branch. The fees on seven fifty mill has to be of interest, I hope?" 
 
    Justin was a little stunned. Janice took the lead. "That's certainly of interest," she said, "subject, of course, to a proper legal agreement." 
 
    "Of course," Middleton replied. He smiled a little and said, "We wouldn't put that much money in someone else's hands without one either. So, we have a deal?" 
 
    "We have a deal," Justin said, "subject to the proper legal agreement." 
 
    "Good. I'll have it drafted up and sent to your lawyers to look over this afternoon. As an aside, who are they?" 
 
    Janice gave him a card, with the legal firm's name on it, and their main contact. "I'll phone them and let them know it's coming," she said. 
 
    "Excellent. Now, one more thing. I gather you know a Colin Hooper and a Raymond McKenzie?" 
 
    "So?" Justin replied, his voice now laden with suspicion. 
 
    "Irving wants to progress that project," Middleton said. "He needs to contact them, and if you know where they are, we would appreciate –" 
 
    "If there's a message, I'll see it gets forwarded," Justin said. "I'm sorry, but they asked me not to give away their new address, and I gave my word I wouldn't so, well . . ." 
 
    "That's fine," Middleton said, and he got up. "If you cooperate and make these purchases, I think you will soon find your way to playing in the big league." 
 
    "Well," Janice said, after Middleton had left, "what do you make of that?" 
 
    "I think we should wait for Doug to come back here," Justin said, knowing fine well that Cameron would hear that. "The real question, I guess, is what do you think Mr Rutherford will think of that?" 
 
    "Let's suppose," Janice suggested, "that Goldfinch has worked out that we have had a backer, and that backer is giving him trouble. Maybe this is connected." 
 
    "You think, to flush him out?" 
 
    "Well, that's possible." 
 
    "True, but let's wait for Doug. My guess is he will be contacting Mr Rutherford first, so we'll find out what he thinks." 
 
    It took about ten minutes before Cameron returned to their office. He had a broad smile on his face as he sat down and challenged them with, "Well, what do you think that was all about?" 
 
    "Well, my theory was that this was to flush out who our backer is," Janice said, "although it seems a fairly expensive way of going about it." 
 
    "It's almost certainly Goldfinch already knows," Cameron said. He turned towards Justin and added, "If you recall those guys that wanted to beat you up, well the boss had a visit from them." 
 
    "I hope he's all right," Justin said. 
 
    "I'll pass your concern on," Cameron said with a nod. "He's fine, but Brian is dead." 
 
    "Dead?" 
 
    "Yes, there was a gunfight between this guy and the boss, the boss got a wound in the arm, and Brian joined in. Unfortunately, when he did he stood up, as if he were at a pistol range." Cameron paused, then added, "As a piece of advice, if you ever get into a gunfight, the first objective is to take cover. Never offer yourself as an easy target. Brian didn't know what he was doing." 
 
    "But he had a gun?" Janice asked. 
 
    "Apparently. But I assure you, the boss never expected that to happen." 
 
    There was a pause, so Justin, to break the silence, asked, "And the other gunman?" 
 
    "Took a bullet. We don't know how bad the wound is, but he was able to run away and flee on a motorcycle. So, in answer to your earlier question, we have to assume either he told others what's going on, or others saw the boss." 
 
    "So, I suppose we'll have to turn this big banking offer down," Janice said, her mouth turned down and her eyes were also looking down. 
 
    "Hell no," Cameron said with a grin. "Take Goldfinch's money. Just make sure he pays." 
 
    "You realize I can't tell you what he's buying, or what his instructions are," Justin cautioned. 
 
    "Of course you can't," Cameron said. "The boss suspects Goldfinch is out to screw you for bad practice. Goldfinch expects you to do something stupid, and he'll pounce. So, be ethical, and do everything by the rule book." 
 
    "And Mr Rutherford?" 
 
    "He will see what Goldfinch is doing anyway, because you can't buy that much of one company without someone taking notice, but the boss's decided that whatever Goldfinch does, he will ignore it." 
 
    "He's giving up on his crusade?" Justin said with a smile. 
 
    "Not necessarily," Cameron said. "His view is probably that if you behave and take a huge fee from Goldfinch, you will effectively be on your way up, and that itself will stick in Irving's throat." 
 
    "And what about the two inventors?" 
 
    "You mean the one inventor and the guy leaching on his back? Well, pass on the message. At this stage all we have is the statement that Irving is going to put in some money." 
 
    "I think Irving has bigger plans than that," Janice cautioned.  
 
    "That's almost certainly true," Cameron replied, "but as the boss said to me, at this stage they must comply with the terms of the agreement they signed or go to court. At this stage, complying is their best option." 
 
    "Yes, but they will have to produce the technology," Janice pointed out. 
 
    "Indeed, but to whom?" 
 
    "What do you mean?" she asked. "Goldfinch will get to see it then." 
 
    "Will he?" Cameron countered. "What the inventor should do, when it's time to show and tell, is to show the people who are going to make it, and only after there is a firm non-disclosure agreement with the inventor alone. Get him to come in, and the boss will give him a document to get them to sign, and another one whereby the boss get's paid his legal fees when they are sufficiently solvent to pay them." 
 
    "You think that will stop Goldfinch's lot?" Janice was clearly sceptical. 
 
    "Maybe, maybe not, but if that company does anything to break their agreement, the inventors are off Goldfinch's hook." 
 
    "If the subsequent courts find for them?" Justin warned. 
 
    "True, but those two have to accept their position is not strong after signing that agreement with Goldfinch, so this is their best way out of it. If anyone has a better idea, let's hear it." 
 
    Nobody had a better idea. 
 
    "One more thing," Cameron added. "If Goldfinch tries to screw you, then he'll have caused damage, then he also becomes liable for damages." 
 
    "If Mr Rutherford doesn't want us to go to court after that libel, why will he be different –" 
 
    "Mr Rutherford said that such a libel case could go on forever, because Goldfinch never really went hopelessly beyond what you could call fair comment," Cameron said with a shrug. He shrugged, and added, "When he said you had lost huge on your first go into the market, that was even true." 
 
    "Yes, but it hurts our –" 
 
    "Yes, but it counts as fair comment," Cameron said. "However, breaking a contract is an entirely different matter. If that went to court and you have been honest, the fact he has bad-mouthed you all over town will now make the damages go sky-high. That's why I'm sure he'll play straight with this trust fund investment." 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Burrowes had completed his survey of uses for manganese, and was rather pleased with himself for having some downtime. He gave the document to Rutherford, who went away and must have made a phone call because in less than half an hour Rutherford was back and he handed the document to Svetlana.  
 
    "Write it up in Russian," he said somewhat brusquely. "Make sure it's in a form that an average Russian might write, as opposed to some University-style exercise, which this probably already is." 
 
    "You're going to publish it in Russia?" she asked in a somewhat surprised tone. 
 
    "I'm not going to do anything," Rutherford said. "It'll give you something to do." 
 
    "OK," Svetlana said with a shrug. 
 
    "Meanwhile, you," Rutherford said, "seem to have nothing to do." 
 
    "Good, isn't it," Burrowes said with a smile. 
 
    "Not for long it isn't," Rutherford said with a laugh. "The guy who's paying us wants to see you at this address, more or less as soon as you can get there." With that, Rutherford handed Burrowes a piece of paper, and turned and retreated back to his office. 
 
    "Well, that was a nice little rest," Burrowes said with a sigh. 
 
    "Serves you right for announcing you were finished," Svetlana pointed out. "Had you used a different technique, you could look busy and have your holiday." 
 
    "Yeah, well as they say, shit happens." 
 
    "You're not wrong there," Svetlana said, as she scanned through the opening pages of Burrowes' document. "While I don't know a lot about English, I know this writing is just plain awful. The grammar is –" 
 
    "All the better," he said as he got up. "You won't be simply translating words. You'll have to translate the meaning." 
 
    "If I can work out what it is," she mumbled. 
 
    "I'm sure you can. I suspect I'm going to be in a worse position." With that he headed out towards his car. 
 
    Where Rutherford had his base was starting to get towards the edge of the metropolitan area, and rather unexpectedly, the piece of paper gave an address that was even further out, although not that far from work. Since his old car did not go as far as a GPS guide, and for some reason he was never very enamoured with the service offered by his cell phone, in part because he had trouble persuading it to give him the right amount of map, he had to rely on his book of maps. As he drove, he thought the continual rows of industrial buildings were somehow so grey and depressing. Yes, he knew that a lot of money was made in this part of the city, but it could still look better. He finally came to the address, which turned out to be basically a parking lot and a dilapidated factory, long since abandoned. As he drove in, he saw Lawton stand up and wave, so he drove towards him and parked. 
 
    "Nice scenic spot," Burrowes remarked.  
 
    "Yeah, well, the idea with what we do is to do some of it where nobody will expect it." 
 
    "I guess. So, why am I here?" 
 
    "I've got a small job. How would you like to do some field work?" 
 
    "Field work? Um, what sort?" 
 
    "Before I go into that, what's your attitude to firearms?" 
 
    "If I were going to a knife fight, a gun would sure be handy," he replied. "Why?" 
 
    "Have you used guns?" 
 
    Burrowes paused. How much did Lawton know about him? Probably just about everything, but did that mean he had checked up on his FBI training. After becoming such an agent, he had worked for a while in their cyber division, before being transferred to the NSA. Accordingly, he had done the initial training at Quantico, and that, perforce, included firearms training. Notwithstanding the fact that Lawton probably knew that, he might not, and it was worth finding out what he did know. Time to be a little evasive. "I've done a little hunting," he remarked. "Animals, that is." 
 
    "Do you know how to use a pistol?" 
 
    "The principle's reasonably clear," he said. Still not time to give anything away. 
 
    "Good. That building you see has a firing range, so we can use it to test you out. Follow me." 
 
    Burrowes followed. The building was dilapidated brickwork, and there were signs that vandals had been at work, but only occasionally. As they entered a large open area it was clear the building had been a factory. Across the ceiling there were strong steel girders with rails, presumably for supporting equipment to move heavy loads around, while from various places there were a number of electrical cables that had been cut and left dangling when whatever they powered had been removed. The walls had graffiti, but only some; the floor, strangely enough was clean, apart from the odd can left against a wall. Someone was looking after this area, at least to some extent. 
 
    They crossed the rather large open area and came to a door. Lawton took out a key and opened it. Burrowes walked through to see a corridor well lit with fluorescent tubes, the walls had recently been painted, and the floor had quality vinyl. 
 
    "By the look on your face, you didn't expect this," Lawton said with a smile as he closed the door and locked it. 
 
    "If I didn't know better," Burrowes said, "I would think this was a secret facility." 
 
    "You would be correct, and I rather think you do know better. Now, if we turn right here and go down to the next door, we come to a shooting range." 
 
    Burrowes was continuing to wonder where this was going; still, this was not the time to argue. He was given Perspex eye shields and earmuffs, then they walked up to where they would obviously shoot. The barrier was waste-high, but unlike what he expected, there were drawers below it. 
 
    "Open the top drawer and show me what you can do." 
 
    The top drawer contained a nine-millimetre automatic and a box of ammunition. Burrowes checked the safety, unclipped the magazine, then checked the chamber. As expected, it was empty. Burrowes then began the job of slipping cartridges into the magazine, then he clipped it back in, and after pointing the gun down the range he brought a round into the chamber. 
 
    "I assume you can see the target?" 
 
    "Yes." Rather depressingly, it was the image of a gunman with a blackened area around where the heart should be. 
 
    "Then see if you can hit it." 
 
    Burrowes had given this a little thought. His future would be a lot safer if he missed, and made out that he was incompetent with guns, but then he realised that would not work either because if he were that incompetent, he would not have known how to inspect it and load it. And if Lawton had access to his training at Quantico, he would know he was not incompetent. So, he thought to himself, he would do the best he could. He took what he felt was a reasonable stance that would not give too much away, switched the lever to the fire position, lifted the pistol up so he could look along the sights, then squeezed off a round at the centre of the blackened area. 
 
    "Keep going," Lawton said. 
 
    He squeezed off three more rounds. 
 
    Lawton had a headphone at his ear and was apparently communicating with someone who had a better view of the target, because he nodded. "OK, try some a little faster." 
 
    Burrowes gave a nod of acceptance, lifted the gun up, and squeezed off six rounds as quickly as he could, then another three at the head. 
 
    "Very good," Lawton said, and he sounded as if he meant it. "Put the gun back in the drawer." 
 
    Burrowes returned the lever to the 'safe' position then took the magazine out, freed the few remaining cartridges, then emptied the chamber and put the unused cartridges back in the box. 
 
    "OK, here's the situation," Lawton said. "This project you're on is starting to run into trouble. There was that guy who got into your workplace –" 
 
    "Yes, but since Brian was killed, we assume nobody will try again," Burrowes said.  
 
    "And that might be a bad assumption. Whoever that guy was working for might want a second round." 
 
    "True." 
 
    "There've been attempts to hack into your work place, and we suspect the hackers came from Russia." 
 
    "So?" 
 
    "It's just that in the same way we have agents in Russia, they almost certainly have agents here, so things might get dangerous. I think it only fair to give you the chance to defend yourself. Finally, I've got a job that has to be done. It should be quite safe, and the chances of having to use a firearm are very remote, but I want whoever does it to be armed. If you accept, you will turn up here over the next week or so and get a crash-training course. I know that's not going to be adequate, and I know you look like you know how to handle yourself, and that actually is not good, but you're the most suitable that I've got in other ways. Hopefully it won't come to using firearms." 
 
    "You want me to carry a gun?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Are you going to give me a permit?" 
 
    "I'll do better than that. You'll get ID as a Federal Agent." 
 
    "Not that I am." 
 
    "You will be," Lawton countered. "You might have been fired from the NSA, but no paperwork was done. Strictly speaking –" 
 
    "I could turn up and demand my job!" Burrowes said with a grin. 
 
    "Then you would be fired properly," Lawton countered, "for taking so much leave without authority. You would owe us." 
 
    "Returning pay I never received." 
 
    "Exactly, but do what I'm asking, and you become a temporary field agent." 
 
    "With the emphasis on temporary." 
 
    "That depends on what sort of a fist you make of it." 
 
    "Suppose all goes well and nothing happens?" 
 
    "You have the promise I gave you before of returning as an analyst, which, as an aside, stands whether you take this job or not. So, will you accept this job?" 
 
    "OK," Burrowes said. He was not exactly enthused about it, but he was only too well aware that he had no long-term future with Rutherford, other than as a criminal, and he was more or less certain there would be no bad consequences from a short experience at fieldwork.  
 
    There was one thing that puzzled him. The NSA was not supposed to do field work. Or was it? It would hardly surprise him that he was given a job that was not supposed to exist. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    It did not take long to be outed. He turned up on the Monday morning, as required, to be greeted by one of his instructors from Quantico. He did his best to greet him cheerfully, and to his surprise, the instructor also did not seem to know whether Lawton knew of his previous FBI training. 
 
    "It would make more sense if he did," the instructor said, "anyway, let's put that to one side. We have a lot to do, and I suspect you've got rather rusty in some ways." 
 
    He had, but he had tried to remain tolerably fit, if for no other reason than that sitting behind a computer all day required some reasonably vigorous exercise when he was not there. 
 
    At the end of two weeks, the instructor informed him that he would be about as useful as could be expected, given he had so little experience. 
 
    Burrowes wondered what the hell that meant. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Once again he met Lawton in a car park. Burrowes had teased him once about not having an office so he couldn't be very important, but the response surprised him. "Of course I've got an office, but I'm sure it's being watched." 
 
    There was no answer to that. 
 
    "So, what do you want me to do?" Burrowes asked. 
 
    "I'll get to that. First, let me say I was quite impressed by the way you handled that torpedo file. You made up an alternative in what? Four hours?" 
 
    "Three," Burrowes said with a superior smile, "but of course I was prepared. There was a copy of the application for funding on a computer file, so I printed that, and I got some text on torpedoes and homing devices from the web, and cut and pasted, then when I got the real document, I copied off the first four pages, because these defined the problem, and in any case, apart from McKenzie, nobody would know whether what followed was real or not." 
 
    "Yes, that was really clever. What made you think of it?" 
 
    "I didn't want to tell the Jays, but their safe wouldn't take any average safe-cracker more than a few minutes to open. Instead, I told them and the two who brought the document that the safe was the obvious place, and just in case someone could crack it, it would be better to hide it somewhere else, and the junk room was the place. Even if anyone had time after opening the safe, they would never find anything in there, so we found a place to hide it. After they left, I took it out of there, made my copies of the top pages, made the substitution, and brought the real document to you." 
 
    "As I say, that was clever, except apparently the burglar had a plan as to where the substitute was hidden, at least more or less." 
 
    "Yeah, well, someone leaked. That didn't entirely surprise me." 
 
    "Who do you think it could be?" 
 
    "Well, it was someone who told Goldfinch, so I think that eliminates the Jays." 
 
    "I agree," Lawton said in a tone that encouraged Burrowes to continue. 
 
    "Unless there's some sort of surveillance there, and I checked later, although . . ." 
 
    "Although?" 
 
    "I never thought to check before the theft," Burrowes said. "They could have removed it. Sorry." 
 
    "At this stage I discount that anyway," Lawton said. "So who?" 
 
    "Either Hooper or McKenzie," Burrowes said. "Either could have blabbed and been overheard, or Hooper could have sold out." 
 
    "You favour Hooper?" 
 
    "I've got no evidence, but he strikes me as the most likely. He's the so-called salesman, but he's also the least useful from now on. If someone big takes this over, McKenzie will be taken on as an expert, but Hooper has no real value to the project, so if he's worked that out, he'll be getting what he can, while he can." 
 
    "OK, let's suppose I buy that. Who's the guy who caught our burglar, took the documents, and left them in a drawer?" 
 
    "It's obviously some third party, but I have no idea who," Burrowes said. "Sorry." 
 
    "Don't be. Nobody else has either. Anyway, your job." 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "Someone has to escort Hooper and McKenzie to Super Dynamics." 
 
    "And that requires me, and me to be carrying ID as a Federal Agent?" 
 
    "Yes, because McKenzie and Hooper will be carrying the documentation, but as you know, that is worthless. Someone has to explain, after Hooper and McKenzie are out of sight, why Super Dynamics should follow the correct documentation but keep the rubbish. And, of course, someone has to take the real documentation. If whoever does this is just you, they won't know what to make of it. As a Federal Agent, they will take notice." 
 
    "So why the gun training?" 
 
    "The third party," Lawton said. "My guess is by now they'll have worked out they've been duped." 
 
    "You think this third party took photocopies of the document?" 
 
    "Don't you?" Lawton gave Burrowes a penetrating stare. 
 
    "Fair enough point," Burrowes said. "I more or less assumed that, because otherwise, what was he doing while staying so long?" 
 
    "Exactly, and that is why you need the gun. You will be carrying the real documents, or at least copies. We have to assume the third party might make another attempt. If they don't, you'll have a pleasant trip to Boston." 
 
    "I wonder what Hooper and McKenzie think of my accompanying them? My guess is, they won't like it." 
 
    That was a successful guess. Hooper was outright surly, but as Burrowes pointed out, if he did not accompany them, that was the end of their project. So Hooper then acquiesced. McKenzie just shrugged his shoulders and looked as if the troubles of the world had been dumped on him. 
 
    "You don't look happy," Burrowes said. 
 
    "This isn't going to work, is it? We're going to be done over like –" 
 
    "Not if your invention works," Burrowes said, "and I'll tell you something. If you were to do a little something for me, you would serve your country as well, and I might be of more help than you think." 
 
    "Oh yeah, and why would that be?" 
 
    "Because, and keep this to yourself, I'm a Federal Agent." No need to inform him that this was almost certainly temporary, especially if things turned to custard. 
 
    "Oh yeah, pull the other leg." 
 
    "How about this, then?" Burrowes pulled out his shiny new ID badge that was designed to clip onto his belt. 
 
    "What? How?" 
 
    "Ssshh! You mustn't tell anyone. Especially not Hooper, but –" 
 
    McKenzie's eyes lit up as he interrupted, "No, I won't tell him, or anyone else." 
 
    Burrowes smiled. As expected, McKenzie was getting tired of his business partner's antics. "Good." 
 
    "So, what do you want me to do?" 
 
    Burrowes told him. At first McKenzie frowned a little, then he agreed he could do that. 
 
    "And whatever else, tell absolutely nobody you're doing it, and especially Hooper." 
 
    "No worries on that one," McKenzie said, and for the first time Burrowes saw a smile cross his face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Burrowes looked down at his ID, then he folded it and put it in his interior jacket pocket. He had been told that if anyone wanted to check it, they would be taken to a web file that would assert he was who he said he was, and would then take the questioner to a site that required top-level security clearance to enter. The Director of the FBI could get in; anyone much lower could not. 
 
    Burrowes shook his head in despair at the antics of Hooper. Hooper had continued to protest about Burrowes accompanying them, but Justin had told them that any funding would be dependent on them accepting such assistance. Hooper threw a tizzy fit, then eventually caved for the final time, but only because McKenzie told him to. That was interesting, Burrowes thought, because it indicated that McKenzie had probably pointed out Hooper's shortcomings previously. That would support the hypothesis that Hooper was likely to think he would be dumped when the big boys started to participate. That would reinforce his theory that Hooper was the likely source of any leak of information. 
 
