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Synopsis
”Shadow of the Motherland” follows Serj Romanov, an elite opera-
tive of Russia's secretive Special Purpose Centre, as he navigates the
treacherous world of covert operations in post-Soviet Russia. Known
for his methodical precision and perfect execution record, Serj has
spent fifteen years as the Centre's most reliable asset, never ques-
tioning his assignments or the chain of command. His controlled de-
tachment and tactical brilliance have made him the perfect weapon
– until an assignment targeting an economist's family forces him to
confront the corrupted system he serves.

When Serj is ordered to eliminate an entire family, including two
young children, he makes the unprecedented decision to refuse the
mission, instead rescuing the children and going rogue. This act of
principle rather than emotion sets him on a collision course with his
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former commanders, who have been using the Centre's resources for
personal gain rather than national security. What follows is a me-
thodical dismantling of the corrupt network that weaponised him, as
Serj turns his exceptional skills against those who betrayed Russia's
true interests.

As Serj systematically exposes the corruption within Russia's security
apparatus, he encounters both unexpected allies and a formidable ad-
versary whose capabilities rival his own. The novel explores themes of
loyalty, principle, and what it means to truly serve one's country, all
set against the backdrop of modern Russia's complex political land-
scape. Through Serj's tactical precision and growing understanding
of the human cost of his work, ”Shadow of the Motherland” exam-
ines how even the most controlled operative can find redemption
not through emotional transformation but through unwavering ad-
herence to core principles.

Copyright and Disclaimer
Copyright © 2025 Paul Green. All rights reserved. This work is
licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
ShareAlike 4.0 International licence. To view a copy of the licence,
visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/.

This novel is licensed under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 licence. You may
copy, distribute, and modify this work, as long as you attribute the
original author and do not use it for commercial purposes.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places,
events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author's
imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to ac-
tual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coinciden-
tal. The author makes no claims to the accuracy or authenticity of
any facts, locations, or events described in this novel. All charac-
ters, dialogue, and content in this book are entirely fictional, and no
identification with actual persons (living or deceased), organisations,
products, or events is intended or should be inferred.
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The Perfect Weapon

Minsk, Belarus - November 2013
Three weeks of surveillance had revealed Professor Vahan Sarkisian’s
vulnerabilities—and eliminated dozens of potential methods.

Serj Romanov watched from his position at the university café, aca-
demic newspaper open before him, cup of cooling tea untouched. The
porcelain had long since gone cold against his fingers—a small discom-
fort he registered and dismissed. His appearance—glasses, trimmed
beard, tweed jacket with leather patches at the elbows—blended per-
fectly among the faculty. For a man of his size, Serj possessed a
remarkable talent for becoming invisible, not through smallness but
through calculated ordinariness. The very air around him seemed to
blur, as if agreeing to forget his presence.

The professor entered the café precisely at 17:14, as he had every
Tuesday and Thursday. Sarkisian’s habits were a study in predictabil-
ity: same table by the window, same order—black coffee and an
almond pastry—same ritual of spreading his papers before him.

Serj observed without appearing to look. Sarkisian: Armenian her-
itage, 58 years old, balding, with wire-rimmed glasses that caught the
afternoon light. His Special Purpose Centre briefing had been spe-
cific: eliminate the target, leave no evidence of external intervention.
Sarkisian was designated a threat to state security—a professor of
economics who had acquired sensitive information regarding defence
contracts. The particulars beyond that weren’t Serj’s concern.
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Day one had begun with thorough reconnaissance. Serj’s notebook,
meticulously coded in a system of his own design, had systemati-
cally documented every aspect of the professor’s existence. By day
three, he’d catalogued six potential approaches, each annotated with
advantages, risks, and contingencies.

The first option—a staged traffic accident—was discarded by day five.
Sarkisian rarely drove, preferring to walk between his apartment and
the university. The statistical anomaly of a pedestrian fatality would
invite scrutiny.

The second option—poison in his daily coffee—was eliminated on day
seven. The university café was too public, with too many variables.
The risk of affecting an unintended target was unacceptable. The
Special Purpose Centre’s parameters were explicit: precision, not
collateral damage.

Contamination of the apartment water supply had seemed promis-
ing until Serj discovered the building’s recently upgraded filtration
system during his reconnaissance as a maintenance worker. Another
approach eliminated.

On day ten, while posing as a delivery courier, Serj had noticed
the professor’s medication. This observation had initiated option
four: pharmaceutical manipulation. Further surveillance over the
next week had confirmed the professor’s Type 2 diabetes diagnosis
and his precise medication schedule. The consistency of his insulin
injections provided the reliability Serj required.

For twenty days, Serj had monitored the professor’s routine. He’d
identified the man’s medications, his food preferences, his habits.
He’d mapped the security cameras on campus, timed the rotations of
security personnel, and analysed potential witnesses’ patterns. His
cover identity had been established with meticulous care—visiting
research fellow from St. Petersburg, specialising in comparative lit-
erature. His military background and Spetsnaz training made him
appear older than his thirty-six years, lending credibility to his aca-
demic role. No one questioned him; no one remembered him.
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The operation had required patience. Most assassinations did, de-
spite what films portrayed. The careful work happened long before
the target took their final breath. Serj had spent hundreds of hours
on preparation for what would amount to less than three seconds of
actual execution.

The infiltration of Sarkisian’s fifth-floor apartment had required pre-
cision timing. Serj had observed the building’s security patterns for a
week—noting the guard’s hourly perimeter check, cataloguing which
residents returned late, identifying the blind spots in the newly in-
stalled security cameras.

At 01:37, dressed in the uniform of the building’s maintenance com-
pany, Serj had entered through the service entrance. The security
guard—Dmitri, 47, divorced, with a fondness for crossword puzzles
and vodka—was predictably absent from his post, taking his usual
smoke break on the eastern side of the building.

Serj moved through the service corridors with practised efficiency,
his substantial frame navigating the narrow passages in near-perfect
silence. Despite his size, he’d developed techniques to distribute
his weight in ways that prevented floorboards from creaking. He’d
learned in Chechnya that silence wasn’t about being small—it was
about controlling every aspect of your movement, your breathing,
your presence.

Inside Sarkisian’s apartment, he moved through darkness, navigating
by the mental floor plan he’d constructed during his gas inspection
visit. Fifteen steps to the bathroom. Three to the medicine cabinet.

The insulin pen was exactly where expected. Serj’s operation took
less than thirty seconds—removing the original pen, replacing it with
the identical but lethal substitute, and ensuring the positioning was
exact. He’d then meticulously wiped away any trace of his presence.
The original pen disappeared into a specialised pocket in his mainte-
nance uniform, to be disposed of later.

His earpiece, disguised as a hearing aid, remained silent. In oper-
ations of this delicacy, communication was minimised. Colonel Za-
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kharov would be waiting for confirmation, but not until the job was
complete.

The coffee arrived at Sarkisian’s table. Serj checked his watch: 17:17.
Exactly on schedule.

For most of his fifteen-year career—first Spetsnaz, then the Special
Purpose Centre—Serj had been a weapon of blunt force when re-
quired. A bullet from 800 metres. A neck broken in the darkness.
But the Centre had recognised his greater value lay in his methodi-
cal mind, his infinite patience, his ability to orchestrate deaths that
raised no alarms.

Sarkisian took his first sip of coffee at 17:21. The professor would
finish his work, pack his papers, walk to his apartment six blocks
away. There, after dinner, he would administer his regular insulin
dose. By morning, he would be found dead—apparent heart failure
resulting from severe hypoglycaemia. A tragic medical error, nothing
more.

This would be Serj’s forty-sixth elimination. Like the forty-five be-
fore, it would be perfect. The Special Purpose Centre’s records clas-
sified him as their most reliable operative. Colonel Zakharov had
called him “the Centre’s most valuable asset” during his last evalu-
ation, which Serj recognised as high praise from a man not given to
compliments.

At 17:36, Sarkisian gathered his papers and left. Serj waited precisely
seven minutes before folding his newspaper, leaving payment for his
untouched tea, and departing through a different exit.

The extraction vehicle—an unremarkable grey Lada—waited three
blocks away. Serj approached with unhurried steps, his posture that
of a tired academic returning from a long day. He slipped into the
passenger seat, removing his glasses and false beard in one practised
motion.

The driver, Alexei Volkov, pulled into traffic. “So our professor is
already dead? He looked quite lively walking out of that café.”
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“He’ll die at approximately 22:30 this evening,” Serj replied, his voice
as flat and cold as the November air. “Heart failure secondary to
insulin overdose.”

Alexei nodded appreciatively. “Clean. Untraceable. As always.” He
navigated through the thickening evening traffic with practised ease.
“The colonel will be pleased.”

They drove in comfortable silence for several kilometres. Alexei had
been with Serj since their earliest Spetsnaz days—the only person
he might consider a brother. They had fought together in Chechnya,
bled together in operations that officially never happened. Their
blood oath of brotherhood, sworn over a decade ago, remained un-
broken.

“That parallel operation in Volgograd completed yesterday,” Alexei
said finally, breaking the silence. “Orlov’s team intercepted a ship-
ment of classified materials headed for Armenia.”

Serj made a non-committal sound. Special Purpose Centre opera-
tions were compartmentalised. He knew of Orlov’s team only by
reputation.

“Strange timing, though,” Alexei continued, his tone deliberately ca-
sual. “Smuggling operation shut down in Volgograd on the same day
we eliminate an Armenian economics professor in Minsk.”

Serj glanced at his friend. Alexei was rarely careless with his obser-
vations.

“The briefing indicated Sarkisian had access to classified defence con-
tracts,” Serj said.

“True.” Alexei adjusted his grip on the steering wheel. “Though I
handled the intelligence files for both operations. The Volgograd ma-
terials were technical specs for the new S-400 missile defence system.
Highly classified. Military application only.”

He let the statement hang in the air before adding, “Sarkisian’s exper-
tise was in economic theory and financial structures. His publications
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focused on sovereign wealth funds and defence spending inefficiencies.
Not exactly the profile of someone dealing in weapons specifications.”

Serj processed this information with the same detached analysis he
applied to surveillance data or chemical compounds. It was a data
point, nothing more. The mission was planned. The outcome, in-
evitable.

“His connection to Armenian intelligence was established,” Serj ob-
served.

“His brother-in-law works at the Armenian Embassy,” Alexei replied.
“Cultural attaché. Flagged as intelligence, yes. But a curious coinci-
dence that Sarkisian was investigating financial irregularities in the
same defence contracts that Orlov’s team was protecting technical
specs for.”

Serj said nothing. Alexei had always been more politically attuned,
more willing to see patterns in the administrative shadows.

“If he was investigating corruption rather than selling secrets,” Serj
said finally, “it would be a matter for state prosecutors, not the
Special Purpose Centre.”

“If those prosecutors weren’t compromised, perhaps.” Alexei turned
onto the highway that would take them to the airfield. “I’m not mak-
ing accusations. We follow orders. But lately I’ve been wondering
if our operations are being directed at actual threats to Russia, or
threats to certain Russians.”

Serj returned his gaze to the road ahead. “The distinction is irrele-
vant to our function.”

Alexei glanced at him. “That’s what worries me, brother. Maybe it
shouldn’t be.”

“The mission is the mission,” Serj replied, but something in Alexei’s
words lingered in his mind like a misaligned sight on a rifle—a small
imperfection that, if left uncorrected, could eventually cause a critical
miss.
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Three hours later, they were back in Moscow. The debriefing was
brief and efficient, like the operation itself. Colonel Zakharov seemed
particularly pleased, which was unusual. Typically, successful oper-
ations were expected, not celebrated.

“Excellent work, Romanov,” the colonel said, reviewing the operation
plan. “Your attention to detail continues to impress. The modifica-
tions to the insulin delivery system—your design?”

“Yes, Colonel.”

“Ingenious. Medical examiners will find nothing suspicious.” Za-
kharov’s thin smile didn’t reach his eyes. “I have another assignment
for you. More complex, but suited to your… particular skills.” He
slid a folder across the desk. “Review this tonight. Briefing at 0800
tomorrow.”

Serj took the folder without opening it. “Yes, sir.”

As he turned to leave, Zakharov added, “This operation will advance
your standing significantly, Romanov. The highest levels are watch-
ing your performance.”

Serj tucked the folder under his arm without opening it. It would
be studied later in the privacy of his quarters, where he could fully
analyse the contents without distraction.

“Your performance on this Sarkisian operation was exemplary,” Za-
kharov said as Serj prepared to leave. “The attention to detail, the
modifications to the insulin delivery system—exactly the kind of in-
novation that makes you invaluable.”

“Thank you, Colonel,” Serj replied, his voice neutral. Praise was
simply information, neither sought nor required.

“We’ll have a formal briefing at 0800 tomorrow,” Zakharov contin-
ued, “but I wanted to give you advance notice. The Special Purpose
Centre has entered a new operational phase. The highest levels are
watching our performance.”

Serj stood impassively, waiting for the relevant information.
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“What I’m saying, Romanov,” Zakharov’s thin smile remained cold,
“is that we’ll have plenty of work to keep you busy in the coming
months. Very important work.”

“Understood, Colonel.”

As Serj walked the austere corridors back to his quarters, he pro-
cessed this information alongside Alexei’s earlier observations. Two
data points, potentially correlated. The Special Purpose Centre was
positioning for expanded operations, while simultaneously targeting
individuals whose threat profiles showed inconsistencies.

Not doubt, merely an observation. A tactical consideration.

Throughout his career, Serj had eliminated forty-five targets. Each
had been designated an enemy of Russia, a threat to state security.
He had never questioned these designations, never needed to.

The mission was the mission.

But as he prepared for sleep, Alexei’s words about prosecutors being
compromised lingered in his analytical mind. What happened when
the wielder of a perfect weapon was corrupted?
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Pattern Recognition

Moscow, December 2013
Snow fell in silent sheets outside the window of Colonel Zakharov’s
office. Moscow winters had a way of burying everything—streets,
buildings, and secrets—beneath pristine white. Serj Romanov stood
at parade rest, hands clasped behind his back, as Zakharov reviewed
the report on his screen.

“The Sarkisian operation continues to yield benefits,” Zakharov said,
his voice carrying the practised neutrality of a career intelligence
officer. “The medical examiner’s final report confirms death by ac-
cidental insulin overdose. No evidence of tampering detected.” His
thin lips formed what might have been a smile. “The Americans
have withdrawn their request to interview him about defence spend-
ing irregularities. A convenient timing of events.”

Serj remained silent. Four weeks had passed since the Minsk opera-
tion. In that time, he had completed two additional assignments—a
data extraction in Kyiv and surveillance in Tallinn. The Special
Purpose Centre never allowed its assets to remain idle.

“Your efficiency rating remains unmatched, Romanov.” Zakharov
closed his laptop. “Forty-six operations, forty-six successes. No com-
plications, no witnesses, no evidence.”

The colonel extracted a folder from his desk drawer, considerably
thinner than standard operational files. Serj noted this immediately
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as Zakharov placed it between them.

“Alexander Vasiliev,” Zakharov explained as Serj opened the file.
“Former FSB analyst, thirty-seven years of service. Recently accessed
classified intelligence on our Crimea contingency planning. Prepar-
ing to share with Western press contacts.”

Serj scanned the sparse pages methodically. Vasiliev: 62 years old,
retired three months ago. Lived alone in a Moscow apartment near
Gorky Park. No family listed. No evidence of foreign contacts. No
psychological assessment. No surveillance logs.

“Timeline?” Serj asked, his voice deep but quiet.

“Forty-eight hours. Make it appear natural. Heart attack or stroke.”

Serj continued reviewing the file. Something wasn’t aligned. With
each operation, intelligence packages followed established protocols—
multiple verification sources, evidence trails, risk assessments. This
file had none of those elements.

He looked up, his expression unchanged. “Verification of Western
contact?”

The question was tactical, not moral—simply seeking to establish
operational parameters based on available intelligence. Zakharov’s
eyes narrowed slightly.

“The verification doesn’t concern you, Romanov. The threat has
been confirmed at the highest levels.”

Serj nodded once. Information compartmentalisation was standard.
Yet the deviation from operational protocol registered as a data point
worthy of consideration.

His mind flashed back, unbidden,

Kiev, 2010. Four years earlier.

The professor sat at his desk, surrounded by stacks of economics jour-
nals and handwritten notes. Andrei Koslov, 68, respected academic,
specialising in defence contract analysis.
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Serj had been in position for seventeen minutes, observing through
the night-vision scope from the adjacent building. Koslov worked late,
reviewing documents with methodical attention, occasionally making
notations in a leather-bound journal.

The shot, when Serj took it, was textbook. 7.62mm round through an
open window, striking the cervical spine where it met the skull base.
Instantaneous termination, minimal blood spatter, body positioned to
suggest natural collapse.

As he disassembled his rifle, Serj reviewed the operational parame-
ters. Koslov had been classified as a high-priority threat—allegedly
passing sensitive economic data to Ukrainian intelligence. The evi-
dence in the briefing had been minimal. Serj had noted this but hadn’t
questioned further. His function was execution, not verification.

The mission was successful. Target eliminated. Parameters met.

“Romanov.” Zakharov’s voice pulled him back to the present. “Is
there a problem?”

“No, Colonel.” Serj closed the file. “Target parameters are clear.”

Zakharov studied him with calculating eyes. “Good. We’ve identified
a three-hour window tomorrow evening when Vasiliev will be alone.
Operational equipment will be supplied through the usual channels.”

Serj stood, tucking the file under his arm. Protocol dictated memo-
risation of key details before destroying all documentation.

As he turned to leave, Zakharov added, “General Orlov has noted
your consistent performance. This operation is straightforward, but
its political sensitivity is significant. Success will advance your posi-
tion within the Centre.”

In the preparation room three floors below, Serj methodically re-
viewed the operational equipment delivered in a nondescript black
case. The specialised injector was standard for natural-appearance
eliminations—a needle thin enough to leave only a microscopic entry
point, delivering a synthetic compound that would trigger cardiac
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arrest mimicking natural causes.

He disassembled and reassembled the device with practised move-
ments, verifying its function. The compound itself was contained in a
temperature-controlled vial—colourless, odourless, and undetectable
in standard autopsy toxicology. The Centre’s pharmaceutical divi-
sion continued to refine these agents, staying ahead of forensic detec-
tion capabilities.

As he worked, Serj’s analytical mind processed the Vasiliev assign-
ment with the same precision he applied to equipment maintenance.
Going over the file inconsistencies he’d noted earlier represented a
deviation from operational norms. Such deviations required cate-
gorisation.

Possible explanation one: urgent timeline had prevented complete
intelligence gathering. Probability: moderate. Counter-evidence:
even rapid-response operations maintained minimum intelligence
standards.

Possible explanation two: Vasiliev’s former FSB status necessitated
limited documentation. Probability: high. Counter-evidence: prior
FSB target files had been thorough, with particular emphasis on
internal security measures.

Possible explanation three: the evidence against Vasiliev was insuf-
ficient for standard operational justification. Probability: unknown.
Insufficient data for assessment.

Serj filed these observations without emotional association. Anoma-
lies were simply data points to be processed. His function remained
clear: eliminate the target according to specified parameters.

In his spartan quarters, Serj reviewed the satellite imagery of
Vasiliev’s apartment building. The structure was typical Soviet-era
construction—twelve stories, concrete facade, minimal security.
Vasiliev’s unit was on the eighth floor, western exposure, with a
clear line of approach via the maintenance access on the roof.

As he planned the infiltration route, the memory of a conversation
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with Alexei surfaced—unbidden but crystal clear.

*Prague, 2010. Two months after the Koslov operation.*

”The professor’s research was all legitimate,” Alexei had said quietly,
vodka loosening his tongue in the safe house kitchen. “I saw the
intelligence review.”

Serj had continued cleaning his sidearm, the Makarov disassembled
on the table before him. “Explain.”

”Koslov wasn’t selling secrets,” Alexei continued, his voice pitched
low despite their secure location. “He was analysing defence spending
patterns. Academic research, all based on public records. Someone
just didn’t like his conclusions.”

Serj’s hands hadn’t paused in their methodical work. “Our operational
brief classified him as a threat to state security.”

”Based on falsified intelligence,” Alexei had replied, draining his glass.
“I saw the original FSB assessment. Nothing suspicious. Then sud-
denly, new intelligence appears, completely contradicting the first re-
port. Convenient.”

Serj had processed this information without visible reaction. Whether
Koslov had been guilty or innocent was irrelevant to mission param-
eters. The operation had been authorised through proper channels.
The chain of command had functioned as designed.

”Does it bother you?” Alexei had asked, studying his partner’s impas-
sive face. “That we might have eliminated an innocent man?”

”Operational classifications aren’t my function,” Serj had replied sim-
ply. “Execution is.”

Alexei had shaken his head. “Sometimes I envy you, brother. Every-
thing so clear in your mind.”

A knock at his door interrupted the memory. Alexei entered without
waiting for a response. The two men had developed a comfortable
familiarity over their years together—the only relationship in Serj’s
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life that approached anything personal.

“You’re not assigned to this operation,” Serj noted, not looking up
from his preparations.

Alexei leaned against the wall, arms crossed. “No. I’m coordinating
the Odessa team tomorrow. Just wanted to check in before I fly out.”

Serj nodded, continuing his methodical organisation of equipment.

“I heard you’re handling Vasiliev,” Alexei said, his tone casual but
his eyes watchful. “Former FSB analyst, right?”

“Yes.”

“Another analyst.” Alexei let the words hang in the air.

Serj looked up then, his dark eyes meeting his friend’s. “Your point?”

“Sarkisian. Koslov. Now Vasiliev. All analysts studying financial
data. All deemed threats to state security.” Alexei kept his voice
low. “You’re too smart not to see the pattern, Serj.”

“Patterns are simply data correlations until proven causal.”

“And if there is causation?” Alexei pressed. “If these men weren’t
threats to Russia, but threats to someone in Russia?”

Serj returned to his equipment. “You’re bordering on operational
compromise, Alexei.”

“I’m trying to prevent it.” Alexei pushed off from the wall, moving
closer. “Look at Vasiliev’s file. Thin, isn’t it? Minimal evidence.
Vague accusations. Just like Koslov. Just like a dozen others in the
past five years.”

Serj didn’t respond. Alexei’s observations aligned with his own, but
vocalization of such thoughts violated operational security protocols.

“Just think about it,” Alexei said finally, moving toward the door.
“What is the mission, brother? Protect Russia, or protect those who
are stealing from Russia?”
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After Alexei left, Serj continued his preparations with the same me-
thodical precision. The inconsistencies in Vasiliev’s file bore certain
similarities to previous operations. The limited intelligence. The aca-
demic target. The vague accusations without supporting evidence.

These similarities constituted a potential pattern. Patterns were tac-
tically significant—they allowed prediction, adaptation, optimisation.
Serj catalogued this observation alongside the previous ones, neither
accepting nor rejecting its implications.

The Centre had developed him into the perfect operative precisely
because of this capacity—his ability to recognise patterns while re-
maining unaffected by them. Where others might develop doubt, he
developed data points. Where others might question, he categorised.

Vasiliev would be eliminated within the specified timeline. The mis-
sion would be executed with the same precision as the previous forty-
six. The pattern might exist, but it would not interfere with opera-
tional efficiency.

At 22:00, Serj completed his preparation and lay down for exactly
six hours of sleep. His mind shut down with mechanical precision,
another skill honed through years of operational necessity. No dreams
disturbed his rest—just the perfect stillness of a weapon at rest before
deployment.

Tomorrow, Vasiliev would die of apparent natural causes. The mis-
sion would be classified as complete. The pattern, whatever it might
suggest, would remain contained within Serj’s organised mind, filed
alongside other tactical observations.

For now.
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Analyst’s Warning

Moscow, January 2014
The apartment building near Gorky Park stood as a testament to So-
viet architectural pragmatism—functional, austere, and utterly for-
gettable. Serj ascended via the service stairwell, moving with the
measured pace of a maintenance worker finishing his evening rounds.
His uniform, complete with toolbox and identification badge, had
granted him access without question. The building’s security was
minimal, relying more on resident vigilance than technological mea-
sures.

Alexander Vasiliev lived on the eighth floor, apartment 804. Accord-
ing to surveillance, the former FSB analyst spent his evenings in
predictable solitude—reading by the window, occasionally making
notes in a leather-bound journal. Tonight would be his last entry.

At 21:47, Serj positioned himself in the maintenance closet across
from Vasiliev’s apartment. Through the slotted vents, he observed
the corridor—empty, poorly lit, with a security camera at the far end
angled to monitor the lift. Its blind spot encompassed Vasiliev’s door,
a vulnerability Serj had noted during his preliminary reconnaissance.

The specialised injector rested in his pocket, its metal cool against his
thigh. The synthetic compound it contained would induce cardiac
arrest within minutes, leaving minimal trace evidence. To medical ex-
aminers, Vasiliev would appear to have died from natural causes—a
62-year-old man with a history of hypertension, alone in his apart-
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ment.

Serj checked his watch. 21:53. Vasiliev typically prepared tea at
22:00, followed by reading until approximately 23:30. The opera-
tional window was clear.

At 21:57, Serj heard the apartment door unlock. This deviated from
the established pattern. According to the file, Vasiliev never left his
apartment after 20:00.

The door opened, and Alexander Vasiliev stepped into the hallway.
He was tall for his age, with a shock of white hair and the deliberate
movements of a man who had spent his life calculating risks. He
wore a cardigan over a collared shirt, house slippers on his feet.

“Maintenance is usually finished by seven,” Vasiliev said, his voice
carrying clearly down the empty corridor. He wasn’t looking toward
the closet, but his words were unmistakably directed there.

Serj remained motionless.

“I may be retired,” Vasiliev continued, still facing away, “but some
habits remain. Like checking for surveillance. Or noticing when the
building’s maintenance schedule changes.” He turned then, looking
directly at the closet. “Why don’t you come out? The tea is already
prepared.”

The tactical variables shifted rapidly in Serj’s mind. Vasiliev’s aware-
ness indicated either a security breach or the man’s professional in-
stincts remained sharp. Either way, the parameters of the operation
had changed. New approach required.

Serj emerged from the closet, maintaining his maintenance worker
cover. “Apologies, sir. Emergency repair order for the water system.
Building management requested minimal disturbance to residents.”

Vasiliev studied him with eyes that had evaluated thousands of in-
telligence reports over decades of service. “You’re better than most
they’ve sent. The uniform is convincing. The toolbox contains ac-
tual tools, I assume.” His gaze moved to Serj’s hands, noting their
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size and calluses inconsistent with routine maintenance work. “But
you’re not here to fix pipes.”

Serj’s mind calculated the tactical options. The corridor remained
empty. The distance to Vasiliev was approximately three metres—
easily crossed in less than a second. The injector could be deployed
with minimal struggle.

“I’ve been expecting someone,” Vasiliev said calmly. “Though I
thought they might send Orlov’s team, not Zakharov’s.” He ges-
tured toward his open door. “Please, come inside. If you’re going to
kill me, at least allow me the dignity of not dying in a hallway.”

The invitation represented another deviation. Protocol dictated im-
mediate neutralisation of a compromised operation. Yet Vasiliev’s
knowledge of internal Special Purpose Centre command structures
suggested information value beyond the operational brief.

Serj paused. The man’s calm acceptance stirred something—not
quite memory, not quite emotion—a tactical anomaly to be pro-
cessed later. He made a swift assessment: entering the apartment
provided both privacy and information gathering opportunity. He
nodded once and followed Vasiliev inside, the weight of his weapon
a reassuring constant against his rib cage.

The apartment was modestly furnished—bookshelves lining the walls,
a worn leather chair positioned by the window, a desk covered with
papers and an antiquated laptop. A samovar steamed on a small
table, two cups already set out.

“You’ll forgive me for not asking your name,” Vasiliev said, pouring
tea into both cups. “I understand operational security. In my day,
we followed similar protocols.”

Serj remained standing, positioned between Vasiliev and the door,
analysing escape routes and potential weapons in the room. Standard
procedure.

“You won’t need those,” Vasiliev said, noticing Serj’s tactical assess-
ment. “I have no intention of resisting. At my age, with my medical
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history, even if I managed to escape tonight, my time is limited.”
He offered a cup to Serj. “It’s not poisoned. That would be rather
ironic, wouldn’t it?”

Serj didn’t take the cup. “Your awareness of this operation suggests
a security compromise.”

Vasiliev smiled sadly. “Not a compromise. Simple deduction. When
you’ve spent nearly four decades in intelligence, you recognise the
signs. Three of my former colleagues have died of ‘natural causes’
in the past eighteen months. All had been investigating the same
financial irregularities I discovered.” He set down the rejected cup.
“The pattern was clear.”

Serj’s mind flashed to Alexei’s words about patterns, about analysts
studying financial data. Another correlation point.

“You accessed classified intelligence on Crimea operations,” Serj
stated, repeating the operational brief.