    Burrowes did the best he could: he sat in the front of the aircraft, keeping his briefcase between his legs, while the other two were down the back. The interesting part of this ID was that nobody questioned his right to carry a gun on board. It was true that they had scanned it and waited for computer verification of his ID, but he was immediately cleared, and he actually received unexpected politeness as well as attempts at providing helpful advice. There was also an Air Marshall aboard, and the two were introduced, which annoyed Burrowes to some extent because he did not want Hooper to know any more than he had to, but here he was fortunate because Hooper wanted to stay as far away from him as possible and did not want to look at him. The advice was unnecessary as long as there were no terrorists or such on the flight. All he had to do was to sit in a seat, and he was convinced he could do this by himself. He did, however, concede that if there were to be trouble, it would be useful for each of them to know the other was one of the good guys. 
 
    There was no trouble, and it was a boring flight. Boring flights are good flights, Burrowes reminded himself. Being at the front, he was first off the aircraft, an important requirement because the last thing he wanted to do was to lose those two. Hooper scowled when he saw him, but he probably had accepted they were going to have to put up with him. He escorted them to a taxi stand, and to Hooper's general annoyance, he placed himself in the back seat, placed his briefcase against the door, and suggested Hooper sit beside him. He was convinced Hooper was the more dangerous of the two. 
 
    The drive to Super Dynamics was uneventful. Nobody spoke. Burrowes felt tempted to start a conversation, mainly to annoy Hooper, but in the end he decided the best he could do would be to leave them as calm as possible. As they got out of the car, Burrowes scanned the surrounding area, but there was nothing that struck him as suspicious. Still, he tried to commit to memory all the people he could see. He let them lead the way into the Super Dynamics building, where he stood with his back against a wall as the other two asked reception to get the required engineer. The receptionist then gave them visitor ID badges, and Burrowes had to come over to receive his, but when he did, he returned to the wall. He continued scanning to see if anyone from outside came in, but nobody did. It occurred to him then that maybe he was taking this "special agent" job too seriously. Maybe he was, but the one thing he recalled from his time in Quantico was the person who was not paying attention was often the first dead person if the situation was going sour. The bad guys always had the initiative; the good guys had to be alert. 
 
    The engineer came down and escorted them to a nearby office. Hooper and McKenzie effused over their technology and the engineer nodded wisely, although Burrowes could see he was a little bored about this. He had been involved with the first trial so he knew what this should do.  Then, as Burrowes once again stood back against a wall, there were many documents to sign. Finally, with a flourish, Hooper handed over the big envelope that carried the precious specifications. The engineer signed a receipt for it, and said, "Right, you can leave this with us. I'll get someone to escort you out." 
 
    "I'll be a few minutes longer," Burrowes said to Hooper and McKenzie, "but if you wish, you can wait outside then we can go back to town together and I'll buy you lunch, or you can go by yourselves and I'll find my own way." 
 
    It came as no surprise to Burrowes that they elected to go by themselves. They did not want protection. 
 
    The someone was an attractive young woman, and when she had escorted Hooper and McKenzie out the engineer started moving towards the door. 
 
    "Excuse me," Burrowes said. "I would like a few words with you before I go." He flashed his Federal Agent ID.  
 
    "What's all this about?" the engineer asked. He seemed worried. "Look, we have the highest security clearance, and –" 
 
    "I know," Burrowes said, and tried to give an understanding and sympathetic smile. "It's just that I want to make sure you treat this document with the utmost care." 
 
    "Of course I will," he snorted. "Look, we are used to –" 
 
    "There has already been one serious attempt to steal it, and maybe two." 
 
    "Well, they won't steal anything from here." 
 
    Maybe, maybe not, Burrowes thought. "And I want everything you do on computers for this project to only involve computers disconnected from the internet, and with all things like Bluetooth shut off." 
 
    "Nobody could hack us." 
 
    "Don't be so sure," Burrowes said, and then added with a very cold challenging smile, "How much do you want to bet, remembering I have the resources of the NSA behind me?" 
 
    The engineer backed off from a bet. "All the same, nobody else has those resources," he said. "We're safe from –" 
 
    "The Russian government?" 
 
    There was a stunned silence, then the engineer said, "OK, I'll do as you suggest." 
 
    "Good. Now, while you will take all sorts of care with that documentation, and while you will look as if you are working from it, you won't." 
 
    "What? What's all this about?" The engineer now started to look a little angry. "If this is all wasting my time –" 
 
    "Not at all. It's a security measure. As I said, people have been trying to steal this technology, so what you have in that envelope is rubbish. It is a decoy that I concocted. The real technology is in this envelope," and with that he opened his briefcase and took out an equivalent envelope.  
 
    "Then why didn't you just give that to those two before wasting my time?" The annoyance and anger were clear. 
 
    "Because," Burrowes replied, "my agency is convinced this problem has yet to go away, and another attempt will be made. Frankly, if I were you I would not take either document home, or you might not live. Just do what I ask, please." 
 
    Burrowes could see the thought, "And if I don't?" cross his mind, then it occurred to him that the if might mean the Federal Government might cancel a lot of contracts, so finally he said he would. 
 
    Burrowes then decided to return to the airport, in case he could get an earlier flight home. Strictly speaking, he was supposed to be protecting those other two, but since the main objective had been achieved, his attitude was, if they want to get themselves into trouble, let them pay the consequences. Added to which, he had offered, they had declined, and he really had no idea where they were. He could probably track them through the taxi, but why bother? 
 
    As it turned out, they returned safely. Also, he still had a gun and a Federal badge. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Dennis knew that he had to do something. He still had no idea what, but he knew Goldfinch was after this torpedo, he knew that a week ago the two inventors had taken their document to Super Dynamics. At that point, he had no real plan, but he felt that this project had the potential to shaft Goldfinch, because he knew how much money was involved. It was also of major importance to the US government, which meant that if it even looked like Goldfinch was playing the system, Goldfinch would be in deep trouble. The attractiveness of this torpedo was that Goldfinch was actively pursuing it. Rutherford had been very clear: Rutherford would only forgive him if Goldfinch got burned. Rutherford had also made it clear that Dennis would only get the credit for Goldfinch's difficulties if he could show he was responsible. 
 
    The one advantage he had was that he knew that Burrowes had taken a copy of the agreement between the inventors and Seafarth, and of between Seafarth and Super Dynamics, and had lodged both on his computer. Accordingly, when Burrowes and Svetlana had left the office for some reason, he quickly accessed Burrowes computer, found the agreement file and copied it to a thumb drive. Later, when he opened it, he had the conditions, but more importantly for the present, he had the addresses of the parties. Hooper and McKenzie had somewhat thoughtlessly written down their private addresses. Possibly they did not have an alternative. Whatever the reason, he had carried out a little surveillance, and had watched each of them come home. Accordingly he knew their car number plates, and he knew what sort of cars they drove. 
 
    His surveillance efforts had landed one additional gem: Hooper was trying to shaft Lamont and Ellison, and particularly Burrowes, so today he was dragging McKenzie off somewhere to find alternative funding. He watched McKenzie come out the front door with a briefcase and a large suitcase and kick the front door shut after him. McKenzie then put the rather fat suitcase in his car, then he drove off. This was even better than he could imagine: McKenzie did not intend to come back straight away. 
 
    Dennis parked a block away from where McKenzie lived. He took a briefcase, put on a large hat and tinted glasses, then walked to the building and let himself in through the front door, which McKenzie had forgotten to lock when he kicked the door shut. He had checked the outside and he knew that McKenzie was in apartment four. That door was locked, but it took Dennis no more than twenty seconds to pick the lock, and had someone from one of the other apartments come out, they would have thought he had used a key. 
 
    He closed the door behind him, took gloves from his coat pocket, and began searching. He was in luck. McKenzie had a small desk and in one of the drawers there was a copy of the torpedo plans, together with all the details of the experiments carried out, and McKenzie's comments on what had happened during them, his notes on all the things that could go wrong, and what he had done to ensure they did not. Dennis gathered these up, but just to make sure, he searched thoroughly through the apartment. He made no attempt to tidy up after him; he wanted the place to look burgled. 
 
    Dennis took the bundle of papers and put them in his briefcase. He opened the apartment door, checked nobody was there, then closed and locked the door behind him. He carefully wiped the door handle, and any part of the door he had touched, then he left the building. As far as he could tell, nobody saw him. 
 
    Later, when he returned to his apartment, he realised that if anyone had thought he could be responsible, they would search his apartment. On the other hand, very few people knew he owned a small quite secluded dwelling on the upper reaches of Delaware Bay. This was usually as much a problem as anything because it was somewhat run down, and the local authorities had left notices saying that certain things had to be done to it before it could be used as a dwelling. They were more interested in having it demolished on the grounds it was an eyesore, except nobody could see it unless they went up this somewhat tortuous drive. He would find a hiding place there. 
 
    It was only after he had hidden these documents it occurred to him that he had no real idea what to do with them. The theft had been opportunistic. He was back to square one as far as Goldfinch was concerned. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    "So," Burrowes said, as he reported again to Lawton. "Now what?" 
 
    "Back to Rutherford's place. We still have this manganese issue to solve. You have discovered the manganese could be being used in a special air force paint. We need to know more." 
 
    "Charming." 
 
    "You don't seem very enthused?" Lawton said, with a chastising grin on his face. 
 
    "I don't see we're going to get very far with that," Burrowes replied. "In the event this paint is something really secret –" 
 
    "Assume it is," Lawton interrupted, and his now challenging grin was clearly intended as a clue. 
 
    Burrowes was stunned. Lawton had effectively told him that this paint was the objective. How could that possibly be the case? He gulped a little as he resumed, "In which case, you surely don't expect the secret to be explained on the web?" 
 
    "So what else is there?" Lawton challenged. 
 
    "Basically you need either a sample or the formula, and I can't see us getting either from hacking, or you'd need someone to go in and get a sample." 
 
    "That's what Ruth has been told, and she hates the idea." 
 
    Burrowes had no idea who this Ruth was, but he knew better than to ask. If Lawton wanted him to know, he would tell him. "Then she has my support. The idea of someone going into a warehouse and stealing a tin of paint is just ludicrous. They aren't going to leave a tin around with a label, 'Special Air Force Top Secret Paint'. Your thief could end up with some standard interior white enamel." 
 
    "And your opinion of someone pretending to be a journalist and going in and asking questions?" 
 
    "They'll get answers, but you won't know whether they're true, so you risk the agent's life for no reward," Burrowes said. "That's just silly." 
 
    "Elaborate on this truth issue?" Lawton said. For once he was genuinely interested. It was clearly something he had not thought about. 
 
    "Just the math," Burrowes explained. "Either the paint is real or it is not. If it's real, the manager might admit it if he doesn't think it is important, or if he is proud of it. On the other hand, if he's the slightest bit suspicious of where this conversation is going, he might deny it in case he is talking to a spy, or even worse, an undercover FSB agent. 
 
    "Now, suppose it's not real? The manager might deny it because he hadn't heard of it, and for that matter he might do that if it's real but he's the wrong manager, or alternatively he might confirm it if he's been primed up to keep some sort of deception going. He might also confirm it if he's the boastful type, even if he knows it isn't true. So, how do you tell?" 
 
    Lawton looked slightly abashed. He knew that he should have thought of this. "Yes, you're right. Look, keep quiet about this, and I'll tell Ruth Telfar to can this silly exercise." 
 
    Burrowes was slightly amused. Telfar was a sufficiently uncommon name he would soon find out who she was. Almost certainly, if she were running agents, she would be CIA. As for his conclusion, undoubtedly Lawton would state he had thought of it, and take whatever credit was around, but then he thought, so what? Lawton must have suspected he was having such thoughts because he was looking at him quizzically, as if challenging him to say something.  
 
    Accordingly, he thought he had better say something, so he said, "Since I'm going back to Rutherford's I presume you want me to return this ID." 
 
    "No. Hang onto it for a moment." 
 
    "Isn't that fraud?" 
 
    "Actually, no, it isn't. You are at present a Federal agent. Just don't let that go to your head, though." 
 
    "No arresting someone who beats me to a parking spot?" Burrowes countered with a laugh. 
 
    "Most definitely not." 
 
    "Spoil sport," Burrowes said with a pronounced sniff. "You think I'll solve the manganese problem from there?" 
 
    "Probably not," Lawton said, "but there's still the issue of that torpedo, how Irving Goldfinch came to know about it, assuming he was the one who organised the burglary, and who the third party was, and why they did what they did? We may not find answers to those questions either, but since you tell me some thugs have taken an interest in watching Rutherford's place, I have this feeling that having someone there is as good an approach as any." 
 
    Burrowes could not really argue with that. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    When Burrowes turned up the following morning, the others greeted him with a little surprise. He was less than impressed to see that Dennis had turned up, and there seemed to be no interaction between him and Rutherford. Presumably Rutherford had decided that Dennis' financial loss would be a big enough punishment. He took a seat, and tried to look as if he had not even been away. 
 
    "So, where have you been?" Svetlana asked. She obviously could not contain her curiosity. Rutherford was in the background, and was seemingly keen to hear the answer. Dennis seemed as if he was at least trying to look as if he did not care. 
 
    "Recall those two who had this torpedo design?" Burrowes noticed at this point that Dennis looked up. Not caring was not going to last. "Well, someone had to escort them to where it will be made, so I was babysitting." 
 
    "It took three weeks to get an envelope to Boston?" she teased. "Poor thing. You must have walked, and think, I could have given you a bus ticket had you asked." 
 
    "Well, there was a little more than that," Burrowes said. "I had some investigating to do." 
 
    "Ha! You're a secret agent!" 
 
    "They don't call me Dick Tracey for nothing," Burrowes said with a grin. 
 
    "They don't call you Dick Tracey," Svetlana pointed out.  
 
    "Bother. That's another alias that hasn't worked out." 
 
    "So, what were you doing?" 
 
    "Guarding that secret file," he said. He had thought about saying he had taken a vacation, but he knew that would not look likely. He would have gone somewhere with warmer weather, and he knew he looked pale. 
 
    "What? Why? Why not put it in a vault somewhere?" 
 
    "I don't know," Burrowes said, somewhat crossly. He could understand her being interested in why he had been away, but this seemed a little too interested. "The guy who's paying me, indirectly at least, told me to do it, so I did." 
 
    "Ha! So you've seen him. Who is it?" 
 
    "He didn't say," Burrowes said. "Why the curiosity?" 
 
    "Oh, nothing." Svetlana said. She paused, as if thinking, then added, "It's just that nothing much happened around here. Your absence was the most interesting thing that happened, so . . ." 
 
    "If my absence was that interesting, it must have been really lively. So you're not even going to say you were all working hard?" 
 
    "Oh, we were doing that," Svetlana said with a shrug. Burrowes noticed that Rutherford was shaking his head slightly. Obviously he did not agree. 
 
    "Right, so back to the Russian exercise. How's progress?" 
 
    "As requested, I got the article translated into Russian, and, if I say so myself, it ended up being quite impressive. I gather someone will try to get it published in a Russian magazine. The editor will probably make changes, and it's been arranged that I will make whatever corrections that are needed to get it published." 
 
    "So, have we any information on when a shipment of material from that place near Ufa will be made?" 
 
    "What? Why?" 
 
    "We're trying to track what happens to it," Burrowes explained. "There's no point in worrying about it until some more of whatever it is moves." 
 
    "How are you going to track that?" She seemed quite doubtful that it could be done. Then after a pause, she added, "I suppose if you had one of your secret agents nearby, they could check with the trucking agencies." 
 
    "I rather think we could do it from here," Burrowes said. 
 
    "Except you haven't so far. Maybe the Russian security is a bit better than you think?" 
 
    "Maybe," Burrowes said. It was a good point, although not necessarily the way Svetlana thought. Suppose nothing had moved in the last year because there was nothing to move? So, he was back to two options: either there was nothing there, or the Russian secrecy was effective. Which was it? And how to find out? The problem with everybody working from both ends was there seemed to be no proof of a connection in the middle. The other problem with failure to find something was that they could be looking in the wrong place. He had been checking on transport companies, but suppose the military were moving it? There would be no obvious way to check on that because they would not necessarily leave specific information on a computer linked to the web, knowing only too well the danger of being hacked. That meant they might be down to human intelligence. He would have to tell Lawton. 
 
    As he expected, Lawton was hardly thrilled with this idea. He would have to tell Ruth Telfar, but he knew she would not be enthused. 
 
    "Getting an agent to try to actively find something like that risks exposing the agent," Lawton grumbled. 
 
    "Perhaps," Burrowes said, "but you've got to try something." 
 
    "I know," Lawton said. "We haven't got a lot of options, have we?" 
 
    "We have one more than you think," Burrowes said. "I've had an idea." 
 
    "What? You volunteering to go to Russia as a secret agent?" 
 
    "Well, not exactly like that," Burrowes said, "but consider this. Suppose an American investor went to Russia with the idea of buying an interest in a Russian paint company or so, with the offer of bringing some American technology, and access to American markets?" 
 
    "You don't really think that would fly do you?" 
 
    "It doesn't have to happen," Burrowes said. "All that it requires is that someone plausible go there and tries to get information on the company." 
 
    "That's just financial," Lawton said in a rather sceptical tone. 
 
    "And technical, and financial means sales, and that has to be broken down into what sorts of paints." 
 
    "And suppose the Russians don't play ball?" 
 
    "Then you've wasted some time, but you're not risking any agents." 
 
    Lawton thought for a moment, then said, "Suppose you're right. I can see we don't lose much, but how do we win? Why will the Russians believe anyone we send could conceivably want to buy a Russian paint company?" 
 
    "Because with a bit of luck, that person will have sufficient money that they won't be able to disbelieve him. Why else would such a rich man go there? No really rich person would waste time going to Russia and investigate paint companies unless they were relevant to their investment programs." 
 
    "And why would such a person go there?" 
 
    "How about annoying Rutherford?" 
 
    "What? Ask Rutherford to go? He'd be as credible as someone trying to exchange three dollar bills." 
 
    "No, I was thinking of Irving Goldfinch, or at least using his company. He does billion dollar deals. He'd be credible." 
 
    "And why would Irving Goldfinch be interested in doing this?" He paused and shook his head as he added, "Besides annoying Rutherford?" 
 
    "Because he would be indirectly the guy who tried to steal the torpedo documentation. We threaten him with a serious jail term for espionage and or treason." 
 
    "You know we can't prove that." 
 
    "I know that, but I bet he doesn't." 
 
    "I don't know," Lawton said slowly, "but I'll tell you what. I'll take you to meet Ruth Telfar of the CIA. If she approves, this could be doable." He thought for a moment, then added, "I rather fancy she'll be more enthusiastic, because it's not one of her agents on the line." 
 
    "Fair enough." 
 
    "She'll probably suggest you accompany whoever goes," he said with a grin. "It'll be you on the line." 
 
    "Oh, shit." 
 
    "As they say," Lawton continued, now almost laughing, "every good idea deserves to be thoroughly dumped on. It's all coming your way." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    When Burrowes returned to "work", he knew he would have to explain why he was going to be away for some time. He was unsure what to say to the others, but he was partially saved by Rutherford coming to him while he was sitting at his desk. "So, you're going to be off to Russia?" 
 
    Burrowes groaned. Still, this was not going to be a secret mission, so it probably did not matter. "It's not cast in stone yet," he said. "It's only an idea at this stage." He looked more directly at Rutherford, then asked, "How did you know?" 
 
    "The guy who's paying you phoned me to let me know, so I didn't get excited when you weren't here," Rutherford explained. He looked genuinely interested in this expedition as he asked, "So, what's the plan?"  
 
    Burrowes thought for a moment. The fact that Lawton had contacted Rutherford must mean this was not top secret. "Well, there's no guarantee it's going to happen. It sort of depends." 
 
    "It depends on what?" Svetlana was quite interested, and bearing in mind she was Russian, that was not entirely surprising. 
 
    "What we are going to try to do is to persuade Irving Goldfinch to at least investigate buying a Russian paint company." Burrowes noticed that Dennis' eyes had lit up slightly. What was that about? 
 
    "So you think our Irving will turn you down?" 
 
    "Maybe. Or maybe the Russian government will turn us down. Or won't let us into the country. After all, we have to tell them why we want in." 
 
    "Why Goldfinch?" Rutherford said with a frown. 
 
    "Because whoever does this has to be able to spend a few hundred million without sweating, and be known to be able do it." 
 
    "Well, good luck with that," Rutherford said, and turned away. 
 
    "What say the Russian company doesn't want to see you?" Svetlana asked. 
 
    "That's another problem, and of course, it can't be just any company. We shall try to see three, and two don't matter, but the third does. It has to be the one –" 
 
    "That receives shipments from Ufa," Svetlana offered. 
 
    "Yep. That's right. That's the whole point of the exercise." 
 
    "So, you're going to sneak around, and when nobody's looking, steal a tin of paint?" Her face showed she did not think anyone could be this stupid. 
 
    "I don't think that would be a very good idea," Burrowes said. "I could just see someone walking out trying to conceal a ten litre pail in his back pocket." 
 
    "That would be a bit obvious," Svetlana agreed, "and while it may be in smaller packages, I'd imagine the smallest tin would be rather big." 
 
     "So we have to be a little more subtle," Burrowes continued, his voice becoming a little sarcastic. "The more perceptive might note that to buy a company, we would need to see the books, and maybe we can see that a shipment of paint going out corresponded to the load from Ufa coming in, with about the right concentration." 
 
    "You don't know how much they put in," Svetlana pointed out. 
 
    "We can make a good guess. The paint has to be opaque, so it will be there in a concentration similar to that used for pigments in most ordinary paint." 
 
    "Oh, that's clever," Svetlana said. "So, you don't care too much whether you buy a company or not?" 
 
    "No, not really." 
 
    "Then let's choose some, and give you a chance to see something of Russia." Svetlana seemed quite enthusiastic as she said this. 
 
    "How are you going to do that?" Burrowes asked with a smile. "You an expert on paint companies?" 
 
    "Of course not, but I know something of Russia, and there is always the web. So, how many cities do you want to see?" 
 
    "The guy who'll be paying for my ticket wants to limit it to Moscow," he replied. "That's where the key company is, and we look at another two to make it look less obvious that that's the target. Of course if Irving really wants to see more, and is prepared to fund it . . ." 
 
    "I wouldn't count on Scrooge McGoldfinch paying for a holiday for you," Svetlana shook her head sadly, "nevertheless that's something to work on. I'll make some suggestions." 
 
    Burrowes knew he should be doing this research himself, but he decided not to bother. Better to see what Svetlana came up with. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    While all this was going on, Dennis suddenly realised there might be a second opportunity here, and better still, it should buy some more time. He still had no idea what to make of the torpedo plans he had stolen. They might be related to a project that Goldfinch was deeply interested in, but he knew the other copy was already being used to make the thing. It was also disconcerting that McKenzie had yet to make a fuss about the theft. Either he did not know they had been stolen, or he did know but he did not care. Worse than that, he could not use these plans to buy more time with Rutherford because it was getting increasingly difficult to see how he could use them without admitting he stole them. Whether Rutherford would care about that was another question. 
 
    Why would McKenzie not care? One possibility was these were early plans, and what was made from them did not work. That was a sure-fire way to lead to disaster. What he had hoped would happen was that McKenzie would discover the plans were stolen and assume Goldfinch had organised the theft. That would certainly set Goldfinch back quite a bit, and as the whole project would probably come to an end, that would cost Goldfinch several hundred million. That should satisfy Rutherford, although he still had to work out how to claim it was his doing. He had hoped Rutherford would not care. 
 
    Now, that was not going to work, at least not without prodding McKenzie. But if Goldfinch went to Russia, surely here was some sort of opportunity. A hint here or there to the Russian authorities might do wonders. It would end up very unpleasant for Burrowes, but better Burrowes got into the deep brown stuff than Rutherford took it out on him. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The following morning, Svetlana produced a page with three companies on it. One had a red circle around it, which she explained was a must see.  
 
    "It's the only one I could find that's out of Moscow," she said. "It's a funny little company, from what I can make out, and Irving wouldn't be the slightest bit interested, but it will at least let you see some of the countryside." 
 
    "Goldfinch mightn't like that," Burrowes said. 
 
    "Then let him pay for you to go somewhere else. Saint Petersburg is quite attractive this time of the year, and there are several companies there. You could see –" 
 
    "Sorry to interrupt, but don't forget, the chances of us going anywhere are rather slim, so we might have to just wait and see." 
 
    "We can hope," Svetlana said. "With any luck it will be a time you won't forget in a hurry. Russia is a lot different from here." 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The reason McKenzie had not noticed the theft was that he had decided to take a vacation, and that was why he had taken a fat suitcase on the fund-seeking expedition. He did not intend to return to his apartment for a week or so. His main reason for needing a vacation was to get away from Hooper, who had seemingly become increasingly nervous. The reason seemed to be that Hooper had decided that as this project continued, he was becoming increasingly irrelevant, and he was running around trying to make himself important, and more to the point, trying to persuade McKenzie he was important. Hooper seemed not to realize that he, McKenzie, was never going to dump him. They had an agreement, and McKenzie would live with it. He knew he would never have got this far without Hooper, so Hooper had a free ride from now on. Only Hooper did not seem to believe that. 
 
    The trouble was, if he kept up this sort of behaviour, it was going to be hard to defend him because he was seemingly making enemies at Super Dynamics with his persistent questions regarding progress. Goldfinch was technically the contact point for Super Dynamics according to the agreement, and McKenzie had decided that sooner or later Goldfinch would get tired of harassment from Super Dynamics, and would do something about the cause. He was only too well aware that Goldfinch wanted to get rid of the two of them, and probably the only thing holding him back was that Super Dynamics would presumably want him on call in case there were technical issues arising from the scale-up. That would not happen for weeks, knowing how such big Corporations were strangely sluggish at something novel, so now was the time for vacation. 
 
    He had to hope Hooper would not ask Super Dynamics where he was. Not that they would know the answer to that, because as yet he did not know where he was going. Florida seemed interesting. Somewhere with a beach. 
 
    As it happened, Super Dynamics did not wish to contact him while constructing the trial torpedo, because they suspected that any call would ignite more rounds of harassment from Hooper. When there were issues that seemed to be debatable, their engineers would solve the problem. Whether they were to solve it properly was to be an issue that was to cause severe problems. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    "And what can I do for you?" a puzzled Goldfinch asked. He was annoyed already. This man Lawton had credentials that could not be ignored, but it was hard to see why a man from the NSA would be addressing a leading banker. The only possibility was the one thing he was absolutely not doing, at least as far as he knew, and that was funding terrorists. The other question was, could they suspect that some of his activities were exercises in money laundering? Some might think that, but that was never his intention. It was just that if he moved money about in certain ways and deployed it in various places, he would make a fat profit. But it was always his money, legitimately made. Or at least that was his story. In any case, suspicions there would not bring the NSA down on him. The FBI, maybe, but . . . Maybe that was wrong. Not that it mattered. The man was here, so whatever the reason, he had to at least listen. 
 
    "I want you to send a small team to Russia to investigate the purchase of stock in Russian paint companies, or to do some sort of joint venture, or –" 
 
    "What do I want to do that for?" Goldfinch was clearly suspicious. This had to be a trap of some sort, but why? 
 
    "To serve your country, for starters." 
 
    "Have you got any idea how much money is required to buy a seriously sized company?" 
 
    "Yes," Lawton responded. "That's why we need someone for whom a billion dollars is no problem." 
 
    Goldfinch almost exploded on the spot. "You want me to spend a billion dollars on –" 
 
    "I said investigate the purchase. You don't actually have to purchase." 
 
    Goldfinch subsided, then frowned. "I don't understand." 
 
    "You don't have to understand why. You send a small team to Russia to investigate. Our Embassy in Moscow will set up contacts, et cetera, and your small team, together with Mr Burrowes here, will go through whatever you would normally do when considering such a commercial arrangement. You will try to establish whether the scheme is financially sound, and you will want to know about the quality, the sales, the disgruntled customers, whatever, as if you were going to take a financial position." 
 
    "Suppose I don't want to go to Russia?" 
 
    "I never said you had to go. Someone a little more junior might be more ideal because they would have to refer any possibility to you, and they could not commit on the spot." 
 
    "Suppose the Russians don't want to see us?" 
 
    "Then nobody goes." 
 
    "Suppose they refuse to provide the necessary information?" 
 
    "Then you tell them you are sorry, but access to American markets is beyond them." 
 
    "Access to American markets?" 
 
    "Of course. Why else is your company interested in a Russian company?" 
 
    "So, what is really going on? Am I at risk of being accused of espionage?" 
 
    "From your point of view, the answer should be no. Your representative will be asking the questions any banker would ask. Mr Burrowes will be interested in one particular thing, but he will not ask more than two questions of any company, other than for clarification if they volunteer something." 
 
    "And where are these companies?" 
 
    "The main one of interest is in the northern part of Moscow, but we shall provide the names of at least two more. Whoever you send shall at least see something of Russia." 
 
    "Oh, great. Exactly why should I do this?" 
 
    "First, because you might find a real commercial opportunity. If you do, you are free to take it." 
 
    "Is there a second reason?" 
 
    "I have evidence you commissioned a burglary on something that would be grounds to try you for treason," Lawton lied smoothly. "Do this and that evidence shall disappear." 
 
    Goldfinch sat like a stunned rabbit, thus convincing both Lawton and Burrowes that their guess was correct. That, of course, was not evidence, and they knew they had none. Goldfinch recovered, and asked, "So I can send anyone?" 
 
    "Anyone competent to do an investment analysis, and someone who is authorised to at least investigate on your behalf," Lawton said. "Send the janitor, and you're off to Guantanamo." 
 
    Goldfinch grudgingly accepted. His first thought was to send Middleton, so when Lawton and Burrowes had left, Goldfinch called Middleton to his office and explained that he was going to Russia. "So, Graeme, you should start to learn something about paint." 
 
    "It has to be paint?" 
 
    "Yes, it has to be paint. There is at least one specified company." 
 
    Middleton was silent for a moment, then a slight smile crossed his face, as he said, "You should pay the Jays to go." 
 
    "Why?" Goldfinch asked contemptuously. This was not what he wanted to hear. 
 
    "Simple," Middleton said. "Assuming, of course, you don't actually want to invest in a Russian paint company chosen for some other spurious reason by the government." 
 
    "I most certainly don't." 
 
    "Then first, you want to keep all your workers here, so we can concentrate on what you want to do." 
 
    Goldfinch's expression showed he was less than amused at this suggestion.  
 
    "Second," Middleton continued, as he held his breath a little. He was committed, and he was beginning to wish he had not raised this issue at all. "You want to get rid of the Jays? Well, this looks awfully like espionage to me, so they may well end up in a Russian jail. And third, it'll probably flush out whoever's backing them." 
 
    Once again, Goldfinch looked stunned, but this time in a more favourable way. "Graeme, that's brilliant," he finally managed to say. 
 
    "Will I tell them?" 
 
    "No. That's for me to do. They'll be suspicious if you ask them to go." 
 
    Middleton decided to hold his tongue. If they were not suspicious when Goldfinch wanted a favour, there was something wrong with them, so better Goldfinch make all the mistakes. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Jason had no idea what to say to this proposition. It seemed so wrong. If Goldfinch wanted to purchase a Russian asset, why wouldn't he check it himself, or send someone he completely trusted. He had to say something, but what? 
 
    "You look uncertain?" Goldfinch said with a smile. 
 
    Janice said it for him. "What we don't understand is why you want us to go? We don't work for you, and worse, the Russians may see that, and we could be accused of fraud, and –" 
 
    "I shall give you written authority," Goldfinch said, "and I shall send a copy of the authority to our Embassy in Moscow, who will be the ones setting up the meetings. If the Russians don't agree to your representing me, you won't get the meetings set up so you can stay here." 
 
    "Yes, but at the end of the day, you have to cut any cheque, and –" 
 
    "Yeah, but I don't want to buy a Russian paint company. I'm going along with this because the government wants to send a Mr Burrowes to ask a couple of questions, and –" 
 
    "Then hold on," Jason interrupted. "I'll phone Burrowes." 
 
    "You know him?" 
 
    "If it's the same Burrowes," Jason said. When Burrowes answered, he explained the situation, then sat there for a while saying nothing, then he hung down the phone. "Charlie says he'd prefer it was me going than you," he finally said to Goldfinch. "So you want me to look at the books in some sort of detail. You'll have to tell me exactly what you want?" 
 
    "Exactly?" a puzzled Goldfinch asked. He did not really want anything. 
 
    "Yes," Jason replied. "The books will presumably have things written in Cyrillic, and I have to know what the terms you want look like. And, of course, there is the small matter of payment, and bearing in mind you seem to want me to recommend not buying, it better be fees, not an interest." 
 
    "Don't worry. We shall sort that out," Goldfinch assured him. "But don't forget, if what you see is a bargain, make sure you say something encouraging." 
 
    And there, Jason thought, was the real Irving Goldfinch. Any chance for a quick dollar was not to be neglected. Time, he thought, to get out of this. Time to name his price. He expected Goldfinch to throw a tizzy and walk out, but while Goldfinch flinched at first, a smile broke out over his face. "Well done, Jason. You know I can't say no, so you're getting as much as you think you can." 
 
    "The short answer," Jason said, "is I really don't want to go, so please turn me down." 
 
    "Good negotiating technique," Goldfinch said approvingly. "Stop the possibility of haggling at square one. OK, deal." 
 
    For some time, Jason was to wonder whether he should have asked for more. 
 
    Jason was surprised at how quickly things moved. He did not have a passport. He did the next day. When he told Burrowes about the flaw in the plan that he could not read Cyrillic, Burrowes promised to find an accountant who was fluent in Russian. 
 
    "What about that woman who was with you when you came around before?" Jason asked. 
 
    "Svetlana?" Burrowes asked. When he received a nod of agreement, he explained. "She's wanted by the Russian authorities. If she went back she would be arrested, and so might we." 
 
    "Are we likely to anyway?" Jason was clearly nervous. 
 
    "What for?" 
 
    "Something like spying? I mean, this isn't real, is it? The government wants us to go, and they couldn't care less whether we buy this paint shop." 
 
    "The Russians have to approve the visits," Burrowes said. "As long as you stick to doing what you said you would do, and maybe do some touristy things, the worst that will happen is they will cancel your visa and put you on the first plane home." 
 
    "Are you sure?" 
 
    "Jason, just stick to what they show you. If they don't want to show you something, just accept it, and say there won't be a deal." 
 
    "Suppose they don't want a deal?" 
 
    "Then they won't let us come, or they will let us come just to see what we want to do, but whatever, you will be in no danger looking at what they voluntarily show you." 
 
    Jason was not exactly convinced, but he had little choice in the matter. 
 
    When Burrowes got back to his work desk, he soon discovered that Rutherford had told Svetlana what he was going to do.  
 
    "So, they say you're really going to go to Russia?" She seemed excited by this development. 
 
    "The Russian government still has to agree to our visas," he said. "They could easily turn us down." 
 
    "They probably won't do that," Svetlana said. "What with the Americans always talking about sanctions on Russia, I suspect they'll think someone who was prepared to break those sanctions would be particularly welcome." 
 
    "I guess we'll just have to wait and see," Burrowes said. His excitement levels were easily kept under control. 
 
    "Well, don't kill yourself with enthusiasm," Svetlana said. "I think it's really exciting." 
 
    "What? Don't tell me now you want to come too?" 
 
    "It would most certainly be fun if it weren't for the fact I'd be fairly quickly arrested and carted off to the Lubyanka, but that shouldn't stop you from seeing the sights. I'll have to give that some more thought and tell you what's worth seeing, and where to avoid." 
 
    "Avoid?" 
 
    "Most definitely avoid certain bars and so on in zones run by the local mafia." 
 
    "It sounds as if your much vaunted FSB isn't doing its job very well," Burrowes chided. 
 
    "And you don't have no-go places in New York?" 
 
    "Touché." 
 
    "No, there's much to see in Russia, and since you're going to be there, you might as well see what you can. Now, when you give me your itinerary, and what spare time you'll have, I'll sort out a schedule for you, with options." 
 
    She seemed so enthused that Burrowes could hardly turn her down. The one thing he was afraid of was, if he got overly tired, this could feel like a long trip. Still, he did not have to do everything she suggested. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    "Well, so far, so good," Burrowes said to Jason as he studied the menu. They had been met at Domodedovo airport by a representative from the Embassy, who also offered to act as a translator during their site visits. He also felt he had to show them some of the sights in Moscow, which meant the trip from the airport was somewhat circuitous with pauses to see interesting buildings and sites, after which they arrived at the hotel in a diplomatic car. That led the people at the desk of the hotel to decide they were "important" foreigners, which seemed to mean the junior hotel staff were told to make a fuss over them. That made Burrowes feel embarrassed initially, but he was soon to be grateful.  
 
    Tonight they had agreed to go to bed early, to get rid of the time change, and in the meantime, they had an interesting menu to choose from. This hotel was definitely not cheap, but as Jason remarked, Goldfinch was paying, so without being stupid, eat well. Thanks to the fuss being made over them, Burrowes found one English-speaking staff member and got a translation of the menu. As he remarked later, had he not been able to do this, the meal might have been "interesting". 
 
    Burrowes was not a foodie, and his natural behaviour was to watch his dollars, so despite the fact that this was, for him, free, he chose a relatively cheap option. He noticed Jason watching his choice, and eventually Jason did the same. 
 
    Previously, Burrowes had warned Jason that they would be under surveillance most of the time, so he should assume any conversation would probably be overheard. Accordingly, they should talk about their business in Russia, because otherwise it would look suspicious, but they should avoid saying anything that could be interpreted as troublesome. Jason had no idea what comprised  "troublesome", so he was very cautious. 
 
    Burrowes started discussing where they would be going the following day. He emphasised they should look carefully at the product range, and the profitability of the various products. "Even if the company is profitable," he said, "it's imperative it isn't due to one major customer, because that customer could go elsewhere."  
 
    This had been prearranged as something that should be said. Jason believed this was too naïve for words, but Burrowes was going to say it anyway. As he said, it might be naïve, but they had to say something, and it was better for him to look like a worry-wort than to try to be too clever. 
 
    The following morning they were up early. They had breakfast, and then met their embassy translator, who quickly took them to his car. 
 
    "Sorry to hurry you," he said, "but I understand this is your least important contact, and I thought it better to do it first, as a sort of dry run. It's also the furthest away." 
 
    This was obviously the one Svetlana insisted they see, even though it would be the least likely of any of such companies anyone would want to purchase. As she said, this would let them see some of the countryside. 
 
    It was three hours away, and that involved rather fast driving. Diplomatic cars did not usually get speeding tickets, so as long as the driver was safe he would be ignored by traffic police. "Not as if there are very many of them," he said cheerfully. 
 
    Burrowes was happy enough to leave the driving to someone else, especially as from watching other drivers he was not sure what the road rules were, or even if they were. Since Svetlana had selected this company so he could see the sights, he knew he should be looking at the countryside and admiring the view. What Svetlana had overlooked was that it was still early spring and while everything was probably green and lush, there was a light fog. What struck him was the flatness, the small hills that sometimes had abandoned buildings on top, and the depressions, that were filled with water. Eventually, he nodded off, waiting to arrive. The jet lag was still present. 
 
    He was shaken, and informed they had arrived. One quick look at the building confirmed that this was not going to be a company that anyone would want to purchase. They went in, and the translator spoke to what appeared to be a bemused manager. Burrowes let Jason and the translator do whatever they were going to do, and effectively he stayed silent. Finally, it was decided that Jason had seen enough, there were polite handshakes, again with a highly bemused manager, and they began the long drive back to Moscow. This time the fog had lifted, and Burrowes made sure he could remember some features so he could mention them to Svetlana. He even took some photographs with his cell phone, particularly of abandoned buildings with attractive wild vegetation around them. They would probably provide some grounds for teasing her.  
 
    At dinner, with the two of them alone, Jason could not resist saying, "I wonder who selected that company?" 
 
    "Does it matter?" 
 
    "Not at all," Jason said, "although it makes my job somewhat easier. No one in their right mind would want to invest in that." 
 
    "Apart from the looks, any reason?" 
 
    "Yeah. According to them, they make no profit, and don't seem to have much in the way of turnover." 
 
    "Which means they are probably dodging tax."  
 
    "Oh. I hadn't thought of that." 
 
    "I did a bit of a web search for publicly available statements of Russian paint companies. Quite a lot of them do not state any turnover at all. That, of course, may mean nothing more than they don't want to tell their competitors how they are doing, but they want to be on somebody's list for free advertising." 
 
    "You're suggesting they were not exactly truthful?" 
 
    "It wouldn't surprise me if they have a set of books just for visitors," Burrowes said with a shrug. "It would be possible to find out if they are telling lies, but from the point of view of a foreign investor, it doesn't matter because telling lies is hardly better than no turnover." 
 
    "So, that's one company we ignore." 
 
    "I agree completely." Burrowes was pleased. That was a natural conversation, it would be expected by anyone doing surveillance, but it gave nothing away. "As a matter of interest," Burrowes continued, "I suspect that was chosen to give us a chance to see the countryside around Moscow." 
 
    "Well, if you find out who it was, thank him. I enjoyed the scenery, if not the time spent at the factory." 
 
    "I'll do that." Svetlana could end up with an admirer, Burrowes thought. 
 
    The following day was much easier. The factory was out to the south east of Moscow, and took no more than twenty-five minutes to get there. It was a modern-looking place, but the manager seemed a little less than enthused to have to show the company's books to foreigners. Burrowes wondered why they had been permitted to come if they were so reluctant to show anything, but later the Embassy man informed him that the Russian government had ordered compliance, in the hope that something would arise to get around the sanctions the Americans were imposing. Accordingly, again Jason and the translator sat down, and this time spent most of the day going through the books and asking questions. 
 
    Burrowes felt compelled to ask about the product range, and to ask where they got their pigments. He had no interest in the answer; he merely had to ask some questions so that it looked as if he were part of a potential purchasing group. There was a reasonably long answer, which could be almost summarised as, "nearly everywhere". Burrowes smiled and tried to look interested, then he continued by asking exactly what sort of pigments they used. This produced a further list, with various comments about their nature. Burrowes thought for a moment and then tried, "What sort of metal based pigments?" 
 
    The manager looked a bit suspiciously at him, "Why the interest in them?" 
 
    Burrowes had prepared for this sort of question. "Some metal-based pigments emit electrons when strong sunlight falls on them, and this can lead to degradation of the coating. I was –" 
 
    "Ah, you actually know something," the manager said, and his level of suspicion fell away. "We test all our coatings extensively in a weatherometer. I assure you, they last as well as any other paints on the market." 
 
    "Well, that's good to hear," Burrowes said with a nod of appreciation. Strictly speaking, it was not. That was not something he had anticipated, but when he stopped to think about it, it was obvious. Now it was clear he needed some other approach, and this was his last "dry run". Tomorrow was the company in question. 
 
    That evening, over dinner, Burrowes asked Jason what he thought of the day.  
 
    "It's actually a nice well-run company," Jason said. "It's nicely profitable, it re-invests a good fraction of its income in research and development, and it has a lot of separate purchasers for its products, so it is not critically dependent on any particular sales outlet. Not only that, but the stock price is remarkably cheap." 
 
    "Well then," Burrowes said with a grin, "that will make an interesting part of your report to Mr Goldfinch. Given his basic greed, that should fork him." 
 
    "Indeed it should. What about tomorrow?" 
 
    "Well, what about it? We still have to turn up. Even if you have one likely catch, there's no harm in looking at the other one."  
 