Vasiliev nodded. “Yes, I did. But not to betray Russia. To pro-
tect her.” He moved to his desk, movements deliberate and non-
threatening. “I discovered discrepancies in defence procurement con-
tracts. Funds diverted, equipment specifications altered, quality com-
promised. The Crimea operation will require our best equipment,
yet what’s being delivered is substandard—dangerous to our own
soldiers.”

He carefully extracted a folder from his desk drawer. “The evidence
is here. Forty-three percent of allocated funds for the Crimea con-
tingency have been redirected through shell companies. Companies
owned by men very close to certain officials in our government.”

Serj remained impassive, but his analytical mind processed this infor-
mation. It aligned with inconsistencies he had observed in previous
operations, creating a potentially significant pattern.

“You were planning to share this with Western journalists,” Serj
stated.
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Vasiliev looked genuinely shocked. “Western journalists? Is that
what they told you?” He shook his head slowly. “No. I prepared a
report for President Putin himself. Bypassing the chain of command,
yes, but necessary given the level of corruption involved.” He held
out the folder. “See for yourself.”

Protocol dictated against engaging with target justifications. Yet
tactical assessment suggested intelligence value in Vasiliev’s claims.
Serj took the folder, keeping his eyes on the former analyst while
scanning the contents.

The documents were meticulous—financial records, transfer authori-
sations, corporate registrations traced through multiple shell entities.
Names appeared that Serj recognised: oligarchs, government officials,
and notably, General Orlov of the Special Purpose Centre.

“Your mission brief was falsified,” Vasiliev said quietly. “I’ve never
contacted Western sources. I’ve never betrayed Russia. I’ve spent
my life serving the Motherland, just as you have.”

“Your mission brief was falsified,” Vasiliev said quietly. “I’ve never
contacted Western sources. I’ve never betrayed Russia. I’ve spent
my life serving the Motherland, just as you have.”

The phrase triggered a memory cascade—

*Moscow, 2009. Five years earlier.*

The small office was meticulously organised, every file in its place.
Major Dmitry Andreev, military logistics officer, slumped forward at
his desk, a half-finished cup of coffee beside him. Cardiac arrest, the
result of a compound similar to what now circulated through Vasiliev’s
bloodstream.

Serj had been conducting his standard exit assessment when a folder
labelled “Ministry Corruption Report” caught his attention. Nor-
mally, he would never examine a target’s documents—that wasn’t
his function. But something in Alexei’s recent comments about their
missions had created a new awareness.
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He had opened the folder, scanning its contents briefly. Detailed re-
ports of fuel shipments diverted, medical supplies diluted, food rations
shorted. The folder documented systematic theft from military supply
chains, with specific officers named as complicit. The operation brief
had classified Andreev as selling deployment information to Chechen
separatists. The documents suggested a different reality.

”Some threats are internal, not external,” read Andreev’s handwritten
note on the final page. “My duty to the Motherland compels me to
report this, whatever the personal risk.”

Serj had replaced the folder exactly as he’d found it. The mission
was successful. Target eliminated. Parameters met.

But for the first time, he had noted an operational discrepancy in his
mental catalogue: the evidence didn’t support the threat classification.
It was a small deviation from perfect operational acceptance, but
significant—the first crack in absolute compliance.

—Serj returned to the present, finding Vasiliev watching him closely.

“This isn’t the first time, is it?” Vasiliev asked quietly. “This isn’t
the first time targets don’t fit their classifications for you.”

Serj closed the folder. “That’s not relevant to current parameters.”

“Isn’t it?” Vasiliev stepped closer, his eyes intent. “You’re an intelli-
gent man. I can see it in your assessment of this room, in how you
process information. These inconsistencies in intelligence—targets
who pose no real threat to Russia, only to corrupt officials—they
form a pattern.”

Serj remained silent. Engaging with such speculation violated com-
partmentalisation protocols. And yet, the pattern was becoming
increasingly clear, aligned with his own observations.

“We both serve Russia,” Vasiliev continued. “But ask yourself—are
your skills being used to protect our country, or to protect those who
are stealing from her?”

Alexei’s words, almost verbatim. Another pattern point.
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Serj moved suddenly, closing the distance between them. Vasiliev
didn’t flinch, didn’t raise his hands in defence. He simply watched
as Serj extracted the injector from his pocket.

“I expected nothing less,” Vasiliev said calmly. “But remember what
you saw in those files. Remember the pattern. Sooner or later, you’ll
have to decide what serving the Motherland truly means.”

The injector found its mark at the base of Vasiliev’s neck, the needle
so fine it barely registered. The compound entered his bloodstream
with precise efficiency. Serj guided the man’s collapsing form to the
leather chair by the window.

Vasiliev’s eyes remained clear, accepting. “They’ll send you after
others like me,” he whispered as the compound began to take effect.
“Men and women whose only crime was seeing the truth. Ask yourself
each time—are you protecting Russia, or betraying her?”

His breathing slowed, his pulse fading beneath Serj’s fingers. Within
minutes, Alexander Vasiliev was dead, positioned naturally in his
reading chair, the folder of evidence secured in Serj’s pocket.

Serj completed the exit protocol with methodical precision, leaving
no evidence of his presence. The operation was successful. Target
eliminated. Parameters met.

But as he descended the service stairs, Vasiliev’s words echoed in his
mind, alongside Alexei’s warnings and his own growing catalogue of
pattern recognition. Each correlation point strengthened the emerg-
ing assessment: these operations served interests beyond Russia’s
security.

This conclusion did not evoke emotional response—no moral outrage,
no righteous indignation. Serj processed it as he would any tactical
intelligence: clinically, methodically, with attention to operational
implications.

If the pattern held true, it suggested the Special Purpose Centre
had become compromised—weaponised not against Russia’s enemies,
but against those who threatened corrupt internal elements. This
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represented a significant tactical variable, one that would require
careful consideration.

The mission had been completed according to parameters. But for
the first time, Serj filed the pattern recognition not as an ancillary
observation, but as a primary operational concern. A variable that
could potentially affect future mission validation.

He extracted his phone and sent the pre-arranged code indicating
mission success. Within an hour, Vasiliev would be discovered, an-
other elderly man who had died peacefully in his chair.

As he disappeared into the Moscow night, Serj’s mind continued its
methodical analysis. The forty-seventh elimination was complete.
But a new operational assessment had begun.
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Oligarch’s Request

Moscow, January 2014
The anteroom of Colonel Zakharov’s office maintained the same aus-
tere efficiency as the rest of the Special Purpose Centre—functional
furniture, bare walls, and the faint scent of industrial cleaner. Serj
Romanov sat perfectly still, his large frame somehow fitting the too-
small chair with military precision.

Three days had passed since Vasiliev’s elimination. The former an-
alyst’s body had been discovered by a concerned neighbour, and
the death certificate listed natural causes—cardiac arrest, consistent
with his age and medical history. The operation was classified as
complete.

Serj had submitted his standard report: twelve pages of operational
details, timeline adherence, and execution parameters. What he
hadn’t included were Vasiliev’s final words or the folder now secured
in Serj’s personal safe place. These omissions represented a deviation
from protocol—the first intentional one in his fifteen-year career.

The intercom on the secretary’s desk buzzed. “Send him in,” came
Zakharov’s voice.

The secretary, a severe woman with the bearing of former military,
nodded toward the door. Serj rose in one fluid motion and entered.

Zakharov’s office was larger than protocol dictated for his rank, a
detail Serj had catalogued long ago but never analysed for signif-
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icance until recently. The room was arranged to emphasise the
power dynamic—Zakharov’s desk positioned to catch the morning
light, forcing visitors to squint slightly when addressing him.

“Romanov,” Zakharov acknowledged without looking up from his
computer. “Exemplary work on Vasiliev. Clean. Efficient. As ex-
pected.”

“Thank you, Colonel.”

“Medical examiner’s report confirms natural causes. No suspicions
raised.” Zakharov finally looked up, his thin smile not reaching his
eyes. “You’ve been requested for a special briefing.”

Serj’s face remained impassive, but his mind registered the devia-
tion. Special briefings typically involved only the operational chain of
command—Zakharov and occasionally General Orlov. “Requested”
implied external involvement.

“This way,” Zakharov said, rising from his desk. He led Serj through
a side door Serj had noted but never seen used, into a corridor that
connected to the administrative wing.

“We have a unique situation,” Zakharov continued as they walked.
“One that requires your particular skills.”

They passed through two security checkpoints, each guard examin-
ing their credentials with perfunctory attention. Serj noted their
uniforms—not standard Centre security, but private military con-
tractors. Another anomaly.

At the end of the corridor stood an unmarked door with a biometric
scanner. Zakharov pressed his palm against it, then entered a six-
digit code. The door slid open to reveal a conference room unlike
any other in the facility—wood panelled walls, plush carpet, and a
mahogany table that gleamed under recessed lighting.

The opulence was striking—clearly designed to impress those accus-
tomed to luxury rather than the utilitarian functionality of govern-
ment facilities. Serj immediately catalogued this disconnect: private
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wealth infiltrating state security apparatus.

Zakharov gestured to a chair across from his own. On the table sat a
folder bearing no official markings—another deviation from protocol.

“The Special Purpose Centre is evolving, Romanov,” Zakharov be-
gan, his tone almost reverent. “Our mandate has expanded beyond
traditional threats to include broader strategic interests.”

Serj remained silent, waiting for operational parameters to be estab-
lished.

“Russia’s security is no longer defined merely by military or intel-
ligence factors,” Zakharov continued. “Economic sovereignty has
become equally critical. Our industrial base, our energy sector, our
strategic resources—these are now frontline defences against Western
encroachment.”

Serj noted the political framing—unusual in operational briefings,
which typically focused on tactical parameters rather than strategic
justification.

“Private interests and state security have become intertwined,” Za-
kharov said, tapping the unmarked folder. “Certain individuals vi-
tal to Russia’s economic resurgence require our protection—not just
physically, but by neutralising threats to their operations.”

Serj processed this information with analytical precision: the Centre
was now openly serving private interests under the guise of national
security. The pattern he’d observed in previous operations was being
institutionalised.

“The President understands this reality,” Zakharov added, as if sens-
ing Serj’s internal assessment. “These directives come from the high-
est levels.”

Zakharov slid the folder across the table. Serj opened it with method-
ical precision. The target profile was detailed, more so than Vasiliev’s
had been: Pavel Sokolov, 41, economic researcher at Moscow State
University. Specialisation in market competition analysis and regula-
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tory frameworks. Author of several papers on monopolistic practices
in Russian heavy industry.

“Sokolov has compiled a comprehensive database on what he calls
‘anti-competitive practices’ in strategic sectors,” Zakharov explained,
his tone hardening. “He’s demanding regulatory intervention that
would destabilise critical industries.”

Serj scanned the intelligence assessment. Unlike Vasiliev’s thin file,
this one contained surveillance reports, email transcripts, and meet-
ing summaries. The evidence of threat, however, remained vague—
implications of “economic sabotage” and “undermining strategic in-
terests” without specific actions.

“His research threatens national infrastructure projects,” Zakharov
continued. “Projects essential to Russia’s security and sovereignty.
If implemented, his recommendations would create vulnerabilities
for foreign exploitation.”

Serj looked up. “Evidence of foreign connections?”

“Not direct,” Zakharov admitted. “But he’s published in Western
academic journals. Presented at international conferences. His
ideas align suspiciously well with EU and American regulatory
frameworks.”

Zakharov studied him with narrowed eyes. “You have questions,
Romanov?”

“Tactical assessment,” Serj clarified. “Parameter establishment for
optimal execution.”

This answer seemed to satisfy Zakharov. “Of course. Professional
thoroughness.” He gestured to the file. “This operation differs from
your usual assignments. We need Sokolov’s research and his encryp-
tion keys. Then we need him brought to a secure facility for… spe-
cialised questioning.”

“The data is the priority,” Zakharov added. “We need to understand
who else has seen his research, who’s backing him, and what other
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targets he’s investigating.”

“A clean extraction,” he continued. “Staged as a robbery to explain
his disappearance. After interrogation, we’ll determine whether per-
manent measures are necessary.”

“Timeline?” Serj asked, already calculating the significant difference
in operational complexity.

“Five days,” Zakharov replied. “Sokolov is scheduled to present his
findings to the Federal Anti-Monopoly Service next week. The ex-
traction must be completed before then.”

Serj’s mind immediately began calculating the additional variables
for an extraction operation: sedation protocols, secure transport, evi-
dence manipulation, witness management. A significantly more com-
plex operation than a simple elimination.

“Extraction requires additional resources,” Serj stated. “Transport,
secure holding, interrogation facilities.”

“All arranged,” Zakharov assured him. “You’ll have whatever you
need. We have a black site prepared outside Moscow.”

Serj closed the folder. “Understood.”

“Excellent,” Zakharov said, standing to indicate the meeting’s con-
clusion. “I should note that this assignment comes with particular
interest from one of our most valuable strategic partners. Success
will be noticed at the highest levels, Romanov.”

The phrasing was deliberate, Serj noted. “Strategic partner” rather
than government official—a private entity with sufficient influence
to direct Special Purpose Centre operations. Most likely an oligarch
whose business interests were threatened by Sokolov’s research.

As they walked back through the security checkpoints, Zakharov
seemed unusually talkative, perhaps energised by the luxurious sur-
roundings they’d just left.

“Russia’s enemies attack on multiple fronts—not just military or intel-
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ligence, but financial, regulatory, economic. We must adapt accord-
ingly,” Zakharov said. “The old distinction between state security
and economic security has become obsolete.”

Serj noted the consistency of the messaging—further evidence of coor-
dination between state security and private interests. The oligarchs
who had emerged from the chaos of the 1990s now wielded sufficient
influence to weaponise government resources against threats to their
dominance.

They reached Zakharov’s office, where the colonel paused before dis-
missing him. “This assignment represents an opportunity, Romanov.
Our strategic partners control vast resources. Their goodwill can
advance careers significantly.”

“I understand, Colonel.”

“Do you?” Zakharov studied him with calculating eyes. “Some-
times I wonder what goes on behind that impassive face of yours.
Forty-seven operations without question, without hesitation. Even
your psychological evaluations show remarkable compartmentalisa-
tion. The perfect operative.”

Serj remained silent, his expression unchanged.

“That’s what makes you valuable, Romanov,” Zakharov said finally.
“Your absolute focus on the mission. No distractions, no doubts.”

“The mission is the mission,” Serj replied.

But as he left Zakharov’s office, his methodical mind continued cat-
aloguing the growing pattern. The unmarked folder. The luxuri-
ous conference room. The private security contractors. The “strate-
gic partner” with direct access to Special Purpose Centre resources.
The systematic targeting of academics and analysts investigating eco-
nomic irregularities.

His mind flashed back—

*St. Petersburg, 2011. Three years earlier.*
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Rain lashed against the windows of the small apartment overlooking
the Neva. Irina Volkova, 37, investigative journalist for Novaya
Gazeta, worked at her desk, the blue light of her laptop illuminating
her determined expression.

Serj had been in position for twenty-six minutes, observing from the
darkness of the kitchen. The operational brief had classified Volkova
as a serious threat—allegedly passing sensitive internal documents to
foreign intelligence services disguised as journalistic sources.

The apartment door had been simple to breach. Security was
minimal—a standard lock, no alarm system. Volkova lived alone,
her life devoted to her work. The operation had been different from
standard eliminations—a directive to stage her disappearance after
extracting information about her sources.

When she rose to make tea, Serj moved with practised efficiency.
The sedative-soaked cloth was applied with precise pressure, covering
mouth and nose. Volkova had time for only a small gasp before
consciousness began to fade. Ninety seconds later, she was secured
and ready for transport.

As he searched her apartment for the requested documents and elec-
tronic devices, Serj had noticed the article on her screen: “Shadow
Empires: How Oligarchs Capture State Resources.” The piece detailed
connections between several prominent businessmen and government
procurement contracts, with supporting documentation that appeared
legitimate.

One name had appeared repeatedly in the text, associated with numer-
ous questionable contracts: a prominent industrialist with close ties
to the Kremlin.

The interrogation at the black site had lasted three days. Serj had
observed but not participated directly—his skills were in extraction
and tactical operations, not in interrogation techniques. When it was
over, Volkova’s body had been disposed of in the Gulf of Finland,
weighted to never surface.
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The operation was successful. Target extracted, intelligence secured,
elimination completed. Parameters met.

But the correlation between Volkova’s research and her threat clas-
sification had registered as a data point worth consideration. Like
Andreev’s logistics corruption report, it suggested an operational pat-
tern.

—Serj returned to the present as he reached his quarters. The Spe-
cial Purpose Centre—his skills, his perfect record—being used not
to protect Russia from external threats, but to eliminate internal
challenges to corrupted interests. The “strategic partners” Zakharov
mentioned were almost certainly oligarchs using state security appa-
ratus to protect their business empires.

This realisation didn’t trigger moral outrage or ethical crisis. Serj
processed it as tactical intelligence: his operational parameters had
been compromised. His function—to protect Russia’s interests—was
being subverted for private gain.

Yet his external behaviour remained unchanged. He began mis-
sion preparation with methodical precision. The Sokolov extraction
would require a broader range of skills than a simple elimination—
sedatives calibrated to Sokolov’s body weight, extraction routes with
minimal surveillance coverage, secure transport coordination, inter-
rogation preparation. Each variable was methodically catalogued
and prepared for. The staged robbery and extraction would be flaw-
lessly executed. His forty-eighth operation would maintain his perfect
record.

But beneath the surface, a tactical reassessment had begun—not
of the mission, but of the mission structure itself. Of the chain of
command. Of what truly constituted service to the Motherland.

This reassessment would not affect operational performance. Not yet.
For now, Serj would continue as he always had: the perfect weapon,
precisely aimed. But he was beginning to question the hand that
aimed him.
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The mission was the mission. But perhaps the mission itself had
been compromised.
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Operation Sokolov

Moscow, February 2014
Pavel Sokolov’s apartment was exactly as described in the operational
brief—fifth floor, corner unit, modest security. The academic lived
in one of Moscow’s older residential buildings, a pre-Soviet structure
that had survived both war and numerous renovations. Such build-
ings offered both advantages and complications: solid construction
that dampened sound, but ancient pipes that could groan unexpect-
edly, and wooden floors prone to creaking.

Serj watched from across the street, sheltered in the shadow of a
closed bookshop. Snow fell in lazy spirals, dampening sound and
reducing visibility—ideal conditions. The temperature had dropped
to minus fifteen, driving most residents indoors and minimising po-
tential witnesses.

Through thermal imaging binoculars, he observed Sokolov moving
about his apartment—a middle-aged man with a scholar’s slight
build, working late as academics often did. The economist had spent
the past three hours at his desk, occasionally rising to make tea or
pace while dictating notes into a handheld recorder.

“Target maintains position,” Serj reported quietly into his encrypted
comm unit. “Proceeding on schedule.”

“Copy,” came Mikhail Yegorov’s clipped response. “Transport stand-
ing by at extraction point Alpha.”
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Yegorov was new to Serj’s operations—a former FSB field agent re-
cruited specifically for extraction missions. Zakharov had assigned
him despite Serj’s preference for working with Alexei. Another devi-
ation from standard protocol that Serj had filed as potentially signif-
icant.

The extraction was scheduled for 01:30—the optimal window when
neighbouring apartments showed minimal activity and street patrols
had predictable gaps. Serj had spent four days establishing Sokolov’s
patterns, mapping security camera blind spots, and preparing the
staged robbery.

At precisely 01:15, Serj crossed the street, moving with unhurried
confidence despite his size. His dark clothing and cap marked him as
simply another Russian enduring the Moscow winter. The building’s
front entrance required a key card, but Serj had already identified
the service entrance with its malfunctioning electronic lock—a vul-
nerability noted during his reconnaissance.

The lock yielded to a specialised electronic overrider—a device
smaller than a cigarette pack that cycled through electronic sig-
natures until finding the correct frequency. Thirty seconds later,
Serj was inside, moving through the service corridor with measured
steps. His footfalls made no sound, a skill developed through years
of practise distributing his substantial weight with precise control.

The service stairwell offered the most direct route to Sokolov’s floor,
bypassing the main stairs with their motion-activated lighting. Serj
ascended in darkness, guided by memorised floor plans and the faint
emergency lighting at each landing.

At the fifth-floor service door, he paused, extracting a specialised lis-
tening device from his equipment pouch. The enhanced audio detec-
tor confirmed minimal movement in the hallway beyond. He waited
precisely eighty six seconds, timing his entry to avoid a tenant three
doors down who regularly visited the building’s communal smoking
area around this time.

The corridor was dimly lit, with faded carpeting that further ab-
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sorbed any sound. Apartment 512 was at the far end—Sokolov’s
unit. Serj approached with measured steps, his movements delib-
erate and economical. The lock was standard Soviet-era hardware,
practically obsolete by modern security standards. It yielded to his
specialised picks in under twenty seconds.

Serj eased the door open a precise ten centimetres—enough to scan
the entryway before committing to entry. The apartment was mostly
dark, save for light spilling from what was designated as the study
on the floor plan. Quiet classical music—Bach, Serj noted absently—
provided optimal audio cover.

He moved inside, closing the door with practised care that elimi-
nated any sound. The entryway opened to a small living room with
worn but well-maintained furniture, bookshelves overflowing with
economic texts and research journals. Through an open door, Serj
could see Sokolov at his desk, back to the entrance, headphones cov-
ering his ears as he worked.

The sedative injector was already in Serj’s hand—a design similar
to what he’d used on Vasiliev, but calibrated for extraction rather
than elimination. The compound would render Sokolov unconscious
within seconds, keeping him manageable for approximately four
hours—sufficient time for transport and initial interrogation.

Serj closed the distance in seven silent steps. Sokolov remained obliv-
ious, absorbed in his work, the headphones eliminating any chance
of detecting the approach.

The injection was delivered with practised precision—a swift motion
to the trapezius muscle where the neck met the shoulder. Sokolov
had time only for a startled gasp before the compound took effect.
His body tensed briefly, then went slack. Serj caught him before he
could collapse, easing him to the floor with controlled strength.

“Target secured,” Serj reported into his comm. “Proceeding to evi-
dence collection.”

“Copy,” Yegorov responded. “Transport moving to position.”
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The operational brief had been specific: secure all research data, both
physical and electronic, before extracting the target. Serj moved to
the desk, methodically photographing the scattered papers before
gathering them into his specialised document pouch. The laptop was
powered down, secured in a separate compartment of his equipment
bag.

As he searched, Serj noted multiple research journals open to sections
on competitive market theory and regulatory frameworks. Post-it
notes in Sokolov’s handwriting highlighted passages about monopo-
listic practices. One notebook contained handwritten calculations of
price disparities in heavy industrial equipment—specifically the type
used in defence manufacturing.

The pattern recognition triggered immediately. These weren’t signs
of foreign intelligence work. They were academic research into
market inefficiencies—precisely the type of analysis that had char-
acterised Vasiliev’s work. Another correlation point strengthening
Serj’s emerging assessment.

He continued searching, maintaining operational efficiency while pro-
cessing this new data point. In a locked desk drawer—the lock of-
fering minimal resistance to his picks—Serj discovered a file folder
labelled simply “Evidence.” Inside were photocopies of contracts,
shipping manifests, and payment records. Names jumped out imme-
diately: industrial companies linked to several prominent oligarchs,
including Igor Kazan, the “strategic partner” Zakharov had obliquely
referenced.

Serj photographed each document with his specialised camera, cre-
ating digital backups while maintaining the appearance of robbery.
The pattern was becoming clearer—Sokolov had been investigating
the same corruption networks that Vasiliev had documented.

“Two minutes to extraction,” Yegorov’s voice informed through the
comm.

“Acknowledged,” Serj replied, continuing his methodical documenta-
tion.
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A slight groan from Sokolov indicated the sedative’s effect might be
less complete than calculated—a potential variable introduced by
the economist’s slight build and possible metabolic differences. This
represented an operational complication.

“The mission brief is false,” Sokolov managed, his voice slurred but
coherent enough to be understood. His eyes were half-open, strug-
gling to focus on Serj’s large figure.

Serj continued gathering documents, neither acknowledging nor dis-
missing the statement.

“You’re Spetsnaz, yes?” Sokolov continued, fighting against the seda-
tive. “Or FSB? Doesn’t matter. Ask yourself why… why you’re tak-
ing an economics professor.”

Procedure dictated administering a secondary sedative dose, but Serj
calculated the intelligence value of allowing Sokolov to speak briefly.
Controlled deviation from protocol, justified by mission optimisation.

“I found evidence of procurement fraud,” Sokolov said, each word a
struggle against the compound flooding his system. “Defence con-
tracts… systematically overcharged… quality compromised… soldiers
at risk.”

Serj meticulously searched a filing cabinet, maintaining operational
appearance while processing Sokolov’s statements. The economist’s
words aligned precisely with Vasiliev’s documented findings—another
correlation strengthening the emerging pattern.

“Documents in my university office… copies,” Sokolov managed, his
speech increasingly slurred. “Sent to military prosecutor… three days
ago.”

This represented significant new intelligence—if accurate, it sug-
gested Sokolov had already initiated official channels, potentially
compromising the containment strategy.

“Someone is stealing from Russia,” Sokolov whispered, consciousness
fading. “Kazan… using government resources… to eliminate threats.”
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The pattern alignment was now substantial. Multiple independent
sources converging on identical conclusions. Tactical reassessment
warranted.

Sokolov lost consciousness, the sedative finally overwhelming his re-
sistance. Serj completed his search with undiminished efficiency,
staging the apartment as directed—drawers pulled open, valuables
scattered, the appearance of an interrupted robbery.

“Final approach,” Yegorov’s voice reported. “Ready for package.”

“Package ready,” Serj confirmed, securing Sokolov in a specialised
fireman’s carry that distributed the economist’s weight optimally
across his shoulders.

The extraction proceeded according to plan. Service elevator to the
basement, through the maintenance tunnels to the adjacent build-
ing, into the waiting panel van in the delivery area. Yegorov didn’t
speak beyond operational necessities, maintaining proper extraction
discipline.

Sokolov was secured to a built-in gurney in the van’s cargo area, re-
straints applied with precise tension—sufficient to prevent movement
without causing tissue damage. Serj administered a maintenance
dose of sedative, calculating optimal dosage for Sokolov’s apparent
metabolism rate.

“Extraction complete,” Serj reported as the van pulled away. “Pro-
ceeding to interrogation facility.”

“Good work, Romanov,” came Zakharov’s voice over the comm—his
direct involvement another deviation from standard protocol. “This
one’s particularly important to our strategic partners. Deliver him
intact.”

The drive to the black site took forty-seven minutes. Serj spent the
time reviewing the photographed documents on his specialised tablet,
each image further confirming the pattern. Sokolov’s research docu-
mented a systematic network of procurement fraud, contract manip-
ulation, and quality control falsification—all benefiting companies
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linked to Igor Kazan’s industrial empire.

The black site was a nondescript warehouse in Moscow’s industrial
district, its exterior suggesting abandonment while its interior con-
tained state-of-the-art interrogation facilities. Two guards in un-
marked tactical gear secured the entrance, their weapons visible but
not prominently displayed.

“Special delivery,” Yegorov announced as they approached.

The guards verified their identities through retinal scans before open-
ing the reinforced doors. Inside, a team was already assembled—
interrogation specialists Serj recognised from previous operations.
The interior had been converted into a functional facility with med-
ical equipment, recording devices, and various interrogation tools
arrayed with clinical precision.

“Transfer successful,” Serj reported, helping move Sokolov to the pre-
pared chair. “Target secured, documentation collected.”

The lead interrogator—Dmitri Sidorov, a man known for his method-
ical approach rather than excessive force—nodded acknowledgement.
“We’ll take it from here, Romanov. Colonel Zakharov wants your
debrief in one hour.”

Serj completed the handover process with practised efficiency—vital
statistics, sedative dosages, preliminary findings. Standard proce-
dure, perfectly executed.

Yet as he drove to the designated debriefing location, his analyt-
ical mind continued processing the accelerating pattern. Three
targets—Vasiliev, Sokolov, and the journalist Volkova from his
earlier operation—all investigating the same network of corruption.
All classified as threats to state security, when their actual work
suggested they were threats only to corrupted interests.

The pattern had evolved from correlation to near-certainty. His op-
erational assessment had shifted accordingly: the Special Purpose
Centre’s resources were being diverted to protect private interests at
the expense of Russian security. The chain of command had been
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compromised.

This conclusion wouldn’t affect his operational performance—not
outwardly. The mission had been completed according to parame-
ters. But his internal tactical assessment had evolved. New variables
required consideration.

The pattern recognition was accelerating, but remained contained
within his disciplined mind. For now, he would maintain operational
appearance while processing the implications. The perfect operative,
executing his assignment flawlessly.