    "I thought that, well, you might want –" 
 
    "I just want you to do the same again," Burrowes said. He did not want Jason speculating. He hoped his tone would remind Jason that their conversation was probably being overheard. 
 
    "Of course," Jason said, finally realising that there were some things that should not be discussed. 
 
    The third visit did not go quite as expected. The wind had swung around to the north and temperatures were a lot cooler than they had experienced in Russia so far. They each wondered about whether there could be a late snowfall, but their embassy translator assured them that was very unlikely. Burrowes, on looking at the very heavy clouds, was less certain. 
 
    The factory was on the north of Moscow, and was in an oldish style building that looked in good condition. The grounds had an extensive parking lot, but also small gardens with flowers, and an effort had been made to ensure it looked attractive. They walked into the reception area, and the translator asked for the contact name he had. They were instructed to sit and wait. 
 
    The waiting time seemed rather long, but eventually a man emerged from an elevator and walked towards them. He was not smiling, and instead looked to be rather worried. Two other uniformed men had also emerged from the elevator, and were standing in the background. 
 
    "I'm sorry," the manager said in stuttering English, "but no meeting." 
 
    "What? This has been arranged and –" The Embassy man seemed annoyed. 
 
    "The company is not for sale." The manager looked embarrassed, and his eyes shifted around, as if he were expecting something to happen. 
 
    "Why not? Why waste our time?" 
 
    "I am very sorry," the Russian said to the embassy representative, "but you turned up and what you said made sense, but yesterday we thought we had better check because we are making a highly classified paint for the Russian Air Force and the message came back quite firmly. You are to be turned away on arrival. I am sorry, but the military have said no." This was said in an almost clockwork voice. He was not sorry; it was as if he were acknowledging that this was not fair, but he was not going to change his mind. The military had said no, and no it would be. 
 
    "The military paint could be given to another manufacturer," the Embassy man said. "We had no idea there was a complication like that and –" 
 
    "The answer is no. No further discussion will be considered. You will please leave now." 
 
    "But I –" 
 
    "Let's go," Burrowes said firmly, but also somewhat nervously, because he had seen one of the uniforms reach for a holstered gun. Beside that, he had about as much as he could expect from such a visit. The Russians were hardly likely to give him a sample, even had the military not descended on them. "There's no point in arguing." He took Jason's hand and pulled him towards the door. The Embassy man saw them make towards the door, and decided that since he was only there to translate, there was little point in staying. 
 
    "So now what?" the Embassy man said, as they drove away. "Do you want to try somewhere else, without an appointment. There's a another company not that far away and –" 
 
    "I'm for sight-seeing," Burrowes said. Then he decided to improvise further. "It's obvious that the Russians were happy enough that we went to that first place because it was dreadful, but I suspect they started to think about whether they wanted Americans in Russia after our second visit. They would regard that company as an asset. Also .  . ." 
 
    "Also?" the Embassy man said with a tone of arrogant amusement. 
 
    "Also, we have a tail," Burrowes said. "Those guys, who I suspect were FSB, followed us out, and they're behind us now. Frankly, I don't think they like us very much." 
 
    "That's not good," the Embassy man frowned. 
 
    "What do you mean?" Jason asked, with a nervous edge in his voice. 
 
    "There was another one of those diplomatic incidents yesterday. The Russians got their noses out of joint because of one of our military incidents in the Middle East, coupled with the army doing more extensive exercises near the Estonian border and –" 
 
    "We get the picture," Burrowes said. "Definitely sight-seeing." 
 
    "Anywhere in mind?" 
 
    "Somewhere harmless," Burrowes said. "St Basil's is as good as anything." 
 
    "Then you can get a look at the outside of the Lubyanka as well," the Embassy man said with a laugh. "Just hope you don't see the inside." 
 
    "Indeed," Burrowes agreed. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Since they had decided to leave Russia the following day, they decided to have their last dinner in Russia at a restaurant that had outside tables and a view of the Moskva river. It was not yet very warm, but the wind had died down and it meant they could talk without being overheard, or so they hoped.  
 
    They had just chosen a seat and a waiter approached, then he took one look at something and turned away. Burrowes looked at where the waiter had looked, and saw three rather large muscly men bearing down on their table. Burrowes decided there was little point in running, particularly as other than jumping in the river, those men were covering the exit. 
 
    They sat down, and one pulled out a gun and began examining it. They said nothing, probably because they spoke no English. When Jason looked as if he was going to get up, a hand grabbed him and pulled him back into the chair. 
 
    "Just sit and be calm," Burrowes advised. "If they wanted to hurt us, they would have done so already. My guess is, someone wants to talk to us." 
 
    The man with the gun pointed at Burrowes and pointed at one of the others, and said something in Russian. The man put both hands on the table. 
 
    "They want us to put our hands on the table, in full view," Burrowes said, and immediately obliged. Jason followed. 
 
    A rather flashily dressed and rather small man appeared at the doorway. Burrowes had noticed through the glass that when he had walked across the inner dining room, everyone gave him a lot of room. He came over to the table. 
 
    "I hear you want to buy a Russian paint company." 
 
    Jason was about to answer, but Burrowes gave him a warning look. "We came here to investigate such a purchase," he said as politely as he could, "but for another American." 
 
    "And why does this American wish to buy such a company?" 
 
    "Apart from the possibility of making money, I don't know." 
 
    "Well, the company you sought to buy today has a major shareholder who is rather upset at your efforts. Guess who that might be?" 
 
    "I don't know," Burrowes said. "We never got around to that detail. In fact, we didn't get around to –" 
 
    "The man is Saveliy Kapralov. You know of him?" 
 
    Burrowes realized this position was not good. "Yes," he replied. 
 
    "I bet you do. You stole from him, right?" The man seemed strangely calm. Probably a sociopath, Burrowes thought. 
 
    "Borrowed might be a better term, but it was not either of us. The people I work for –" 
 
    "The fact you returned it means you walk out of here alive," the man said calmly. He stared at Burrowes, then he said, "You also tried a second time." 
 
    At that moment, Burrowes would have strangled Dennis had he been able to get his hands on him. The question was, now what? He took a deep breath. "Somebody might have tried," Burrowes said evenly, "but it wasn't me." 
 
    "But you know who?" 
 
    "I don't know anyone did –" 
 
    The small man banged a gun down on the table, barrel pointing at Burrowes. "Then guess who did!" 
 
    "I only know his first name," Burrowes said as he did his best to sound thoroughly scared. "He was called Dennis."  
 
    "So, what should I do with you, then?" 
 
    Burrowes looked evenly at him, but said nothing, on the grounds that it was unlikely there was anything he could say that would improve the situation. 
 
    One of the men said something, presumably the Russian equivalent of "Boss." There was a further exchange in Russian. 
 
    "Let me give you some advice," the man said. "Get out of Russia and don't come back." With that, he got up, put the gun out of view inside his jacket, and with a threatening gesture he and his men strode towards the door. Two Russian uniformed police stared at them. The men walked impassively past and must have said something because one of the policemen visibly blanched. The men then made their way leisurely towards a distant exit. 
 
    "We should get out of here," Jason suggested. 
 
    "I don't think so. We might as well eat." 
 
    "But those men . . .?" 
 
    "May well be waiting outside," Burrowes said, "but eventually those police will go out, and I'm hoping those men don't want to be around when they do." 
 
    "They didn't look that concerned about the police," Jason said. 
 
    "No, and I suppose that's a worry, but they did leave, which means they did not want to make a scene in front of them." 
 
    "So what happens next?" 
 
    "We take the first flight out of Russia tomorrow morning," Burrowes said. "It's true they didn't do anything now, but I'm not sure how long we could stay without seeing them again." 
 
    "Then I just hope we make it out to the airport," Jason said. He was clearly frightened. 
 
    "I'll phone the Embassy and get one of their drivers to take us," Burrowes said. "I really doubt they would attack a diplomatic car." 
 
    "You think they'll care about diplomacy?" 
 
    "Probably not," Burrowes said, "but the FSB tends to follow diplomatic cars and they'll know that. Starting an embarrassing diplomatic incident in front of the FSB is almost certainly not a good idea, unless the FSB orders it, in which case something bad would have already happened to us. So, don't let this get you down. Let's order. Here comes the waiter." 
 
    "I suppose." Jason did not look as though he was looking forward to the meal. 
 
    "There's a bright side," Burrowes said, in an effort to cheer him up. 
 
    "And that is?" 
 
    "If Goldfinch wants you to come back, you have the prefect excuse to decline. Nobody in their right mind would challenge the Russian mobsters in Moscow." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    "So, how did you like Moscow?" Svetlana asked. Burrowes thought that she seemed just a little tense, as if she did not really want to hear her mother country be disparaged  
 
    "It had its moments," Burrowes said. "That paint company you nominated for me out of Moscow was, well . . ." 
 
    "Go on!" 
 
    "I think we were viewed with outright suspicion. I think they suspected we were the Russian tax department in disguise, but whatever, unless they engaged in massive illegal activity in some respect, they made no sense at all." 
 
    "Well, you did say you didn't want to buy it anyway," Svetlana said with a shrug. "At least you saw some of the countryside." 
 
    "I did indeed, and I even took some pickies on the way back. I'll show you later, if you like." 
 
    "Later? Not even at once?" Not surprisingly, she seemed curious to see them. 
 
    "Miss your motherland?" Burrowes asked. 
 
    "Well, I can't help but think of it sometimes," she said. "After all, I spent most of my life there, and . . ." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "And I'd like to see your photos," she said, pulling herself back from her somewhat dreamy state. "Can't you just show me some?" 
 
    "No, I'm afraid we may have to do some more research on the last company we went to. You see, we were turned away, allegedly by orders of the Russian military." 
 
    "Allegedly?" Svetlana gave a frown, as if someone should know whether it was a soldier or a bureaucrat. 
 
    "I have no idea who's really running the place. That evening we were set upon by three Russian mobsters who gave the impression they were working for Kapralov." 
 
    "Really?" Now Svetlana was clearly surprised. "Why would Kapralov put mobsters onto you?" 
 
    "In a word, Dennis." 
 
    "Dennis?" 
 
    "Apparently somehow they found out I was working for Rutherford, and they knew that Dennis had lifted a lot of Kapralov's money." 
 
    "So what happened?" 
 
    "They gave me points for returning it, then they took them away again because they said I tried again." 
 
    "How would they know all this?" she frowned. 
 
    "My guess is Kapralov has some very sophisticated computer hackers of his own." 
 
    "Or this manganese thing you're chasing is real," she suggested. "If it were, then presumably the Russian security services would be protecting it, and if Kapralov has ownership of the factory, they'd be monitoring him as well." 
 
    "Maybe, except why would they want to protect someone who's shifting money out of Russia?" Burrowes asked. 
 
    "That's a point. I've no idea." She paused, then added, "So, you were threatened. What happened next?" 
 
     "Who knows what would have happened but for two policemen." 
 
    "Ha. Saved by the Russian police. The Russian workers' tax roubles working for you." She was now giving a smug smile. "So what happened next? Were these villains arrested? Roughed up?" 
 
    "Actually, no. I guess the police inhibited the mobsters, but as the mobsters were leaving, they were quite disrespectful. I almost expected one of them to knock off one of the policeman's caps, and meanwhile the police must have expected something like that because they looked quite fearful. I am afraid the spirit of Iron Felix would be turning in his grave at that demonstration." 
 
    "It is true that Felix Dzerzhinsky would have had little tolerance for mobsters," Svetlana agreed, "but you never know. Maybe these mobsters will be apprehended." 
 
    "Interestingly, we're in the same boat," Burrowes said with a grin. "You can't go back to Russia because the law, aka the FSB will be after you, and I can't go back because the lawless, aka the mobsters will be after me." 
 
    "Then we'd better not rock the boat," Svetlana countered. "So, what are you going to do?" 
 
    "We have to find out if there's anything we can find out about that company," Burrowes said. 
 
    "It sounds as if you've found out already that there's something there," Svetlana said with a shrug. 
 
    "Yes, but I've got a bad feeling about it. There was something nervous about the manager that turned us away." 
 
    "You said there were two armed policemen there. Maybe he would be nervous under those circumstances." 
 
    "I thought they were different from the ordinary police," Burrowes said, "but I get your point. All the same, we have to try to find something." 
 
    "What? And more to the point, how?" 
 
    "I have no idea," Burrowes said, and sat dejectedly in front of his computer. "I suppose when in doubt, flail around." 
 
    "Great policy," Svetlana teased. "Then I suppose we'd better start flailing. Any location in mind?" 
 
    "Connections between Ufa and Moscow, and I know, that will be horrible, but we need to see if there could be any reasonable transfers between that building in the forest and the paint company." 
 
    "Good luck with that." 
 
    "I know," Burrowes sighed, "but really I can't think of anything better." 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Lawton had to brief Ruth Telfar and the woman from the White House. He presented them with Burrowes' and Lamont's separate written reports and sat back while they read them. 
 
    "Making allowances that these were written by two different people with quite different backgrounds, and that Lamont especially was probably rather nervous once he saw the armed whatevers, these are fairly consistent," Telfar said. "The question is, what does it mean?" 
 
    "The obvious conclusion is that the Russian military gets paint made there for their use," the woman said. 
 
    "We knew that," Lawton said. 
 
    "Yes, but this time we know the Russians have a paint they want to keep secret." 
 
    "Or they don't want Americans doing something to their military paint," Lawton pointed out. "That's not exactly surprising." 
 
    "Which means," the White House woman said tartly, "this expedition was always going to fail." 
 
    "Not always," Lawton said. 
 
    "However there is a serious downside," Ruth Telfar warned. "We have given notice that we are interested in their paint." 
 
    "If they knew what Antonov had in that briefcase, they'll know already," the woman said as she stared implacably at the two of them, as if daring anyone to contradict her. 
 
    "True," Telfar conceded, "but now they will know we have made the connection to that paint company." 
 
    "Again, not a great leap," the woman challenged. "We know it is a paint, we know it went on a flanker, and we know this is the company that supplies Sukhoi with their paint. The question now is, can we get a sample?" 
 
    "There are two questions," Lawton said. "The first is, can we get someone to steal samples from a company the military is guarding, and the second is, just supposing we can get inside, how does anyone know what the right paint is?" 
 
    "That second one is not trivial," Telfar said. "The tins are more likely to be marked with batch numbers, and maybe, aircraft paint. There will be lots of paint that is not what we want." 
 
    "Even supposing this special paint is real," Lawton cautioned. 
 
    "You think it's not real? After all the trouble those two had, coupled with everything else we know?" 
 
    "Honestly," Lawton sighed, "I don't know. I know it looks like it, but Burrowes is not so convinced." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "He had a hunch that –" 
 
    "He had a hunch!" The woman almost exploded. "We're going to put the future of our country in the hands of a nobody's hunch?" 
 
    This was greeted with a sullen silence. 
 
    "Ms Telfar, the President has ordered me to say that if this situation arose, it is imperative that we send in a team to somehow acquire a tin of that paint, or learn the formulation." 
 
    "With all that security?" 
 
    "There must be a way. Get on with it." 
 
    "With respect," Lawton said, "until we know they will be making the paint, there's no point. We don't really want to risk all those lives when all we can expect is a tin or so of anticorrosive paint." 
 
    "And how do we know when that will be?" 
 
    "We have to intercept a request for the special paint, and we have to know there's a shipment from that building near Ufa." 
 
    "There must be a recipe," the woman said tartly. "You're just trying to put off the day." 
 
    "Yes, but first it might not be in the factory, and second, if it is, whoever gets in, assuming they do, might not recognize it." He paused, then added, "There's a third problem. Even if by some miracle they see the recipe, if might be something like, To sixty parts standard aircraft stock paint, add forty parts of pigment 18374. That tells us nothing. It could still be standard aircraft paint." 
 
    "They just read the heading." The woman stared at him, as if challenging him to get out of this one. 
 
    "Which might say, paint formulation 17386, and it uses a whole lot of ingredients, each with a shelf address in the store room." Lawton stared back at her, challenging her to get out of that one. 
 
    "They must label their paints for the consumer," the woman said, although now she had backed off the aggression, thus conceding the point. 
 
    "Yes, and the paint will be put into such tins once it is made," Lawton said, "although there is no guarantee there will be a user friendly label for the military stuff. A standard batch label should be enough for Sukhoi, as after all they are a high tech company. But at least if we had an order number we might be a little ahead." 
 
    "Then we need to trap someone who works at the paint factory. Someone there must be susceptible to bribes." 
 
    "That may be true," Ruth Telfar said. "For what it is worth, I have had a couple of agents tracking various prospects." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "I still think Bernie's right," Ruth said. "To ask a stranger outright with no connecting reason would be just plain stupid, but it might be easier to slip something into the conversation if we knew there was possibly heightened security at the time." 
 
    "The guards would be obvious," the woman said, "but I take your point." 
 
    "The guards are not necessarily obvious. The guards are more likely to be inside, making sure the workers are not up to no good. Further, they are more likely to guard at night." 
 
    "What about blackmailing someone who works there?" 
 
    "In theory that could work well enough," Ruth replied, "but the risks are high, so the extortion has to be dependent on the person's need to hide something fairly terrible. I've got agents looking for such material, but . . ." 
 
    "But?" 
 
    "But so far nothing of sufficient substance. The problem is, if the person goes to the FSB and they catch the agent, Russia is not the place where someone can run the threat after arrest. And there's probably a big reward for helping catch a spy." 
 
    "So, you plan?" The question was left hanging, but the tone was such that doing nothing was not going to be an option. 
 
    "As usual, I would prefer to leave whoever's on the ground select the tactics. I also think the weakest link in this chain is between Ufa and that factory, and probably well before reaching Moscow." 
 
    "You're not thinking of hijacking a truck? That would be an invitation to go to war." 
 
    "No," Telfar sighed, "although it is probably better than trying to break into a highly guarded factory. There might be an opportunity to steal something from it, though. Ufa is a long way from Moscow. The drivers have to have their comfort stops and meal breaks, and if we knew which truck . . ." 
 
    "Good," the woman said. "I don't care how you do it, but get it done." With that she picked up her briefcase and stormed out of the door before there could be any argument. 
 
    "I'll do what I can to find out when anything is moving," Lawton promised, "but no guarantees. I have to assume they'll be maintaining security at a high level." 
 
    "I don't like this," Telfar replied. 
 
    "Neither do I, but it looks like we're a bit short on choices." 
 
    "I know," she sighed. "God help the agents, because nobody else will." 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    "Well, we have been given orders," Burrowes said. Since returning from Russia, he had spent over three weeks doing nothing. "They lack a certain amount of practicality, but . . ." 
 
    "Administrators tend to be good at giving out impractical orders," Svetlana noted, "at least they were in Russia." 
 
    "Not much different here," Burrowes admitted, "and probably the same everywhere. Anyway, our job is to try to work out when a load of stuff is going from that building in Ufa to Moscow, and when Sukhoi want more of that paint." 
 
    "That all?" 
 
    "Isn't that enough?" Burrowes gave a laugh. 
 
    "It depends on whether you want to succeed at something," Svetlana said tartly. "Russian security isn't going to let you get away with that." 
 
    "That's my opinion too," Burrowes said, as he gave a shrug and shook his head slightly, almost in despair, "but orders are orders." 
 
    "Well, good luck with that." 
 
    "You're not going to help?" 
 
    "Of course I'll help," Svetlana answered. "I'll even have time to do other things assuming we are permitted to use machine assistance." 
 
    "Of course," Burrowes said. "We just have to set up some automatic monitoring. The trouble is . . ." 
 
    "The Russians will see what you are monitoring and use something else," Svetlana said, to complete his sentence. 
 
    "That's true, but it would happen anyway, whether it is automated or we had someone sitting here." 
 
    "Indeed, so let's get started." 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Three weeks passed, during which time Burrowes had found a way of monitoring emails and web orders for the Russian paint company. As he remarked to Lawton one evening, when he had been requested to make a progress statement, that company had an awful lot of web traffic, and but for Svetlana, they would be lost. 
 
    "So, what do they all mean?" 
 
    "Not much," Burrowes said with a laugh. "Basically they are either orders for paint, or requests for supplies of things like pigments. It seems to be a reasonably well run company too." 
 
    "How do you know that?" 
 
    "Hardly any complaints for poor quality product or even late deliveries. Goldfinch would have made a reasonable purchase, had be thought to buy it cheaply." He paused a little, then added, "But for the fact it wasn't for sale, of course." 
 
    "Any military orders?" 
 
    "Quite a few, actually. Apparently the navy has a fairly large appetite for a certain grey paint with anticorrosive properties." 
 
    "I meant for –" 
 
    "I know, and the answer is no." 
 
    Lawton shook his head a little, then added with a wry laugh, "I can't make up my mind whether that is good or bad. From the point of view of having to report to my political masters, it is bad, but from the point of view of the agents that might have to do something about it, it is no doubt good." 
 
    "I don't think there's much doubt that since we tried to break into that building near Ufa the Russians will have become far more security conscious, and they were fairly conscious of it before." 
 
    "So you think this is real?" 
 
    "Honestly, I don't know," Burrowes said with a sigh. "My thinking goes either way." 
 
    "You don't think that the authorities suddenly changing their mind and stopping your going into the factory isn't evidence?" 
 
    "It's evidence, but not very persuasive," Burrowes said. "The strongest piece of evidence in my opinion was when those Russian goons tried to warn us off. The way the police looked worried and the rather clumsy way they threatened, in my opinion, indicates they were not Russian government agents. There's also the fact that Kapralov seems to want to veto any change of ownership." 
 
    "But you don't think that's convincing?" 
 
    "I just feel everything's too intangible. I also find it hard to believe the Russians could keep a secret like that for so long, unless they don't actually use the stuff, but if they don't do that, why not?" 
 