But the mission parameters were changing. Not by command, but
by his own tactical assessment. The mission was the mission. But
perhaps the true mission was not what his commanders claimed.
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Command Structure

Moscow, February 2014
The Special Purpose Centre occupied a nondescript building on the
outskirts of Moscow, its exterior deliberately weathered to suggest
mundane bureaucratic functions. Inside, however, the structure de-
scended four levels below ground, housing operations that officially
did not exist.

Serj made his way through the underground corridors, his footsteps
silent despite his substantial frame. Few operatives had mastered the
art of moving with such controlled precision. Fewer still had achieved
his record.

Forty-eight successful operations. Zero complications.

The Sokolov extraction had proceeded according to parameters. The
economist was now being held at the black site, his interrogation
yielding precisely the information Zakharov had requested—details
of his research methodology, contacts within the regulatory agencies,
and the extent of his evidence collection.

What the official report wouldn’t mention was what Serj had ob-
served in Sokolov’s research materials—the same patterns of corrup-
tion that Vasiliev had documented. The same connections to Igor
Kazan’s business interests. The same systematic diversion of defence
resources.

Serj had been summoned to General Orlov’s office—an unusual devel-

44



opment. In fifteen years with the Special Purpose Centre, he had met
with Orlov fewer than ten times. The general rarely involved himself
directly with operational assets, preferring to maintain several layers
of command between himself and the field operatives.

The summons itself represented a significant deviation from protocol,
suggesting either exceptional circumstances or a shift in operational
procedures. Either possibility warranted careful assessment.

General Orlov’s office occupied the lowest level of the Centre, ac-
cessible through a biometric checkpoint that scanned Serj’s retina,
fingerprints, and facial structure before granting access. The secu-
rity measures exceeded even those for the weapons storage facilities—
another data point worth considering.

Unlike Zakharov’s office with its deliberate power positioning, Orlov’s
space projected military austerity. No windows, functional furniture,
walls adorned only with maps and a single photograph of President
Putin. The room’s design established clear parameters: this was a
space for operational decisions, not political manoeuvring.

“Romanov,” Orlov acknowledged without looking up from the dossier
on his desk. “Sit.”

Serj complied, studying the general with analytical precision.
Mikhail Orlov, 62, had served in the First Chechen War before
transitioning to intelligence operations. His rise through the ranks
had been steady but unspectacular until 2005, when a series of
successful counter-terrorism operations had elevated him to his
current position. His close-cropped grey hair and weathered face
suggested field experience, but his manicured nails and tailored
uniform indicated adaptation to political requirements.

“The Sokolov extraction has yielded valuable intelligence,” Orlov
stated, his voice carrying the gravelled quality of a lifetime smoker.
“Significant connections to Western interests have been identified.”

This assertion contradicted what Serj had observed in Sokolov’s re-
search materials, which had shown no evidence of foreign connections.
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Another data point suggesting intentional misrepresentation.

“Your performance continues to exceed expectations, Romanov,”
Orlov continued. “Colonel Zakharov speaks highly of your
adaptability and discretion.”

Serj nodded once, acknowledging the assessment without comment.

“We have a situation requiring your particular skills,” Orlov said,
closing the dossier and extracting another file from his desk drawer.
This one bore the red stripe indicating highest security classification.
“A matter of exceptional sensitivity. Direct presidential interest.”

He slid the file across the desk. “General Viktor Ryzhov, Deputy
Director of Military Procurement. Fifty-seven years old, decorated
veteran of Afghanistan and Chechnya.”

Serj opened the file, scanning the contents with methodical efficiency.
Ryzhov’s military record was exemplary—thirty-five years of service,
multiple combat decorations, steady advancement through the ranks.

“General Ryzhov has accessed classified information regarding our
Ukraine operations,” Orlov explained. “Intelligence suggests he plans
to share this with Western contacts.”

The file contained surveillance photos of Ryzhov and his wife, Anna,
at various locations around Moscow. Their apartment building, a
datcha outside the city, a regular restaurant, and their church. The
level of surveillance suggested extensive resources dedicated to this
target.

“The wife is implicated as well?” Serj asked, noting Anna Ryzhov’s
prominence in the file.

Orlov’s expression tightened. “Anna Stepanova served in military
intelligence before retirement. She maintains contacts in both do-
mestic and foreign intelligence circles. Our assessment indicates joint
involvement.”

Serj continued reviewing the file, noting the same pattern of deficien-
cies he had observed in Vasiliev’s brief—minimal evidence of foreign
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contacts, vague accusations, limited intelligence verification. The
elimination parameters were clear: both targets, made to appear
as an accident, no evidence of external intervention, secure specific
documents from Ryzhov’s home safe.

“Timeline?” Serj asked.

“Forty-eight hours,” Orlov replied. “Ryzhov is scheduled to meet
with the Defence Minister on Monday. The operation must be com-
pleted before then.”

“Evidence of Western contact?” Serj asked, the question framed as
operational clarification rather than doubt.

Orlov’s eyes narrowed slightly. “The evidence has been verified at
the highest levels, Romanov. Your function is execution, not verifi-
cation.”

The phrase triggered a memory cascade—

*Moscow, 2003. Eleven years earlier.*

”Your function is execution, not verification, Specialist Romanov,”
Major Orlov had stated, his uniform still carrying the dust from
his recent return from Grozny. The office had been smaller then,
Orlov’s rank lower, but his presence had already carried the weight of
authority.

”Yes, sir,” Serj had responded, standing at precise attention. At
twenty-six, he had already established himself as an exceptional
operative—methodical, precise, and utterly reliable.

”This assignment differs from your previous operations,” Orlov had
continued, examining Serj with calculating eyes. “Colonel Markov has
become a liability to ongoing operations in Chechnya. His elimination
must appear accidental.”

Serj had accepted the file without comment, though the target desig-
nation had registered as anomalous. Colonel Markov was a decorated
officer, his service record impeccable. Internal eliminations were rare,
reserved for cases of confirmed treason.
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”The colonel has become politically unreliable,” Orlov had explained,
perhaps sensing Serj’s unspoken assessment. “His continued inter-
ference in operational decisions threatens strategic initiatives.”

”Understood, sir.”

”This mission requires absolute discretion, Romanov. Upon comple-
tion, all documentation will be expunged from official records. The
operation never happened. The conversation never occurred.”

Three days later, Colonel Markov’s vehicle had suffered catastrophic
brake failure on the mountain roads outside his home town. The ac-
cident investigation concluded mechanical failure due to poor main-
tenance.

Mission successful. Target eliminated. Parameters met.

What the report hadn’t mentioned was what Serj had found while
searching Markov’s office before staging the accident—a dossier doc-
umenting irregularities in Chechen operations. Civilian casualty re-
ports altered. Enemy combatant numbers inflated. Resource allo-
cation discrepancies. A systematic pattern of misrepresentation de-
signed to justify expanded operations and increased funding.

Serj had secured these documents as instructed, delivering them to
Orlov in a sealed envelope. The major had nodded once in acknowl-
edgement before feeding the papers into a shredder without examining
them. “Good work, Romanov. This matter is closed.”

At the time, Serj had categorised the operation as internal security,
a necessary if unusual measure to maintain operational integrity. He
had filed the details in his methodical memory but drawn no further
conclusions.

—Serj returned to the present, finding Orlov watching him with the
same calculating expression he had worn eleven years earlier.

“The Ryzhov mission has significant implications for national secu-
rity,” Orlov continued. “Success will be noted at the highest levels.”

“The parameters are clear, General,” Serj responded.
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“I’m authorising expanded resources for this operation,” Orlov added.
“Whatever you require. Transport, equipment, surveillance—it’s
yours. This mission takes priority over all ongoing operations.”

This level of resource allocation was unusual—another deviation from
standard protocol that Serj filed for analysis.

“I understand you typically work with Volkov,” Orlov noted, his tone
carefully neutral. “Unfortunately, he’s currently deployed on a paral-
lel operation in Ukraine. Yegorov has been assigned as your support.”

Serj nodded once, acknowledging the information while processing its
implications. Separating him from Alexei represented another break
from operational norms—potentially significant, given Alexei’s recent
expressions of concern about mission integrity.

“The mission parameters are detailed in section three,” Orlov said,
tapping the file with one manicured finger. “Pay particular attention
to the safe contents. Everything in the hidden compartment must
be secured.”

“Understood, General.”

“Questions, Romanov?”

“No, sir.”

Orlov studied him for a moment longer, his gaze assessing. “You’ve
always been our most reliable asset, Romanov. The perfect operative.
Is that assessment still accurate?”

The question carried multiple implications—performance evaluation,
loyalty assessment, and subtle threat. Serj maintained his impassive
expression.

“The mission is the mission, General,” he replied, the familiar phrase
carrying the weight of years of perfect operations.

“Dismissed,” Orlov said with a curt nod.

As Serj turned to leave, Zakharov called after him, his voice suddenly
lacking its usual edge. “Romanov, wait.”
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Serj paused, noting the deviation from standard protocol. Zakharov
glanced at Orlov, who nodded almost imperceptibly before exiting,
leaving them alone.

“There’s something you should understand,” Zakharov said, rising
from his desk to look out the narrow window. “What we do—what
you do—it serves Russia in ways that history won’t recognise. There
are no parades for men like us.”

Outside, snow was beginning to fall again. Zakharov’s reflection in
the glass showed a momentary weariness that his face in person never
revealed.

“When I joined the KGB, Russia was strong, unified. But I watched
it all collapse—not from external attack but internal weakness. The
system rotted from within while we stood at attention.” He turned
back to Serj, something hardening in his expression. “Do you know
what I saw in the nineties, Romanov? Chaos. Foreign vultures pick-
ing at Russia’s carcass while bureaucrats sold our future for private
dachas.”

He reached into his desk drawer and extracted a yellowed newspa-
per clipping, holding it with unusual care. “St. Petersburg, 1994.
A demonstration at the defence ministry—unpaid soldiers and their
families.” His fingers tightened on the paper. “My father was a
colonel. Thirty years of service, decorated twice. I found him there,
standing with a cardboard sign, begging for his pension while Amer-
ican consultants walked through our military bases, cataloguing ev-
erything for pennies on the dollar.”

Something cold flashed in Zakharov’s eyes. “My father died three
months later. A soldier who served the state his entire life, left to
starve by that same state. That was when I understood the hard
truth: principles are luxuries for the secure and well-fed.”

He replaced the clipping in the drawer, his composure returning like
a mask sliding back into place.

“The system serves those who master it, Romanov. Power is the only
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currency that never devalues. What we’ve built with Kazan ensures
Russia’s military receives what it needs while we secure our position.
Better the resources flow through Russian hands than foreign ones.”

Serj nodded once, acknowledging the information without comment.

“The mission remains the mission,” Zakharov said, his voice returning
to its usual clinical tone. “But remember, we are the guardians of a
system that would discard us without hesitation, just as it discarded
my father. Loyalty to Russia is not the same as loyalty to every
bureaucrat who claims to speak for her.”

As Serj left the general’s office, his analytical mind processed the
accumulated data points with methodical precision. The Markov
operation. The Vasiliev file. Sokolov’s research. Ryzhov’s military
procurement position. Each represented a piece of an emerging pat-
tern suggesting systematic corruption at the highest levels of the
Special Purpose Centre.

In the secure preparation room, Serj reviewed the Ryzhov file in
detail, memorising the layout of the target’s apartment, security sys-
tems, and daily routines. The operation would require precision tim-
ing and flawless execution—a home invasion scenario that would ap-
pear random while ensuring both targets were eliminated and specific
documents secured.

As he prepared, Serj’s mind continued integrating new data with
historical operations. The pattern was expanding, suggesting not
isolated incidents but systematic corruption. General Orlov, Colonel
Zakharov, and the “strategic partners” they served were using the
Special Purpose Centre to eliminate threats to their financial inter-
ests, not threats to Russia.

The tactical implications were significant. If the command structure
itself was compromised, operational integrity was undermined. Pa-
rameters could no longer be accepted without verification. Missions
could no longer be executed without assessment.

This realisation didn’t trigger moral outrage or emotional crisis. Serj
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processed it as tactical intelligence—a fundamental shift in opera-
tional reality that required adaptation. His loyalty had never been
to individuals or organisations, but to Russia itself. If those claiming
to represent Russian interests were instead serving private agendas,
tactical reassessment was warranted.

The mission would proceed according to parameters. Ryzhov and his
wife would be eliminated as directed. But Serj’s internal operational
parameters had begun to shift, adapting to new tactical realities. For
the first time in fifteen years, he would verify before executing, assess
before accepting.

The perfect operative was evolving—not through emotional awaken-
ing or moral epiphany, but through cold, methodical pattern recogni-
tion. The mission was still the mission. But perhaps the true mission
was not what his commanders claimed.
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Saint Petersburg

Saint Petersburg, February 2014
Saint Petersburg never quite lost its imperial bearing—even beneath
February snow and Soviet-era renovations, the city maintained a re-
gal dignity that Moscow had long abandoned for utilitarian power.
Serj Romanov adjusted his position on the bench across from the Mil-
itary Engineering-Technical University, his uniform marking him as
a major in the logistics corps—a cover identity meticulously crafted
for this operation.

Through strategically positioned binoculars disguised as standard-
issue field glasses, he observed the entrance to the Faculty of Military
Economics. For the past three days, he had maintained surveillance
on General Mikhail Ryzhov, documenting the man’s movements with
methodical precision.

Ryzhov had emerged as a significant figure in Russia’s military
procurement oversight—and according to Serj’s operational brief,
a threat to national security. The general had allegedly been
preparing to share classified defence spending data with NATO
contacts, potentially compromising Russia’s strategic position ahead
of the Crimea operation.

The brief had been unusually detailed, unlike Vasiliev’s and Sokolov’s
thin files. It included communications intercepts, financial transfers
to an account in Tallinn, and surveillance photos showing Ryzhov
meeting with a known Estonian intelligence asset. The evidence
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appeared comprehensive.

Yet Serj had also noted certain inconsistencies. The financial trans-
fers, while suspicious, aligned with tuition payments for Ryzhov’s
daughter at Tallinn University. The Estonian contact had previ-
ously been categorised as a military liaison officer rather than an
intelligence asset. These discrepancies had been filed in Serj’s men-
tal catalogue, neither accepted nor dismissed.

At precisely 14:17, General Ryzhov emerged from the faculty build-
ing, his greatcoat buttoned against the cold, breath forming clouds
in the frigid air. Beside him walked his wife, Natalya Stepanova—a
professor of economics at the same institution and, according to the
brief, complicit in her husband’s alleged treachery.

“Targets visible,” Serj reported into his concealed comm unit, his
voice betraying no emotion. “Proceeding to secondary position.”

Maintaining a discreet distance, Serj followed the couple as they
walked toward Nevsky Prospect. Their movements matched the pat-
tern he had documented over previous days—a late lunch at a small
café, followed by a visit to the Kazan Cathedral, where Natalya would
light candles while Ryzhov waited in the courtyard. Today would
likely follow the same routine.

The elimination parameters were clear: both targets, made to appear
as an accident, no evidence of external intervention. Zakharov had
emphasised the timing—it needed to be completed before Ryzhov’s
scheduled meeting with the Defence Ministry’s internal audit com-
mittee in three days.

As Serj maintained his surveillance, his mind processed the tactical
variables. The Stepanovs’ apartment building on Vasilyevsky Island
offered the most promising opportunity. The structure was a pre-
war construction with numerous maintenance issues, including an
unreliable lift that had been flagged for repairs but never addressed—
a fact Serj had discovered during his reconnaissance as a building
inspector two days prior.
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The mechanical specifications indicated the lift operated on an out-
dated hydraulic system with minimal safety redundancies. The main-
tenance logs revealed multiple malfunctions over the past eighteen
months, creating an established pattern of technical issues. A catas-
trophic failure would appear consistent with the documentation.

At 15:43, the Stepanovs completed their lunch and began their usual
walk toward Kazan Cathedral. Serj used this window to move to his
next position, a rented room in a residential building opposite the
Stepanovs’ apartment. The location provided optimal surveillance
coverage while remaining outside security camera ranges.

Inside the sparsely furnished room, Serj opened his equipment case,
extracting the specialised tools he would require for the lift modifica-
tion. His movements were precise, economical—each tool inspected
and arranged in order of anticipated use. The hydraulic line tam-
pering device was his own design, a refinement of standard Special
Purpose Centre equipment.

As he prepared, General Ryzhov’s file lay open on the small desk.
Something in the patterns of deployments and inspection reports
had triggered Serj’s analytical interest. The general’s unit rotations
seemed to correlate with specific procurement investigations. Each
time Ryzhov’s oversight committee approached certain defence con-
tractors, his troops received new deployment orders—moving him
away from the audit trail.

Serj pulled the service records closer, his eyes narrowing slightly.
The pattern was subtle but present—Ryzhov had been systematically
prevented from completing investigations into contracts awarded to
Industrial Group Kavkaz, a conglomerate with documented connec-
tions to Igor Kazan.

This correlation represented another data point in Serj’s expanding
pattern recognition. Like Vasiliev and Sokolov, Ryzhov appeared to
be investigating the same network of procurement irregularities. Like
them, he had been classified as a threat to state security rather than
a security officer performing his duty.
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Serj’s mind flashed back, unbidden—

Moscow, May 2008. Six years earlier.

The office was precisely arranged—every file aligned, every surface
clear except for the current work documents. Colonel Grigori Bar-
sukov, 43, sat reviewing inspection reports, his face illuminated by
the desk lamp.

Serj had entered silently through the secondary door, having bypassed
the military installation’s security with ease. His shadow fell across
the desk before Barsukov registered his presence.

”Who—” The colonel’s question died as he recognised the implications
of an unannounced visitor at 22:37 in a secured military facility.

”Colonel Barsukov,” Serj acknowledged, his voice flat. “You’ve ac-
cessed classified deployment schedules without authorisation.”

The operational brief had been clear: Barsukov had been accessing
restricted data beyond his security clearance, preparing to share de-
ployment vulnerabilities with unspecified foreign contacts. A simple
elimination, staged as a heart attack—Barsukov’s medical history
provided convenient coverage.

”I accessed those schedules because I needed to understand the pat-
tern,” Barsukov replied, his voice steady despite the fear evident in
his eyes. “Every time my procurement investigations approach cer-
tain contractors, my troops receive redeployment orders. The pattern
is too consistent to be coincidence.”

Serj had registered this statement without visible reaction. Target
justifications were irrelevant to operational parameters.

”Three days ago, I documented substandard materials in the new
body armour shipments,” Barsukov continued, recognising his fate
but determined to speak. “Steel plates below specification, ceramic
components with microscopic fractures. Soldiers will die because of
this equipment.”

Serj had advanced methodically, the specialised injector already in
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hand. “Did you report these findings through proper channels?”

”I tried,” Barsukov said, a bitter smile forming. “My reports were
classified, rerouted, disappeared. The same contractors received the
next contract despite documented failures.”

The injection had been delivered with clinical precision—a swift mo-
tion at the carotid pulse point. Barsukov’s eyes had widened, then
gradually lost focus as the compound took effect.

”They’re sending me Spetsnaz now,” he whispered as the paralytic
spread through his system. “That means I was getting close.”

Serj had arranged the body carefully—slumped forward at the desk,
hand still holding a pen, the appearance of a cardiac event during late
work. The staged scene precisely matched the operational parameters.

Before leaving, his gaze had fallen on the open files—procurement
records for body armour, tracked vehicles, communications equipment.
Each document meticulously annotated with discrepancies between
specifications and delivered products.

Serj had noted but not analysed these details. The mission was suc-
cessful. Target eliminated. Parameters met.

—Serj returned to the present, the memory now recategorized with
new significance.

Barsukov’s investigations had targeted the same procurement irreg-
ularities that appeared in Vasiliev’s research and Sokolov’s papers—
and now in Ryzhov’s files. The pattern recognition was accelerating,
connections forming with increasing clarity.

Serj’s phone vibrated with an incoming message—the signal that the
Stepanovs had left the cathedral and were returning to their apart-
ment. The tactical timeline was advancing. He gathered his equip-
ment with practised efficiency and moved to the service entrance of
the Stepanovs’ building.

The maintenance uniform and forged credentials granted him im-
mediate access—building security was minimal, relying on resident
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awareness rather than technological measures. Serj proceeded di-
rectly to the basement mechanical room, his footsteps silent despite
his size.

The lift control mechanisms were housed in a metal cabinet showing
years of neglect—dust had accumulated on surfaces unused for main-
tenance. Serj opened the panel with specialised tools, exposing the
hydraulic control system that regulated the lift’s ascent and descent.

His modifications would be subtle—a progressive failure rather than
an immediate catastrophe. The primary hydraulic line would de-
velop a microscopic leak, gradually reducing pressure during opera-
tion. The backup safety system would be adjusted to engage only
after catastrophic failure rather than preventative intervention. The
malfunction would build over several uses, finally giving way when
both Stepanovs were inside.

As Serj worked with methodical precision, he discovered a thick folder
tucked behind the control panel—maintenance records that had been
removed from the official documentation. These hidden records re-
vealed something significant: the lift had been deliberately neglected
despite numerous safety warnings. Funding allocated for repairs had
been diverted, maintenance contracts awarded but never fulfilled.

The company responsible for maintenance was a subsidiary of Indus-
trial Group Kavkaz—Kazan’s conglomerate.

The pattern expanded further. Not just procurement fraud in
military contracts, but systematic corruption across multiple sectors.
Funds diverted, safety compromised, oversight eliminated. And
Ryzhov had been investigating this same network, just as Barsukov
had six years earlier.

For the first time in his operational career, Serj paused mid-execution.
The evidence convergence had reached critical mass—multiple inde-
pendent sources all pointing toward the same conclusion. His tacti-
cal assessment had shifted from probability to certainty: the Special
Purpose Centre was eliminating legitimate corruption investigators
rather than actual security threats.
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This realisation didn’t trigger moral outrage or emotional crisis. Its
impact was purely analytical: operational parameters had been com-
promised, mission integrity corrupted. The question wasn’t whether
to complete the mission, but whether the mission itself served Rus-
sia’s security interests or undermined them.

As Serj methodically implemented the lift modifications, his mind
processed the tactical variables with mechanical precision. Ryzhov’s
investigations had targeted the same procurement irregularities that
appeared in Vasiliev’s research and Sokolov’s papers. The pattern
recognition was accelerating, connections forming with increasing
clarity.

The memory of a classified briefing file—accessed during routine mis-
sion preparation three years earlier—registered with new significance.
General Orlov, addressing senior military commanders:

“Gentlemen, our strategic reality has fundamentally changed. While
NATO expands eastward, our defence budget remains at thirty per-
cent of Soviet levels. We face a choice: maintain the appearance
of full-spectrum capabilities with compromised systems, or acknowl-
edge our limitations and cede strategic position.”

The general had stood before a map showing NATO’s advance to-
ward Russian borders, his expression grave. “History teaches us that
perceived strength deters aggression as effectively as actual strength.
We cannot allow the West to recognise our vulnerabilities. Whatever
measures required to maintain strategic deterrence are justified by
the alternative—a Russia exposed to Western exploitation.”

The briefing had continued with technical details about maintain-
ing “operational façade” across military domains—an approach that
prioritised apparent capability over actual functionality. Procure-
ment adjustments were presented as strategic necessity rather than
corruption, with resource reallocation characterised as “asymmetric
advantage development.”

The memory had registered as operationally insignificant at the
time—background context rather than mission-relevant intelligence.
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But paired with Ryzhov’s investigations, it suggested a pattern
beyond simple financial corruption. Systemic compromise justified
as strategic necessity.

Serj completed the hydraulic system modifications with undimin-
ished precision. The device was perfectly implemented, calibrated
to fail during the next day’s usage. From the exterior, the system
appeared unchanged, hiding the fatal alterations beneath.

Before replacing the access panel, he photographed the hidden
maintenance records with his specialised camera. This deviation rep-
resented a significant operational shift—evidence collection beyond
mission parameters, information gathering without authorisation.
Yet the tactical justification was clear: pattern verification required
comprehensive data acquisition.

Serj secured the panels and exited the mechanical room, leaving no
evidence of his presence. He proceeded to the building’s rear entrance
and departed without encounter, moving through side streets until
reaching his observation post.

Through high-powered optics, he observed the Stepanovs returning
to their building at 17:42, exactly as predicted by their established
pattern. They entered the lobby and proceeded to the lift—the same
lift now modified to fail catastrophically within the next eighteen to
twenty-four hours.

“Preparations complete,” Serj reported into his encrypted comm unit.
“Elimination projected within operational window.”

“Excellent,” came Zakharov’s voice—his direct involvement in com-
munications another deviation from standard protocol. “This one’s
particularly important, Romanov. The Defence Ministry cannot al-
low Ryzhov’s allegations to reach the Minister.”

“What allegations specifically?” Serj asked, the question representing
another deviation from his usual minimal communication.

A brief pause. “That’s not relevant to your function, Romanov. Sim-
ply ensure the elimination occurs before his scheduled ministry ap-
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pearance.”

The comm went silent, but Zakharov’s response had provided an-
other data point. The colonel was directly concerned with preventing
Ryzhov’s findings from reaching higher authorities—not with stop-
ping intelligence leaks to foreign entities.

As night fell over Saint Petersburg, Serj maintained his observation
position, documenting the Stepanovs’ evening routine. Lights in their
apartment followed the expected pattern—dinner preparations, tele-
vision viewing in the living room, retirement to the bedroom at ap-
proximately 22:30.

Throughout the evening, Serj’s mind continued processing the ex-
panding pattern recognition. Barsukov in 2008. Volkova in 2011.
Vasiliev and Sokolov in recent months. Now Ryzhov. Each investi-
gating the same network of corruption. Each classified as a threat to
state security rather than performing their duty.

For the first time, Serj consciously recognised the full implications:
he was being used to eliminate those who threatened corruption, not
those who threatened Russia. The perfect weapon, precisely aimed—
but aimed at the wrong targets.

This recognition represented the first significant breach in his opera-
tional compartmentalisation. Not because of moral considerations—
Serj’s assessment remained analytical rather than ethical—but be-
cause mission integrity had been compromised at the command level.
His function had been subverted, his skills weaponised against the
very security interests he was designed to protect.

At 23:17, Serj gathered his surveillance equipment and returned to
his temporary quarters. Tomorrow, the Stepanovs would enter their
lift as they did each morning. The hydraulic system would fail catas-
trophically, sending the car plummeting ten floors to the basement.
The deaths would be classified as a tragic accident, consistent with
the building’s documented maintenance neglect.

The mission would be completed according to parameters. Target
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eliminated. Operational success.

But as Serj methodically cleaned his equipment, another calculation
had begun—not about this mission, but about all missions to fol-
low. If the Special Purpose Centre had been compromised, if his
skills were being misdirected, then operational parameters required
fundamental reassessment.

For the first time in his career, Serj considered a new variable: what
if the mission itself was wrong?
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Decision Point

Saint Petersburg, February 2014
The first light of dawn crept across Saint Petersburg’s snow-laden sky-
line, casting long shadows across the Neva River. Serj sat motionless
in his observation post, eyes fixed on the Stepanovs’ building. His
night had been productive—not in sleep, but in analysis. The pat-
tern that had been forming in his mind had solidified into tactical
certainty.

His phone displayed 06:31. According to the Stepanovs’ documented
routines, they would leave their apartment at 07:15, take the lift to
the ground floor, and depart for the university where the general
taught a morning seminar on military logistics economics. The pre-
cise schedule that had made them ideal targets would now serve a
different purpose.

Serj’s mind returned to the lift mechanism he’d modified the previous
day. The sabotage had been executed with his usual precision, but
during the night, he had made a calculation. A deliberate deviation.

He gathered his equipment with methodical efficiency, securing ev-
erything except a small toolkit in his black operations bag. The
maintenance uniform was folded neatly inside, ready for one final
use. Serj moved through the early morning streets like a shadow, his
substantial frame somehow blending into the urban background—a
skill developed through years of practise rather than natural predis-
position.
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At 06:45, he entered the Stepanovs’ building through the service
entrance, the same route he’d used the previous day. The early
hour meant minimal resident activity, though he noted an elderly
woman collecting her mail. She paid him no attention, accustomed
to maintenance workers addressing the building’s perpetual issues.

In the basement mechanical room, Serj moved with practised econ-
omy, opening the lift control panel with swift precision. He exam-
ined his previous modifications—the microscopic hydraulic leak, the
disabled backup safety system, the altered circuit board controlling
emergency brakes. All perfectly implemented, designed to appear as
tragic mechanical failure after years of neglected maintenance.

But now, he made a new adjustment.

With deliberate care, Serj installed a small device on the main power
supply—a crude remote detonator that would sever the hydraulic
lines completely. Unlike his previous modifications, this one lacked
his usual subtlety. The components were military-grade but com-
mercially available. The wiring was expert but lacked the Special
Purpose Centre’s characteristic precision. The installation was thor-
ough but would not withstand close scrutiny.

It would be found. It would be recognised as sabotage. And it
would raise questions that Zakharov and Orlov would prefer remained
unasked.

As he worked, Serj’s mind flashed back—

Chechnya, 2000. Fourteen years earlier.

The safe house was a bombed-out shell, its exterior walls pockmarked
with bullet holes that told the story of Grozny’s suffering. Inside, what
had once been a family dining room had become an impromptu field
hospital—two camp beds, a folding table laden with medical supplies,
and the sharp smell of antiseptic cutting through the ever-present
dust.

Alexei sat on one of the beds, shirtless, his torso wrapped in fresh
bandages. The ambush had nearly cost him his life—an RPG striking
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their transport vehicle, shrapnel tearing through his side. Only Serj’s
immediate action had prevented him from bleeding out on the roadside.

”They knew we were coming,” Alexei said, his voice hoarse from the
smoke he’d inhaled. “Someone gave us up.”

Serj cleaned his rifle with methodical precision, each component re-
ceiving exactly the attention it required. “The intelligence was com-
promised.”

”Not just compromised,” Alexei insisted. “Deliberately falsified. We
were sent into a trap.”

Serj paused, considering this assessment. “Why?”

”Politics.” Alexei winced as he shifted position. “The cease-fire ne-
gotiations are proceeding. Certain elements in command want to
demonstrate the continued threat, justify further operations.”

”Using our team as demonstration,” Serj concluded, his voice flat.

”Using us as sacrifices,” Alexei corrected. “Nesterov and Kuznetsov
are dead because someone in Moscow wanted to make a point.”

Serj returned to cleaning his weapon, but his movements had slowed
infinitesimally—a barely perceptible change that nonetheless signalled
deep processing.

”We joined to protect Russia,” Alexei continued, reaching for the
vodka bottle that served as both antiseptic and analgesic. “Not to die
for someone’s political agenda.”

Serj accepted the bottle when offered, taking a measured sip. “What
do you propose?”

Alexei’s eyes met his, a fierce determination burning through the
pain. “A blood oath, brother. Between us. We serve Russia—the real
Russia. Not corrupt officers, not political climbers. We protect what
matters.”

”The mission is the mission,” Serj stated, his standard response to
complications.
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”Yes,” Alexei agreed, “but we must ensure the mission itself is worthy.
That it truly serves our country, not someone’s pocket.”

Alexei drew a knife from his boot, the blade catching the dim light.
With deliberate motion, he cut his palm, then offered the knife to Serj.
“To Russia. To truth. To brotherhood.”

Serj took the knife without hesitation, making a corresponding cut
across his own palm. When their hands clasped, blood mingling, his
grip was firm and certain.

”Blood brothers,” Alexei declared. “Bound to a higher duty.”

Serj had nodded once, the gesture containing more commitment than
any oath he’d sworn before.

The memory faded as Serj completed his modifications. The crude
sabotage device was now installed, deliberately distinct from his
usual work. He then reached deeper into the control cabinet, re-
trieving the maintenance documents he’d discovered the previous
day—evidence of systematic neglect tied to Kazan’s companies.

These records wouldn’t be returning to Zakharov as required. In-
stead, Serj photographed each page with his specialised camera, cre-
ating a digital record that he encrypted and stored on a secure drive.
The physical documents were then placed in a waterproof pouch and
secured inside his tactical vest.

His first direct violation of operational protocol in fifteen years of
perfect service.

Serj replaced the access panel, leaving it slightly misaligned—another
deliberate imperfection. He exited the mechanical room and made
his way to the building’s rear courtyard, establishing a position with
clear sightlines to both the building entrance and the Stepanovs’
fifth-floor windows.

At 07:11, the lights in the Stepanovs’ apartment changed pattern,
indicating movement toward the entrance. Serj checked his watch,
then the small detonator now resting in his palm. Unlike his usual
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equipment, this device was simple, almost crude—the kind that could
be traced to military surplus or black market channels, not the so-
phisticated technology of the Special Purpose Centre.

At 07:14, the Stepanovs emerged from their apartment door, visible
through the corridor window. General Ryzhov carried his briefcase
in one hand, his wife’s arm linked through his other. They moved
with the comfortable synchronicity of a couple who had navigated
life together for decades.

Serj watched as they approached the lift. His thumb hovered over
the detonator button, timing calibrated to the second.

At 07:15, as the lift doors closed, he pressed the button.

The explosion was minimal—not designed to destroy the building,
merely to sever the hydraulic lines completely and decisively. The
lift’s safety systems, already compromised by Serj’s previous modifi-
cations, failed instantly. The car plummeted ten floors to the base-
ment, the impact sending a shudder through the structure that Serj
could feel even from his position outside.

Within seconds, alarms sounded. Residents began to emerge from
their apartments, confusion and panic spreading in the early morning
light.

Serj remained in position long enough to confirm the outcome. The
building’s superintendent was first to the basement, his shouts con-
firming what Serj already knew. The Stepanovs had not survived.

“Mission completed,” Serj reported into his encrypted comm. “Tar-
gets eliminated.”

“Confirmation?” came Zakharov’s voice, unusually present for field
communications.

“Visual confirmation of lift failure. Building superintendent has ver-
ified fatalities.”

“Excellent. Return to extraction point for debrief.”
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Serj moved away from the building, blending into the growing crowd
of onlookers with practised ease. His maintenance uniform was al-
ready stowed, replaced by civilian clothing indistinguishable from
those gathering to witness the tragedy. Emergency vehicles ap-
proached, their sirens cutting through the morning quiet.

Unlike his previous operations, Serj did not proceed directly to the
extraction point. Instead, he made his way to the safe house he’d
established independent of official protocols—an apartment rented
under one of his cultivated identities, unknown to the Centre. There,
he transferred the maintenance documents to a secure container and
uploaded the encrypted photographs to a private server accessible
only through specialised authentication.

This deviation represented a fundamental shift—not in Serj’s loyalty,
but in his operational parameters. The mission had been completed.
The targets eliminated. But for the first time, he had preserved
evidence rather than destroying it, created questions rather than
eliminating them.

Three hours later, cleaned and dressed in his standard civilian at-
tire, Serj entered the extraction safe house. Yegorov waited, his
expression neutral as Serj delivered his mission report—detailed, me-
thodical, but with critical omissions. No mention of the maintenance
documents. No reference to his deliberately traceable sabotage. No
indication that he had established independent resources.

“Colonel Zakharov is pleased,” Yegorov informed him as they pre-
pared to return to Moscow. “The accident appears consistent with
the building’s documented maintenance issues.”

“The mission is complete,” Serj replied, his standard response after
successful operations.

On the train back to Moscow, Serj maintained his usual silence.
To external observation, he remained the perfect operative—mission
completed, parameters met, no complications reported. His expres-
sion betrayed nothing of the tactical reassessment that had funda-
mentally altered his operational approach.
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His loyalty remained absolute—not to Zakharov, not to Orlov, not
even to the Special Purpose Centre itself, but to Russia. To the oath
he had sworn over a decade ago, blood mingling with Alexei’s in a
bombed-out building in Chechnya. The mission was the mission, but
the mission parameters had changed.

For fifteen years, Serj had been the perfect weapon—precisely aimed,
flawlessly executed. But now he recognised that the hand aiming
him had become corrupted. The target designations had been com-
promised. The operational integrity undermined.

As the train approached Moscow, Serj’s mind continued its method-
ical analysis. The Ryzhov operation had been his forty-ninth suc-
cessful mission. On paper, his perfect record remained intact. But
beneath the surface, a fundamental shift had occurred.

He had not refused the mission or failed in its execution. The targets
had been eliminated as required. But he had done so in a way that
would eventually raise questions, preserve evidence, and potentially
expose the pattern he had recognised.

The mission was still the mission. But now, Serj himself defined the
parameters.

The perfect weapon had developed its own targeting system.
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The Belikov Briefing

Moscow, March 2014
The March thaw had begun. Snow melted in filthy rivulets along
Moscow’s streets, revealing months of accumulated urban detritus.
Serj Romanov watched the slow progression of winter’s retreat from
the window of his Special Purpose Centre quarters—a temporary
surface-level observation, unrelated to his operational focus.

His phone vibrated once—the secure line used only for mission brief-
ings. A text message displayed on the screen: 09:00, Conference
Room Alpha. Unusual protocol. Standard briefings occurred in des-
ignated operational spaces, not the Centre’s high-security conference
facilities. Another deviation worth noting.

As he prepared, Serj’s mind continued processing the Ryzhov elim-
ination three weeks earlier. The mission had succeeded according
to parameters—the hydraulic failure had occurred precisely as en-
gineered, killing both targets instantly. The subsequent investiga-
tion had concluded “catastrophic mechanical failure due to prolonged
maintenance neglect,” exactly as planned.

What the official report hadn’t mentioned was that Serj had accessed
Ryzhov’s home safe before departing Saint Petersburg, securing not
only the files specified in his operational brief but also Ryzhov’s pri-
vate research records. Those files now rested in Serj’s secure cache
alongside Vasiliev’s documents and Sokolov’s papers. The collected
evidence formed a comprehensive map of corruption reaching the
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highest levels of both military and civilian leadership.

At precisely 09:00, Serj entered Conference Room Alpha, noting the
enhanced security protocols—retinal scanners, two-factor authenti-
cation, and armed guards wearing private contractor insignia rather
than Centre uniforms. The room itself projected carefully orches-
trated power—indirect lighting, acoustically treated walls, and a pol-
ished table of Karelian birch that gleamed under recessed lights.

Colonel Zakharov sat at the head of the table, General Orlov to his
right. The third man present was unfamiliar—civilian attire of ex-
ceptional quality, manicured hands bearing a single gold signet ring,
confidence that came not from military authority but from something
more fundamental.

“Romanov,” Zakharov acknowledged. “This is Mr. Kazan.”

Igor Kazan. The industrialist whose name appeared throughout the
corruption documentation. The oligarch whose interests had been
threatened by Vasiliev, Sokolov, and Ryzhov. The “strategic partner”
now sitting openly in a classified Special Purpose Centre briefing.

Serj nodded once in acknowledgement, his expression unchanged de-
spite the significance of this development. Direct oligarch involve-
ment in operational briefings represented unprecedented command
structure compromise.

“Your work has attracted particular attention, Romanov,” Kazan
said, his voice carrying the cultivated modulation of someone who
had systematically eliminated his original accent. “Forty-eight oper-
ations without failure. Impressive.”

“Thank you, sir,” Serj replied, the honorific selected for its deliberate
ambiguity rather than deference.

Zakharov gestured to the chair across from him. “We have a situation
of exceptional sensitivity. One that requires your particular skills.”

Serj sat, noting the unusual formality of the setting—leather portfolio
folders placed at each position, water glasses with precisely cut lemon
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slices, even the temperature adjusted for comfort rather than func-
tionality. The Centre’s usual austere efficiency had been replaced by
oligarch aesthetics.

“The Crimea operation proceeds as planned,” Orlov began, his
voice lowered despite the room’s secure status. “Our forces are
positioned for the final phase. However, a significant internal threat
has emerged.”

He slid a folder across the polished surface. Unlike standard oper-
ational briefs, this one featured a family photograph clipped to the
front—a man, woman, and two children, the image appearing to be
from a holiday gathering.

“Viktor Belikov,” Orlov continued. “Former FSB, current military
intelligence analyst specialising in strategic resource deployment. His
wife, Elena, works in the Foreign Ministry’s economic cooperation
division.”

Serj opened the folder with methodical precision. Viktor Belikov,
43, with sixteen years in military intelligence. Elena Belikova, 41, a
mid-level diplomat focused on Eastern European economic relations.
Mikhail, 9, and Anya, 6, their children.

“Belikov has compiled a comprehensive analysis of defence procure-
ment irregularities dating back to 2005,” Zakharov explained. “More
concerning, he’s linked these patterns to specific operations, includ-
ing our current Crimea preparations.”

“His analysis suggests equipment deficiencies that could compromise
operational effectiveness,” Orlov added. “More problematically, he’s
traced the procurement patterns to specific corporate entities.”

Kazan leaned forward slightly. “Belikov’s report creates a false narra-
tive suggesting systematic corruption rather than necessary strategic
industrial cooperation. Such misinformation could destabilise critical
partnerships at a pivotal national security moment.”

Serj continued reviewing the file, noting the familiar pattern of thin
evidence for the alleged security threat. Belikov’s analysis appeared
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to focus on the same procurement irregularities documented by
Vasiliev, Sokolov, and Ryzhov.

“The wife?” Serj asked, his question focused on operational parame-
ters rather than justification.

“Elena Belikova has access to communication channels that bypass
standard oversight,” Zakharov replied. “Intelligence indicates she’s
been facilitating her husband’s data collection through diplomatic
connections.”

“And the children?” The question represented a calculated deviation
from Serj’s typical minimal communication.

A brief silence fell across the table. Zakharov and Orlov exchanged
glances before Kazan spoke.

“Unfortunate collateral necessity,” the oligarch said, his tone clini-
cally detached. “The children have been exposed to their parents’
activities. The girl has accompanied her mother to diplomatic func-
tions where information was exchanged. The boy has shown unusual
intelligence, potentially overhearing sensitive discussions.”

Serj maintained his impassive expression, but his mind registered the
significant escalation. Previous eliminations had targeted individuals
directly investigating corruption. This operation proposed eliminat-
ing an entire family, including children whose only crime appeared
to be relation to the primary target.

“The mission requires comprehensive resolution,” Orlov stated. “A
tragic but conclusive incident that removes the entire threat matrix.”

“We’re considering an apartment fire,” Zakharov added. “The build-
ing’s outdated electrical system provides plausible coverage. All four
subjects should be present tomorrow evening based on surveillance.”

Serj continued scanning the dossier with methodical attention. Pro-
file photos of each family member. School records for the children.
Psychological assessments of the parents. Surveillance reports docu-
menting movements, habits, relationships.
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“Timeline?” Serj asked, his voice betraying nothing of his internal
assessment.

“Tomorrow night,” Orlov replied. “Belikov is scheduled to present
his findings to the Defence Minister’s inner circle on Monday. The
situation must be resolved before then.”

As Serj processed this information, his mind flashed back unbidden—

North Caucasus, 2006. Eight years earlier.

The mountain pass cut through the rugged terrain like a scar, a narrow
road hugging the cliff face. Perfect choke point. Serj had positioned
himself on the ridgeline, 847 metres above the target zone, his KSVK
12.7mm anti-materiel rifle stabilised on the rocky outcropping. The
morning air was cool and dense, providing optimal ballistic conditions
as he methodically calculated his firing solution.

Wind speed: 3.4 metres per second from the north-west. Temperature:
12°C. Humidity: 65%. Altitude differential: 847 metres. Target
vehicle speed: approximately 50 mph. Accounting for the 1.3 second
bullet flight time, he would need to lead the target by nearly one vehicle
length.

Serj made precise adjustments to his scope, compensating for the
significant bullet drop—nearly 5.5 metres at this range—and the slight
wind drift that would push the round approximately 1.5 metres during
its flight.

”Convoy approaching from the south,” came the forward spotter’s
voice in Serj’s earpiece. “Three vehicles as expected. Lead vehicle
is a technical with mounted DShK. Target SUV second in formation.
Rear security in UAZ Patriot.”

”Copy,” Serj replied, his breathing measured, controlled. “Time to
target zone?”

”Four minutes, thirty seconds.”

The tactical approach was straightforward: the anti-materiel round
would penetrate the SUV’s engine block, creating a mobility kill
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that would immobilize the vehicle in the narrow pass. The stan-
dard armour-piercing round had been selected for its ability to punch
through the reinforced front end of the vehicle while maintaining suffi-
cient energy to destroy critical engine components. At this range, the
round would retain enough energy to create catastrophic mechanical
failure.

At 14:32, the convoy appeared at the southern entrance to the pass.
Serj tracked its progress through his scope, confirming vehicle types
and security patterns. The armoured SUV matched the intelligence
description—a black Range Rover with diplomatic plates, windows
tinted to prevent identification of occupants.

”Convoy entering optimal strike zone in thirty seconds,” the spotter
updated.

Serj made final adjustments to his firing solution, centring the
crosshairs not on the SUV’s current position, but approximately
one vehicle length ahead of it, anticipating the 29–31 metres it
would travel during the bullet’s flight time. The KSVK’s impressive
weight helped stabilise the platform despite the weapon’s brutal recoil
potential.

As the convoy slowed to navigate a particularly sharp turn, Serj’s
scope captured a momentary flash of movement through the SUV’s
rear window—the tint briefly compromised by sunlight at the precise
angle.

”I have visual on additional passengers,” Serj reported, his voice re-
vealing nothing of the tactical complication. “Appear to be adolescents
in the target vehicle.”

A brief pause. “Intelligence confirmed Magomadov travelling alone,”
came Zakharov’s voice, unexpectedly joining the comm channel—an
unusual direct involvement from command level.

”Negative,” Serj replied. “Two additional passengers. Estimated ages
14–17. One male, one female.”

”Intelligence has confirmed these are combatants,” Zakharov stated,
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his tone hardening. “Magomadov’s children are known participants
in separatist operations. The boy serves as a courier, the girl as a
communications specialist. Both are legitimate targets under opera-
tional parameters.”

Serj recalibrated, shifting his aim point from the engine block to
the fuel tank located just behind the passenger compartment. This
adjustment would ensure optimal effect against all occupants while
maintaining operational deniability—the explosion would appear as
a vehicle malfunction rather than a precision strike. He extracted a
specialised B-32 API incendiary round from his ammunition pouch
and loaded it into the KSVK, replacing the standard armour-piercing
round with the 12.7×108mm ammunition specifically designed to pen-
etrate armour and ignite fuel sources.

”Target acquired,” Serj confirmed, his finger taking up the first pres-
sure on the trigger, his breathing controlled to a near stop at the end
of exhalation—the moment of maximum stability.

”Execute,” ordered Zakharov.

The KSVK roared, its 170–180 decibel report echoing across the moun-
tain valley as the massive 12.7×108mm round crossed the distance
in less than 1.4 seconds. The impact was precisely as calculated—the
round penetrated the armoured plating protecting the fuel tank, the ex-
plosion immediate and catastrophic. The SUV erupted in flames, the
force of the blast lifting its rear wheels off the ground. In horrifying
slow motion, the burning vehicle tipped over the edge of the narrow
mountain road, tumbling down the steep rocky incline in a cascade
of fire and smoke, secondary explosions punctuating its descent until
it finally came to rest hundreds of metres below, a twisted mass of
burning metal.

”Target vehicle neutralised,” Serj reported as he began disassembling
his rifle with practised efficiency. “No survivors possible.”

Even as he worked, Serj was already on the move, knowing the convoy
would hear the report approximately 2.5 seconds after impact—though
the mountain acoustics would make locating the shot’s origin nearly
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impossible. Standard procedure dictated immediate relocation regard-
less.

The mission was successful. Target eliminated. Parameters met.

Three days later, during his standard intelligence review, Serj had
accessed the complete file on Magomadov. The man had not been
a separatist leader but a regional prosecutor investigating connec-
tions between military contractors and local criminal organisations.
His children—Aslan, 16, and Malika, 14—had been returning from a
mathematics competition in which Malika had won first place.

The intelligence had been falsified, the separatist connections fabri-
cated. The weapons transport had been invented to justify the elimi-
nation. The family had been targeted because Magomadov’s investi-
gation had begun uncovering financial links between military procure-
ment fraud and certain highly-placed Moscow officials.

At the time, Serj had filed this information as an intelligence failure—
regrettable, but operationally irrelevant. The mission had been au-
thorised through proper channels, the chain of command functioning
as designed.

—Serj returned to the present, finding Kazan studying him with cal-
culating eyes.

“Is there a problem, Romanov?” the oligarch asked, his tone suggest-
ing the question was a test rather than an inquiry.

“Operational assessment,” Serj replied smoothly. “An apartment
fire presents verification challenges. Bodies may be recovered intact
enough for forensic examination.”

Zakharov nodded. “A valid concern. Alternative suggestions?”

“Gas explosion,” Serj said, his tactical mind immediately providing
a more efficient solution despite his internal reassessment. “More
comprehensive destruction, established precedent in similar build-
ings, minimal evidence preservation.”

“Excellent,” Kazan approved, his smile not reaching his eyes. “Your
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reputation for thoroughness is well-deserved.”

As the briefing continued, Serj maintained his perfect operational
demeanour, asking precisely the right questions about building in-
frastructure, security systems, and family schedules. His outward
performance remained flawless, betraying nothing of the accelerat-
ing reassessment occurring within his methodical mind.

The parallels between the Belikov operation and the Magomadov
elimination were precise: families targeted to prevent exposure of
corruption, intelligence manipulated to justify elimination, innocents
classified as threats to provide operational coverage.

But there was one significant difference: in 2006, Serj had not recog-
nised the pattern. Now, with accumulated evidence from multiple
operations, the systematic corruption was undeniable. His skills were
being used not to protect Russia but to protect those stealing from
her.

When the briefing concluded, Serj gathered the operational docu-
ments with practised efficiency. “I’ll begin preparations immedi-
ately,” he stated, his voice betraying nothing of his internal calcula-
tions.

“This operation carries significant implications,” Kazan said as Serj
prepared to leave. “Success will be remembered by those with long
memories and considerable resources.”

The implied promise of personal reward represented the final confir-
mation of corruption—operational integrity completely subordinated
to private interests.

As Serj exited the conference room, his eyes briefly met those of a
young officer passing in the hallway. The man’s uniform was crisp,
his bearing reflecting the pride of serving his country. He offered a
respectful nod to Serj, recognising a senior operative’s status.

In that momentary connection, Serj registered something that his
analytical mind had not previously catalogued: the human cost of
corrupted command. Not just the targets eliminated under false
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pretences, but the loyal operatives whose dedication was exploited,
whose skills were misdirected, whose service was betrayed.

For the first time in his career, Serj’s tactical assessment expanded
beyond operational parameters to encompass something more funda-
mental: the true meaning of service to Russia.

The Belikov family—Viktor, Elena, Mikhail, and Anya—had been
designated for elimination. The mission had been authorised through
proper channels. The chain of command had functioned as designed.

But for the first time, Serj recognised that proper channels could be
corrupted, and that chains of command could be compromised. The
mission was still the mission—but perhaps the true mission was not
what his commanders claimed.

His expression revealed nothing as he walked through the Centre’s
corridors. To any observer, he remained the perfect operative—
methodical, reliable, unquestioning. The Special Purpose Centre’s
most valuable asset.

But within his precisely ordered mind, a new operational parameter
had been established: the Belikov family would not die tomorrow
night.
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Surveillance

Moscow, March 2014
The unoccupied fourth-floor apartment across from the Belikovs’
building provided adequate surveillance conditions, though far from
ideal. Serj had identified and accessed it just eighteen hours ear-
lier, using his operational skills to bypass the building’s minimal
security. The space was vacant between tenants—dusty, with utili-
ties still connected, offering perfect temporary cover for surveillance
without documentation.

With the compressed timeline, Serj had only managed to establish
the most rudimentary observation post: portable thermal imaging
optics, a compact directional microphone, and recording equipment
positioned at the windows with direct sightlines to the Belikov fam-
ily apartment. The rapid deployment of surveillance technology fell
short of optimal parameters, but provided sufficient data collection
capability for the accelerated operation.

Since establishing the post, he had worked continuously to document
the family’s patterns, supplementing direct observation with acceler-
ated intelligence gathering techniques—accessing their digital calen-
dars through Ministry servers, reviewing building security footage,
and collecting data from utility usage patterns. Based on his com-
pressed surveillance and intelligence gathering, Serj had established
that Viktor Belikov typically left for the Defence Ministry at 07:15
each morning, returning between 18:30 and 19:45. Elena Belikova
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departed at 08:20 to drop the children at school before continuing
to the Foreign Ministry, typically returning home by 17:30. Digital
calendar access revealed the children’s schedules at School No. 1567:
chess club for Mikhail on Tuesdays and Thursdays, ballet for Anya
on Mondays and Wednesdays.

Serj recorded all movements in his specialised notebook, using the
coded system he had developed over years of operations. Every de-
tail was captured: walking routes, transportation methods, security
measures, regular contacts. The mundane architecture of ordinary
lives, mapped with the precision of a military operation.

But it was the patterns within their apartment that had begun to
trigger unexpected connections in Serj’s analytical mind.

At 19:22, the Belikov family gathered around their dining table.
Through his high-powered optics, Serj observed the scene with tacti-
cal detachment. Viktor—his target—was describing something with
animated gestures, his stern expression occasionally breaking into
laughter that transformed his face completely. Steam rose from the
dish Elena served, carrying hints of garlic and bay leaf through the
evening air. She moved with the efficient grace of someone who bal-
anced professional demands with family responsibility. The children
attended to their father’s words with varying degrees of interest—
Mikhail focused intently, his posture mirroring his father’s, while
Anya interrupted with what appeared to be questions or commen-
tary, her small hands punctuating each point.

Serj adjusted the directional microphone, fragments of conversation
becoming audible through the background noise.

“—found three separate instances where the specifications were delib-
erately altered,” Viktor was saying, his tone controlled but carrying
an edge of frustration. “The steel plating thickness had been reduced
by eighteen percent from the contracted requirements.”

“Did you speak with General Kuznetsov?” Elena asked, passing a
serving bowl to Mikhail.
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“Tried to. He’s suddenly ‘unavailable’ for meetings.” Viktor made
quotation marks with his fingers. “Just like the last three officials
who noticed similar discrepancies.”

Serj noted this exchange with particular attention. It aligned with
the pattern he had observed in previous targets—Vasiliev, Sokolov,
Ryzhov—all investigating the same network of procurement irregu-
larities, all subsequently classified as security threats.

“Papa, is that why you were working so late?” Mikhail asked, his
voice carrying the beginnings of adolescent deepening. At nine years
old, the boy showed remarkable perceptiveness. “Because people are
stealing from the army?”

Viktor’s expression softened as he regarded his son. “It’s compli-
cated, Misha. Sometimes systems that are supposed to protect peo-
ple become—”

“Corrupted,” Elena finished, her voice carrying a warning note. “But
that’s enough heavy talk for dinner. Anya, tell Papa about your
ballet progress.”

The six-year-old launched into an enthusiastic description of pirou-
ettes and positions, complete with hand demonstrations that nearly
upended her water glass. Her father’s attention shifted completely,
his earlier tension replaced by exaggerated amazement at each de-
scribed achievement.

Serj continued his observation, cataloguing each interaction. The
family dynamics were efficient yet warm—structured without rigidity,
disciplined without harshness. A functioning unit operating with
clear parameters but adaptive responses. From a purely analytical
perspective, it represented optimal family structure.

Yet as he watched, something unexpected began to form in Serj’s
mind—not emotion in the conventional sense, but a pattern recog-
nition triggering dormant neural pathways. The scene before him
connected to fragmentary impressions long compartmentalised: a
small kitchen table, a woman’s gentle hands, the smell of lavender
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soap.

His mind flashed back unbidden—

*Ukraine, 1985. Twenty-nine years earlier.*

”Careful, Sergei—it’s still hot.”

His mother’s hands guided his smaller ones around the steaming cup
of tea. The kitchen was warm despite the winter chill outside, the
small coal stove putting out steady heat that fogged the windows.

”Blow on it first, my little bear,” she instructed, demonstrating with
gentle puffs that sent the steam swirling. Her dark hair was gathered
in a simple braid, her eyes tired from her market work but still warm
when they looked at him.

Eight-year-old Sergei followed her example, blowing carefully before
taking a sip. The tea was sweet with honey—a special treat his mother
saved for their evening ritual when his father was at his meetings.

”Tell me about school today,” she said, settling into her chair, cup
cradled between work-roughened hands.

”Ivanenko still can’t solve the differential equations,” Sergei reported
seriously. “I showed him again, but he doesn’t understand the basic
principles.”

His mother’s lips quirked in that particular way that meant she was
both proud and amused. “You’re very patient to help him, especially
when it comes so easily to you.”

”It’s efficient,” Sergei explained with a child’s practicality. “If he
learns faster, we can advance to more interesting problems.”

She laughed then, the sound like music in their small kitchen. “Always
my practical boy. But remember, Sergei, not everyone sees the world
as clearly as you do. Some people need more time to understand.”

”Like Papa?” The question emerged before he could assess its wisdom.

His mother’s expression shifted subtly. “Your papa sees the world
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very clearly, just… differently than we do.” She reached across the
table to smooth his dark hair, a gesture that conveyed both comfort
and caution. “He sees big patterns, big problems. Sometimes that
makes it hard to see what’s right in front of him.”

Like his son, Sergei didn’t say. Like his family.

Instead, he nodded seriously and took another sip of tea. “The honey
is good.”

”Special for my special boy,” she replied, the moment of tension pass-
ing. “Now, shall we read together before bed? I found a new book at
the market—it has stars and distant planets.”

His face lit with rare animation. “Yes! Can we start now?”