    "To keep it secret?" Lawton suggested. 
 
    "Yeah, there's that, I suppose. Sorry, but I don't know." 
 
    "Join the club," Lawton said with a smile. "Keep looking." 
 
    The fact was, keeping looking was boring, with so many paint orders. Svetlana was going through them all at such a rate Burrowes suspected she was not really reading them, but when he challenged her on this, she responded by telling him there was no point in worrying about orders from places where there was no military, or where it was obvious the order was for domestic purposes. 
 
    "I suppose we have got the right company," Burrowes said. 
 
    "You can try another one if you like," she countered, "but if you want to monitor the output of such searches, you're going to have to provide more staff. I'm only just keeping up, and as you pointed out, I'm quickly eliminating a lot of possible suspects." 
 
    Burrowes restrained himself from asking if she were really that busy; he suspected she was making work, but he held his tongue. 
 
    "To change the subject, have you heard any more about the torpedo?" she asked, while deleting another dozen orders for paint. What was interesting about this comment was she was not looking at him when she made it. 
 
    Burrowes flowed her glance and noticed that Dennis had pricked his ears up at that comment. 
 
    "No, sorry," he said. "I'm not sure I will either. I was just a baby sitter escorting them to Boston." 
 
    "And here was me thinking you thought you were Dick Tracey," she laughed. 
 
    "Yeah, there was that too." He paused, then added, "Still, it's not all bad. Someone's paying us to sit around and not do very much." 
 
    "Speak for yourself," she muttered, as she deleted more paint orders. 
 
    "Well, I guess they want us to wait for something to happen, and I suppose something will happen sooner or later." 
 
    "Yes. Next Christmas is only about seven months away now. And while we sit around here, we could be planning summer holidays." She paused, then looked suspiciously at Burrowes, and continued, "You do have holidays in America?" 
 
    "After you've been here for five years," he teased. 
 
    "Yes, well, Dennis has been here that long. Why aren't you going somewhere?" 
 
    Dennis looked up and replied in a tired tone, "Too busy." 
 
    "What on?" Svetlana asked in a silky voice. 
 
    "What the boss wants," Dennis said. He was not going to say any more. 
 
    "Of course," Svetlana continued. "The reason I asked was you haven't touched your keyboard in the last hour and you're not even using a pencil, and –" 
 
    "I'm thinking," Dennis scowled.  
 
    "If it's a thinking problem, you could generalise it and we might be able to help," Burrowes suggested. 
 
    "Well, you can't, so shuddup and let me think." His face started to go slightly red. 
 
    With that damp squib, nobody said anything further. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Burrowes was sitting at his desk, doing nothing. Something was not right, but he could not for the life of him think what it was. Svetlana appeared to be concerned and had asked him what was wrong.  
 
    "I don't know," he had snapped back. He paused and realised he had been too abrupt and irritable. "There's something wrong, I feel it in my bones, but I can't for the life of me work out what it is." 
 
    "It's just that nothing much is happening," Svetlana assured him. "Stop worrying. It'll all work out." 
 
    She might be right, he admitted to himself, and he was certainly not getting anywhere. He should do something, but try as he would, he could not work out what. Sitting there doing nothing was boring. He would get himself and Svetlana a coffee. Maybe that would help. 
 
    It did not, and he was almost pleased when the phone rang. His complacency was not to last, and when he put the phone down, his expression must have shown that all was not well. 
 
    "Something wrong?" Svetlana asked. Her voice was cautious, almost apprehensive. 
 
    "You could say that," he said, as calmly as he could. He knew he had been too abrupt before. He took out his mobile and scanned through for numbers. He dialled, and waited. No answer. Burrowes swore. 
 
    "What is it?" Svetlana asked. Her face showed concern, and she seemed somewhat tense. 
 
    "It's the torpedo," Burrowes said. He noticed, in the corner of his eye, Dennis give something of a start. "The call was from Jason. Goldfinch is in a panic. Seemingly, the plans Hooper gave to us aren't adequate, and as it stands Super Dynamics considers the torpedo won't work. It shows how to build the thing, including propulsion and steering, but that's not much different from any torpedo. The critical bits, namely the detection and command sections don't seem to do what they have to, at least when Super Dynamics put it together. In that context Super Dynamics admits they did a bit of interpreting, whatever that means. They tried to get hold of McKenzie but got no response. They then called Hooper, but he knew nothing about it, and did not know where McKenzie was."  
 
    "That's not good," Svetlana said, her voice somewhat cautious and reserved, "but why did Jason call you?" 
 
    "Goldfinch is ropable, and he knows I had the plans, at least for a while. Jason suspects Goldfinch thinks I lost critical bits." 
 
    "And I assume you didn't?" 
 
    "Of course I didn't." Burrowes was quite irritated that she could even think that. 
 
    "And you got the plans from Hooper?" 
 
    "Correct." 
 
    "Then it's fairly clear to me what happened," Svetlana said. Now she seemed to be assertive. "McKenzie suspected Hooper of selling him out, so he gave him plans that were too opaque to be useful to a third party." 
 
    "So why didn't he rectify the matter?" 
 
    "He probably forgot he had done that," Svetlana said with a shrug. "If he gave Hooper that lot long enough ago, when Hooper was so keen to hand them over, he may have just been glad to see the job done." 
 
    "I suppose that's possible," Burrowes said, without any particular conviction. 
 
    "He probably has more complete plans, so all you have to do is find McKenzie." 
 
    "That's too easy. I tried ringing his mobile," Burrowes said, "but his phone was turned off." 
 
    "Then try again later," Dennis offered. He knew they knew he had been listening, so he had to say something. "He could be driving. If he's gone on holiday, he could have been swimming. Not everyone is on the end of their mobile all the time." 
 
    "Text him," Svetlana suggested. "Unless he's discarded his phone, he'll turn it on sooner or later." 
 
    Burrowes thought that was a fair comment, so he sent a text. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Three days later, McKenzie sent a text back. He would be home at the end of the week. "Pity it's Monday," Svetlana noted. "Does McKenzie actually want this to succeed?" 
 
    "He may not care," Burrowes said, after a moment's thought. "Goldfinch has a contract wherein those two have to come up with quite a lot of money. That would be Hooper's job, but according to Jason, nobody's going to lend to Hooper, especially if Super Dynamics put out the word they want to be rid of his pestering." 
 
    "So," Svetlana said with a smile, "you think McKenzie's prepared to sink the whole project simply because he doesn't benefit?" 
 
    "I think he doesn't care one way or the other, and he probably thinks this delay will be causing Hooper to sweat."  
 
    "So what are you going to do?" 
 
    "I'll send him a text back suggesting he tries to be a bit faster. Apart from that, I guess it's back to the boring waiting. I must say, I'm tempted to even doze off a bit." 
 
    "I'll wake you if anything looks like happening," Svetlana said. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    On the following day, Jason rang again. As Jason explained, Burrowes listened, and as the call progressed, his face became more despondent. Finally, he said, "Jason, don't call the police, and text McKenzie and tell him not to, at least not yet. I shall pass this on to people who are more directly involved." He then listened a little longer, then he put the phone down and swore. 
 
    "From which I gather that was not good news," Svetlana commented. 
 
    "No. After a lot of pestering, McKenzie told Hooper where there was a key to his apartment, so Hooper went around there. Apparently the apartment has been burgled, and according to Jason, Hooper says the papers on the torpedo have been stolen, and the apartment looked as if it had been turned over." 
 
    "What?" Svetlana said. Her face was that of complete surprise. She paused, frowned a little, then said, "Surely not? Why would anyone take them?" 
 
    "Well, a Russian agent might," Burrowes said. 
 
    "Well, maybe, but I really doubt it," she said. "Is this Hooper sure he looked in the right place?" 
 
    "He's sure," Burrowes said, "although I suppose, knowing Hooper, he may have been grossly overconfident about his own abilities to find the documents. However, according to Hooper, the inside had obviously been turned over. So, right now I've got a phone call to make." With that he got up and walked out, clearly indicating this call was to be private. Out in the parking area, he phoned Lawton. Lawton indicated he would pass this on, and Burrowes was to keep his cell phone on at all times. As he turned to go back inside, he saw Dennis come out. Dennis took one look at him, and then turned and made for his car. Dennis was not going to get much more done that day. 
 
    The rest of the day passed uneventfully for Burrowes. Svetlana seemed to be thoughtful, or busy, peering over her computer screens. Since she was the only one who could read Russian fluently, she had the job of monitoring quite a number of email addresses as well as the website of the paint company. He felt a little sorry for her, as she was the only one carrying a stressful load, so at the end of the day he suggested they go for a drink. Svetlana thought for an instant, then she declined. She had her weekly grocery shopping to do, she said. 
 
    Burrowes began to think that grocery buying was the fallback excuse for saying no. Perhaps, after more than once trying to become more emotionally involved with him, she had decided that she should give up on him. Whatever, he was not staying at work any longer so he headed for his car.  
 
    When he drove out, he thought that it might be interesting to see what, if anything, was going on about McKenzie's apartment. As he was about to drive into that street he was stopped by a police officer, who informed him that unless he lived in that block, he should find some other way to go wherever he was going. He looked down the street to see a lot of activity, including a number of vehicles clearly marked FBI. Most of the agents had FBI written prominently on their vests. Burrowes acknowledged the advice. He thought about flashing his identity badge, but decided against it. Just as he was leaving, he saw two FBI agents walk up to a woman and seemingly report to her. The woman turned slightly so he could see her face better, and he gave a start. It was Rhonda. She was an FBI agent. This was getting more confusing by the minute. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Boredom had set in again. Burrowes knew there was something he should be doing, but he still could not think what it was. Something from his subconscious was trying to send a message, but the conscious steadfastly refused to recognise what it was. He had tried all sorts of things: relaxation, going for a run, but nothing seemed to work. All that he knew was that something was wrong, he was sure he was going to get blamed for not seeing it, but the harder he tried, the more resistant it seemed to be for whatever it was to identify itself. 
 
    "Wakey wakey!" 
 
    "What?" Burrowes said with a start. 
 
    "You looked like you fell asleep again," Svetlana said. She gave a superior look, as if to say that she would never go to sleep at work. 
 
    "I was not asleep," Burrowes protested. "I was thinking." 
 
    "That's a great excuse," Svetlana snorted. "I don't suppose you'll share these great thoughts?" 
 
    "Not really," Burrowes said, then he softened a little as he said, "There was nothing worth telling. There's something wrong, and . . ." 
 
    "With what?" She said this, almost with concern in her voice. 
 
    "Oh, the theft of the torpedo plans," Burrowes said. This was a lie. This was not what he was worried about, or at least not the main focus. 
 
    "That's true," she said, "but I don't think it's a huge mystery. My guess is that it might be something like the Chinese stealing them." 
 
    "How would they know about them?" 
 
    "I don't know," Svetlana protested. "Look, I was only trying to . . . OK, it doesn't matter. That's not why you need to wake up." 
 
    "Oh. What's happened? Surely it's not lunch time?" 
 
    "Actually, it very nearly is, and the boss will be out in a few minutes on his way to wherever he goes to lunch. But that's not why I woke you." She paused, then added, "At least not the most important reason." 
 
    "Saving me from getting fired again isn't important?" 
 
    "Maybe, but this is of greater interest. Your paint company has gone active." 
 
    "What do you mean? It was always making paint." 
 
    "There's been an order from Sukhoi for the "ultra-special" paint, and this was followed immediately by a request to somebody in Ufa to send so many kilos of the special product as soon as possible." 
 
    "Oh. Is that all?" Burrowes asked in a droll voice." 
 
    "I thought you wanted that," Svetlana said in a fake hurt voice. "I'm sorry I woke you. Oh, if you want more news, Dennis has left his desk. In fact he left in a hurry." 
 
    "Oh, well then, that's terribly important," Burrowes said, as he jumped to his feet. 
 
    "Aren't you going to do something about the Russian news?" Svetlana asked, her voice now showing some signs of concern. "You don't want to get fired again, do you?" 
 
    "Most certainly not," he said. "I'll go make a phone call and let them know." He paused, then asked, "Do we know when?" 
 
    "According to this," Svetlana said, "the pigment, and that's the word used in the email, will be shipped out first thing tomorrow from Ufa. The paint will be despatched the Friday of the following week, all going well." 
 
    "Well," Burrowes said grimly, "that will stir things up. And I bet there will be decreasing enthusiasm as it gets closer to the poor guys who have to do something about it." 
 
    Burrowes immediately passed the information on to Lawton, who was less than enthused, but he immediately passed it on to Ruth Telfar, who was distinctly unenthusiastic. However, she had no choice: the agents had to be informed, and they had to come up with a plan themselves. The options were simple. They could try to intercept the vehicle as it left the forest, or they could follow it and try to steal the van or its contents whenever the driver took a rest or meal break 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Colonel Maslov shook his head slightly at the latest instructions from Moscow. The following morning a van would leave that building in the forest that seemed to be of particular interest to the Americans and head for Moscow. Maslov was to provide an escort for the vehicle and to arrest anyone who tried to intercept it. He nodded and filed the instructions. This should be fairly straightforward. Something for some of those men downstairs to show whether they were any good. They could ride in the van carrying the load. Then, just in case something might go wrong, he would have some special forces following at a discrete distance in another vehicle that would look like a local delivery vehicle. If some spy wanted to have a go at stealing whatever the load was, good luck to them. They would need more than luck. They would need a miracle. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Burrowes returned to his desk. Svetlana had gone to lunch, and when he offered her the rest of the day off, she eagerly accepted. She deserved it, he thought. She had worked very long hours looking at how many emails and other messages, and now it had paid off. There was no real need to monitor those sites. He understood that Lawton had arranged for the NSA to monitor FSB sites, but nothing unusual had happened. He sat back, then suddenly something struck him. 
 
    His worry. Svetlana. What exactly was her history? 
 
    He did some further internet investigating, and eventually came up with some photographs of a younger Svetlana with her family. An ordinary looking family, clearly in a happier time. She did look quite a bit like her father, at least in terms of bone structure. Then it struck him. Her father. When he had gone sightseeing after that abortive factory visit, as he was returning from having been in St Basil's cathedral he had seen an older version of that man walk into the Lubyanka. At the time he had thought the man looked vaguely familiar, but of course he quickly realised that it was impossible that he had seen him before. He had put him out of his mind; it must have been one of those coincidences. He had seen a natural double of someone he had once met, but unless he met the person again, he would never remember who it was and it was hardly important. Just one of those tricks of fate. Obviously, it was the somewhat striking resemblance to Svetlana that had been worrying his subconscious ever since he had returned. 
 
    More searching provided an even greater shock. Her father previously had a senior position at the GRU. There was a statement that the traitor had been shot, but there was no photograph of the dead man. There was no statement as to what had happened to the body. There was, perhaps, the implied statement that a traitor's body would simply be disposed of, but, and maybe this was a mistake on their part, there seemed to be no evidence that relatives had been notified. It was possible that he could not find evidence of such notifications, but his gut told him that was because there were none. He tried hacking into the accounts of several relations and there was no evidence that any of them had been told about Svetlana or her father. 
 
    Burrowes immediate guess was that her father still had a very senior position at the GRU. Burrowes immediately phoned Lawton. As soon as he started, Lawton stopped him and told him to meet, at once. 
 
    Burrowes was amused to see that the designated meeting place was back at that site where he had had further training. This time it was late afternoon as he pulled into the parking lot, where he saw Lawton standing beside a vehicle. He parked, and walked over to Lawton, who was not looking at all happy. 
 
    "So, are you sure this man you saw was Nickolay Antonov?" Lawton asked. His eyes almost burned their way into Burrowes. 
 
    "Sure as I can be," Burrowes replied. He stood unfazed. This might be the end of his career, but he had lives to save. 
 
    "So, your recommendation?" 
 
    "Whatever we are asking agents to do, stop them doing it." 
 
    "You realize what sort of call that is?" 
 
    "I do," Burrowes replied, "but I'm convinced this is a scam. Antonov is not dead, therefore whoever it was that was shot in Estonia is not Svetlana's father, and that means the goods she delivered are fake." 
 
    "For what purpose?" Lawton was totally uncompromising. He looked as if he were more likely to shoot Burrowes than listen. 
 
    "Quite simply, to round up the agents we send to uncover this so-called secret substance," Burrowes said. He was not going to be intimidated. "I know it's not my call," he said, "but if you don't stop this, the lives of every captured agent will be on your hands." 
 
    "Fair enough," Lawton said, and his expression now turned to merely worried. "I'm sorry if I intimidated you, but I had to be sure you were sure." 
 
    "I'm sure. There have been other minor clues, when I think about it," Burrowes said. "Svetlana more or less thrust herself into that torpedo exercise, and she should have had no interest in it. And there's more." 
 
    "More?" 
 
    "Yes, once when I had done quite a bit of work and I was feeling a bit down, she actually said I was quite capable, or something like that." 
 
    "Maybe she was just complimenting you." 
 
    "That's how I took it, but the clue is, how would she know, unless she was trained?" 
 
    "Maybe you're being a bit hard on yourself," Lawton said. "So you think she is also a spy?" 
 
    "I think she's an agent, probably of the GRU, but I think the torpedo was merely adventitious. Still, somebody had to tell Goldfinch where the documents were hidden, and also whoever it was that collared that burglar. My guess is they were Russian agents, and in the spare time that the agent was there with Sammy having a hood over his face, he was photographing the documents." 
 
    "Why photograph them?" Lawton asked. He had a smile on his face, and Burrowes realized that Lawton knew fine well. 
 
    "So we wouldn't know they had gone missing," Burrowes said. "Had they been stolen, there would be a massive hunt to get them back. If they were photographed, we may not have even suspected." 
 
    "And we didn't," Lawton admitted. "Right, let's go inside and set some things in motion." As Lawton keyed in the entry code to open the door, he looked at Burrowes and said with a smile, "When we get inside there'll be a test." 
 
    "You mean another test," Burrowes challenged.  
 
    "What do you mean by that?" Lawton asked quizzically. 
 
    "The so-called intimidating interview in the car park."  
 
    "Correct." 
 
    "And for that matter, right now." 
 
    "Now, that shows promise," Lawton chuckled.  
 
    "And you're not going to give me a lot of clues?" 
 
    "Since you mention it, no." 
 
    Great, Burrowes thought to himself. The door was closed behind them, and they walked down the familiar corridor, but they turned the opposite way to where he had been before. Eventually they reached a door, and Lawton opened it. They entered, and there, around a table were three FBI agents, as well as Rhonda. 
 
    The test! Burrowes realized what it would be: self-control. Well, having been warned, he would show them. He walked to the table, sat down in the designated chair, looked Rhonda straight in the eye, and said, "Good afternoon, Rhonda." 
 
    "Good afternoon, Charles," came the slightly amused response. Not a lot of apologies coming back this way, Burrowes realized. 
 
    "Right, let's get this started," the oldest looking FBI man started. "I am Deputy Director of Counterintelligence at the FBI. These two," and he pointed to the other two men, "will arrange for assistance and backup for any action. Now, Mr Burrowes, it appears you have met Rhonda before." He said this with something of a grin. 
 
    "Indeed I have," Burrowes replied, but not with any particular warmth. 
 
    "Ms Crawford, would you like to explain please?" 
 
    "Certainly sir. At the Christmas Party at the NSA I arranged for Mr Burrowes to be fired for sexual harassment." 
 
    "There was no sexual harassment," Burrowes said coldly. 
 
    "But there was," Rhonda said with a laugh. "I harassed you mightily, and in fairness, I had trouble getting any response from you until I screamed." 
 
    "Well, thank you for that."  
 
    "For what it is worth, it was a compliment," Rhonda explained. "I picked you to set up this operation, and it worked, and just between those in this room right now, I doubt anyone else would have made it work." 
 
    "Back to me," the Deputy Director said. "Just about everybody believed the story Ms Antonovna was telling, but Ms Crawford here did not, and she made my life miserable, so I told her to go away and think up some way of getting evidence." 
 
    "The problem was," another of the FBI men said, " Ms Antonovna had passed just about every test we could think of giving her. The greatest part of her plan was that she claimed not to know much. It was her father who knew where this information came from, and the only reason she was here was that she survived and her father did not." 
 
    "What did you ask about her father?" Burrowes asked. When he saw the look of irritation, he added, "Just curious." 
 
    "A perfectly respectable question," the Deputy Director added. 
 
    "We didn't ask much," the man admitted. "She was given the lie detector test, but when the matter of her father came up, she responded, but then again, that would be expected. It would be impossible for someone not to have an emotional response when reminded of her father's death." 
 
    "Anyway," the Deputy Director continued, "while just about everyone accepted that story, Ms Crawford did not, so I put her in charge of a limited operation on the basis that Ms Antonovna was a Russian plant. She had operational freedom." 
 
    "I needed someone to work with Ms Antonovna," Rhonda explained, "and it had to be someone who would not become besotted with her. It had to be someone who would not just jump into bed with an attractive woman just because she was attractive, and it had to be someone who was very good with computers." 
 
    "And you couldn't simply ask me?" Burrowes said, as he shook is head. 
 
    "No. You had to act the part, and that was easier if it were the part. If you believed it, it would be more likely to work. Also, if you knew what you were trying to do, you would probably give yourself away well before there were real clues. This was something that required her to make a mistake, and not you making a real effort to disrupt her." 
 
    "Whatever else we may think of Ms Crawford's technique," the Deputy Director said, "it appears to have worked. It appears Mr Burrowes has uncovered the fact that Ms Antonovna is a Russian agent." 
 
    Burrowes raised his face and with a slight smile he directed his gaze at Rhonda and said, "More by good luck than . . ." He stopped, suddenly realizing this was not the place to make unnecessary enemies. 
 