”Finish your tea first,” she smiled, her hand reaching across to rest
briefly on his smaller one. “We have all evening.”

But they didn’t have all the evenings, though neither knew it then. In
three weeks’ time, the marketplace would erupt in flame and smoke,
and Sergei would wait on cold steps for a mother who would never
return.

Serj returned to the present, his focus having lapsed for exactly 4.8
seconds—an operational anomaly significant enough to register in his
self-assessment. The memory had emerged with unexpected clarity,
details he had deliberately partitioned decades ago suddenly accessi-
ble.

Through his optics, he observed Mikhail helping clear dishes while
Anya continued her animated ballet demonstration for her father.
Elena moved between kitchen and dining room with practised ef-
ficiency, her hand briefly touching her husband’s shoulder as she
passed—a gesture of connection amid routine tasks.

Serj’s analytical mind processed these observations alongside the trig-
gered memory. The pattern recognition was expanding: children
secure in structured environment, parents providing both guidance
and protection, mutual support within clearly defined parameters.
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Optimal functionality.

And he had been assigned to eliminate it. All of it.

For the first time in his operational career, Serj found his tactical
assessment influenced by factors beyond mission parameters. Not
emotion in the conventional sense—he remained detached from sen-
timental considerations—but a recognition that certain principles
transcended operational directives.

Children required protection. This wasn’t emotional; it was
fundamental. Even in nature, most species prioritised offspring
survival. From an evolutionary standpoint, children represented
continuation—future operational capacity, future defence capabili-
ties, future Russian citizens.

Serj focused his optics on Mikhail, observing the boy’s serious expres-
sion as he listened to his father explaining something in his notebook.
The child’s focus, his disciplined attention, his analytical approach
to the information—all reminded Serj of himself at that age, before
the explosion had altered his trajectory.

Creating orphans didn’t serve Russia—it damaged future potential.
And if command structures were compromised as his accumulating
evidence suggested, then the designation of children as “acceptable
collateral” represented not tactical necessity but systemic corruption.

At 21:15, Viktor Belikov moved to tuck Anya into bed, the girl’s arms
wrapping around her father’s neck in a practised goodnight ritual.
Elena sat with Mikhail, reviewing what appeared to be schoolwork.
The family’s evening procedures were consistent, efficient, yet carried
subtle variations that reflected adaptive response to individual needs.

Serj’s mind briefly connected to another fragment—his mother’s
arms around him, the scent of lavender, the soft murmur of a story
about stars and distant planets. Then, with practised discipline,
he re-compartmentalised the memory, extracting the tactical value
while setting aside the emotional associations.

The Belikov family represented optimal family structure. Eliminat-
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ing it would damage future Russian potential. Children were never
legitimate targets—not tactically, not strategically, not from any op-
erational perspective that prioritised long-term Russian interests.

This wasn’t sentiment. This was principle.

At 23:00, the apartment lights dimmed to security setting. Viktor
and Elena had retired to their bedroom, the children asleep in their
rooms. Serj began his nightly documentation, recording all observed
patterns with his customary precision. But for the first time, his
notes included an assessment not requested in his operational brief:

Targets 3 and 4 (minors) represent zero security threat. Elimination
creates negative long-term national security impact through destruc-
tion of future human resources. Alternative parameter assessment:
extraction and security relocation optimal for preserving strategic re-
sources.

This deviation from assigned parameters represented a significant
operational shift. Yet in Serj’s methodical mind, it emerged not
from emotional rebellion but from logical reassessment. If the com-
mand structure itself was compromised, then operational directives
required independent verification against core mission principles: pro-
tect Russia’s interests.

Children represented Russia’s future. Their elimination served only
corrupted interests, not national security.

As Serj continued his surveillance through the night, his tactical mind
worked with mechanical precision, calculating approach vectors, secu-
rity vulnerabilities, and extraction routes. But the operation taking
shape in his mind no longer aligned with the parameters established
by Zakharov, Orlov, and Kazan.

For the first time, Serj Romanov was designing his own mission.

At 04:30, he received a text message from Zakharov: ”Operation
timetable accelerated. Execute tonight at 20:00. Confirmation re-
quired.”
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Serj stared at the message, his face betraying nothing of the tactical
reassessment occurring behind his impassive expression. After pre-
cisely 47 seconds, he replied: ”Confirmed. Parameters understood.”

Returning to his surveillance position, Serj watched as the first light
of dawn touched the Belikov’s apartment windows. Inside, the family
still slept, unaware of both the threat and the protection now taking
form.

In just over fifteen hours, at 20:00 that evening, Serj would execute
the mission—but not the one assigned by his commanders. The per-
fect operative, who had never questioned orders, who had eliminated
forty-nine targets with flawless precision, had established new oper-
ational parameters.

The mission was still the mission. But he now defined the parameters.

And in those parameters, children were never acceptable targets.
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Investigation

Moscow, March 2014
The predawn light cast long shadows across Moscow as Serj moved
through empty streets. At 04:47, the city existed in that liminal space
between night security patrols and morning commuters—optimal
conditions for unobserved movement.

Serj’s methodical mind had been processing tactical variables con-
tinuously since receiving Zakharov’s accelerated timeline. The 20:00
execution window provided approximately fifteen hours for prepara-
tion, intelligence gathering, and operational planning—compressed
but feasible for standard elimination parameters.

But his mission had changed. Not the objective—the Belikov family
would still “disappear” tonight—but the methodology and outcome.
Instead of elimination, extraction. Instead of serving corrupted com-
manders, serving Russia’s true interests.

The operational complexity had increased exponentially. A gas ex-
plosion staged to eliminate evidence while providing cover for extrac-
tion rather than elimination. Securing safe transport and protected
location for four subjects. Creating sufficient evidence of fatalities to
satisfy verification protocols.

Each variable required precise management within the compressed
timeline.

Serj entered the secure equipment cache he’d established independent
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of Centre protocols—a storage unit rented under one of his cultivated
identities. Inside, he accessed specialised resources accumulated over
years of operations: secure communication devices, tactical equip-
ment, identification documentation, and financial reserves.

Unlike the equipment provided through official channels, these re-
sources were untraceable—a contingency measure Serj had imple-
mented not from mistrust but from tactical redundancy principles.
Multiple resource pathways ensured operational continuity under
variable conditions.

The equipment selection was methodical: remote detonation devices,
atmospheric gas sensors, thermal imaging components, tactical med-
ical supplies, and civilian extraction gear. Each item selected with
precise consideration of the evening’s requirements.

By 06:15, Serj had established the framework for his modified op-
eration. The technical approach was straightforward: create a con-
trolled gas leak in the Belikovs’ building, timed to detonate after
extraction but synchronised to appear as the cause of their disap-
pearance. The explosion would eliminate evidence while providing
plausible explanation for the absence of recoverable remains.

Serj’s operational record would remain technically intact—the Be-
likov family would cease to exist according to official records. The
mission parameters would be satisfied in observable outcomes while
actual execution would serve true Russian interests rather than cor-
rupted command objectives.

As he assembled the necessary components, Serj’s tactical assess-
ment expanded to the next critical phase: intelligence validation.
The pattern recognition that had triggered his reassessment required
comprehensive verification—not for emotional reassurance but for
operational integrity.

At 07:30, Serj moved to his next position: a vacant office in a com-
mercial building housing several government contractors. Using spe-
cialised electronic overrides, he accessed the space undetected, estab-
lishing a temporary digital operations centre with equipment from

89



his independent cache.

The critical intelligence gap required addressing: was Viktor Belikov
truly investigating legitimate corruption, or was his classification as
a security threat valid? Serj’s operational reassessment rested on this
verification.

While his hands worked with mechanical precision to establish se-
cure network access, Serj’s mind processed the accumulated evidence:
Vasiliev, Sokolov, Ryzhov—all investigating the same network of
procurement irregularities, all subsequently eliminated as “security
threats.”

Belikov appeared to fit the pattern, but tactical precision demanded
verification beyond pattern recognition. Emotion played no role in
this reassessment—only methodical analysis of intelligence validity.

By 08:15, Serj had established secure access to multiple databases
through exploiting system vulnerabilities he’d identified during pre-
vious operations. His approach was precisely calibrated to leave mini-
mal digital footprint—not to conceal criminal activity but to prevent
operational compromise.

The first database provided Viktor Belikov’s complete service record:
sixteen years in military intelligence, specialised in resource alloca-
tion analysis and procurement oversight. Consistently positive evalu-
ations, security clearance reviews without concerns, commendations
for identifying system inefficiencies.

Serj methodically expanded his search parameters, accessing Defence
Ministry procurement records from 2005 onward. The fragmented
data points began forming a cohesive pattern: systematic discrep-
ancies between contracted specifications and delivered equipment,
particularly in projects involving Industrial Group Kavkaz—Kazan’s
conglomerate.

At 09:42, Serj accessed Belikov’s secured work files through exploita-
tion of Ministry network architecture vulnerabilities. The encryption
yielded to specialised penetration techniques, revealing Belikov’s cur-
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rent investigation: comprehensive analysis of defence procurement
irregularities focusing on Crimea operation readiness.

Belikov’s findings were methodically documented: equipment spec-
ifications reduced below operational safety thresholds, quality con-
trol certifications falsified, funds diverted through shell corporations.
The same pattern Vasiliev had documented. The same irregularities
Sokolov had traced. The same corruption Ryzhov had identified.

Most significantly, Belikov had established a critical connection—the
financial paths led directly to companies controlled by Igor Kazan,
with official approvals from procurement officers connected to Gen-
eral Orlov.

As Serj reviewed these findings, his mind flashed to another
operation—

Moscow, 2007. Seven years earlier.

The office was meticulously organised—military precision evident in
the arranged files and squared corners of desk materials. Lieutenant
Colonel Dmitri Kuznetsov, 51, sat reviewing documents, occasionally
making notations in a leather-bound ledger.

Serj had entered without detection, moving through the building’s
security with practised efficiency. His approach was silent, measured,
betraying nothing of his substantial size.

”I’ve been expecting someone,” Kuznetsov said without looking up.
“Though not someone so efficient at bypassing security.”

Serj remained silent, tactical assessment automatically calculating
approach vectors and response scenarios. The mission parameters
were clear: elimination with document retrieval, staged as suicide.

”Twenty-three years of service,” Kuznetsov continued, still not looking
up. “Decorated in Afghanistan. And this is how it ends because I
noticed missing equipment allocations.”

Serj advanced methodically, the specialised syringe already prepared.
“You accessed classified deployment schedules without authorisation.”
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”I accessed them because I needed to trace where the missing supplies
were going,” Kuznetsov corrected, finally looking up to meet Serj’s
impassive gaze. “Fifteen percent of medical supplies diverted. Twenty
percent of ration allocations missing. Equipment requisitions fulfilled
on paper but never reaching units.”

The information registered as potentially relevant but tactically im-
material. Mission parameters remained clear.

”Someone is stealing from our soldiers,” Kuznetsov continued, his
expression calm despite understanding his situation. “And apparently,
that someone has sufficient authority to send Spetsnaz to silence those
who notice.”

Serj’s approach never faltered. “The elimination parameters are es-
tablished.”

”By whom? For whom?” Kuznetsov asked, standing to face death
with military bearing. “Are you certain you’re serving Russia, or
just those stealing from her?”

The syringe found its mark at the base of Kuznetsov’s neck, the spe-
cialised compound entering his bloodstream with precision efficiency.
As the colonel’s body began to slacken, Serj guided him back to his
chair, positioning him to suggest self-administration.

”The documents are in my wall safe,” Kuznetsov managed, speech
already slurring from the compound’s effect. “The combination is
my daughter’s birthday. Remember that detail when you’re retrieving
evidence of corruption to protect the corrupt.”

Serj had completed the mission with characteristic efficiency—
retrieving the documents, staging the scene as suicide, ensuring no
evidence remained of external intervention.

Mission successful. Target eliminated. Parameters met.

At the time, he had processed Kuznetsov’s accusations as standard
target justification—irrelevant to operational execution. The docu-
ments were secured and delivered to Zakharov without review. The
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mission was completed according to parameters.

—Serj returned to the present, the memory now reclassified with
critical relevance. Kuznetsov had been investigating the same pat-
tern seven years earlier—systematic corruption in military procure-
ment, resources diverted from Russian soldiers, oversight eliminated
through targeted operations.

The pattern recognition had reached definitive verification. Viktor
Belikov was not a security threat to Russia—he was a threat to those
stealing from Russia. The command structure itself was compro-
mised, operational integrity undermined at the highest levels.

By 11:30, Serj had compiled comprehensive evidence: financial
records documenting funds diverted from defence contracts, quality
control reports altered to conceal substandard materials, deployment
schedules manipulated to prevent oversight of specific procurement
channels.

Most critically, he had verified Belikov’s discovery—substantial qual-
ity reductions in equipment designated for the Crimea operation.
Body armour below ballistic protection standards. Communication
equipment with compromised security protocols. Vehicle armour
with insufficient thickness for operational requirements.

Russian soldiers would die not from enemy action but from equipment
failure—all to enrich Kazan and his co-conspirators, including Orlov
and Zakharov.

The verification was complete, the tactical assessment definitive: the
Belikov family’s designation as elimination targets represented com-
mand corruption rather than legitimate security concerns. The oper-
ation had been compromised at the highest level.

The parameters required fundamental reassessment. The mission
wasn’t protecting Russia but enabling its exploitation. The targets
weren’t security threats but the very assets attempting to maintain
operational integrity.

Tactical realignment was not just justified but required—not through
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emotional rebellion but principle-based assessment. Russia’s authen-
tic security interests necessitated protection of the Belikov family
rather than their elimination.

At 12:15, Serj systematically erased all digital evidence of his access,
leaving the systems exactly as he had found them. The intelligence
had been verified, the evidence secured, the operational reassessment
confirmed.

While he worked, his tactical mind continued processing the evening’s
operational requirements. The extraction would need to appear as
elimination. The evidence would need to satisfy verification proto-
cols. The Belikov family would need to disappear completely—not
just from their apartment but from all official records.

Most critically, Serj would need to maintain operational appearance
while executing parameters directly contrary to command directives.

He moved with unchanged efficiency to his next preparation phase—
accessing the Belikovs’ building through service entrance protocols
using maintenance credentials established during previous reconnais-
sance. By 13:30, he had accessed the building’s gas distribution
system, implementing specialised modifications that would allow con-
trolled release timed to his remote detonation sequence.

The technical implementation was flawless—calibrated gas sensors
would monitor concentration levels, ensuring the building was evacu-
ated before detonation. The explosion would be precisely contained
to eliminate evidence while minimising collateral damage. The deto-
nation timing would be synchronised with extraction verification to
maintain operational credibility.

By 14:45, Serj had completed the technical preparations. He returned
to his surveillance position, resuming monitoring of the Belikov fam-
ily’s movements. Elena had returned with the children from school.
Viktor was expected by 18:30 based on established patterns.

As he observed the family through high-powered optics, Serj’s tac-
tical assessment continued processing the operational complexities.
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The extraction would require precise timing, controlled approach,
and effective management of four subjects with variable response
characteristics.

The children represented the most unpredictable variables—their be-
haviour under stress conditions could not be accurately modelled
from surveillance data alone. This unpredictability required tactical
flexibility beyond standard operational parameters.

At 16:30, Serj received a secure message from Zakharov: ”Confirma-
tion of execution timeline. 20:00 implementation. Full documenta-
tion required for command verification.”

Serj acknowledged with proper protocol language, maintaining oper-
ational appearance while finalizing contrary parameters. His expres-
sion revealed nothing as he continued surveillance, his mind process-
ing tactical variables with mechanical precision.

By 18:00, all family members had returned to the apartment.
Through thermal imaging, Serj tracked their movements within the
space—dinner preparation, homework activities, normal evening
patterns proceeding without awareness of either the threat or
protection approaching.

The verification was complete. The tactical approach established.
The extraction parameters defined.

For forty-nine operations, Serj Romanov had been the perfect
weapon—aimed by his commanders at targets designated as threats
to Russian security. His precision had been flawless, his execution
without question.

But weapon effectiveness depended on proper targeting. If the tar-
geting system became compromised, weapon reliability required in-
dependent verification protocols.

Tonight would be his fiftieth operation. According to official records,
it would maintain his perfect success rate—the Belikov family would
cease to exist, the elimination parameters satisfied.
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But for the first time, success would be measured by a different stan-
dard: not by who died, but by who lived.

As 20:00 approached, Serj gathered his extraction equipment with
methodical efficiency. His expression remained unchanged, his move-
ments precisely controlled. To any observer, he appeared exactly as
he always had—the perfect operative preparing for perfect execution.

The mission was still the mission. But now, he defined the parame-
ters.
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Extraction

Moscow, March 2014
The service corridors of the Belikov’s apartment building offered min-
imal security challenges. Serj moved through the shadows with con-
trolled efficiency, his substantial frame navigating the narrow pas-
sages in near-perfect silence. At 19:42, he positioned himself at the
maintenance access point adjacent to the Belikov’s floor, cataloguing
final tactical variables.

The building’s security cameras had been looped eighteen minutes
earlier—a temporary measure that would avoid immediate detec-
tion while providing sufficient operational coverage. The specialised
equipment in his tactical pack had been verified twice, extraction
routes confirmed through three separate contingency plans.

Serj checked his watch. Timing was critical. The gas distribu-
tion system modifications had been calibrated for precise concen-
tration levels—sufficient for plausible explanation while remaining
below truly dangerous thresholds. The remote detonator rested in
his pocket, primed but safetied.

He stilled, listening.

Something was wrong.

The service door at the far end of the corridor opened with a barely
perceptible whisper of hinges. Standard entry protocols for the build-
ing’s maintenance staff involved the main entrance, not service cor-
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ridors. At this hour, no maintenance personnel should be present.

Tactical reassessment initiated immediately. Serj melted into the
shadows behind a ventilation duct, controlling his breathing to im-
perceptible levels.

Two figures emerged into the dim emergency lighting. Their move-
ments displayed military precision—controlled steps, tactical spacing,
subliminal communication through hand signals. They wore mainte-
nance uniforms similar to his own, but Serj instantly recognised the
deception. These were operatives. Centre operatives.

A second team.

The realisation recalibrated his entire operational approach. Za-
kharov had deployed backup—either from standard protocol or, more
concerning, from suspicion. The tactical variables multiplied expo-
nentially.

The operatives moved toward the Belikov’s floor access point,
their equipment packs suggesting similar methodology—staged
gas explosion, post-operation cleanup. Serj categorised possible
explanations: redundancy implementation, operational verification,
or counter-intervention targeting Serj himself.

Their approach vector would intercept his position within approxi-
mately forty seconds. Neutralisation without lethal force presented
the optimal solution—maintaining operational cover while prevent-
ing compromise.

Serj extracted specialised pressure point restraints from his tactical
vest. The operatives continued their advance, unaware of his presence
despite their trained vigilance. Their focus remained on the target
apartment, not potential threats within the service area.

The first operative passed Serj’s position, his attention directed for-
ward. Serj moved with explosive efficiency, covering the man’s mouth
while applying precisely calibrated pressure to the carotid triangle.
Consciousness faded within 4.2 seconds, the body’s weight controlled
to prevent sound as Serj lowered him to the floor.
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The second operative registered the absence of his partner too late.
As he turned, Serj was already in motion, closing distance with con-
trolled speed that belied his size. A strike to the brachial plexus
numbed the operative’s arm before he could reach his weapon, fol-
lowed by the same precise carotid compression technique.

Within twenty-six seconds, both operatives were secured with their
own restraints, their communication equipment disabled. Serj ver-
ified their breathing and pulse—stable but unconscious, estimated
recovery time of twenty-two to twenty-seven minutes.

The second team’s deployment changed everything. Their presence
likely indicated command suspicion, suggesting potential surveillance
of his activities. Digital footprints from his intelligence gathering
might have been detected despite precautions. Regardless of cause,
the timeline had compressed critically.

Serj moved to the Belikov’s floor with accelerated stealth, his ap-
proach to the apartment adjusted for urgency rather than optimal
infiltration methodology. Standard procedure would involve surveil-
lance confirmation before entry, but compressed variables necessi-
tated direct intervention.

At their door, he employed specialised entry tools to defeat the lock
with minimal sound—a twelve-second operation that left no visible
damage. He entered with silent efficiency, securing the door behind
him.

The family was gathered in the living room—Viktor reviewing doc-
uments with Elena while the children completed schoolwork at the
dining table. The scene projected normal evening routine, completely
unaware of the converging threats.

Viktor registered the intrusion first, his intelligence training evident
in his immediate reaction—pushing Elena behind him while reaching
for what Serj noted was likely a concealed weapon location.

“Federal Security Service,” Serj stated, his voice low but carrying
precise authority. His hands remained visible, demonstrating non-
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threatening intent while maintaining tactical positioning. “You have
been designated for elimination. A team has been deployed to stage
a gas explosion in this building. I am here to extract you.”

Viktor’s expression shifted from alarm to focused calculation. Not
panicked confusion—the reaction of an intelligence professional as-
sessing variables rather than surrendering to emotion.

“Identification,” Viktor demanded, his body still positioned to shield
his family.

“Not relevant,” Serj replied. “In approximately eighteen minutes, a
Special Purpose Centre team will enter this apartment to eliminate
everyone present. I’ve neutralised the advance team, but others will
follow when communication fails.”

Viktor’s eyes narrowed. “Special Purpose—” Understanding dawned
in his expression. “The procurement investigation. My report to the
Minister.”

“Correct,” Serj confirmed. “You’ve uncovered the same network that
Vasiliev, Sokolov, and Ryzhov identified. They’ve all been elimi-
nated.”

This information visibly registered with Viktor—names he recog-
nised, connections forming. Elena moved closer to the children, her
intelligence training evident in her controlled reactions despite the
situation’s chaotic implications.

“Why would you warn us?” Viktor challenged, reasonable suspicion
evident in his stance.

“The mission is compromised at command level,” Serj stated. “Chil-
dren are never legitimate targets.”

Something in Viktor’s expression shifted—professional assessment
giving way to a father’s desperate hope. “You’re helping us escape?”

“No questions,” Serj responded, already moving toward the bedrooms.
“Pack essentials only. Two minutes. Clothing, identification docu-
ments, medications. Nothing electronic.”
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Elena moved with immediate purpose, gathering the children and
issuing calm instructions. Mikhail responded with remarkable com-
posure for a nine-year-old, helping his sister collect specific items
with efficient movements that suggested prior emergency drills.

Viktor maintained his position between Serj and his family. “Who
sent you?”

“No one,” Serj replied, checking his watch. “Sixteen minutes remain-
ing. Pack now.”

As the family gathered essential items, Serj’s tactical mind processed
extraction variables. The second team’s presence necessitated route
adjustment—the primary exit path likely compromised. The gas
distribution system would still provide cover, but evacuation timing
required acceleration.

His mind flashed back unbidden—

Chechnya, 1999. Fifteen years earlier.

The abandoned apartment building offered minimal cover, its concrete
walls pockmarked with bullet holes and shrapnel scars. Serj moved
through the darkened corridors with Alexei following close behind,
both navigating the destruction with practised efficiency.

”Two more civilians on the third floor,” Alexei reported through their
tactical comm. “Extraction route compromised—Chechen forces mov-
ing from the east.”

”Acknowledged.” Serj mentally recalculated, adapting the extraction
plan with mechanical precision. “Secondary route through the base-
ment service tunnels. Estimated clearance time: four minutes.”

They reached the civilians—an elderly man and his adult daughter,
both terrified but responsive to quiet instructions. The original ex-
traction plan had accounted for a six-person team. Their unit had
been reduced to two by the ambush that morning.

”Can you carry him?” Alexei asked, nodding toward the old man
whose mobility was clearly limited.
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Serj assessed with calculating efficiency. “Affirmative. You take
point.”

As they navigated the decimated structure, Chechen fighters entered
the building’s eastern entrance. Serj heard their measured movements,
tactically sound but detectable to trained ears.

”Contact imminent,” he informed Alexei, shifting the elderly man to
free one arm for his sidearm. “Diversion required.”

Without hesitation, Alexei extracted a flash-bang grenade. “I’ll draw
them east. Get to the basement extraction point. I’ll meet you there.”

”Negative,” Serj responded, his voice revealing nothing of the rapid
tactical calculations occurring in his mind. “Success probability de-
creases with separated extraction.”

”Not everything is about probability, brother.” Alexei’s eyes held an
expression Serj couldn’t properly categorise. “Sometimes it’s about
making sure someone gets out alive.”

Before Serj could respond, Alexei moved toward the eastern corridor,
creating deliberate sound to draw attention away from the civilians.
The tactical logic was sound if suboptimal—sacrifice one to ensure
the others escaped.

Serj continued the extraction, navigating the basement tunnels with
the civilians while distant gunfire confirmed Alexei’s diversion. The
operation parameters had shifted from optimal to acceptable—civilian
extraction accomplished at increased team risk.

When Alexei rejoined them thirty-seven minutes later at the extraction
point, bloodied but functional, Serj experienced an unfamiliar neural
response—a momentary autonomic reaction inconsistent with tactical
assessment.

”Told you I’d make it,” Alexei grinned through dust and blood.

”Probability favoured your survival,” Serj replied, though something
in his voice caused Alexei’s grin to widen further.
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”You were worried, admit it.”

”Concern for team integrity is tactically sound,” Serj countered, re-
turning to the extraction vehicle preparations.

”Keep telling yourself that, brother,” Alexei said, clapping a hand on
Serj’s shoulder. “Someday you might even admit you care.”

Serj returned to the present as Viktor emerged from the bedroom, a
small bag in hand. “We’re ready.”

“Take this,” Serj instructed, handing Viktor a compact civilian
firearm. “Last resort only. Gunfire compromises extraction
acoustics.”

Viktor checked the weapon with professional competence, verifying
load and function before securing it within easy access. His move-
ments confirmed prior tactical training—not just intelligence analysis
but operational experience.

Serj led them toward the service exit, his senses hyper-alert for ap-
proach signatures. The children followed with remarkable discipline,
Mikhail holding his sister’s hand while maintaining complete silence.
Elena moved with the practised efficiency of someone with field train-
ing, her attention focused primarily on the children while remaining
tactically aware.

As they reached the service corridor, the distant sound of lift me-
chanics registered. Tactical reassessment: additional team members
arriving via main access routes. Timeline compressed further.

“Accelerate,” Serj instructed, adjusting their pace toward the emer-
gency stairwell.

The first gunshot shattered the operational acoustics—a controlled
double-tap that impacted the wall six centimetres from Viktor’s head.
Serj pushed the family into an alcove, drawing his silenced sidearm
with fluid precision.

Two operatives had emerged from the stairwell they’d been
approaching—not Centre professionals but private contractors
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based on their tactical positioning. Suboptimal training evident in
their premature weapons discharge.

Serj eliminated the threat with mechanical efficiency—two precisely
placed shots that ensured immediate neutralisation without excessive
acoustic signature. The contractors collapsed without further sound,
their weapons secured by Serj as he moved the family past them.

“God,” Elena whispered, shielding Anya’s eyes from the bodies.

“Keep moving,” Serj directed, already calculating alternative extrac-
tion routes based on the contractors’ unexpected presence. Pri-
vate security suggested Kazan’s direct involvement beyond Centre
operations—a significant escalation.

They descended to the service level, moving through maintenance
corridors toward the building’s rear exit. Serj’s tactical awareness
registered multiple approach vectors—at least three additional teams
converging on the building. The operation had escalated beyond
standard elimination parameters to priority interdiction.

As they reached the loading dock exit, another team appeared—three
contractors emerging from positions that suggested perimeter con-
tainment protocols. Their reaction times were substandard, provid-
ing Serj with a 1.7-second advantage he leveraged with precision.

Two neutralised with centre mass shots. The third managed to
fire—a single round that Viktor intercepted with remarkable tac-
tical awareness, pulling Elena aside as the bullet passed. But his
movement created insufficient clearance. The round caught Elena’s
upper arm, the impact spinning her against the concrete wall.

“Mom!” Mikhail’s voice broke the tactical silence.

“Keep moving,” Elena commanded through gritted teeth, the profes-
sional training evident beneath maternal protection. Blood soaked
her sleeve, but preliminary assessment suggested non-critical tissue
damage.

Serj neutralised the remaining contractor while simultaneously ex-
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tracting field medical supplies from his tactical vest. “Apply pres-
sure,” he instructed Viktor, handing him a specialised compression
bandage designed for field application.

Viktor worked with efficient movements, securing the bandage while
maintaining tactical awareness of their surroundings. “We can’t
stop,” he noted, helping Elena to her feet.

“Vehicle approaching,” Serj confirmed, hearing the distinctive engine
signature of tactical transport. “Distance: approximately sixty sec-
onds.”

They moved through the loading dock toward the adjacent build-
ing’s access alley, Elena maintaining pace despite her injury. The
children continued their remarkable discipline, following instructions
with precision that suggested prior emergency protocols within the
family structure.