    "Presumably you were about to add, good management," the Deputy Director said. "I agree you have grounds to be annoyed, but the fact of the matter is that while some sort of luck was required, Ms Crawford's assessment was bang on. How many other people would make the link to Antonov just by accidentally seeing him at a distance?" 
 
    Burrowes felt a bit awkward, so he said nothing. 
 
    "I'm sorry you got hurt," Rhonda said, "but I'm not sorry I did it. If it makes you feel any worse, for what it is worth if there were to be a reboot, I'd do it again." 
 
    "Then I guess I'd better watch out for you at Christmas parties," Burrowes said. He was hurt, but he knew he had not to show it. He tried to make this sound light-hearted, but he knew when he had finished saying it that it had come out with a touch of bitterness. 
 
    "You want to be a bit more careful what you say," the Deputy Director advised. "If you had played your cards a bit better, you could have probably got Ms Crawford into a position where she would have to buy you several drinks as compensation."  
 
    "Somewhere where she can't put it on her expense account, and somewhere where there aren't a whole lot of strong FBI agents watching," Burrowes added. 
 
    "Now, that's more the spirit," the Deputy Director said. "However, let's get to the point, which is, what now? Mr Lawton?" 
 
    "I've spoken to Ruth Telfar at the CIA, and the warning is out. I'm afraid Ruth's position is that up to a point, we have to assume this Russian play has worked. It is probably too late to stop the attempted heist, and any agent who has come into contact with the manganese issue is being advised to get the hell out of Russia ASAP. I am assuming the US agencies will help them adjust to life here if they make it." 
 
    "I think we can take that for granted. I can also add we are busy looking for Ms Antonovna. As far as we know, she did not turn up for work this afternoon, so she may have been tipped off." 
 
    "Maybe she was going anyway," Burrowes said. "She's been very nervous these last few days and her job was essentially completed. She may have suspected I would make the link, and meanwhile it would be extremely unlikely there would be any further chances to trap our agents." 
 
    "Or maybe just as you're monitoring Russian agencies, they're monitoring us, and they picked up a warning," Lawton offered. 
 
    "Or maybe Nickolay Antonov saw Charlie," Ronda said, "and let her know. Maybe she decided that sooner or later she would be twigged." 
 
    "It is true that the first I saw of her when I returned from Russia she seemed a bit tense," Burrowes said. "I didn't make a lot of it at the time. I thought she might have been wondering whether anything bad happened, but it never occurred to me that it might be her identity she was worried about." 
 
    "Well, whatever the reason," the Deputy Director said, "if we find her, we'll pick her up." 
 
    "How about her apartment?" Burrowes asked. 
 
    "She's not there," one of the FBI men said. "We have to assume that someone has provided her with some other place to stay unnoticed." 
 
    "As I said," the Deputy Director brought the meeting back to the point, and his tone hardened as if to let everyone know the time for this sort of chat was later, "we shall pick her up if we see her. Unless anyone has something specific to aid that search, I wish to move on to the matter of the stolen torpedo files. Mr Burrowes, I assume Ms Antonovna knew about them?" 
 
    "She did. You think she stole them?" 
 
    "No," Rhonda said. "I think it was a man. A man was seen entering the apartment block and was seen by someone else leaving after about ten minutes. The man did not live there." 
 
    "Do you have a description?" Burrowes asked. 
 
    "Yes, but not a very helpful one. Average height, average build and average adult age." 
 
    "In short," one of the other FBI men said, "it could be anyone." 
 
    "Other than an NBA star," Burrowes added. 
 
    "Yes, we can eliminate some," Rhonda countered, "but unless you want to work your way through the New York telephone directory . . ." 
 
    "The question is, what now?" the Deputy Director said.  
 
    Burrowes decided to remain silent, and he was so pleased he did. 
 
    "The lazy answer, or for that matter the flippant answer," the Deputy Director continued, "would be to round up the usual suspects." He paused, as if issuing a challenge for someone to respond. When nobody did, he turned on Burrowes and directed a challenging question, "Mr Burrowes. Why won't we be doing this?" 
 
    "The lazy answer," he said with a slight grin, "is you haven't got any usual suspects, but a better answer is that time is not on our side. We need a very direct approach." 
 
    "And that approach is?" 
 
    "I would need to see the reports that Rhonda took from those who were interviewed around McKenzie's apartment, and I should also closely examine Svetlana's, that is, Ms Antonovna's computer." 
 
    "You think the Russians stole the documents?" The Deputy Director asked. 
 
    "First, I think we badly need whatever evidence we can find as quickly as possible," Burrowes replied, "but I think if they did, the information is probably lost.  All of which assumes something significant has been stolen." 
 
    "Meaning?" Rhonda asked, her voice puzzled. "Hooper has assured us –" 
 
    "Hooper is not the most reliable observer," Burrowes interrupted. "Also, even if something was stolen, until McKenzie gets back, we don't know what it was. All the same, I agree we have to act as if important files were stolen." 
 
    "Assume they were," the Deputy Director said. "If they were not, and we catch an ordinary criminal, that's not the worst outcome. So, Mr Burrowes, continue." 
 
    Burrowes suspected this was a further test. A Deputy Director did not need to rely on someone at his level, but he would be interested to see what sort of person he had in front of him. This was an assessment test. "Let's suppose the Russians had stolen real documents," he replied. "The Russians would quickly transmit the information to Moscow and arrange for the documents to follow in a diplomatic bag. Too much time has passed for professional spies not to have relayed it." 
 
    "Fair comment," the Deputy Director said. "Back to my question, do you think the Russians stole it, and base your answer on what you think we should do next, assuming we do anything." 
 
    "As I said, I have no idea as yet, but I think we should try to follow whatever leads we can, just in case." 
 
    "Next question. Do you want to be part of what comes next?" 
 
    "The short answer is yes," Burrowes said, after a moment's thought, "but of course while I am happy to do what I can, I accept my involvement will be restricted to whatever you decide." 
 
    "Then the next question, can you work with Ms Crawford?" 
 
    Burrowes realized that this was probably non-negotiable. Rhonda was sitting there, her face a mixture of embarrassment, challenge, and she was blushing. A raft of possible responses floated through his head, but he decided on a simple, "Yes." 
 
    "I see there's still a bit of work to be done between you," the Deputy Director said. "Then, Ms Crawford, here is a chance to show your people management skills. Mr Burrowes will officially be your responsibility. Mr Burrowes, you will not go directly against an order from Ms Crawford. Ms Crawford, you will not disregard any of Mr Burrowes' suggestions without very good reason. Mr Burrowes, Ms Crawford is officially in charge because should a situation arise where backup is required, she has the authority to order it. Your status is too unclear, and we do not have time to rectify that. Do either of you two have a problem?" 
 
    Neither did. Each realized that having a problem right then would not be a sound career move. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    As dawn was breaking, a van emerged from the forest track and turned towards the north. In the back were four FSB officers and a large crate. In the front, a somewhat nervous driver overcorrected, run off the seal, and made a rather jerky lurch as he pulled the van back onto the seal. Loud swearing came from the back. The FSB Captain seated in the front grinned and suggested that the driver should concentrate on his driving. He looked in the side mirror and noticed that a rather drab brown vehicle had been parked on the side of the road, and now it set off and maintained a distance of about a hundred yards behind the van. The Captain spoke into a radio, then when he received an answer, he grinned again. 
 
    He opened a panel and passed a message to those in the back. "Right, you lot, we have a tail already, so with any luck, there will be action soon, so look sharp." 
 
    Five hundred meters behind the drab vehicle, another was following. Five Spetsnaz troops were relaxing as their vehicle was kept in radio contact. Their instructions were clear: if the FSB needed help, they were to help. Otherwise, they were to remain behind. 
 
    After about twenty minutes, during which nothing happened, the Captain decided to up the anti somewhat, and he made a radio request for assistance from the standard police. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, during which still nothing had happened, the van approached an intersection. The van continued, but a Russian police officer stepped out onto the road and signalled for the car to pull over. There was a moderately large checkpoint there, and the driver knew there were likely to be machine guns further on, should he not comply. He decided to comply, and the police asked for his documentation, checked his tyres, and stated that one tyre appeared to be substandard. He was told that if he immediately drove to the nearest town and purchased a tyre replacement, he could then go about his business. If he refused, he would be arrested on the spot. He agreed. The police took the names of all the passengers, and checked their papers through their computer, then let them go. The policeman was happy. He knew what he had stopped. The five people in the car had come from different parts of Russia. 
 
    The passengers breathed a sigh of relief. The stupid police had not even asked what was underneath the canvas on the floor of the car. Had the submachine guns been found, they would have been arrested on the spot. Had they tried to use a gun, they would all be dead. There was nothing for it but to go and get the tyre replaced. They would phone ahead and let the back-up team know that it was up to them. 
 
    When they made the phone call, what they did not know was that the FSB was monitoring all phones that they were likely to use. Accordingly, they had the contact for the backup team. They heard the conversation, then when the men were approaching the car to go back to Ufa and then return to wherever they lived, they were arrested. The charges were far more serious than having a defective tyre, which, as it turned out, was not actually illegal anyway. The submachine guns were collected, and it was noted they were American made, and while the submachine guns themselves were illegal, the American origin was somewhat of a give-away. 
 
    In Ufa, Colonel Maslov was happy. He arranged for each person to be put in a separate cell, and he interviewed each one separately. As he told them, they had to choose from one of three futures. The first was execution, and if they refused to tell him anything of interest, that would follow, but there was no guarantee it would be either swift or pleasant. The second was imprisonment with the strict regime. That was theoretically survivable, and that would follow if they gave him information that he already knew. The third future was imprisonment, but in conditions that were as pleasant as would be found in the Russian system. That would be theirs if they gave him information that he did not know, and if they gave him the names of other American agents, the prison sentences would be drastically reduced. They could choose. On their second interview he would accept any information as unknown to him if he did not know it before these interviews. He promised to be honest about this, but of course they would have to trust him. By the third interview, if they were to tell him anything that someone had already told him, that would no longer qualify as unknown. 
 
    If they elected to hold out, since they were going to die anyway, they would be treated with various chemicals to see if they could be more forthcoming. Their only chance to ever return to a normal life would be to talk, and the sooner they obliged, the better. 
 
    It was not long before the information started to flow. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Nothing further happened to the van. Burrowes' warning had finally got through. Unfortunately for the backup team, the FSB had their location from the telephone call, and very soon they knew the identity of one of them. This team had four members, and at the end of the following day, two had been arrested. The names of the others were known, but they seemed to have disappeared. Meanwhile, Maslov had FSB agents out to arrest anyone who had come into contact with the manganese issue. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Nadezhda Sobchak had spent the day and evening at Solnechnyy, and she was driving home when her second mobile gave a ring. Her heart jumped. This was a phone that was regularly prepaid from Leningrad, and was to be used only in emergency. She decided to pull over and look at it at the next place where she could leave the road. The first text was clear: the treatment for her cat Boots had been successful and she could pick up the cat from the veterinary clinic at six that evening. There was a second text: the kittens had a new home. 
 
    She did not own a cat called Boots and there were no kittens. That was a clear signal that she should leave the country. Since the call was not a local call, it was equally clear that if the FSB picked up the message, they would know it was a warning, and if the call came from the American Embassy, they would know she was a spy. She swore, but acknowledged there was nothing she could do about it now. Fortunately, she had a backup plan. The second text would be from her husband to let her know he was running, and had the children. Neither knew any details of the other's escape plans so that neither could betray the other if they were caught. Her husband had the children simply because he was home and she was out of town when the call came. 
 
    She had an alternative place, a shed outside a farm that the farmer had let out to her for an outrageous sum. She took the sim card and battery from the phone and threw all three out the window and into a drain, then she drove to the farm, praying that she would not be arrested first. Luck, and management were on her side. First, the text gave no clue as to who she was, and since she had answered it promptly they had not had time to track her location. The second text was more of a problem, and she had to hope her husband had sent it from somewhere other than their apartment. 
 
    She drove the car into the shed and locked the door, then put padding around the gaps, then after blocking off the window, she turned on the light. She covered the windows of the car with polythene sheet then took her supply of spray paint and converted it to a rather dull beige. 
 
    The fumes were awful, but she had to persist. When finished, she turned off the light and opened the door again. She took some canned rations, and went outside to eat. The one thing she had found was the Americans were good at supplying what she needed. The food was not exactly fine dining, but at least it was filling. Her next move was to dye her hair with the dye that had the colour that would match the passport she would use. 
 
    She went back inside, and as the fumes had died down, she shut the door, protected the cracks again, and turned the light back on. There was now a decision to make. How would she get out of Russia? 
 
    The easiest way was to fly, but from where? The closest international airport was Voronezh, but since she lived in that city, that would be the hardest to get through without being identified.  
 
    Her best chance if she wanted to fly, she thought, was to try Belgorod. There were international flights from there, and some to Sharm El Sheikh. That would probably attract the least attention. There were not a lot of flights, so she should check the timetable. There were other destinations, such as Turkey, but there would always be the question when exiting at the airport, why do you want to go there? The one big advantage of Sharm El Sheikh was that the obvious answer, sun and the beach, did not need an excuse. 
 
    The alternative was to try to walk across a border. There would be clear crossing points but it would take time to get to them, and she was aware that there had been a previous attempt at getting to Kharkiv from Belgorod, and that part of the border would be the most protected, assuming they were really looking for her. Perhaps the most telling point was that if she took the fuel from this shed and filled her tank, she had enough fuel to get to Belgorod, but she could not get much further without refuelling, and that could alert the FSB where she was going. 
 
    The Sharm El Sheik option looked the best. It was the one recommended by the Americans, and they had provided her with an alias and a passport with the listed name Serovna Nadezhda Yegorovna. The idea was to keep the same initials, apart from the G, but they thought that Nadezhda Gennadievna might be too much of a give-away. The Nadezhda was kept because it was important to be able to respond properly to a friendly comment, and it was a fairly common name anyway. More importantly still, they had provided a computer that would take her to a site in Belgorod through which both tickets and a one-week hotel booking could be made and prepaid, and it was capable of perfectly printing the documents she needed. There was also an envelope with Egyptian currency and a credit card under the alias. Finally, she had a couple of large beach towels, a sun hat, a bikini, sunglasses, and a lot of sunscreen. These should be carried onto the aircraft, if for no other reason than to be seen at the border control in Belgorod. 
 
    Nothing was failsafe, but she decided to try the Belgorod exit. Her next step was to take off the number plates from her car and put on replacement ones from Belgorod. These had a number corresponding to a genuine car in Belgorod that matched the description of her repainted car. If she got away with this, someone could be the proud possessor of an additional car. Satisfied with what she had done, she decided to try to sleep. Tomorrow would be a big day. 
 
    The following morning, although she had had very little sleep she was up early, to have breakfast and a toilet stop at an outside toilet at the farm before anyone on the farm was up. The next task was to tie her hair back in a bun as was in the passport photo, and to put on the glasses. Her eyes were fine, but these had plain lenses and made her look quite different from her normal look. Then she loaded her car and headed out to the A144 before the sun was up. Driving here alternated between being boring and tense. Her strategy was to join a truck convoy that would start early and hope any roadblock would not bother the truckies. As it happened she was in luck. The Voronezh police had been told to set up a road check, but they had not got around to it yet. The first police vehicle was just pulling off the road when Nadezhda drove past. 
 
    She anxiously watched in her rear vision mirror. Would the police car give pursuit? He did not. Either he had not seen her, or had not bothered. He was not looking for a beige vehicle, and her model was very common. She drove on through the rolling countryside until finally she turned off onto the P189. Progress was good, but only two of the trucks followed her. They pulled off for a rest stop at Gubkin, and she wondered about this. In the end, she also stopped, purchased something to eat and drink, put the purchases in a bag, then made use of some rest rooms. She was just emerging from the rest room when she saw a police car pull up and two officers enter the cafeteria. She waited until she was sure they were not looking, then she strode purposefully to her car. Just then, the policemen came out and walked towards their car.  
 
    It was impossible to head directly towards Belgorod without going past them, and having started her car she had to do something. She felt strained, but she tried to look as normal as possible. She got back on the road and headed towards the nearby Stary Oskol. In her rear view mirror she saw the police car come her way. This was a problem she did not need. As the police car came closer, she saw there was no traffic coming the other way, and there was a left hand turn into what seemed like a small residential zone. She signalled clearly. Now was not the time to be apprehended for a driving offence. 
 
    She turned into Narodnaya Ulitsa and drove carefully onwards. Her heart nearly missed a beat as the police car also turned. She turned left onto Gastello, and continued to drive carefully within the speed limit. She then breathed a sigh of relief. The police car continued along Narodnaya. For some reason, it had business here.  
 
    Now what? If she turned and went back on the road to Belgorod, all would be well as long as the police car did not turn around, which it might do if it had got the directions wrong. On the other hand, if she parked, and the car came along, she would be just as suspicious. She decided to give it five minutes. If the police took exactly that long to do whatever they were doing, she was clear out of luck, but she could argue the people she went to see were out. She drove along Kooperativenaya Ulitsa until she saw a house where there were no clear signs of occupation, then she took its number. She stopped, and when she checked that nobody was looking, she refilled her tank from the cans in the boot. That should get her to Belgorod; if it did not, she had a little more. Then she headed back towards the highway to Belgorod. 
 
    After all, she had a car registered in Belgorod. She had come out for the day, and it was a waste of time. 
 
    And while she had time, she did not have an excess of it, as she had a flight to catch that evening. At least the P189 was two lanes each way, so driving was easy. The sun was just going down when she reached the interchange where the P185 turned off to the North of Belgorod, and this was also the route to the airport. When she took the second interchange, she breathed a slight sigh of relief. The easiest way to stop her would have been a roadblock, but there was still the airport. 
 
    She drove into the airport zone and sought the secure parking lot. She did not care a hoot who stole her car, but the secure parking lot would give her a receipt, and that receipt would be useful for persuading doubters that she intended to come back. She purchased a week of parking, then she left the key in the glove box and stepped out. 
 
    There was a possible shuttle to get her to the airport proper, but since it was important that she looked a bit ditzy when it was time to check in and emigrate, she wanted to run. She grabbed her large sunhat, grabbed her bags, and made as quick progress as she could. Her nerves rose when she offered her ticket. There was the inevitable request for her passport, and as she got that out of her bag, she made sure that her parking receipt was visible. The receptionist had no problem, and took her large bag. 
 
    Now the emigration zone. There were the inevitable questions. Why was she going? The beach, obviously. She dropped her bag "accidentally" and made sure once again the parking receipt was seen, and she showed the prepaid hotel chit. There was a call for boarding of her flight, so she looked worried. The official looked at her a little more closely, checked his computer, but nothing was wrong so he stamped her passport and wished her a happy vacation. She looked as if she was terrified of missing her flight as she darted off, and the official shook his head. They always let latecomers on. The fact was, though, that this was an easy act to do; she most certainly did not want to miss this flight. 
 
    Her nerves were on edge, even as she entered the aircraft. She was only too well aware that she could be hauled off at any time, and the aircraft could always be required to return, even when in flight, however she did breathe somewhat easier as the aircraft door was closed and the aircraft began taxiing across the runway. She felt even better when they were finally airborne. 
 
    When she disembarked, she could not resist breathing much easier, and she knew she was there. The air was so hot and dry. Her passport was quickly stamped with a one-week's visa, and concern returned. What would happen if she overstayed? What was she to do next?  
 
    The bus to the hotel seemed remarkably bumpy, but the hotel had air conditioning. She went to her room and flopped down on the bed. She was so close to being safe, but she was too tired to care. 
 
    The following morning, and after not very much sleep, she got up and went to breakfast. She finished that and returned to her room, to find an envelope on her bed. There was a simple message. Enjoy a week's holiday. Your next tickets will arrive by the end of the week. She was free. Then there was the question of her husband, and the two children. Would they make it? What would happen if they did not? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    "Look," Rhonda started. "I know you have no reason to –" 
 
    "Forget it," Burrowes interrupted. "If we're going to work together, let's forget what happened, at least until this is all over." 
 
    "Fireworks are reserved," Rhonda said with a sigh. 
 
    "The question is," Burrowes said, ignoring the jab, "What now?" 
 
    "Do you have any preferences?" 
 
    "Yes. I want to interview the woman who probably saw McKenzie's burglar." 
 
    "Any reason?" 
 
    "There aren't very many people who know about this torpedo," Burrowes explained, "and I have photos of each of the ones who I know might have known." 
 
    "It could have been a Russian agent," Rhonda warned. 
 
    "Yes, I know, and if it were, the plans are probably back in Moscow already, but it is equally possible that the theft was for money." 
 
    "How would they make money? This is not exactly marketable –" 
 
    "Not even to the Russians? 
 
    "I suppose, but why do you think it wasn't the Russians?" 
 
    "Honestly, I don't know it wasn't, but Svetlana didn't act as if she knew about it. I know that's not much, but then there's the second reason." 
 
    "Which is?" 
 
    "It's the only option we can chase that has a chance of recovering the documents. Basic strategy: the chances are not good, but it's the only choice that gives any chance of success, so I say we should take it." 
 
    "Fair enough. Let's get started." 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The woman was quite voluble, but at first, not very helpful. However, she was convinced there was only one person involved. Burrowes showed her the photos, one by one, and she looked bored, then suddenly, she paused. "That could be him," she announced. 
 
    "Are you sure?" Rhonda asked. 
 
    "I said 'could'," came the crusty reply. 
 
    "Thank you," Burrowes said, and started to walk away. 
 
    "You don't want to ask her more?" a slightly irritated Rhonda asked as she caught up with him. 
 
    "She doesn't know any more. In fact she's not sure she knows that much," he countered, "but this gives us a line of approach." 
 
    "And who is it?" 
 
    "Dennis." 
 