As they reached the alley exit, Viktor suddenly stopped, his expres-
sion shifting to tactical calculation. “They’ll have thermal tracking.
Vehicle interdiction protocols.”

Serj processed this assessment—accurate based on standard Centre
operations for high-priority targets. The approaching vehicle likely
carried specialised tracking equipment designed to prevent exactly
this type of extraction.

“We need separation,” Viktor continued, his gaze moving between
his family and the tactical realities. “They’re tracking body heat
signatures. Four targets moving together creates an unmistakable
pattern.”

The implication was tactically sound if operationally suboptimal.
Separation decreased overall extraction success probability but in-
creased survival likelihood for some subjects.

“I’ll create a diversion,” Viktor stated, already extracting the weapon
Serj had provided. “Different direction. Draw them away.”

“Viktor, no—” Elena began, professional composure momentarily
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broken by personal attachment.

“It’s tactically sound,” Viktor responded, his eyes meeting Serj’s in
professional acknowledgement. “Four is too easily tracked. One mov-
ing separately creates division of forces.”

Serj processed the tactical assessment with mechanical precision.
The approach was logical if suboptimal. Success probability for
complete extraction had decreased to approximately 17% given
current variables. Partial extraction success probability increased to
68% with tactical division.

“Where will you take them?” Viktor asked Serj, his voice low enough
that even Elena couldn’t hear.

Serj hesitated—operational security dictated against sharing extrac-
tion endpoints. But tactical reassessment suggested an exception
was warranted. “Safehouse in Ramenki district. Former SVR facil-
ity, decommissioned in 2007.”

Viktor nodded once, absorbing the information. “If I’m captured—”

“You won’t divulge the location,” Serj stated. It wasn’t a question.

“No,” Viktor confirmed, a silent message passing between them—
they both understood he would die before revealing anything. His
eyes conveyed what his words didn’t: he didn’t expect to survive.

Viktor turned to Elena, his voice shifting to a tone of practised con-
trol. “Thirty minutes, then implement Protocol Seven.”

Elena nodded, her expression controlled despite the emotional vari-
ables evident in her eyes.

Viktor looked back at Serj, his gaze direct. “You’ll get them there?”

“Yes,” Serj confirmed, the single word containing absolute opera-
tional commitment.

“Papa—” Mikhail began, his composure finally breaking.

Viktor knelt briefly, his hand resting on his son’s shoulder. “Remem-
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ber what we practised, Misha. Take care of your sister and mother.”
He reached out to touch Anya’s cheek. “Be brave, little one. Listen
to your brother.”

Standing, Viktor exchanged a final look with Elena—a communica-
tion beyond tactical parameters, containing variables Serj categorised
but couldn’t fully process. Then, with practised efficiency, Viktor Be-
likov moved in the opposite direction, creating deliberate sound to
draw attention.

“Go,” Serj directed, already guiding the remaining family members
toward his extraction vehicle positioned two blocks away.

Behind them, gunfire erupted—precisely placed shots indicating Vik-
tor had engaged pursuit forces with tactical discipline rather than
desperation. The diversion was functioning as designed, drawing re-
sources away from the primary extraction targets.

As Serj secured Elena and the children in his vehicle, his tactical
mind processed the operation’s evolving parameters. The mission
had shifted from full extraction to fragmented success—three sub-
jects secured, one sacrificed for tactical necessity.

The variables had been calculated with cold precision, the outcomes
measured in statistical probabilities rather than emotional costs. Yet
as he navigated through Moscow’s backstreets, Serj registered an un-
familiar pattern in his tactical assessment—a recognition that Viktor
Belikov’s decision represented something beyond statistical optimisa-
tion.

Not just tactical necessity, but conscious sacrifice. A deliberate
choice to protect what mattered most.

The mission continued with mechanical precision, but somewhere in
Serj’s methodical mind, a new variable had entered the equation—
one he couldn’t yet properly categorise.
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Pursuit

Moscow, March 2014
The night erupted behind them as Serj guided the unmarked saloon
through the narrow alleyway. The concussive force of the explosion
rocked the vehicle, orange flames billowing skyward as the Belikov
family’s apartment building partially collapsed in on itself. The gas
leak had detonated—whether from the secondary team’s manipula-
tion or from a stray spark from Viktor’s diversionary gunfire, it didn’t
matter now.

In the rear-view mirror, Moscow’s skyline reflected the flames, and
for 1.8 seconds, Serj allowed himself to consider Viktor Belikov. The
analyst had made a tactically sound decision in creating the diversion,
but Serj had slipped him the location of the temporary shelter before
they separated—a calculated risk that violated operational protocols
but maintained tactical flexibility.

“Was that—?” Elena began, her voice tight with pain as she pressed
the compression bandage against her wounded arm.

“Yes,” Serj confirmed, his eyes already scanning for pursuit vehicles.
“The explosion provides verification of elimination. Command will
initially accept operational success.”

In the backseat, Mikhail sat with his sister pressed against him, the
boy’s arms wrapped protectively around her small frame. His eyes,
so like his father’s, remained dry but haunted.
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“Papa made them follow him,” he said, more statement than ques-
tion.

Serj nodded once. “He created a tactical advantage. It was well-
executed.”

The acknowledgement wasn’t meant as comfort, but as professional
respect. Viktor Belikov had displayed the disciplined courage of a
trained operative, not the panicked sacrifice of a desperate civilian.

“He knows where to find us if he escapes,” Serj added, the statement
precise and factual—neither offering false hope nor dismissing the
possibility.

“The dacha,” Elena said, her voice steadying as she compartmen-
talised her pain—both physical and emotional. “We need to reach
Zvenigorod, north-west of the city.”

“Not directly,” Serj replied, taking a sharp turn that sent them deeper
into Moscow’s maze of secondary streets. “Pursuit protocols will
anticipate direct movement to known safe locations.”

As if summoned by his tactical assessment, headlights flooded their
rear window—high-intensity beams marking a vehicle moving with
purposeful speed rather than civilian caution.

“Contact rear,” Serj stated, accelerating smoothly while maintaining
control. “Black SUV, tactical approach pattern. Centre operational
vehicle.”

Elena twisted to look behind them, her intelligence training evident
in her immediate situational assessment. “They shouldn’t have found
us this quickly.”

“GPS tracker,” Serj confirmed. “Standard protocol for all Centre
vehicles includes redundant tracking systems. This one was prepared
independently but still follows Centre specifications.”

He navigated a complex series of turns, his driving neither panicked
nor reckless—every movement calculated for optimal evasion with-
out compromising vehicle stability. The children remained silent,
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Mikhail’s arm tightening around his sister.

A second set of headlights appeared, converging from a side street
with coordinated precision. The operational pattern was familiar
to Serj, having implemented it dozens of times. Pursuit teams were
establishing a containment grid, anticipating his evasion routes based
on Centre training protocols.

They were using his own methods against him.

Serj’s mind flashed back unbidden—

Moscow Training Facility, 2002. Twelve years earlier.

”Again,” Alexei commanded, leaning against the simulator controls.
“You’re still using predictable evasion patterns.”

Serj adjusted his approach, the vehicle simulator responding to his
inputs with mechanical precision. The training scenario displayed
Moscow’s streets with startling accuracy, pursuit vehicles converging
with programmed intelligence.

”Centre pursuit protocols anticipate standard evasion techniques,”
Alexei continued, manipulating the simulator to increase difficulty.
“They’re designed to predict what most operatives would consider un-
predictable.”

Serj processed this information with characteristic efficiency, adapt-
ing his approach mid-scenario. Instead of continuing his evasive
pattern, he suddenly braked and executed a tight reverse turn, accel-
erating against the flow of pursuit.

”Better,” Alexei nodded, genuine approval in his expression. “Re-
member, prediction models rely on continuation. The most effective
counter is pattern interruption.”

After the simulator shut down, they walked together through the Cen-
tre’s underground corridors.

”Why the focus on counter-pursuit?” Serj asked, the question purely
tactical rather than curious. “Standard operations prioritise offensive
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driving.”

Alexei glanced at him, something unreadable in his expression. “Be-
cause someday you might find yourself on the wrong side of someone
with awareness of Centre operational training.”

Serj processed this assessment. “Implying well informed Foreign
agents, or potential command compromise.”

”Exactly,” Alexei confirmed, his voice lowered despite the empty hall-
way. “The system only works when those with the knowledge are the
only ones using it. History suggests that’s rarely permanent.”

Serj filed this information with his usual methodical precision—not
dismissing it as irrelevant, but categorising it as contingency knowl-
edge. Tactical preparation for low-probability scenarios was simply
operational thoroughness.

”Centre pursuit assumes targets will run from danger,” Alexei contin-
ued. “Sometimes the most effective evasion requires moving toward
it.”

The memory faded as Serj implemented precisely that principle,
abruptly turning toward one of the pursuit vehicles rather than
away from it. The saloon accelerated directly toward the oncoming
SUV, closing distance with controlled aggression.

“Hold on,” he instructed, his voice calm despite the imminent colli-
sion.

At the last possible moment, Serj executed a precision manoeuvre—
braking while simultaneously turning the wheel with calculated force.
The saloon slid sideways, presenting its broadest profile to the ap-
proaching SUV while maintaining forward momentum.

The pursuing driver, trained in Centre protocols but unfamiliar
with Serj’s specific techniques, swerved to avoid collision. The
SUV clipped their rear quarter panel before mounting the curb and
striking a concrete barricade.

One pursuit vehicle neutralised.
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“They’re calling in your transponder location,” Elena noted, her anal-
ysis accurate despite her injury. “Remote tracking will have estab-
lished our pattern.”

Serj nodded once, already calculating the tactical response. “Vehicle
exchange required.”

He navigated to a pre-identified location—an underground parking
garage serving a commercial complex. The facility’s security cam-
eras had been rerouted during his earlier preparations, creating a
surveillance blind spot in one peripheral section.

Serj guided the saloon into this designated area, already extracting
the equipment bag he’d stored beneath his seat.

“Exit now,” he directed, moving with controlled urgency. “Minimise
contact with vehicle surfaces.”

Elena helped the children from the car, her movements precise de-
spite her injury. Within the bag, Serj located a small tracking de-
tector, running it along the vehicle’s undercarriage. The device reg-
istered positive for two distinct signals—one beneath the rear axle,
another behind the front wheel well.

“Standard tracking configuration,” he noted, extracting the first de-
vice with specialised tools. Rather than destroying it, he attached it
to a small battery-powered unit from his equipment bag.

“Secondary team six blocks east,” Serj informed them, securing the
second tracker to the same device. “Approximately three minutes
from current position.”

He moved the family toward an unremarkable delivery van parked
three spaces away. The vehicle had been prepared the previous day—
clean documentation.

“Inside,” Serj directed, opening the side door to reveal a concealed
passenger area. As Elena helped the children inside, Serj activated
the tracker device and placed it beneath a taxi parked nearby.

The pursuit protocols would register the trackers continuing north
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while they moved west.

Once everyone was secured, Serj guided the van out through the
garage’s service exit—a route invisible to the facility’s primary
surveillance systems. The vehicle emerged into Moscow’s evening
traffic, moving at precisely the speed limit to avoid attention.

“They’re still behind us,” Mikhail observed, looking through a small
viewing port in the van’s partition.

Serj checked the mirrors with tactical precision. A dark saloon had
appeared at the garage exit, its driver scanning traffic patterns with
trained attention.

“Anticipated,” Serj replied, his tone matter-of-fact rather than con-
cerned. “The Centre employs multiple redundant tracking methods.”

He maintained their course for precisely 2.7 kilometres before imple-
menting the next phase of counter-pursuit. At a congested intersec-
tion, Serj abused the van’s suspension forcing it to navigate onto a
pedestrian plaza, temporarily bypassing the gridlocked traffic.

The pursuing saloon attempted to follow but became trapped be-
tween concrete barriers designed to prevent vehicle access. By the
time the operative extracted himself, Serj had guided the van down
a service ramp into the Moscow Metro’s maintenance tunnel system.

“This access should be restricted,” Elena noted, professional assess-
ment evident beneath her worsening condition.

“Access codes change weekly,” Serj confirmed, navigating the narrow
tunnel with precise control. “The Centre maintains current protocols
for all critical infrastructure.”

The tunnel system provided 4.7 kilometres of unmonitored transit,
eventually emerging into an industrial zone on Moscow’s western pe-
riphery. Serj guided the van through abandoned factory complexes,
finally reaching a predetermined temporary shelter—a decommis-
sioned storage facility that had been prepared with basic necessities.

Once inside the facility’s concealed vehicle bay, Serj conducted a
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methodical security assessment—perimeter integrity, approach sight
lines, extraction routes. The location provided optimal defensive
characteristics while maintaining minimal visibility.

“It’s cold,” Anya whispered, her small voice breaking the tactical si-
lence. The girl had remained nearly silent throughout the extraction,
her resilience remarkable for a six-year-old.

“Temperature control activating,” Serj replied, engaging the facil-
ity’s minimal heating system. The response wasn’t warm, but it
was direct—acknowledging her concern while addressing the tactical
reality.

As the system hummed to life, Serj turned his attention to Elena. Her
condition had deteriorated during transit—blood seeping through
the compression bandage, skin pale from shock and blood loss. The
wound required proper treatment beyond field dressing.

“Medical supplies in the storage room,” he stated, already moving
toward the pre-positioned resources. “Remove your jacket.”

Elena complied with professional discipline, though her movements
had become sluggish. The bullet had torn through her upper arm,
the wound showing signs of potential arterial involvement.

Serj worked with methodical precision, cleaning and examining the
injury with the same efficiency he applied to weapons maintenance.
His hands, capable of such devastating force, displayed remarkable
dexterity as he applied proper field medicine protocols.

“Will Mama be okay?” Anya asked, her eyes wide as she watched
from where Mikhail held her.

Serj paused fractionally before responding, considering not just tacti-
cal accuracy but appropriate communication for a child. “The wound
is manageable. Proper treatment will prevent further complications.”

As he worked, Mikhail approached, studying Serj’s medical technique
with the same analytical focus his father might have shown.

“You’re using a pressure seal instead of stitches,” the boy observed.
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“That’s for temporary treatment, not permanent repair.”

Serj nodded once, acknowledging the accurate assessment. “This
location provides temporary security only. We’ll move to a proper
medical facility when pursuit patterns have normalised.”

“How long?” Elena asked, her training allowing her to assess her own
condition with clinical detachment.

“Approximately six hours,” Serj replied. “Centre protocols main-
tain active pursuit for four hours before transitioning to intelligence-
gathering patterns.”

With Elena’s wound properly dressed, Serj moved to establish secu-
rity monitoring—deploying compact sensors at key approach vectors,
establishing a primitive but effective warning system. The facility
had been selected for its defensive characteristics, with limited ap-
proach routes and multiple extraction options.

As he worked, his tactical mind continued processing the operation’s
evolving parameters. The Centre’s response had been more com-
prehensive than standard elimination protocols—suggesting either
direct involvement from command level or recognition of his opera-
tional deviation.

Either possibility represented significant tactical implications.

“You should rest,” Serj informed Elena, noting her increasing fatigue
despite her professional composure. “Security monitoring is estab-
lished. I’ll maintain watch.”

Elena nodded, gathering the children closer as they settled onto the
prepared bedding in the facility’s inner room. Mikhail positioned
himself between his mother and the door, a protective gesture that
registered in Serj’s assessment as both tactically sound and emotion-
ally significant.

With the family temporarily secured, Serj conducted a methodical
inventory of their resources and tactical position. The night’s op-
erations had followed neither the Centre’s elimination parameters
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nor his own extraction plan, creating a complex situation requiring
continuous reassessment.

Serj checked his watch. Viktor had been given the shelter’s location,
but survival probability declined with each passing minute. Still, the
analyst had demonstrated tactical proficiency that surpassed stan-
dard intelligence profiles—his diversion had been expertly executed,
suggesting operational experience beyond his official record.

While Serj calculated that Viktor’s survival was unlikely, he had seen
unlikely scenarios resolve favourably before. The tactical approach
remained unchanged: secure the family, maintain vigilance, prepare
for all contingencies—including both Viktor’s survival and his con-
firmed elimination.

As Moscow’s lights glimmered in the distance, Serj maintained
his vigilant watch, his expression revealing nothing of the complex
tactical calculations occurring behind his impassive features. The
Centre—his operational home for over a decade—was now hunting
him with the same methodical precision he had applied to dozens of
previous targets.

The perimeter sensor at the eastern approach activated with a subtle
vibration against Serj’s wrist. Movement detected—a single individ-
ual approaching with tactical discretion, using cover and shadow with
professional competence.

Serj moved silently to an observation position, weapon ready but not
yet deployed. The approaching figure limped slightly but maintained
disciplined movement patterns—avoiding open spaces, utilising envi-
ronmental cover, periodically stopping to verify no pursuit.

Through the specialised optics, Serj confirmed the identification with
methodical precision. Viktor Belikov, bloodied but functional, had
survived both the diversion and the explosion.

Serj opened the secured access point, admitting Viktor with efficient
movement. The analyst’s clothing was torn and burned, his face
blackened with soot and blood, but his eyes remained alert and fo-
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cused.

“The secondary team was caught in the blast,” Viktor reported im-
mediately, his voice raspy from smoke inhalation. “They entered
the building just as the gas concentration reached critical levels. A
weapons discharge must have triggered the explosion.”

Serj assessed Viktor’s condition—multiple lacerations, potential con-
cussion, first-degree burns on exposed skin, but no critical injuries
requiring immediate intervention.

“Elena’s been shot,” Serj informed him with characteristic efficiency.
“Field treatment applied, but proper medical attention required
within approximately ten hours.”

Viktor nodded once, his professional discipline momentarily over-
whelmed as he moved toward the inner room where his family rested.
Serj remained at his post, maintaining perimeter security while allow-
ing the family their reunion moment—a tactical decision recognising
that emotional stability improved operational functionality.

The mission parameters continued to evolve. Viktor’s survival cre-
ated both tactical advantages and additional security considerations.
His presence would improve the family’s psychological stability while
providing another trained resource for their continued evasion.

For now, the immediate mission remained clear: protect the family,
evade pursuit, secure proper medical treatment. Tactical precision
would continue, adaptation would proceed, the mission would be
completed.

But in the temporary quiet of the shelter, Serj allowed himself a
rare moment of broader assessment—acknowledging that his perfect
operational record had now been irreversibly compromised. Not by
failure, but by choice.

The perfect weapon had not malfunctioned.

It had simply chosen its own targets.
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Sacrifice

Moscow, March 2014
The abandoned storage facility provided minimal comfort but ade-
quate defensive position. Serj conducted a final perimeter check, his
movements economical despite thirty-eight hours without sleep. The
facility’s structural integrity remained sound, approach vectors cov-
ered by improvised surveillance, and extraction routes verified for
the third time in as many hours.

Viktor Belikov sat with his back against the wall, one arm wrapped
around his son while the other hand checked the field dressing on his
wife’s arm. The analyst’s face remained composed, but Serj noted
the micro-expressions that betrayed increasing concern—the slight
tension around his eyes, the periodically clenched jaw, the deliber-
ately controlled breathing.

“The bleeding has slowed,” Viktor observed, his voice steady despite
the situation. “But she’s getting weaker.”

Serj approached, kneeling to examine Elena with clinical precision.
Her skin was pale with a slight sheen of perspiration, her breathing
carefully measured to manage pain. The field dressing showed mini-
mal seepage, but the positioning of the wound concerned him—the
bullet had passed through the lateral aspect of her upper arm, in the
vicinity of the brachial artery.

“The bullet trajectory suggests potential vascular involvement,” Serj
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assessed, his mind calculating medical time-frames alongside tactical
considerations. “Field dressing providing temporary stability, but
proper surgical intervention required.”

Viktor met his gaze, both men conducting identical assessments.
“How long?”

“Twelve hours maximum before vascular complications become criti-
cal,” Serj replied. “Current stability could be compromised by move-
ment or increased blood pressure.”

Elena stirred, her intelligence training evident in how she managed
her discomfort. “We need to move,” she said, her voice controlled
but noticeably weaker. “The longer we stay, the closer they’ll get.”

Mikhail pressed closer to his father, his nine-year-old face showing
remarkable composure as he kept his sleeping sister’s head cradled in
his lap. The boy had maintained silent vigilance, his eyes constantly
moving between his mother’s face and the facility’s entrances—a
child’s watchfulness informed by his parents’ professional discipline.

“I know someone,” Viktor said quietly. “Former military doctor, now
private practise in Peredelkino. Treated some of our people off the
record before.”

Serj nodded once, already formulating tactical options. “Conven-
tional medical facilities compromised. Centre maintains surveillance
protocols for all Moscow hospitals.”

“We’ll move in thirty minutes,” Serj decided, checking the limited
medical supplies they had. “Darkness provides optimal movement
conditions. Extraction vehicle already prepared.”

Viktor moved to help Elena sit up, their eyes meeting in silent commu-
nication. Despite her professional control, her condition was clearly
deteriorating—the infection advancing faster than their initial assess-
ment had indicated.

The tactical situation remained manageable—the Centre would have
established a search grid by now, but standard pursuit protocols dic-
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tated a twelve-hour active search before transitioning to intelligence-
gathering modes. They had approximately four hours remaining of
highest risk, but with careful approach, they could reach Peredelkino
before pursuit teams expanded their search radius to outlying areas.

Serj moved to check their limited medical supplies one last time be-
fore departure. The sound came without warning—the sharp crack
of specialised entry charges simultaneously breaching three access
points. The assault happened with such speed that even Serj’s height-
ened tactical awareness registered the intrusion only milliseconds be-
fore black-clad figures poured into the space.

The tactical breach was executed with devastating precision—a co-
ordinated entry that indicated specialised hunter teams rather than
standard Centre operatives. Not even Zakharov’s direct assets, but
something beyond standard protocols.

Serj reacted with trained efficiency, weapon drawn and firing before
the first attacker fully cleared the doorway. His first three shots found
their targets with characteristic precision—centre mass, immediate
neutralisation. But the tactical disadvantage was overwhelming—
multiple entry points, superior numbers, complete surprise.

Viktor shielded his family as the breach unfolded, pushing the chil-
dren behind a concrete support pillar while drawing his own weapon.
His response was remarkably proficient for an intelligence analyst,
confirming Serj’s earlier assessment that his background included op-
erational training.

The exchange of fire lasted 4.2 seconds—a brutally efficient tacti-
cal engagement within confined space. Serj eliminated five attackers
with mechanical precision, each shot placed for immediate effect. Vik-
tor managed to neutralise one more before the unexpected happened.

A flash-bang grenade bounced against the far wall, its trajectory sug-
gesting a miscalculation rather than tactical intent. The specialised
grenade detonated not in the centre of the room as designed, but near
the improvised sleeping area where Elena had been resting. The con-
cussive force was amplified by the concrete walls, the disorienting
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light momentarily compromising tactical awareness.

Serj maintained operational function through trained resistance to
sensory disruption. His vision cleared in time to see Viktor posi-
tioning himself to engage another attacker when the analyst’s body
suddenly jerked backward—the unmistakable impact of high-velocity
rounds striking with lethal force.

Viktor collapsed against the wall, multiple wounds visible across his
chest and abdomen. The shots had come from an operative employ-
ing a tactical angle through the southwestern breach point—a firing
position that exploited the momentary disorientation caused by the
flash-bang.

Serj eliminated the shooter with a precise head-shot, then systemat-
ically neutralised the remaining three attackers in rapid succession.
The entire tactical exchange from initial breach to final neutralisation
lasted less than nineteen seconds.

“Viktor!” Elena’s anguished cry cut through the tactical aftermath
as she struggled toward her fallen husband. Despite her own injury
and weakened condition, she moved with desperate urgency.

Serj conducted an immediate tactical assessment—all attackers
neutralised, perimeter temporarily secured, but operational security
fundamentally compromised. The specialised team’s presence
indicated a significant escalation in Centre response, suggesting
direct command-level involvement beyond standard elimination
protocols.

Viktor lay against the concrete wall, blood pooling beneath him with
alarming speed. His breathing came in laboured gasps, the bullet
wounds having penetrated vital areas with devastating effect. Even
without detailed medical assessment, the tactical reality was imme-
diately clear—the injuries were non-survivable.

“Papa!” Mikhail’s voice broke as he reached his father’s side, his com-
posure finally fracturing in the face of overwhelming reality. Anya
remained frozen several steps away, her six-year-old mind unable to
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fully process the violent scene before her.

Serj secured the perimeter with methodical efficiency, confirming
all threats neutralised while assessing immediate extraction require-
ments. The facility was compromised beyond recovery—secondary
teams would arrive within fifteen to twenty minutes based on stan-
dard tactical response patterns.

Viktor coughed, blood staining his lips as Elena pressed a field dress-
ing against his chest wounds with futile determination. Despite her
medical training, the fatal severity of his injuries was undeniable.

“Elena,” Viktor managed, his voice barely audible as he fought to
speak through failing respiratory function. “Protocol Seven.”

She nodded, tears streaming down her face despite her professional
discipline. “I know.”

Viktor’s gaze shifted to his son, who knelt beside him with rigid
control, the boy fighting to maintain the composure his parents had
taught him. “Mikhail,” he whispered, “you remember? What we
practised?”

The boy nodded, swallowing hard. “Yes, Papa.”

With trembling fingers, Viktor reached into his pocket, extracting a
small thumb drive. “Everything’s here,” he said, each word requiring
visible effort. “All the evidence, all the connections. Zakharov, Orlov,
Kazan—the entire network.”

Serj approached, kneeling to accept the device from Viktor’s bloodied
hand. He secured it in a specialised inner pocket of his tactical vest,
acknowledging its significance with a single nod.

“Peredelkino,” Viktor continued, his breathing becoming increasingly
laboured. “Lesnaya Street. Mikhail knows.” His eyes, already losing
focus, found Serj’s with desperate intensity. “My children—”

“I will protect them,” Serj stated, the words carrying not emotional
reassurance but absolute operational commitment.
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Viktor’s gaze shifted to Elena, something passing between them that
transcended tactical parameters—a communication that Serj recog-
nised but couldn’t fully process. Then his attention turned to his
children one final time, struggling to maintain consciousness long
enough for last words.

“Mikhail, take care of your sister,” he managed. “Anya, be brave,
little one.”

The girl finally moved then, rushing to her father’s side with a heart-
breaking whimper. Viktor’s hand lifted to touch her cheek, the move-
ment requiring visible effort as his systems began failing.

“Secondary response team approximately twelve minutes out,” Serj
assessed, already calculating extraction requirements. “Immediate
departure necessary.”

Elena nodded, her medical training allowing her to recognise what
her heart couldn’t accept—Viktor had perhaps minutes remaining,
and they couldn’t be here when the next team arrived.

“Go,” Viktor whispered, his voice fading. “Keep them safe.”

Elena leaned forward, pressing her forehead against her husband’s
for a brief moment before her professional discipline reasserted itself.
She gathered Anya into her arms, wincing as the movement sent a
fresh wave of pain through her injured arm, while Mikhail remained
rigidly beside his father.

“Son,” Viktor said, his voice barely audible now. “They need you.
You must be strong.”

The boy straightened, his features settling into a controlled mask
that mimicked his father’s professional composure. He nodded once,
then leaned forward to embrace Viktor a final time before standing
with remarkable steadiness for a child facing such loss.

Serj had already gathered their essential supplies, tactically priori-
tising items while maintaining perimeter awareness. The extraction
vehicle remained viable, positioned for immediate departure through
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the eastern service area.

“We need to move now,” he stated, helping Elena to her feet. She
swayed slightly, her complexion paler than before, suggesting decreas-
ing blood volume despite the minimal external bleeding. The field
dressing remained relatively dry, but Serj noted how she protected
the arm—the internal damage likely more significant than external
signs indicated.

As Serj guided the family toward the eastern exit, Mikhail looked
back at his father one last time. Viktor’s eyes were growing distant,
but he managed to lift his hand in a final farewell. Something passed
between father and son in that moment—an unspoken communica-
tion that seemed to transfer responsibility from one to the other.

They moved through the narrow service corridor toward the con-
cealed exit Serj had identified during initial assessment. Elena strug-
gled to maintain consciousness, her pain-driven fever compounded by
emotional shock. The children followed with silent discipline, Mikhail
now holding his sister’s hand with protective determination.

Serj navigated them through the exit to the facility’s eastern ser-
vice area—a narrow concrete space leading to perimeter fencing and
ultimately to the adjacent industrial complex. As they reached
the perimeter fence, the distinctive sound of approaching vehicles
registered—backup teams arriving with tactical urgency.

“Maintain forward movement,” Serj directed, guiding them through
a pre-established breach point toward their secondary vehicle. “Ex-
traction window: approximately thirty-seven seconds before pursuit
reorganises.”