    "Who's Dennis?" 
 
    "That's becoming a more interesting question by the minute," Burrowes said. "He works, or worked, for Rutherford, and he's the guy you lot had me and Svetlana working for." 
 
    "So you think Rutherford's playing with the other side?" 
 
    "I have no idea. I thought Rutherford had a private financial war going on with Irving Goldfinch, but I suppose we cannot rule out something else." 
 
    "So, why don't we go around and ask him?" 
 
    "I agree entirely," Burrowes said, "although if he were working for the Russians on the side, I guess he's hardly likely to tell us." 
 
    It was a very strained silence as Rhonda drove them to where Burrowes had worked for Rutherford. As the approached the building, Burrowes noticed there were no cars parked there. 
 
    "Not a lot of work going on here," Rhonda noted as she parked closest to the door. 
 
    "No, and you've chosen the boss's allocated parking spot," he said. 
 
    "In the odd event he turns up, he can walk a few extra yards," Rhonda said with a shrug. 
 
    They got out, and Burrowes keyed in the numbers to open the door. They walked in, to find the lights were out. There was enough daylight that visibility was easy, but it was an indication that nobody was likely to return that day. 
 
    They walked to Svetlana's desk. The computer was asleep, but was left where she had seemingly been working prior to leaving for lunch. If she had returned, it was not to work. They searched her desk, but found nothing of note. They then searched Dennis' desk. There was paper everywhere. Dennis had obviously been doing research, but what on? The paper was largely covered with numbers. 
 
    "Well, this is more interesting," Rhonda said at last. "Interesting, but not entirely relevant. I think this is a fairly good clue that your Dennis was going to defraud someone." 
 
    "My guess is, Irving Goldfinch. Rutherford would be too dangerous for Dennis, and he doesn't know many other people with lots of money –" 
 
    "As far as you know," Rhonda corrected him. 
 
    "True, there might be others, but that doesn't help us now." 
 
    "It might," Rhonda said. "If we need an excuse to arrest him . . ." 
 
    "Using material from an illegal search?" 
 
    "He won't know what we have." She paused then added, "Sure, he will eventually work it out, but you'd be surprised how a bluff can open up someone trying to do a deal that would apply to something more serious." 
 
    "So, now what?" It was obvious they had not found anything of substance. 
 
    "Your boss's office." 
 
    "You think you can bluff him? Or you think Dennis was working for him?" 
 
    "I don't know," she answered, "but we might as well find out if we can." 
 
    "It'll be interesting to see what he was up to," Burrowes said with a grin. 
 
    "Probably financial fraud. We've had our eye on him for a while, but we said we'd leave him alone while he was managing you and Ms Antonovna." 
 
    "In which case," Burrowes said, "he may have put two and two together and scarpered." 
 
    "You may be right," Rhonda said when she opened the door. "He has a remarkably empty desktop." 
 
    It was not long before they found that the drawers were empty too, and the desk computer had been removed. 
 
    "I wonder where he went," Burrowes asked, somewhat rhetorically. 
 
    "I don't care," Rhonda said. "If he stays in the country, that is." She pulled out her mobile and began texting. "That will have him, or Dennis, apprehended at any border if they try to leave." 
 
    "So now what?" 
 
    "You know where your Dennis lives?" 
 
    "I know where he's supposed to live." 
 
    "Then let's go there." 
 
    Once again, Rhonda drove, while Burrowes gave directions. Since it was an FBI car, probably only Rhonda would be permitted to drive it. Burrowes certainly would have appreciated a go, if only because it was a modern car with plenty of horsepower in the motor, as opposed to the tired old motor he had. 
 
    They knocked on Dennis' door, but there was no response. There was also no sound inside. Rhonda then began to pick the lock. 
 
    "More breaking and entering," Burrowes noted. 
 
    "Definitely not," she retorted, "unless Mr Clumsy turns up and starts breaking things." 
 
    "I guess we'd better leave him at home," he agreed. 
 
    The door opened and they entered. Again a quick search found nothing of immediate interest except one letter. It was a local tax statement for a property on Delaware Bay. 
 
    "The question now is, do we assume Dennis is at his alternative property?" Burrowes asked. 
 
    "Any better ideas where he might be?" 
 
    "Nope, so I guess we drive down there." 
 
    "Your plan," she said with a grin. "With only one clue, we have to follow it." 
 
    "Will you get backup?" 
 
    "You think we need it?" she asked with a frown. "This Dennis, he's not dangerous is he?" 
 
    "I don't know, but I know Rutherford hires some muscle from time to time, and, well, better to be sure than sorry." 
 
    "True. I suppose it won't hurt. I'll make a phone call." 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Rutherford parked his car on the road just behind what he knew was Dennis' car, and because the light was beginning to fade, he put a small torch in his pocket. He began walking up the somewhat overgrown path towards Dennis' country house, and as soon as he saw it, he moved off the track and made his way through the rather sparse shrubbery. He was beginning to wonder whether this attempt at concealment was worth the effort when he felt his foot sink slightly into softer ground. He looked down, and felt the ground. Someone had been digging there. He decided to ignore it, as it could be anything, including the grave of a dead pet. He crept onwards. 
 
    He wanted to surprise Dennis, but when he finally reached an open space where he would have to cross at least twenty-five yards to get to the house he began wondering why he had bothered with the cautious approach. He studied the windows carefully, and he finally decided that Dennis was not keeping a watch. Still, he would lose nothing by being careful. He took a pistol from his pocket, brought a cartridge into the chamber and moved the lever to the fire position. Then, keeping as low as he could, he ran in a zigzag fashion across the ground. Nothing happened and he reached the house with no incident. He opened the front door, entered, and noticed a light in the room at the end of the hall. He crept carefully to that door, then, after a pause to check nobody was behind him, he flung the door open and entered. Dennis was at the table, eating. Dennis looked up, and fear crossed his face. 
 
    "You're the one who stole McKenzie's torpedo data." It was a statement, not a question. 
 
    "Look, I –" 
 
    "Arsehole! You see what you've done? You've got the FBI onto us now. What got into your mind?" 
 
    Dennis stared, seemingly unable to say anything. 
 
    "Dennis, I don't know what you were thinking, but right now we have to get it together. If we're going to get out of this, we have to improvise quickly, so tell me, what did you have in mind and what have you done so far?" 
 
    Dennis seemed to come to some sort of decision. He looked up and became slightly more assertive as he said, "You wanted Goldfinch to be in trouble, didn't you?"  
 
    Rutherford was a bit stunned. "Yes, but how does this fit?" 
 
    "I was waiting for the theft to be discovered, then find a way to place it somewhere in Goldfinch's office where someone else would discover it, or where it would be discovered if the police searched it. It had to be recognized when seen, so I had to wait until a big fuss was stirred up." 
 
    Rutherford stared at Dennis, then shook his head slightly. "Interesting plan," he muttered. He took a seat and obviously started thinking. "I suppose it could even work, given enough time and a bit of luck. So where are these documents?" 
 
    "I hid them outside, buried is a water-tight container." 
 
    "About twenty yards into the shrubbery, and just a bit to the right of the house?" 
 
    "Yes. What –" 
 
    "I'm afraid it's not very well hidden. Look, finish your dinner while I think how we can get out of this." 
 
    Dennis was a little surprised by the 'we'. It only then occurred to him that if he were to be apprehended by the police, they would assume he was working for Rutherford. Dennis somehow found the meal to be not particularly appetizing, but he forced himself to eat. He had to decide whether Rutherford was friend or foe, and he had to decide fairly quickly. 
 
    He had noticed the gun in Rutherford's hand, although he also noticed Rutherford had put it away. He would have to trust him not to use it if he went to dig the document up. But there was no point in not doing it because Rutherford knew where it was. He would give Rutherford the documents. If the FBI were really looking for them, maybe he would be better off not to have them. 
 
    He had come to a decision, but that did not make him feel any better. Rutherford sitting in a corner with a worried expression did not make him feel any better either. Finally, he announced he was finished eating. He would get a shovel and dig up the documents. 
 
    "You do that," Rutherford announced, "and if I were you I wouldn't do a runner because if you were to, I can tell the FBI I came down here to find you but you had fled." 
 
    "And if I do bring them back in?" 
 
    "For God's sake, Dennis, get a grip. Those documents are dead useless, and if I wanted to kill you, I'd have done it already." 
 
    There was truth in that, but that truth did not make Dennis feel any better. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Given that the target house was surrounded by trees, Burrowes had wondered whether they would be able to notice the entrance given that it was now dark. They passed two parked vehicles outside another drive on the opposite side of the road, and Burrowes wondered if he had read the map incorrectly, but he soon assured himself that the desired property was on their side of the road. They drove on a little further, then they saw two more parked cars. 
 
    "This is it," Burrowes said. 
 
    "You sure?" 
 
    "That's Rutherford's car, and the one in front is Dennis' car." 
 
    Rhonda parked behind Rutherford's car, and the other FBI car parked behind hers. Two men wearing vests that clearly identified them as FBI men stepped out of the second car, each handling an assault rifle. As Burrowes remarked, shiny shoes and suit pants might not be the right attire for this exercise. Rhonda smiled in agreement, but then her clothing was probably not appropriate either. She had not expected to be going through a semi-jungle when she got up this morning. Rhonda at least had better footwear in the trunk, so she put those boots on and then instructed the two FBI men who had been allocated to her what she intended.  One of the FBI men took point, and as Rhonda took a pistol and an assault rifle from the boot, they advanced as quietly as they could. Rhonda handed Burrowes the pistol. 
 
    "Sorry you get the lesser gun," she whispered, "but it's all I have." 
 
    "That's fine," Burrowes said. "I doubt Dennis will put up too much of a fight." 
 
    "Yes, but we don't know who else is there." 
 
    "True," he whispered back. They kept on, in silence. 
 
    The man on point stopped, and held up his hand. To the left there was a light, and in that light, someone was digging. Rhonda suggested they find out what was going on. Unfortunately, their bushcraft was inadequate, especially in the dark, and as Burrowes was later to comment, a couple of elephants could have moved more quietly. The digging stopped, and the digger gave a squeal of, "Who's there?" and then he probably decided he did not want to know as he turned and began running. The two FBI men set off after him, and after a certain amount of crashing through the undergrowth they caught him. There was a cry, a thump, then more noisy movement through the undergrowth, ending with two heavily soil-stained men bringing a muddy and wet person into the light. 
 
    "Hello Dennis," Burrowes said. "Having an urge to dig?" 
 
    Dennis simply gave a sour look back. 
 
    "Where's your boss, Dennis?" 
 
    "In the house," came the sullen response. 
 
    "Anyone else?" 
 
    "No," Dennis muttered. 
 
    "I believe you. In that case, we shall join him," Rhonda said. "Find out what he was digging," she instructed one of the FBI men, "and you keep guard," she instructed the other. She looked at Dennis, and said, "Move!" 
 
    Dennis stood there. 
 
    "Dennis, if you run, I shall shoot. If you don't move, Charles here will find a solid looking branch and render you unconscious and then we shall drag you. And if he hits you too hard, tough." 
 
    Dennis elected to move. 
 
    "Sound decision," Rhonda said. "One more thing. If there are others inside and a shooting war starts out, remember you are in between the two sides, and I shall certainly use you for cover. If you want to change your story, now's the time, and if you've lied, it's maybe your only chance to stay alive." 
 
    Dennis said nothing, but with his head down, shoulders slumped, he began shuffling his way towards the house. When they reached the front door, Rhonda whispered to Dennis to open it, and walk down towards wherever Rutherford was. He should stay silent. 
 
    Dennis complied. He opened the kitchen door, but his appearance showed Rutherford that not all was well. Rutherford went for his pocket. 
 
    "FBI! Don't!" Rhonda's voice was clear. The barrel of the rifle protruding from the side of Dennis' waste was also obvious. Rutherford froze. Rhonda pushed Dennis across the room, and told him to take a seat against the far wall. Dennis took a chair from the dining table and placed it against the wall beside Rutherford, then sat down. Rhonda turned towards Rutherford and said, "Very slowly, take the gun from your pocket with two fingers, then drop it and slide it across the floor with your foot." 
 
    There was no choice. Rutherford complied. 
 
    "Now, each of you, if you have any further weapons, do the same." 
 
    No further weapons were produced. 
 
    "Now, Mr Rutherford, you will stand face against the wall, hands above your head, and Charles here will search you and empty your pockets. He will crouch, and one false move from you and I shall blow your head away." 
 
    Once again, Rutherford complied. The same was done for Dennis, and a broad collection of objects, including wallets, keys, and coins were laid across the table. The two resumed their positions on the two chairs. 
 
    "So, for the moment we wait until my two agents come back after digging up whatever you buried out there," Rhonda said calmly. "In the meantime, you might care to enlighten me as to what you were trying to do?" 
 
    There was silence. 
 
    "Yes, you have the right to remain silent, and I shall read you your rights in full before I arrest you," Rhonda said, "but if you have any reasons why you shouldn't be charged with espionage and treason, now is the time to tell me because so far you have not been charged." 
 
    "You would never make those charges stick," Rutherford said quietly, "as well you know. I have never seen, nor do I know what you think is being dug up." 
 
    "And exactly why are you here?" Rhonda asked in a caustic one. "You had an urge to overnight here perhaps?" 
 
    "Dennis is an employee of mine," Rutherford said calmly. "He owes me quite a bit of money, and he was not at work, nor was he at his apartment. I merely came down here to find out whether he was here, or whether he had fled, leaving me holding the debt." 
 
    "Convenient story," Rhonda said. "Why should I believe that?" 
 
    "Because I just got here not much ahead of you. You can check my arrival time on the nav tool in my car." 
 
    "And didn't Dennis going out to dig up something seem suspicious to you?" 
 
    "I asked him what he was doing here," Rutherford said. "He told me he had buried some documents that would be of a lot of value to Irving Goldfinch. I told him to go and dig them up. That is my involvement." 
 
    "Well, Dennis, you seem to be being hung out to dry. You get the espionage count all to yourself." 
 
    Dennis looked subdued. 
 
    "If what he told me is true," Rutherford stated in an even voice, "the espionage charge won't stick on him either. He was returning a document to the person who by contract is entitled to have it." 
 
    "Returning?" Rhonda said in amazement. "This house is not exactly on a direct route." 
 
    "No, and there is no doubt Dennis has been a little silly," Rutherford said, "and he probably did not go about getting them the right way –" 
 
    "Probably? That's an interesting take on 'right'," Rhonda scoffed. 
 
    "I don't know how he got them," Rutherford replied calmly. "I'm guessing it was not exactly an approved way, but –" 
 
    "But you're hanging it all on Dennis," Rhonda said. "How convenient." 
 
    "It happens to be the truth," Rutherford said. "By the way, Dennis, what exactly did you bury and how deep? It's taking whoever's out there a rather long time to dig it up." 
 
    Dennis said nothing. 
 
    "Charles, keep an eye on these two. I'll go check." Rhonda turned, and walked out into the hall. 
 
    "So, Charles," Rutherford said in a challenging tone. "Have you got what it takes to shoot an unarmed man?" 
 
    "You should sit still," Burrowes said. "You don't want to piss me off." 
 
    "And why not?" Rutherford had a slight smile, as if he knew, or at least thought he knew, Burrowes would not shoot. 
 
    "Because I'm a witness to a very credible defence," Burrowes replied. "My guess is, you walk free, so why risk getting shot trying –" 
 
    There was the sound of a slight scuffle outside. Burrowes held up his hand, indicating he wanted them to stay silent, and he moved to the door. As he opened the door, he yelped as a lump of wood descended through the gap between door and wall and knocked the gun out of his hand. He then found himself staring down the barrel of a light machine gun, being held by a man dressed in black combat gear with a black balaclava over his head. Behind him, Rhonda was dragging the inert body of one of the FBI men, and behind those two, another man dressed in black, complete with balaclava, was dragging the other FBI man. 
 
    The man pointing the gun indicated that Burrowes should put his hands behind his head and turn around. There was little choice. There was a general pat down, everything from his pockets was removed and placed on the table, then the man stepped back a pace. 
 
    "Join the other two," came the gruff command. 
 
    Burrowes walked over to the kitchen table and took another chair, then he placed that beside Rutherford's chair and sat down. 
 
    "Keep your hands on your knees where I can see them." 
 
    No choice there. 
 
    "You, against that wall as well." Rhonda was pushed into the room. She walked over to the wall, and besides the pat down, hair clips were removed and put on the table. 
 
    "Now, join the other two." 
 
    Rhonda took the last chair and sat down beside Burrowes. The two FBI men were dragged into the centre of the room and laid against another wall. 
 
    "I'm sorry," Rhonda said to Burrowes. "I should have been more careful. I should have guessed –" 
 
    "Don't be sorry," came a quiet voice. Svetlana walked into the room, holding one of the assault rifles. "These men are extremely well trained. Had you fought, you would be dead." 
 
    "Yes, but that begs the question, are we going to die anyway?" Rhonda was not going to lie down. 
 
    "Of course not," Svetlana said. "I have what I came for." With that, she held up a plastic wrapped parcel, except it had clearly been unwrapped and examined before being partially returned to its original state. 
 
    "Then why those two, and why are you here instead of fleeing?" Rhonda was clearly persistent. 
 
    "Those two will wake up with a headache in due course, and," she said, staring at Rhonda, "when they do you can tell them that their ability at keeping watch was very substandard, although to be fair, they would have needed to improve a lot." She paused, then added with a smile, "If you are their boss, you should send them off for much more training." 
 
    "I assume you came along and saw them digging," Burrowes said. 
 
    "Oh no. We were there before you. We were watching Dennis digging, and intended to let him dig up whatever before we questioned him. Then we heard you lot came along, and well, we just remained concealed." 
 
    "You would have had a good warning," Burrowes said. "Those two were not exactly quiet." 
 
    "Indeed not, Charlie. They need a lot of work on their ability to move quietly."  
 
    "You didn't answer the second of Rhonda's questions," Burrowes said. "Why come in here? You had what you wanted." 
 
    "First, we have to restrain you all to stop you organizing pursuit," Svetlana said. "Now, there are two ways of doing that. You can be cooperative, and we shall simply secure you, or you can be pests, and we shall have to render you all unconscious." 
 
    "And second?" 
 
    "I've enjoyed our time together, Charlie. You always tried to treat me right, and at the same time, you were doing your job and were resisting my attempts to manoeuvre you. I respect that. So, if you want to ask some questions before we leave, you have a few minutes." 
 
    "That's generous of you." 
 
    "It is, isn't it? But it will take a few minutes to get ready. I'm sorry, Dennis, but we are going to damage a wall lining. Still, we shall make it up to you in another way." That comment was accompanied by the start of the sound of a wall lining being torn off in another room by one of the other men. Svetlana smiled to Burrowes, and said, "Ask away." 
 
    "Why are you leaving us alive? It would be safer for you to –" 
 
    "Because I recognize you as an American agent, as is probably your girl friend there." As she said that, Burrowes could not help but glance at Rhonda, who was also glancing at him. Her expression was partly unreadable, but it was not one of anger or of denigration. "We do not go around killing agents of the opposition if we can help it. All that does is to initiate tit for tat killing, and it gets just plain messy." 
 
    "Logical," Burrowes nodded. 
 
    "Isn't it? Don't tell me you're disappointed?" 
 
    "Definitely not," Burrowes said, trying to emulate Svetlana's light-hearted banter. 
 
    "Good. I would be disappointed if you had suddenly turned suicidal, or, for that matter, fanatical. So, another question?" The banging continued in the distance. 
 
    "That was your father I saw in Moscow?" 
 
    "Yes," Svetlana said. "It was a total accident, and he suspected he had been recognized." 
 
    "But you stayed on?" 
 
    "For a while, yes. It was a risk, but had I fled then, the whole operation would not have worked." 
 
    "And that operation was a complete scam, to unravel our agents in Russia?" 
 
    "Yes. It was thought up by the GRU." The banging stopped. 
 
    "And who was that who was shot and pretended to be your father?" 
 
    "A criminal, who would have been executed anyway. He was offered a chance to run, and if he made it, he was told he had to pretend to be my father." 
 
    "That wouldn't have worked," Rhonda offered. 
 
    "No, but he was never going to make it. It was just that he did not know that." 
 
    "He should have separated from you and tried his luck on his own," Burrowes said with a shrug. 
 
    "Yes, he should have, but when offered a chance, just before execution, he wasn't bright enough to work that out. Had he, he would have been hunted down and shot anyway." 
 
    "You would have been amused to read about the American comments about the Russian soldier's shooting ability," Burrowes said. 
 
    "Yes, that was the weakest part of the whole scheme. They had to hit him and kill him, then miss me. The shooting was not the problem. Those soldiers were excellent shots. The problem was, would the scene be believed? Fortunately, the American commander was so full of himself he never stopped to consider whether he was being scammed." 
 
    "And there is no special manganese compound." 
 
    "Suppose I said there was?" Svetlana said with a smile. 
 
    "I wouldn’t believe you." 
 
    "Then why ask?" 
 
    "Good point." 
 
    "And your official position if you were to get back to Russia?" 
 
    "Oh, I'll make it, no doubt about that." 
 
    "You're so sure you can get out of the US and make it all that way?" 
 
    "No, I am fully aware that while I shall try my best, there's no guarantee. But if I am caught, I'm sure there will be an exchange. Recall, you people sent special agents into Russia, and we caught them." 
 
    "So, catching you is more about recovering our own," Burrowes said with a sigh. 
 
    "Yes, now enough of this. If you want to know more about who I am, you will have to try your hacking skills." 
 
    "But if you make it, you will have to let me know," Burrowes said. 
 