They reached the nondescript panel van, Serj helping Elena into the
cargo area while calculating pursuit probabilities. The children set-
tled beside their mother, Mikhail maintaining composed efficiency
while Anya finally released silent tears. The boy wrapped his arm
around his sister, whispering something Serj couldn’t hear—comfort
framed in practical terms, reflected in how the girl straightened
slightly despite her continued tears.
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“Peredelkino,” Elena managed, her voice steady despite the increas-
ing pallor of her face. “North-west, Lesnaya Street. Doctor Nikolai
Vasilyev—” She paused, pressing her hand against the dressing as a
spasm of pain crossed her features.

“Address confirmed,” Serj replied, securing the van’s rear compart-
ment before moving to the driver’s position. “Estimated arrival:
forty-two minutes with optimal route selection.”

As they pulled away from the industrial complex, Serj maintained tac-
tical driving protocols—nothing to attract attention, nothing to sug-
gest urgency despite the concerning timeline. While Elena’s wound
appeared superficially stable, his assessment indicated potential vas-
cular damage that temporary measures could mask but not repair.
The brachial artery might be partially compromised, with surround-
ing tissue temporarily limiting blood loss—a situation that could
deteriorate rapidly without proper surgical intervention.

The van merged into Moscow’s evening traffic, one more service vehi-
cle among thousands. Through the rear-view mirror, Serj could see
Mikhail attending to his mother with focused determination, care-
fully checking her bandage and pulse at the wrist while ensuring his
sister remained calm. Elena’s complexion continued to pale, sug-
gesting the internal bleeding was continuing despite the deceptively
stable external appearance of the wound.

Serj’s mind flashed back unbidden—

North Ossetia, 2008. Six years earlier.

The mountain village burned around them, timber structures collaps-
ing in cascades of sparks and ash. What had begun as an intelligence
gathering operation had devolved into something closer to warzone
extraction when separatist forces had discovered their presence.

”Eastern approach compromised,” Alexei reported through their tacti-
cal comm. “At least fifteen combatants moving through the tree line.”

Serj processed this information with characteristic efficiency, men-
tally calculating defensive positions against approach vectors. Their
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two-man team had been operating beyond support range when the
mission parameters shifted.

”We need to move these people now,” Alexei insisted, gesturing to
the seven civilians sheltering in the partially collapsed structure—
an elderly couple, a mother with three children, and a teenage boy
supporting a wounded man.

”Negative,” Serj responded, his assessment purely tactical. “Terrain
analysis indicates 8% survival probability with current civilian vari-
ables. Extraction window compromised.”

Alexei’s expression tightened. “These people die if we leave them.”

”These people die with 92% probability if we attempt extraction,”
Serj countered, already mapping their own escape route through the
northern ravine.

Through the broken window, he could see separatist forces establishing
firing positions. Their coordinated movements suggested former mil-
itary training rather than irregular militia—a tactical complication
that further reduced survival probabilities.

The youngest child—a girl perhaps four years old—watched Serj with
wide, terrified eyes, her small hand clutching her mother’s sleeve.
Despite her fear, she remained silent, somehow understanding that
sound meant danger.

”We can create a diversion,” Alexei argued, checking his remaining
ammunition. “Draw them east while you move the civilians west
through the creek bed.”

”Tactical assessment indicates diversion effectiveness below 12%,”
Serj replied, the numbers clear in his precise mind. “Separation
compromises both objectives with minimal gain.”

”Not everything is about the numbers, brother.” Alexei’s voice carried
an edge Serj rarely heard. “Sometimes it’s about what we can live
with afterward.”

Before Serj could respond, the distinctive sound of rocket propulsion
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cut through the air. The separatists had deployed heavier weaponry
than intelligence had indicated.

”RPG!” Serj called, already moving to shield the civilians. The rocket
struck the adjacent structure, the concussive force sending debris and
superheated air through their temporary shelter. Serj felt the impact
against his tactical vest, automatically calculating damage distribu-
tion even as he maintained position to protect the civilians behind
him.

When the dust cleared, two realities became immediately evident: the
northern extraction route was now completely compromised, and the
building’s structural integrity would fail within minutes.

”New assessment required,” Serj stated, blood running from a lacera-
tion above his eye, the injury registered but deprioritised.

”We need to split them up,” Alexei replied, helping the elderly woman
back to her feet. “Small groups have better evasion probability.”

For once, Serj couldn’t immediately calculate the statistical
outcomes—too many variables, too many unknowns. But he
recognised the tactical necessity of adaptation.

They divided the civilians—Alexei taking the mother and children
toward the western creek bed, Serj guiding the elderly couple, teenager,
and wounded man toward a southern shepherd’s path that might avoid
separatist detection.

”Rendezvous at extraction point Bravo in forty minutes,” Alexei con-
firmed. “If either group doesn’t arrive, the other continues to extrac-
tion.”

Serj nodded once, understanding the implication: mission completion
would be measured in civilians saved, not necessarily in team survival.

As they separated, the little girl looked back at Serj, her expression
shifting from terror to something like trust—a belief that this large,
serious man would somehow make things right. The responsibility
registered in ways his tactical assessments couldn’t fully process.
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The extraction became a nightmare of tactical adjustments and near-
misses. Serj guided his group through mountain terrain while sepa-
ratist forces established an increasingly comprehensive search grid.
The wounded man’s condition deteriorated, necessitating frequent
stops that compromised their movement timeline.

They reached the extraction point seventeen minutes after the estab-
lished rendezvous time. The clearing was empty—no sign of Alexei
or his group.

Serj established defensive position, calculating probabilities while
scanning approach vectors. The elderly couple huddled together,
their weathered faces reflecting a lifetime of enduring hardship.
The teenager maintained vigilance despite obvious exhaustion, his
determination a tactical asset amid deteriorating situation.

Twenty-six minutes after their arrival, movement in the southern tree
line triggered Serj’s immediate defensive response. Through his rifle
scope, he identified Alexei—alone, bloodied, moving with compromised
tactical efficiency indicating injury.

Serj provided covering fire while Alexei made his way to their position,
collapsing behind the natural stone barrier they’d used for cover.

”Separatists established checkpoint at the creek crossing,” Alexei re-
ported, his breathing laboured. “We tried to find another route, but
they had positioned snipers on the ridge.”

Serj processed this information, the tactical implications immediately
clear. “The civilians?”

Alexei’s eyes met his, no words needed.

The extraction helicopter arrived fourteen minutes later, the pilot
executing a combat landing that allowed minimal exposure. As they
loaded the surviving civilians, Serj found himself scanning the tree
line—not just for enemy combatants, but for any sign of the mother
and children, despite knowing the tactical reality.

The little girl’s trusting eyes remained in his mind as the helicopter
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lifted away from the burning village. His tactical assessment had been
accurate—the probability of saving everyone had been minimal. Yet
accuracy provided no tactical advantage in the face of partial mission
failure.

”We got four out,” Alexei said during the flight back to base, correctly
reading Serj’s silence. “Four who would have died otherwise.”

”Operational objective included all civilians,” Serj replied, his face
revealing nothing of the calculations occurring behind his impassive
expression.

”Sometimes partial success is all that’s possible,” Alexei countered.
“We make the best decisions with the information available.”

Serj didn’t respond immediately, his mind processing not just tactical
outcomes but a new variable entering his operational considerations:
the weight of those left behind.

”Next time,” he said finally, “we need better extraction parameters.”

The memory faded as Serj navigated through Moscow’s evening traf-
fic. For a moment, Mikhail’s serious expression triggered pattern
recognition—a reflection of another child from decades earlier, facing
loss with premature composure. The parallel registered in Serj’s me-
thodical mind, not as emotion but as tactical awareness: the children
represented both mission parameters and something more fundamen-
tal.

Viktor Belikov had died not in deliberate sacrifice but in protection
of what mattered most. His final words established parameters that
transcended Centre protocols or command directives. The mission
had evolved beyond extraction to protection and exposure—securing
the family while revealing the corruption that had necessitated their
flight.

The thumb drive in Serj’s vest contained everything needed to dis-
mantle the network that had compromised the Centre itself—the
evidence Vasiliev had begun collecting, that Sokolov had expanded,
that Ryzhov had verified, and that Viktor had completed. The sys-
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tematic corruption that diverted resources from Russia’s security to
private pockets, that eliminated those who noticed the pattern.

The tactical approach remained unchanged: secure the family, ob-
tain medical intervention, establish protective parameters. But the
operational context had expanded—not through emotional conver-
sion but through principle recognition. Children deserved protection.
Corruption required exposure. Russia’s true interests needed defence
against those claiming to represent them while serving themselves.

The mission was still the mission. But Viktor Belikov had defined
its parameters with his final moments.

And Serj Romanov would complete it with characteristic precision.

I’ll write Chapter 15: The Promise as outlined, keeping true to the
structure and pacing guide, Serj’s character, and the time period.
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The Promise

Outside Moscow, March 2014
The bitter wind sliced through the abandoned hunting cabin’s
wooden walls, whistling through cracks with mournful persistence.
Thirty kilometres north-east of Moscow, the dilapidated structure
had been one of Serj’s contingency locations—documented in neither
Centre records nor his official safe house registry. The cabin existed
in a tactical blind spot he had cultivated over years of operation,
one of several contingency resources established outside official
parameters.

Serj completed his third perimeter check, cataloguing approach vec-
tors, defensive positions, and extraction routes with methodical preci-
sion. Snow had begun falling, providing both tactical advantage and
complication—covering their tracks while potentially limiting mobil-
ity. The van had been concealed in a collapsing shed fifty metres
north, its heat signature already dissipating beneath the insulating
snowfall.

Inside the cabin’s main room, Elena Belikova lay on a narrow cot,
her breathing increasingly laboured, skin pale with the unmistak-
able grey undertone of advancing shock. The compression bandage
on her upper arm had been replaced twice in the past hour, each
time showing more blood than Serj’s tactical assessment considered
sustainable.

Peredelkino had been compromised. As they’d approached the doc-
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tor’s residence on Lesnaya Street, Serj had identified the telltale signs
of an operational stakeout—vehicles with excessive condensation on
windows indicating prolonged stationary positioning, subtle commu-
nication antenna configurations visible on rooftops, and the distinc-
tive movement patterns of surveillance teams attempting to appear
casual.

“Centre tactical team,” he had informed Elena, already executing a
precision turn that would avoid surveillance cameras. “Three vehi-
cles, approximately eight operatives. They anticipated our approach
vector.”

Elena had nodded weakly, professional understanding cutting
through her deteriorating condition. “Of course. They’d monitor
medical contacts for anyone with trauma experience.”

The tactical adjustment had been immediate and necessary, but the
medical implications remained critical. Without proper surgical in-
tervention, Elena’s condition would continue its steady decline—a
calculation Serj had processed with clinical detachment even as he’d
implemented their contingency route to the hunting cabin.

Now, six hours later, that calculation had reached its inevitable con-
clusion.

“Tea,” Mikhail announced, emerging from the cabin’s small kitchen
area with a steaming cup clutched carefully in both hands. At nine
years old, the boy moved with remarkable composure, his actions
purposeful and controlled despite the obvious strain around his eyes.

Serj observed as Mikhail approached his mother, helping her into
a semi-reclined position with gentle efficiency. The boy’s methodi-
cal care registered as both tactically sound and something beyond
operational parameters—a connection Serj categorised without fully
processing.

“Thank you, Misha,” Elena whispered, her voice barely audible over
the wind rattling the cabin’s loose window frames.

In the corner, Anya slept on a makeshift bed of blankets, her small
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body curled protectively around the stuffed rabbit she’d insisted on
bringing during their hasty departure. Exhaustion had finally over-
come the six-year-old’s determined alertness. Even in sleep, her fea-
tures maintained the pinched worry of a child forced into premature
understanding.

Serj knelt beside Elena, his massive frame somehow compact in the
confined space. His face betrayed nothing of the tactical calculations
running through his mind—extraction routes, pursuit probabilities,
resource limitations.

“Pulse weakening,” he noted, fingers pressed against her wrist with
practised precision. “Temperature elevated. Field treatment reached
maximum effectiveness.”

Elena’s lips curved slightly. “Always the tactical assessment.” No
reproach coloured her tone, only professional recognition. “What’s
your operational conclusion?”

“Medical intervention required within approximately four hours,”
Serj replied, the time-frame a clinical calculation rather than
emotional euphemism. “Nearest secure medical facility remains
compromised. Alternative options limited by pursuit parameters.”

She nodded, accepting the assessment with the same professional
detachment. “I need to speak with you,” she said, her gaze shifting
meaningfully toward Mikhail. “Misha, check on your sister, please.”

The boy hesitated, clearly recognising the dismissal for what it
was. His eyes—so like his father’s—revealed a child’s desperate
hope briefly overwhelming practised discipline. Then, with visible
effort, he straightened his shoulders and moved to his sister’s side,
positioning himself to maintain line of sight to his mother while
fulfilling her request.

“The children,” Elena whispered once Mikhail was out of immediate
hearing. Her fingers clutched weakly at Serj’s wrist, the grip lacking
strength but conveying unmistakable urgency. “You must take them
to my family. My grandmother in Novgorod Oblast.”
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Serj processed this new information methodically. “Your family
wasn’t in the intelligence files.”

A ghost of a smile touched Elena’s bloodless lips. “Viktor was careful.
He kept my family separate from his work… from our life in Moscow.
The authorities… they won’t know about them.”

Serj nodded once, cataloguing this tactical advantage. “Location
details.”

“Village called Malinovka. Twenty kilometres east of Borovichi.” Her
breathing grew more laboured, each word requiring visible effort.
“My grandmother’s house stands alone… past the church. Blue fence.
Tatiana Sorokina.”

Serj committed the information to memory, already mapping po-
tential routes that would avoid major checkpoints and surveillance
systems. Elena’s condition, however, presented a critical variable.
Even with the medical supplies he’d acquired during their escape,
her probability of surviving transportation to Novgorod Oblast was
minimal.

Elena seemed to read his assessment. “I won’t make it there.”

It wasn’t a question, and Serj didn’t offer false reassurance. Tactical
reality demanded acknowledgement. “The injury is severe. Trans-
portation risks accelerating blood loss.”

She nodded slightly, her eyes closing briefly before she forced them
open again with visible determination. “Then you must promise me.
Take my children to Tatiana. She will protect them.”

“Tactical extraction is complicated by pursuit parameters,” Serj
stated, not as refusal but as operational assessment. “Directorate N
has significant resources.”

“But you’ll do it anyway.” Again, not a question.

Serj considered this with his characteristic thoroughness. The mis-
sion parameters had already shifted from elimination to protection.
The tactical complexity had increased exponentially. Yet the ob-
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jective remained clear: neutralise the threat to these children, who
represented no legitimate security risk to Russia.

“Yes,” he confirmed simply.

Elena studied his face with unexpected intensity, as if searching for
something beyond his words. “Why?” she asked. “Why risk every-
thing for children you don’t know?”

Serj’s response came without hesitation, framed in his precise, an-
alytical language. “Your children are not legitimate targets. Their
elimination serves personal corruption, not state security. That dis-
tinction is operationally significant.”

A single tear traced a path down Elena’s cheek, but her expression
wasn’t one of sorrow. It was recognition. “You have principles,” she
whispered. “Not emotions, perhaps, but principles. That’s enough.”

His mind flashed back unbidden—

Moscow, December 2012. Fifteen months earlier.

The safe house was sparse but functional—a nondescript apartment
in Moscow’s southern district, maintained off official records for con-
tingency operations. Alexei sat at the kitchen table, a bottle of vodka
between them, two glasses filled precisely to the same level.

”To forty-two successful operations,” Alexei said, raising his glass with
a tired smile. The Odessa mission had been tactically challenging—
extraction of a defecting Ukrainian intelligence officer with valuable
information on border security protocols.

”Operational efficiency,” Serj acknowledged, taking a measured sip of
the vodka. The burn registered as a physiological response rather than
emotional indulgence.

”You know, most partners celebrate more enthusiastically,” Alexei
noted, refilling both glasses with practised precision. “Maybe share
war stories, complain about command, wonder if what we’re doing
actually matters.”
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”Tactical reflection improves operational performance,” Serj replied,
his statement neither agreement nor rejection.

Alexei studied him, the familiar assessment in his eyes—part admi-
ration, part concern. “Have you ever wondered if we’ll reach a point
where the mission itself is wrong? Not tactically, but fundamentally?”

”Mission parameters are established through proper channels,” Serj
stated, the response automatic after years of perfect operational com-
pliance.

”And if those channels are compromised?” Alexei pressed, his voice
lowering despite the secure location. “If the ones giving orders are
serving themselves instead of Russia?”

Serj considered this with characteristic thoroughness. The ques-
tion represented a significant theoretical variable—command struc-
ture compromise would fundamentally alter operational integrity.

”In such a scenario, operational parameters would require independent
verification,” he concluded after precisely four seconds of analysis.

Alexei leaned forward, something intense in his expression. “And
if verification confirmed corruption? If you discovered the missions
themselves were wrong—that we’d been eliminating innocent Russians
instead of actual threats?”

The theoretical scenario registered as low probability but tactically
significant. Serj processed it with methodical precision, assessing
implications rather than emotional responses.

”Operational adaptability would be required,” he answered finally.
“Mission parameters would need realignment to serve true security
interests rather than compromised directives.”

”You’d go against orders?” Alexei clarified, surprise evident in his
voice.

”If verification established command corruption, continued compliance
would constitute operational failure,” Serj explained, his logic pre-
cise and uncompromising. “The mission would remain the mission—
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protection of legitimate Russian interests—but execution parameters
would require independent determination.”

A slow smile spread across Alexei’s face. “Sometimes I forget how
entirely logical you are,” he said, something like relief in his tone.
“Most men need moral outrage to justify disobedience. You just need
sufficient data points.”

He raised his glass again, his expression shifting to unexpected seri-
ousness. “Promise me something, brother.”

Serj waited, recognising the significance in Alexei’s tone.

”Promise that if things ever go wrong—if the Centre itself becomes
compromised—you’ll trust your own tactical assessment. Not what
they tell you, but what you observe.”

The request registered as operationally sound rather than emotionally
driven. Independent verification represented tactical thoroughness,
not insubordination.

”I promise,” Serj replied simply.

Alexei nodded, satisfaction evident in his expression. “Blood broth-
ers,” he said, extending his hand across the table.

”Blood brothers,” Serj confirmed, clasping his partner’s hand with
measured strength, the oath between them transcending standard op-
erational parameters.

—Serj returned to the present as Elena’s grip on his wrist tightened
fractionally, her strength fading but determination undiminished.

“I need your word,” she insisted, professional composure temporarily
giving way to maternal urgency. “Not just tactical acknowledgement.
Your word that my children will reach safety.”

Serj understood the distinction she was drawing—not between inten-
tion and action, but between operational parameters and personal
commitment. The difference registered as tactically significant.

“You have my word,” he stated, the phrase carrying a weight beyond
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standard operational assurance. “I will ensure your children reach
Tatiana Sorokina in Malinovka, and be safe.”

Elena’s eyes held his for a long moment before she nodded, tension
visibly leaving her body. “Thank you,” she whispered.

She gestured weakly toward the small side table where Serj had
placed his tactical equipment. “My wedding ring. It has… sentimen-
tal value for the children. And practical value if resources become
limited.”

Serj retrieved the simple gold band, noting both its emotional signif-
icance and practical application with equal attention. Elena slipped
it from her finger with difficulty, her hands trembling with advancing
weakness.

“Mikhail,” she called, her voice strengthening briefly through pure
determination.

The boy approached immediately, his movements betraying the care-
ful control he was maintaining. Behind him, Anya stirred on her
makeshift bed, small hands rubbing sleepy eyes.

“Come here, both of you,” Elena said, managing to raise her unin-
jured arm in beckoning.

Anya scrambled across the room, pressing herself against her
mother’s side with desperate need. Mikhail followed more slowly,
his young face a mask of premature understanding.

“Listen carefully,” Elena told them, her voice steady despite her fail-
ing strength. “You’re going to your great-grandmother Tatiana’s
house. Remember our summer visits? The blue fence and the apple
trees?”

Anya nodded, her small face lighting with recognition. “Where the
chickens chased me.”

A ghost of a smile touched Elena’s lips. “Yes, sweetheart. Those
very same chickens.” Her gaze shifted to Mikhail, something passing
between them that transcended words—the silent communication of
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a mother transferring responsibility to a child too young for such
burdens.

“Misha,” she continued, her voice softening. “You remember Protocol
Seven?”

The boy straightened, swallowing hard before nodding. “Yes, Mama.
New identities, no electronic contact, maintain cover story at all
times.”

“Good boy. You’ll need to help Anya remember. And you must trust
Serj. He’ll keep you safe until you reach Babushka Tatiana.”

Elena pressed her wedding ring into Mikhail’s palm, closing his fin-
gers around it. “Keep this safe for me. For both of you.”

Tears filled the boy’s eyes, but he blinked them back with visible
effort. “I will,” he promised, his voice small but determined.

Elena turned to her daughter, brushing a strand of dark hair from
the girl’s forehead. “Anya, you must be very brave now. Listen to
your brother and do exactly as he and Serj tell you.”

“I don’t want to go without you,” Anya whispered, her lower lip
trembling.

“I know, little bird.” Elena’s voice caught briefly before professional
control reasserted itself. “But sometimes we must do difficult things
to protect what matters most. Do you remember what Papa always
says about being brave?”

“Being brave means doing what’s right even when you’re scared,”
Anya recited, the familiar phrase clearly a household mantra.

“Exactly.” Elena held her daughter’s gaze. “I need you to be brave
now. For me. For Papa.”

Anya nodded solemnly, tears streaming silently down her small face.

Elena gathered both children against her as best she could with
one functioning arm, her gaze meeting Serj’s over their heads. No
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words were needed—the tactical understanding between them com-
plete. She was entrusting him with what mattered most, and he had
given his word.

“I need to check the perimeter,” Serj stated, recognising the family’s
need for private moments even as he maintained operational aware-
ness. “The snowfall provides tactical advantage for our departure.
We should move within two hours.”

Elena nodded gratefully, her professional training allowing her to
recognise both the tactical truth and the deliberate space he was
providing.

Outside, the snow had intensified, transforming the sparse forest into
a landscape of shadow and light. Serj moved through the growing
drifts with practised efficiency, his mind processing tactical variables
alongside this unexpected operational commitment.

The promise he had made represented a significant deviation from
standard protocols—not just protecting these children temporarily,
but ensuring their safe delivery to a location hundreds of kilometres
away, through multiple security cordons, while being hunted by the
very organisation that had trained him.

Yet the tactical approach remained clear. The mission parameters
had shifted, but the mission itself continued—protection of legitimate
Russian interests. These children represented Russia’s future, their
elimination serving only corrupt personal gain rather than national
security.

Principles, Elena had said. Not emotions, but principles.

The distinction registered as operationally significant. Serj had elim-
inated forty-nine targets with perfect efficiency, never questioning
beyond tactical parameters. But parameters required validity, and
validity required verification. The command structure had become
compromised, the targeting system corrupted.

As he completed his perimeter check, Serj’s mind calculated extrac-
tion routes, transportation requirements, resource allocation. The
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tactical complexity was substantial but manageable with proper plan-
ning and execution.

He returned to the cabin to find Elena’s condition had deteriorated
significantly in the brief time he’d been outside. Her breathing had
grown shallow, skin waxy with the unmistakable signs of advanced
shock. Mikhail sat beside her, holding her hand with careful atten-
tion to the intravenous line Serj had established earlier. Anya had
curled against her mother’s side, small face buried against Elena’s
shoulder.

Elena’s eyes met his, professional acknowledgement passing between
them. No words were needed—the tactical reality was clear to both.

“We need to prepare for departure,” Serj stated, his voice neutral
but pitched low enough not to disturb Anya, who appeared to have
fallen asleep again.

Mikhail looked up, something in his expression suggesting he under-
stood precisely what was happening—a child forced into premature
comprehension.

“She won’t be coming with us, will she?” he asked quietly.

Serj considered various responses, weighing tactical accuracy against
what he recognised as the boy’s need for direct truth.

“No,” he confirmed simply. “Her condition has progressed beyond
field treatment capabilities.”

Mikhail nodded once, swallowing hard before turning back to his
mother. Elena’s eyes had closed, but her breathing indicated con-
sciousness, if barely.

“I understand, Mama,” the boy whispered. “I’ll take care of Anya. I
promise.”

Elena’s lips curved slightly, though her eyes remained closed. Her
hand squeezed her son’s weakly before relaxing.

Serj moved to prepare their departure—gathering essential supplies,
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organising tactical equipment, establishing evacuation protocols. His
actions were methodical, each movement precisely calibrated for max-
imum efficiency.

As he worked, his mind continued processing this unusual operational
commitment. The mission had transformed from elimination to pro-
tection, from serving compromised command to honouring a direct
promise. The tactical complexity had increased exponentially, yet
the objective remained clear.

Mikhail approached as Serj was checking the medical supplies, the
boy’s movements deliberately quiet to avoid waking his sister.

“My mother won’t survive until morning,” he stated, the clinical
assessment incongruous from a nine-year-old.

Serj met the boy’s eyes. Something in Mikhail’s direct gaze—so like
his father’s—made Serj adjust his typical response pattern.

“No,” he confirmed, voice softening almost imperceptibly. “She
won’t.”

Mikhail nodded, absorbing this with remarkable composure. “Will
you teach me how to protect my sister? Like you protected us?”

The question registered as tactically sound rather than emotionally
driven. The boy was seeking practical knowledge for operational ne-
cessity, not comfort. Still, beneath the words lay something more
fundamental—a child grasping for control in an uncontrollable situ-
ation.

“Yes,” Serj replied, allowing more certainty into his voice than usual.
“Basic protective protocols appropriate for your capabilities. Enough
to keep her safe.”

“Thank you,” Mikhail said, his voice steady despite the unmistakable
grief in his eyes. He hesitated, then added, “My father trusted you.
I don’t know why, but he did.”

Serj considered this assessment. “Your father recognised operational
integrity. Training perspective.”
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A ghost of a smile touched the boy’s lips—a brief expression so like
his father’s that pattern recognition triggered immediately in Serj’s
mind.

“He would say you have a good heart under all that tactical assess-
ment,” Mikhail noted, his observation surprisingly perceptive for his
age. “My mother thinks so too.”

Serj processed this statement without immediate response. ‘Heart’
represented an emotional framework he didn’t utilise, yet he recog-
nised the underlying tactical reality—his operational reassessment
had been based on principle verification rather than emotional re-
sponse.

“Operational parameters require ethical validation,” he stated finally.
“Your parents understood this distinction.”

Mikhail seemed to accept this explanation, or at least recognise it as
the best he would receive. He returned to his mother’s side, resuming
his careful vigil with a maturity beyond his years.

Through the cabin’s small window, Serj observed the strengthening
snowfall, calculating how it would affect their departure timeline.
The weather provided tactical advantage—limiting aerial surveil-
lance, masking heat signatures, covering tracks—but also created
transportation complications that required precise planning.

His mind returned to the promise he had made—not just to Elena,
but to Alexei years earlier. To trust his own tactical assessment
when command became compromised. To recognise when mission
parameters required independent verification.

That time had come. The evidence was conclusive, the pattern es-
tablished beyond statistical doubt. The Centre had been weaponised
against those who threatened corruption rather than those who
threatened Russia. His skills had been misdirected, his perfect
operational record tainted by false target designations.

Serj’s expression revealed nothing of these tactical calculations as
he continued preparations. To any observer, he remained the per-
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fect operative—methodical, efficient, controlled. The perfect weapon,
precisely aimed.

But now, for the first time, he controlled the targeting system. And
he had given his word.

Elena Belikova died at 03:17, her passing so quiet that only Serj’s
tactical vigilance registered the moment when her breathing stopped.
Mikhail, who had finally succumbed to exhaustion beside her, con-
tinued his light sleep, one hand still clutching his mother’s. Anya
remained curled against her other side, small face peaceful in the
innocence of childhood slumber.

Serj approached silently, confirming Elena’s condition with clinical
precision—no pulse, no respiration, pupils fixed and dilated. He gen-
tly removed the IV line, closing her eyes with practised efficiency.
The body would need to remain at the cabin—a tactical necessity
that would provide verification of death while allowing them to de-
part before dawn.

He allowed the children to sleep for precisely two more hours—the
optimal balance between necessary rest and departure timeline. At
05:23, he woke Mikhail with a light touch to the shoulder, the boy
coming alert with immediate awareness.

“It’s time,” Serj stated simply.

Mikhail nodded, his gaze falling on his mother’s still form. Some-
thing passed across his young face—grief immediately contained, con-
trolled, compartmentalised. The similarity to Serj’s own psychologi-
cal processes registered as tactically significant.

“I’ll wake Anya,” the boy said, his voice steady.

Serj watched as Mikhail gently roused his sister, explaining their
mother’s condition with carefully selected words—truthful but mea-
sured, emphasising that Elena had been brave and would want them
to be brave too.