    "Yes, maybe I shall." At this point one of the black-clad men came into the room and indicated they had finished. "Now, this is what will happen. You two," and she indicated to Burrowes and Rhonda, "will be handcuffed to some supports in the other room. The key to the handcuffs will be left under a mat near the front door. 
 
    "These two inert agents will be securely bound. You, Mr Rutherford will be bound reasonably securely with your hands tied behind your back, but the rope tying them will be within reach of this rather blunt blade that will be secured within rubbing distance. I assume it will take you about six hours to free yourself. Troublesome, but it can be done if you have the will. 
 
    "You, Dennis, will be similarly bound, but this blade is a little sharper, so with a lot of effort you should be free within three hours. That will give you each an interesting decision. You, Dennis, can run and have an estimated three hour start, or you can free your boss, and the two of you have until some time tomorrow as a start, or alternatively you can find the key and free these two, in which case they will probably arrest you. Of course if you run, they will be really annoyed, and my guess is, generous deals will be off the table. 
 
    "Now you two, you can take your chairs and go to the other room and spend your time at least comfortably. If you want to use a toilet, you can, but the door will be open to prevent you from trying some other stupid move. If you wish to cooperate, pick up your chairs." 
 
    There was little doubt their positions would be far more uncomfortable if they did not, so Burrowes asked Rhonda if she wanted to go first. She did, and made the toilet stop. Svetlana then returned and indicated that it was Burrowes' turn. He shortly found himself seated, his arm handcuffed to the wall framework fairly close to Rhonda. 
 
    "I don't suppose you'd get me a pillow from Dennis' bed?" Burrowes asked Svetlana. 
 
    "I'll see what I can do." 
 
    Two minutes later she came back with two cushions. "These will have to do," she said, and threw them one at a time to Burrowes, saying, "Catch!" 
 
    The cushions were caught, one-handed. "Couldn't give them to me?" Burrowes said in the best he could do to make a sad tone. 
 
    "And let you get hands on me?" 
 
    "Would I do that?" he asked, all innocent.  
 
    "If it makes you feel any better," Svetlana said, as she stood in the doorway and ignored Burrowes' last comment, "as soon as I am reasonably free and my position no longer matters, I shall send a message informing where you are, just in case those other two leave you here." 
 
    Burrowes was about to give what he thought would be a smart reply, but Svetlana had disappeared. The house was quiet. 
 
    "I don't suppose you have anything that might be used to pick these locks," Burrowes asked. 
 
    "Yes, I have," Rhonda replied, "but your Russian girlfriend took them and left them on the table in there." 
 
    "Then I guess we'll just have to make the best of it. I for one intend to sleep." 
 
    "Thoughtful of you to ask for cushions," Rhonda said, as she placed her one behind her head, and against a dwang. 
 
    "Yes, well Svetlana wasn't entirely wrong about my motives," he admitted, "but since it didn't work, we might as well rest." 
 
    It was about four hours later that Dennis finally got a hand free, and he quickly freed himself. 
 
    "You could free me," Rutherford said. 
 
    "I could," Dennis replied, "but first I'm going to tend to these bleeding wrists. I'll be back in a minute." 
 
    About five minutes later, Rutherford was also free. 
 
    "So, do we free those other two?" Dennis asked. 
 
    "Don't be silly, Dennis. Of course we do. What else would you think of doing?" 
 
    "Well, they'll arrest us, for starters." 
 
    "Do you have a guaranteed bolt-hole, where nobody will find you, and you can live happily ever after?" 
 
    Dennis did not look very confident, and did not reply. 
 
    "I thought not," Rutherford said. "Run, they'll catch you, and it will be a lot worse. Free them, and the chances are the most they can get you for would be for being silly. Run if you want, but I'm going to try and find the key." 
 
    Dennis decided to stay. There was a key, and Rutherford and Dennis brought it into the room. 
 
    "Well, are you going to open these cuffs?" Burrowes asked. 
 
    "I suppose there is the question, what happens next?" Dennis asked. 
 
    "My advice is to free us and make yourselves available," Rhonda said. "The alternative will most certainly lead to your arrest when we catch you, and we will." 
 
    "What do you mean, make ourselves available?" 
 
    "Don't disappear," Rhonda said. "Don't run." 
 
    "At this stage," Burrowes said, "provided you shut up, there isn't a lot of evidence against you." 
 
    "And that is?" Dennis asked. 
 
    "At this point, the only crime we suspect you of is that you broke into a property and stole some documents," Burrowes said. "Assuming that's all you stole, there might be a problem proving this because the documents have gone. We can allege that the package we saw were the documents, but your lawyer would presumably argue that we don't know that, and he'd be right." 
 
    "There was that bit about treason?" 
 
    "All we suspect is you stole some documents," Burrowes continued. "There is no evidence you contacted a foreign power." 
 
    "There were Russians here tonight." 
 
    "And Svetlana probably worked out that you were here the same way we did. They stole at gunpoint whatever was in that package." 
 
    "So you'll not –" 
 
    "I won't," Burrowes said, "but I'm not in a position to do so anyway. The situation is certainly murky, but I assure you, you do the wrong thing now, and the murk will become clearer, and it won't be in your favour." 
 
    "The treason will be on the table," Rhonda said, "because leaving us here will stop us from putting out a search for those Russians." 
 
    That was sufficient to convince Dennis. As Rhonda noted later, he really was more a frightened boy caught in a prank than an arch criminal. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    The White House woman gave an icy stare at those assembled. She knew only too well that her job was on the line. This time she had Burrowes and Rhonda there as well as Lawton and Ruth Telfar, and she needed either a scapegoat or something approaching good news. 
 
    "Ms Telfar, damage report please?" she asked. 
 
    "Overall, we now have lost twelve agents due to arrest," she replied, her voice somewhat bitter as she had advised against many of the actions that had led to that. "Additionally, we have lost the services of four others, including the Sobchaks and our Ufa agent." She paused, and addressed Burrowes. "Thanks to you, they got sufficient warning that they were able to get out of Russia. They wish to thank you personally." 
 
    "I'm glad they made it," Burrowes said. "Why did they make it and the others did not?" 
 
    "Trade craft," Telfar replied. "It turned out that the FSB was aware of what Nadezhda did, but they did not know exactly who she was. By the time the FSB worked it out the Sobchaks were safe. Our Ufa agent happened to be in Iran at the time, so she did not return. Most of the others were arrested either while they were trying to intercept that van, or as a consequence of subsequent interrogation of those arrested," and now more bitterness struck home. 
 
    "Yes, well these things happen," the White House woman muttered.  
 
    That did not go down well. There were embarrassed expressions around the table. 
 
    "So are we sure the Russians do not have this paint of invisibility?" the White House woman continued. 
 
    "I am convinced," Burrowes said. "Svetlana told me it was a scam." 
 
    "And you trust a Russian agent?" 
 
    "Yes," Burrowes replied simply. "If they really had a secret like that, why would their special intelligence agency tell us they had it?" 
 
    "To catch our spies?" the woman taunted. 
 
    "In which case, why tell us the truth? Why not find some other scam base." He paused, then continued, "Added to which, I think you'll find eventually the physics doesn't make sense." 
 
    "Then why didn't someone tell us that at the start?" 
 
    "Because the experts had been told that it was true and were asked to work out how it worked. Naturally they couldn't." 
 
    "And when you tell them it isn't true, they jump to the opposite side of the fence," the woman said angrily. 
 
    There was no answer to that. 
 
    "And down in Delaware, those Russians got away?" 
 
    "Ms Antonovna did," Rhonda said, "and we are not sure how. They had a four-hour start, and at that time of the day it was difficult to get things going fast enough. Apparently they stole a motor launch and headed out into the Atlantic. The Coast Guard intercepted the launch when it was heading north along the coast and the two men aboard were arrested. We are reasonably convinced they were the Russian spies." 
 
    "And what did they say about Ms Antonovna?" 
 
    "Nothing. They remained silent." 
 
    "So you think Ms Antonovna was picked up by some Russian vessel?" 
 
    "Maybe by a sub, but we can't be sure. The launch might have been a decoy." 
 
    "So," she sighed, "we've lost the secrets about that torpedo." 
 
    "No we haven't," Burrowes said, "unless, of course, something's happened that I don't know about." 
 
    "They escaped with that package," the woman shook her head.  
 
    "Yes, which means, according to McKenzie, they've been scammed a second time," Burrowes said with a smile. "It isn't often you can trick someone once, and repeat the process." 
 
    Everybody at the table looked at him, while he maintained a Cheshire Cat face. 
 
    "Would you care to explain?" Lawton asked. 
 
    "When there was a burglary at Ellison and Lamont, with the sole purpose of stealing the torpedo plans, the burglar was stopped by a further player. The burglar was seated with a hood over his face so he could not see what was happening, but the person or persons who did this then spent about a quarter of an hour doing something, then they replaced the documents in a drawer." 
 
    "So you assume they copied the pages?" the woman from the White House asked. 
 
    "Yes, but I also assumed there was a further player interested in these documents. Now, as it happened, these were crude frauds, but anyone without any technical knowledge would not have any idea, at least not at first. Anyway, I assumed that whoever it was had a contact within Rutherford's organization." 
 
    "And you suspected Ms Antonovna?" 
 
    "Not really then. I mainly suspected Mr Hooper, but I couldn't rule out Dennis or Brian, nor, I suppose, Rutherford himself. At that stage Svetlana was not high on my list of suspects because I didn't think she had the physical strength to overpower that burglar. In any case, with no evidence, I thought it best to keep my suspicions to myself. I couldn't make anything stick, so why let on I suspected?" 
 
    "Fair comment," Ruth Telfar said, although in a totally unemotional tone. 
 
    "Anyway," Burrowes continued, "I was fairly sure that whoever that third party was would eventually find out what happened, so I thought it might be useful to have another dummy document. So I got McKenzie to draw up a document showing all his work to date, except limiting it to what did not work but to present it as if it did. It doesn't look like a fraud, but in the end, McKenzie assures me that if anyone tried it, they would waste a lot of time before they realised it was a fake. 
 
    "McKenzie did this, but then there was the question, what to do with it? There was nothing obvious, so apparently he put it in a desk drawer." 
 
    "Then there are no further documents?" There was now concern in the woman's voice. 
 
    "Oh yes, there are," Burrowes said. "I eventually got it out of McKenzie that a long time ago, for safety, he put them in a safe deposit box in a bank. Then he apparently forgot he had done it. Or alternatively, he was trying to really get at Hooper, and didn't want to admit it." 
 
    "So why didn't you tell us they were fake documents?" Rhonda asked. She did not look happy. 
 
    "At that time I had no idea what was stolen, and remember, it was Hooper who discovered the burglary and he fed in the original information. It seems that McKenzie had told him the documents were there, and maybe he didn't even know what Hooper was talking about. He says he thought Hooper was asking him to produce my scam documents." 
 
    "That sounds thin," Rhonda said. 
 
    "Yeah, and my guess is McKenzie has spent some time mentally massaging his story, but from my point of view, I had no idea what had been stolen. McKenzie did not tell me about where the real ones were, or even that there were more real ones, until all this was over, which I suppose supports his, 'I forgot' explanation. He probably also did not want Hooper to know anything about the safe deposit box." 
 
    "And Hooper did not think to ask whether these were real?" 
 
    "Hooper did not know about the second scam, so when Hooper discovered the burglary, he found a desk drawer left open and empty, while all the other drawers were full. After he had searched everywhere else in the apartment, he decided the required documents must have been stolen. He told Jason, but Jason did not know about the fakes. I knew they were possibly fakes, but for all I knew, there were the real ones there too. There were no other documents there, so where were the real ones? I assumed the burglar took both lots." 
 
    "So why didn't you check with McKenzie?" 
 
    "I tried, but he didn't answer his phone, and anyway, did it matter? At that stage I thought it was Dennis who was involved with the Russians." 
 
    "And if he weren't?" 
 
    "Then he'd messed up my plan," Burrowes replied, "but if he had taken the plans for some other reason, there was still the possibility that the plan could be resurrected." He shook his head and said, "When I was sure about Svetlana, I thought we'd better get to Dennis and set something up. I didn't count on Svetlana having arranged for troops to be there already." 
 
    "I see," the woman from the White House said. "You're sure they got false documents?" 
 
    "According to McKenzie, yes." 
 
    "So the damage is limited to the loss of some of our agents?" 
 
    "Unless there is other damage I don't know about," Burrowes replied. "The Russians have lost agents as well." 
 
    "If you mean the two masked men from the boat, they will probably be exchanged for the two soldiers that were captured trying to get out of Russia," the White House woman explained.  
 
    "I suppose," Burrowes said. "On the other hand, we can still extract a price from the Russians." 
 
    "How so?" the woman from the White House asked. 
 
    "From Svetlana's initial crossing." 
 
    "You wouldn't care to expand on that?" Lawton asked. 
 
    "Simple," Burrowes said. "For that to work, the American soldiers had to see it. That meant that the Russians knew there was going to be an exercise there at just that moment. That means there was a serious security issue, and we should plug it." 
 
    "That's sensible," the White House woman said. "Anything else to add, anybody?" 
 
    There was silence. 
 
    "Then we close this case," the woman said, and as she was picking up her papers, she added, "Everyone can return to where they were before." Then she stormed out before anyone could restart the case. Ruth Telfar also took the opportunity to leave. 
 
    "Charming," Burrowes said. "Does that mean I'm unemployed, or what?" 
 
    "You can't go back to Rutherford," Rhonda said with a smirk. "We decided that on balance it was not worth our while to charge him. His defence would be good, and the White House would not like the publicity that would come with a court case. He accepted our demand that he stay silent, and indeed he would anyway, and we have no idea where he's gone." 
 
    "And Dennis?" 
 
    "We did a deal. He avoids jail and is doing community service." 
 
    "Which leaves my question," Burrowes frowned. "What happens to me?" 
 
    "First," Lawton said, "there is no blemish on your file with the NSA, and indeed I shall add a commendation, but . . ." 
 
    "And here comes the but," Burrowes muttered. 
 
    "You have shown some aptitude for field work as well. Seeing you get along so well with Rhonda, there, I am going to offer you the option of being part of a joint task force with the FBI." 
 
    Burrowes turned his glance towards Rhonda, expecting to see a triumphant challenge on her face, or at the least, a look of superiority, but instead, if anything, she looked embarrassed. 
 
    "It will bring a serious increase in your pay grade," Lawton said, "and I would suggest you take it, unless you want to go private." 
 
    "Can I wait until I see more details before answering?" 
 
    "Of course," Lawton said. "You will have equal rank with Rhonda there, but she knows more about it, and she will tell you all about it over the rest of the day. Tomorrow I want an answer." With that he also picked up his briefcase and left. 
 
    "So," Rhonda said in a business-like fashion, "if you accept you will go to Quantico, where you will join a team of . . ." 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    "Well, I'm afraid this is the end of the road for us," Cameron said. "As you've probably heard, the Boss has to lie low for a while, which means I'm looking for employment. So, while it's been interesting with you, and I wish you well, it's time for me to go." 
 
    "So Mr Rutherford has finished with his efforts to get Goldfinch?" Janice asked. 
 
    "He doesn't think so," Cameron said with a smile, "but he can't do anything while the FBI is all over him. Amongst other things, you can be fairly sure that whatever he did would get back to Goldfinch, so he'll have to give it a rest for a year or so." 
 
    "So, what are you going to do?" Janice asked. "I mean, what sort of a job are you looking for?" 
 
    "Security, if I can get it," he said. "I also have some experience as an investigator, and I actually have a licence to practice that, so, well, who knows?" 
 
    "How do you feel about investigating fraud?" Jason asked. 
 
    "Where's this going?" Cameron asked, then added, "I'm afraid my financial knowledge might not be up to it." 
 
    "You won't need much financial knowledge initially," Jason replied. "The first signs are invariably simply bad behaviour. Someone living well beyond any reasonable means, or someone firing staff for no obvious reason, other than they might know what was going on. Could you do that?" 
 
    "Maybe. As I said, where's this going?" 
 
    "Janice and I had a discussion about this before. Goldfinch is actually firing a huge raft of fees our way, so we can afford to hire you. It would keep you in play until Rutherford returns." 
 
    "You'd have me chasing Goldfinch?" Cameron asked curiously. 
 
    "No. For the time being, Goldfinch is off the table," Janice said. "We don't know where his and our futures are going, and it may well be that if Goldfinch behaves reasonably well over the next year, we would have to ask you to leave if Rutherford wanted you to go after Goldfinch, but then again, maybe Goldfinch will be a right proper pig, and we'll join in." 
 
    "But in the meantime, we expect to get further banking proposals, and we need someone to check whether these new clients are real or potential nightmares," Jason added. "It would be a way to stay on pay until you have to make up your mind, or until we find out you're no use." 
 
    "That's fine by me, then," Cameron said. "When do I start on what?" 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Irving Goldfinch sat back behind his office desk and stretched his legs. He had learned that Rutherford was the man after him, and he still had no idea why, but he also knew that Rutherford had disappeared. For all he knew, Rutherford may have been deported, or his visa cancelled. He had no interest in Russian paint companies, but his investments were going rather well. Somewhat reluctantly, he decided that the stock raid through the Jays was working a lot better than if his name was attached to it, because his name simply raised the price. That did not mean he would forgive them, but he had to acknowledge that if they were wise with their fees on this deal, they could stay in business for quite some time. But that did not mean they could not be led astray by a little fake news. Yes, the future had all sorts of promise. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Burrowes opened his email application, and saw the usual pile of junk mail, but there in amongst it was one in Russian. He opened it and saw it contained two photographs. One was of a pair of woman's boots, and the other was of an invoice from Legky Shag, on Ulitsa Lenina, in Kursk. 
 
    Burrowes hit Reply, wrote in Russian, "Good value! Glad you made it." And hit Send.  
 
    The following day, a longer email arrived. "FYI, those who harassed you in Moscow were always being watched by GRU agents. They are now contemplating their miserable futures in the basement of the Lubyanka. Sveta." 
 
    Burrowes smiled as he replied: "Good to see the Russian tax roubles working for me. Charles." 
 
    No further emails arrived, but Burrowes had a rather weird feeling that this would not be the last he saw of Svetlana Nikolayevna Antonovna. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Author's Note. 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading this. If you enjoyed it, why not write a review? Such reviews really help authors, and I would certainly appreciate such a review. 
 
    I have written a number of futuristic novels that together actually form a "future history", and hence comprise a greater overall story. If you liked this, you might like some of the others. The ones closer to the present are more technothrillers, while those in the further into the future are more science fiction. 
 
    These books are: 
 
    
    	 Puppeteer Set in 2030, thanks to excessive government debt and an energy shortage, terrorism and corruption are rife. Governments are failing because they do not have the money to do what has to be done, thanks to debt servicing. It should not be allowed to happen, yet look at Greece. The Puppeteer attempts to shock society into reform, but things do not go according to plan. 
 
    	 'Bot War Set a little before 2040. The quickest way to get rich is to short a stock that will collapse due to a terrorist attack, and James Grey found the easiest way to get the timing right was to provide terrorists with robotic war machines. The economies of the world are overrun with debt, so can civilised society be saved? 
 
    	 Troubles Set in 2050, an anarchic society is coming out of the energy crisis, thanks to the invention of fusion power. As civilization rises from the ashes, those who move fast and ruthlessly will accumulate great wealth. The aged and decaying infrastructure is gold, life is cheap, and winners take all. 
 
    	 Red Gold  Set in 2070, it covers the colonization of Mars, fraud, and when a scientific discovery is made that makes Mars viable, the fraud is exposed. However, the fraudster also has the only guns on Mars, and men to use them.  
 
    	 A Face on Cydonia The first of the First Contacttrilogy. When the rock winks, the question is, how, and eventually a disparate party set out to prove this rock has nothing to do with aliens, but instead each discovers exactly what they do not want to find.A story of corruption, greed, murder, the maverick, and the nature of Mars. 
 
    	 Dreams Defiled Each of the party has a task that will stretch their talents, but the man without talent is given nothing demanding. A story of corruption, greed, murder, the maverick, and the nature of Mars, and of people who are taken to positions where they must fail in some way. 
 
    	 Jonathon Munros The conclusion of the trilogy, where machines begin self-reproduction and threaten the world, and where Jonathon Munro achieves immortality. 
 
    	 Athene's Prophecy is the first book in the Gaius Claudius Scaevola trilogy, in which Scaevola is sent on a quest to save civilization far into the future. Besides discovering some science and learning military strategy, he must survive the erratic rule of Caligulae and prevent a Jewish Roman war. 
 
    	 Legionis Legatus is the second book in the Gaius Claudius Scaevola trilogy in which Scaevola becomes a Legatus and has a critical role in the Scribonianus attempted coup and in the invasion of Britain, and also works out how to prove the Earth goes around the sun. 
 
    	 Scaevola's Triumph. Scaevola is abducted by aliens, and we see why he had to do much of what was in the prophecy. All he has to do is to save an advanced civilization from being exterminated. 
 
    	 Miranda's Demons. This brings together the strands of the First Contact trilogy and the Gaius Claudius Scaevola trilogy, in which Scaevola returns to Earth in pursuit of the part of the defeated M'starn fleet, and meets the ugliest woman in the world. 
 
    	 Ranh. Cretaceous life was transferred to a terraformed planet around Epsilon Eridani prior to extinction of Earth by some unknown aliens. One species of the therapods has developed an advanced technological society, they have a theocracy, and one Cardinal thinks it is his holy duty to remove mammals from the planet of creation. Natasha Kotchetkova and Scaevola visit Ranh to try to save humanity from extinction. 
 
   
 
    I hope I have been entertaining, but I also hope that I have given readers something to think about. 
 
    Further details about me and about further books, including those yet to be written, and my scientific books can be found at my website, http://www.ianmiller.co.nz and links to purchase therein. 
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