Anya’s tears came as expected, the small girl clinging to her brother
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with desperate need. But even in her grief, she demonstrated remark-
able restraint—not the hysterical breakdown tactically predicted for
a child her age, but a quieter sorrow that suggested previous prepa-
ration for such circumstances.

These children had been trained, Serj realised. Not in the brutal fash-
ion of his own upbringing, but in purposeful resilience—intelligence
officers preparing their children for the possibility of family separa-
tion or loss.

“We need to bury her,” Mikhail stated after his sister’s tears had
subsided. Not a question.

Serj assessed this statement with characteristic thoroughness. The
tactical considerations were straightforward: leaving the body cre-
ated an evidence trail and psychological vulnerability; proper burial
required time but provided closure and reduced emotional variables;
additional delay at this location increased pursuit risk but improved
future operational efficiency by stabilising the children’s psychologi-
cal state.

“The ground is frozen,” Serj replied, his tone neither dismissive nor
agreeing. “Excavation would require significant time and resources
we don’t currently possess.”

“We can’t just leave her,” Anya whispered, her small fingers clutching
her stuffed rabbit tightly against her chest.

Mikhail stood straighter, his eyes meeting Serj’s with unexpected
directness. “My father taught us that we honour our fallen. Always.”

Something in the boy’s phrasing triggered recognition in Serj’s ana-
lytical mind—the same language used in Spetsnaz training regarding
fallen comrades. Viktor Belikov’s background clearly included more
operational experience than his official file had indicated.

“Tactical assessment suggests departure within two hours,” Serj
stated, already recalculating variables. “Storm conditions provide
temporary protection from aerial surveillance, but ground pursuit
protocols will intensify by 09:00.”
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“Please,” Mikhail said, the single word carrying unexpected weight.

Serj studied both children, noting the tension in their postures, the
determination beneath their grief. A tactical calculation formed in
his methodical mind: their psychological stability would directly im-
pact operational effectiveness during the complex extraction to Nov-
gorod Oblast. Proper closure would improve their compliance and
resilience during the journey.

“We will not leave her exposed,” he acknowledged finally. “Tempo-
rary measures now, proper protocols when tactically feasible.”

Relief visibly washed over both children, their shoulders relaxing
incrementally.

“Rest now,” Serj directed, his voice maintaining its usual measured
calm. “Three hours until dawn. We’ll implement appropriate mea-
sures before departure.”

As the children returned to their makeshift beds, Serj continued his
preparations. His mind processed the operational complexities with
mechanical precision, cataloguing resource requirements, calculating
pursuit probabilities, mapping extraction routes.

The promise he’d made to Elena Belikova represented a fundamental
shift in his operational parameters. For the first time in fifteen years
of perfect service, he had accepted a mission that directly contra-
dicted command directives. Not from emotional conversion or moral
awakening, but from principle verification. The Centre had been
compromised at the highest levels. The targeting system had been
corrupted. His skills had been misdirected.

Through the cabin’s small window, Serj observed the strengthening
snowfall, tactical advantages and complications registering simulta-
neously in his assessment. The weather would provide natural con-
cealment while potentially limiting pursuit vehicles’ effectiveness on
secondary roads—a variable that favoured their extraction if properly
leveraged.

He glanced at the children, now sleeping fitfully on their makeshift
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beds. Mikhail’s arm remained protectively around his sister, even in
sleep. The boy’s careful composure, his disciplined control of emo-
tion, his tactical awareness despite his age—all registered in Serj’s
methodical mind as operationally significant.

These children would survive. Not because of emotional attachment
or sentimental motivation, but because Serj Romanov had given his
word. And in the precise calculation of his analytical mind, that
word now carried the same weight as any operational directive from
the Centre had once held.

The mission was still the mission. But for the first time, Serj himself
had defined the parameters.

You’re right - the explanation needs to be more plausible, and tying
it to Serj’s background would be much more effective. Let me revise
that section:
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Hunter Deployed

Moscow, March 2014
Colonel Zakharov paced the length of the tactical operations centre,
his measured steps betraying none of the fury evident in his tightly
controlled voice. Twenty hours had passed since the Belikov op-
eration had transformed from standard elimination to catastrophic
compromise.

“Three tactical teams neutralised,” he stated, reviewing the data on
the central display. “Seventeen operatives either dead or incapaci-
tated. An apartment building partially collapsed. And our primary
target not only escaped but took his entire family with him.”

General Orlov stood at the operations table, his immaculate uniform
contrasting with the barely contained chaos surrounding them. An-
alysts moved with urgent purpose between workstations, tracking
surveillance feeds, monitoring communication channels, and coordi-
nating pursuit resources.

“Belikov is confirmed dead,” one analyst reported, looking up from
his station. “Body recovered at the industrial complex safe house.
Multiple gunshot wounds.”

“And the others?” Orlov demanded.

“No confirmation. Private security contractors reported engaging Ro-
manov and the remaining Belikov family members, but lost contact
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during the firefight. Satellite thermal imaging detected a vehicle leav-
ing the area approximately twenty minutes after the engagement.”

Zakharov’s thin lips compressed into a bloodless line. “The most
significant operational compromise in Centre history, and we have
nothing. No location, no trajectory, no actionable intelligence.”

“Sir,” another analyst called, “preliminary analysis of Belikov’s home
office confirms our worst fears. His research into procurement irreg-
ularities was extensive. If that documentation reaches the Defence
Minister or the press—”

“It won’t,” Orlov interrupted, his voice carrying absolute certainty
despite the tactical chaos surrounding them. “We need specialised
resources. Not standard pursuit teams.”

“I’ve already selected the appropriate operative,” Zakharov replied,
moving to the communications terminal. “Recall Volkov from Kyiv.
Immediate priority.”

The operations centre continued its controlled frenzy as Zakharov
turned to the surveillance chief. “What do we know about Romanov’s
movements?”

The surveillance specialist manipulated the main display, highlight-
ing a scattered pattern of red dots across Moscow’s outskirts. “Last
confirmed visual at 02:17 near Khimki. Vehicle matching descrip-
tion spotted at a fuel station at 04:23 near Klin. Direction suggests
northern movement, but we’ve lost the trail since then.”

“He knows our surveillance grid,” Orlov noted. “He’s been systemat-
ically exploiting the blind spots.”

“Of course he has,” Zakharov replied, his frustration momentarily
visible before professional control reasserted itself. “He designed half
of them.”

The tactical assessment was unmistakable: Serj Romanov, the Cen-
tre’s most effective operative, had not only gone rogue but was using
his intimate knowledge of their systems against them. Forty-nine
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successful operations had taught him precisely how to evade the very
organisation that had shaped him into the perfect weapon.

“Sir,” the communications officer called, “Volkov has acknowledged
recall. ETA Moscow three hours.”

Zakharov nodded, turning back to the tactical display. “Maintain
surveillance patterns. Expand border monitoring protocols. All
checkpoints on high alert. I want every camera, every sensor, every
available resource focused on finding Romanov and the Belikovs.”

As the operational tempo increased around him, Zakharov moved to
the secure briefing room adjacent to the main centre. Orlov followed,
closing the door behind them.

“This goes beyond operational compromise,” the general stated once
they were alone. “If Belikov’s documentation reaches the Minister,
the entire Crimea operation could be jeopardized.”

“Not just the operation,” Zakharov replied, his voice lowered despite
the room’s security protocols. “Our entire arrangement with Kazan
would be exposed. Fifteen years of carefully structured cooperation,
dismantled by one analyst’s misplaced conscience.”

“And now his evidence is in the hands of our most effective operative,”
Orlov added, the implications hanging between them like a physical
weight. “The perfect weapon, turned against its wielders.”

Zakharov’s thin smile held no humour. “Every weapon can be neu-
tralised with the proper approach. Volkov knows Romanov better
than anyone. If anyone can find him, it’s his blood brother.”

“And if Volkov’s loyalty proves as flexible as Romanov’s?”

“Then we’ll eliminate two problems instead of one.”

Three hours later, Alexei Volkov stood before the tactical display,
his expression revealing nothing as he studied the scattered pattern
of sightings and reported contacts. His journey from Kyiv had been
expedited through Centre protocols, the operational urgency evident
in the resources deployed for his rapid return.
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“Northern movement pattern,” he observed, tracing the progression
of confirmed sightings. “Deliberate, not random. He has a specific
destination.”

Zakharov stood beside him, watching Alexei’s analysis with calculat-
ing eyes. “The question is where. Every hour increases the risk that
Belikov’s documentation reaches unintended recipients.”

Alexei continued studying the pattern, his mind working through
the tactical calculations with methodical precision. “He’s protecting
the Belikov family now, not just evading pursuit. That changes his
operational parameters.”

“Psychological assessment suggests a significant operational devia-
tion,” Zakharov said. “The first in his entire career.”

Alexei kept his focus on the map, offering no comment on this charac-
terisation. “He wouldn’t use any location in Centre records. Nothing
connected to his official identity or operational history.”

“That much we’ve deduced,” Zakharov said with barely concealed
impatience. “Every known safe house and contingency location has
been searched.”

“Serj operates on tactical efficiency, not emotional preference,” Alexei
continued, ignoring the colonel’s tone. “He needs isolation combined
with defensive positioning. Somewhere with minimal surveillance
coverage and multiple extraction routes.”

His finger tapped a region north-east of Moscow. “Three possibilities.
A hunting preserve near Sergiev Posad. An abandoned military com-
munications outpost near Kalyazin. Or the forest district outside
Nerl.”

“Based on what evidence?” Zakharov demanded.

“Not evidence. Knowledge.” Alexei looked up from the map. “Fif-
teen years of joint operations teaches you how a man thinks. These
locations provide optimal defensive characteristics while maintaining
proximity to necessary resources.”
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Zakharov studied him with narrowed eyes. “You’re suggesting per-
sonal knowledge of contingency locations outside official protocols.”

“I’m suggesting informed tactical assessment based on operational
experience,” Alexei replied evenly. “Serj thinks systematically. These
locations represent the most efficient balance of tactical security and
practical necessity.”

After a moment’s consideration, Zakharov nodded. “We’ll deploy
teams to all three locations.”

“No,” Alexei countered firmly. “Standard pursuit teams would be
neutralised before they could establish effective perimeter. Serj
would detect their approach and relocate before engagement.”

“What do you propose instead?”

“I go alone. Small footprint, minimal electronic signature, maximum
operational flexibility.”

Zakharov’s surprise was visible despite his practised control. “Alone
against Romanov? He’s already neutralised seventeen operatives.”

“In group tactical approaches that followed standard Centre proto-
cols,” Alexei noted. “I know his methods because I helped develop
them. Alone, I can approach using counter-patterns he won’t antici-
pate.”

The colonel considered this assessment for a moment before shaking
his head. “Unacceptable. You’ll have a support team. Mr. Kazan’s
private security resources are already mobilised and awaiting deploy-
ment.”

Alexei’s displeasure registered briefly in his eyes before professional
discipline reasserted itself. “Private contractors lack the operational
discipline for this type of approach. Their presence increases proba-
bility of detection.”

“Your concerns are noted,” Zakharov replied, his tone making clear
the matter was not open for discussion. “However, the stakes are
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too high to risk failure. You will command the operation, but with
a support team of Kazan’s specialists.”

Alexei recognised the tactical necessity of accepting these parameters,
however suboptimal. “Understood, Colonel.”

“Which location will you check first?”

“The hunting cabin near Sergiev Posad,” Alexei replied without hes-
itation. “It offers the best combination of defensive positioning and
resource access. Optimal for protecting civilians while maintaining
tactical advantage.”

“You’ll need specialised equipment,” Zakharov stated, decision ap-
parently made. “Complete resource authorisation. This operation
supersedes all other priorities.”

“I’ll need six hours for preparation,” Alexei responded, already men-
tally cataloguing the necessary resources. “And I’ll need details on
the private contractors assigned to the operation.”

Zakharov nodded. “Eight operatives from Kazan’s personal security
team. Former military, experienced in recovery operations. They’ll
follow your tactical direction but report directly to me regarding
mission status.”

The implication was clear: the contractors would serve as both op-
erational support and insurance against any potential wavering in
Alexei’s loyalty.

“How do you want to handle this, Volkov?” Zakharov continued,
studying him with calculating intensity. “Romanov isn’t some ran-
dom target. You were blood brothers in Spetsnaz.”

“The Belikovs must be secured,” Alexei replied, his voice carefully
modulated to reveal nothing beyond professional assessment. “Ro-
manov must be contained and questioned regarding Belikov’s docu-
mentation.”

“And after questioning?” Zakharov pressed.
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Alexei met his gaze steadily. “Complete resolution. Romanov knows
our methods, our safe houses, our operational parameters. His con-
tinued existence represents an unacceptable vulnerability.”

Something like satisfaction flickered across Zakharov’s features. “Pre-
cisely. I’m pleased to see your personal history with Romanov won’t
complicate operational necessities.”

“The mission is the mission,” Alexei stated, the familiar phrase car-
rying weight beyond its simple words.

As he turned to leave, Zakharov called after him. “One more thing,
Volkov. We’ve discovered Romanov accessed highly classified files
yesterday, just before the Belikov operation. Not just procurement
records, but Crimea deployment specifications, strategic assessments,
command protocols. This situation has become a matter of national
security at the highest level.”

“Understood, Colonel,” Alexei confirmed, his expression revealing
nothing of his internal calculations.

The preparation room hummed with efficient activity as Alexei as-
sembled his equipment with methodical precision. Each item was
selected with specific purpose, tested, then arranged in his tactical
pack according to anticipated need. Weapons cleaned and checked.
Communication systems verified. Specialised tracking equipment cal-
ibrated to maximum sensitivity.

His mind worked with similar precision, calculating pursuit vectors,
analysing behavioural patterns, anticipating tactical decisions. Fif-
teen years of joint operations had given him intimate knowledge of
Serj Romanov’s methods—how he thought, how he moved, how he
adapted to changing circumstances.

That same knowledge now told him that hunting Serj would be unlike
pursuing any previous target. The perfect operative didn’t make
mistakes. He didn’t leave evidence. He didn’t follow predictable
patterns.

And he never failed to complete a mission.
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Alexei’s hands paused momentarily over the specialised tranquillizer
gun—a weapon designed to incapacitate without killing. Zakharov’s
instructions had been clear: secure the Belikovs, capture Romanov
for questioning, then eliminate him. Clean, efficient, complete.

His mind flashed back unbidden—

Chechnya, 2003. Eleven years earlier.

The abandoned apartment building offered minimal shelter from the
driving rain, concrete walls pockmarked with bullet holes and mortar
damage. The mission had gone sideways when their extraction team
encountered an unexpected enemy checkpoint, leaving Serj and Alexei
stranded fifteen kilometres behind separatist lines.

”Command says extract in thirty-six hours if we can reach the ren-
dezvous point,” Alexei reported, closing the encrypted communication
device. “If not…”

”Standard protocols,” Serj finished, checking his remaining ammuni-
tion with methodical precision. “Consider us expendable assets.”

Lightning illuminated the shattered room, revealing Serj’s massive
frame silhouetted against the broken window. At twenty-six, he had
already earned a reputation that made hardened operatives speak his
name with cautious respect. The perfect weapon, they called him—
precise, relentless, emotionless.

”Six magazines, two grenades, one field surgical kit,” Serj catalogued,
arranging their remaining resources with characteristic efficiency.
“Supplies sufficient for forty-eight hours at reduced consumption.”

”And a bottle of Stolichnaya,” Alexei added, producing a flask from
his inner pocket with a tired grin. “Insurance against suboptimal
conditions.”

If another operative had made such a statement, Serj would have
dismissed it as tactical irrelevance. But after years together, he had
learned to recognise Alexei’s psychological approach to operational
stress—humour serving as cognitive regulation rather than emotional
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indulgence.

”Storm patterns indicate continued precipitation for approximately six
hours,” Serj noted, accepting the flask with a slight nod. “Tactical
movement impractical until conditions improve.”

”Translation: we’re stuck here, so we might as well drink,” Alexei
chuckled, sliding down the wall to sit beside their equipment packs.

Serj took a measured sip before returning the flask, the burn register-
ing as physiological response rather than pleasure. “Tactical assess-
ment of extraction probability?”

Alexei’s smile faded as he accepted the vodka. “Honestly? Below
thirty percent. Separatist forces are establishing checkpoints along all
major routes. Aerial extraction compromised by weather. Command
has written us off.”

”Yet you appear unconcerned,” Serj observed, noting his partner’s
relative relaxation despite the tactical assessment.

”Because I’m with you,” Alexei replied simply. “Forty-three operations
together, and we’ve always found a way out. Even when probability
said we shouldn’t.”

”Probability calculations factor observable variables,” Serj stated.
“Tactical adaptation introduces new variables.”

”There it is,” Alexei grinned, taking another drink. “Most men would
say ‘We make our own luck.’ You say ‘Tactical adaptation introduces
new variables.’ Same meaning, different language.”

Serj considered this comparison with his usual analytical thoroughness.
“The distinction is operationally significant. Luck implies random
chance. Tactical adaptation represents deliberate recalculation.”

”And that’s why we succeed where others fail,” Alexei said, his ex-
pression shifting to unexpected seriousness. “Your tactical precision
and my adaptive instincts. Together we’re practically unstoppable.”

Serj nodded once, acknowledging the assessment as tactically sound.
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Their partnership had consistently produced superior results precisely
because of their complementary approaches—his methodical analysis
balanced by Alexei’s intuitive adaptability.

”We’ll reach the extraction point,” Serj stated with characteristic cer-
tainty.

”I know,” Alexei replied, offering the flask again. “Blood brothers,
remember? Where you go, I go. What you face, I face.”

Serj accepted the vodka, the phrase triggering recognition of their
Spetsnaz oath. “By blood and honour.”

”Brothers in life and death,” Alexei completed, raising his hand in the
familiar gesture.

Their palms met, the symbolic reminder of blood once shared serving
not as emotional connection but as tactical reinforcement—a renewal
of operational partnership that transcended standard protocols.

Three days later, they crossed into friendly territory, having navi-
gated eight separatist checkpoints and survived an encounter with a
dedicated hunter team. Command had already classified them as prob-
able casualties, their status changed to active only when they reported
from the extraction point.

”How did you know we’d make it?” Alexei asked as they boarded the
transport helicopter, exhaustion evident in his movements but relief
visible in his eyes.

”I didn’t,” Serj replied honestly. “I calculated a tactical approach
that maximized survival probability while acknowledging significant
unknowns.”

Alexei studied him for a moment before a slow smile spread across
his face. “Translation: you trusted that together, we could adapt to
whatever came.”

Serj considered this interpretation, finding it neither precisely accu-
rate nor entirely incorrect. “The mission is the mission,” he stated
finally. “Completion was the only acceptable outcome.”
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”And that,” Alexei said, clapping a hand on his shoulder, “is why no
one will ever beat us. Not as long as we stick together.”

Alexei returned to the present, the memory fading as he completed
his equipment preparations. The irony registered with bitter clar-
ity: the perfect partnership that had survived impossible odds, now
turned against itself. The blood brothers who had sworn to face
every threat together, now positioned as hunter and hunted.

The door opened without warning, admitting Colonel Zakharov with
two operatives Alexei recognised as the colonel’s personal security
team. Their presence registered as procedurally unusual but poten-
tially explicable given the operation’s sensitivity.

“Final preparations proceeding on schedule?” Zakharov inquired, his
gaze sweeping over the assembled equipment with practised assess-
ment.

“Yes, Colonel. Deployment ready in forty minutes.”

Zakharov nodded, dismissing his security team with a subtle gesture.
Once the door closed, he approached Alexei with measured steps.

“There’s additional information you should have before deploy-
ment,” Zakharov stated, opening his laptop. “Evidence regarding
Romanov’s compromised status.”

The screen showed what appeared to be a computer file structure.
Alexei recognised the format immediately: Centre intelligence archi-
tecture.

“Yesterday, just before the Belikov operation, Romanov accessed re-
stricted files without authorisation,” Zakharov explained, manipulat-
ing the display to highlight specific data points. “Financial records,
operational histories, command structure analyses. He deliberately
breached security protocols to access information beyond his clear-
ance level.”

Alexei studied the display with professional attention, noting access
timestamps, file signatures, and security breach patterns. The evi-
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dence appeared conclusive—Serj had systematically exploited system
vulnerabilities to extract classified information.

“Most concerning,” Zakharov continued, “he accessed files regarding
our Crimea preparations—troop deployments, equipment specifica-
tions, timeline projections. Information that would be extremely
valuable to Western intelligence.”

“Serj has never shown interest in political motivations,” Alexei noted,
keeping his tone neutral despite the tactical reassessment occurring
behind his composed expression. “Financial gain or ideological con-
version seem inconsistent with his psychological profile.”

“We thought the same,” Zakharov agreed, his voice carrying
rehearsed regret. “Until psychological services uncovered something
interesting in his deepest background assessment.”

The projection shifted to display a personnel file—one Alexei had
never seen despite his years working alongside Serj. The file con-
tained details about Serj’s childhood that had been omitted from his
standard operational records.

“Romanov’s father was a Russian separatist in Ukraine,” Zakharov
continued. “A militant who believed in Russian ethnic supremacy
and violently opposed the Ukrainian government. He was responsi-
ble for a market bombing that killed twenty-three people, including
Romanov’s own mother.”

Alexei carefully masked his surprise. In fifteen years, Serj had never
once mentioned his parents or his early childhood.

“The psychological assessment suggested these memories were deeply
compartmentalised,” Zakharov explained. “Buried beneath layers
of military conditioning and operational programming. But recent
intelligence suggests American handlers found this information and
used it to activate dormant psychological patterns.”

“Psychological triggers embedded in childhood trauma,” Alexei
stated, the tactical implications becoming clear.
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“Exactly. They built a narrative that positioned the Centre as cor-
rupted by the same forces his father fought against—Russians ex-
ploiting other Russians, betraying the Motherland from within.” Za-
kharov manipulated the display to show fragments of communica-
tions intercepts. “They fed him carefully selected information about
procurement irregularities, then let his own psychological framework
do the rest.”

The colonel’s explanation was tactically coherent, suggesting a vul-
nerability Alexei had never considered in his assessment of Serj’s psy-
chological profile—deep ideological patterns inherited from a father
whose violence had shaped his earliest experiences.

“Western intelligence has been refining these techniques for decades,”
Zakharov continued. “Using childhood trauma as access points for
psychological manipulation. Romanov’s compartmentalised perfec-
tionism made him both resistant to conventional recruitment and
paradoxically vulnerable to this specific approach.”

“I understand the operational implications,” Alexei stated, his
voice carefully modulated. “This information changes the tactical
approach. Romanov must be considered compromised at the deepest
psychological level.”

“Exactly,” Zakharov agreed, satisfaction visible in his thin smile.
“Which is why your complete commitment to this operation is es-
sential. Romanov must be stopped before he can transfer either the
Belikovs or the intelligence he’s accessed to American handlers.”

“The mission parameters are clear, Colonel,” Alexei confirmed, main-
taining perfect professional composure. “I’ll intercept and neutralise
according to protocols.”

Zakharov studied him for a measured moment, searching for any
hesitation or reservation. Finding none visible in Alexei’s controlled
expression, he nodded once.

“Russia is counting on you, Volkov,” he said, moving toward the door.
“This operation may be the most important of your career.”
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After Zakharov departed, Alexei returned to his final preparations,
his movements maintaining the same methodical precision despite
the significant new variables introduced. The intelligence Zakharov
had presented suggested a fundamental reassessment of Serj’s moti-
vations and actions—a deep psychological compromise rather than a
simple operational deviation.

Yet as he completed his equipment check, Alexei’s tactical mind con-
tinued processing subtle inconsistencies in the narrative. Serj’s opera-
tional methodology had always prioritised tactical precision over any
hint of ideological influence. His loyalty had never been to political
concepts but to clearly defined mission parameters.

What if Zakharov’s evidence was tactically sound but contextually
misleading? What if Serj had accessed those files not because of
triggered psychological patterns but because he had independently
identified operational irregularities?

The questions represented a dangerous tactical divergence—one that
could compromise Alexei’s operational effectiveness if allowed to de-
velop further. He compartmentalised them with practised discipline,
focusing instead on immediate mission parameters.

At precisely 18:00, Alexei departed the Centre, his equipment secured
in nondescript luggage as he entered the unmarked vehicle that would
transport him to the first hunting cabin. The evening sky hung heavy
with spring rain, visibility limited by low clouds that mirrored the
uncertainty in his carefully controlled thoughts.

In separate vehicles behind him, the men from Kazan’s private secu-
rity team followed at a discreet distance. Their presence registered
as a tactical complication—less disciplined than Centre operatives,
more unpredictable in their operational approach. Additional vari-
ables in an already complex equation.

The tactical reality was unmistakable: he had been sent to hunt his
blood brother. The perfect partnership that had survived impossible
odds was now divided by operational parameters that allowed no
compromise.
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Serj would not fail in his mission, whatever it might be. And Alexei
was under orders to ensure he did.

As the vehicle navigated Moscow’s evening traffic, Alexei’s mind re-
turned briefly to their blood oath from years before: “Where you go,
I go. What you face, I face.”

Now he was going to hunt the man who had saved his life more times
than he could count. Now he faced the impossible task of outthinking
the perfect operative.

The mission was the mission. But for the first time in his career,
Alexei Volkov wasn’t certain what that mission truly was.

You’re right - this needs adjustment to maintain continuity with
chapter 15 where Elena has already died. Let me rewrite this chap-
ter with a more action-focused approach that begins after they’ve
already left the cabin, includes lethal engagements with the pursuit
team, and features more combat sequences.
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Safe House

Outside Moscow, March 2014
The dawn light filtered through leafless branches as Serj navigated
the utility van along the narrow country road. Three days had passed
since their escape from Moscow, each hour a calculated exercise in
tactical evasion. Elena’s body remained at the hunting cabin—a tac-
tical necessity that had required careful explanation to the children.
The burial had been simple but efficient, the coordinates logged in
Serj’s memory with military precision: 56°13’47.2”N 37°29’18.5”E.

In the van’s rear compartment, Mikhail and Anya slept beneath ther-
mal blankets, their small bodies curled together for both warmth
and comfort. The utility vehicle’s ageing heating system struggled
against the March cold, but it provided sufficient thermal regulation
to prevent hypothermia—a tactical consideration that had factored
into Serj’s ongoing resource assessments.

The GPS coordinates for Malinovka appeared on the dashboard’s
cracked screen—a small village twenty kilometres east of Borovichi
in Novgorod Oblast. Their grandmother’s house stood alone past
the church, Elena had said. Blue fence. Tatiana Sorokina. The in-
formation had been precisely catalogued in Serj’s methodical mind
alongside tactical approach vectors and security assessment proto-
cols.

Movement in the rearview mirror registered immediately—a black
SUV maintaining consistent distance for the past 3.7 kilometres. The
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vehicle’s driving pattern displayed tactical discipline rather than civil-
ian randomness. Pursuit team.

Serj’s expression revealed nothing as he calculated response options.
The children remained asleep, unaware of the developing tactical
situation. Engagement with pursuit forces while transporting non-
combatant subjects represented significant risk parameters.

“Mikhail,” he called, voice controlled to prevent alarming the younger
child. “Wake up. Tactical situation developing.”

The boy came alert with remarkable efficiency, immediately checking
his sister before moving toward the front of the vehicle. His eyes, still
heavy with sleep, sharpened as he noted Serj’s focused attention on
the mirrors.

“Someone following us?” he asked, voice low.

“Affirmative. Black SUV, approximately four hundred metres back.
Pursuit pattern consistent with Centre tactical protocols.”

Mikhail processed this with surprising composure. “What do we do?”

“Tactical separation required. You continue with primary transport
while I engage pursuit elements.”

The confusion on the boy’s face was immediate. “You want me to
drive?”

“Negative.” Serj gestured toward an approaching intersection where
a weathered sign indicated a small village three kilometres ahead.
“Drop point in two minutes. Local civilian transport will continue
your movement vector while I create tactical diversion.”

As they approached the intersection, a local bus appeared—an age-
ing PAZ-3205 serving the region’s small villages. Serj timed their
arrival precisely, pulling to the shoulder just as the bus slowed for
its designated stop.

“Exit on my command,” he instructed, removing a small package
from beneath his seat. “Take this. Contains sufficient currency for
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transportation needs, and emergency contact protocols.”

Mikhail accepted the package with steady hands, though his eyes
betrayed uncertainty.

“Proceed to grandmother’s location using civilian transportation
methods. Maintain low profile. No electronic communication.” Serj
extracted a small folded map with a marked route. “Memorise, then
destroy.”

As the bus stopped thirty metres ahead, Serj pulled their vehicle
alongside a dense stand of trees—tactical positioning to conceal their
transfer.

“Go now,” he ordered, eyes still tracking the pursuing SUV, which
had slowed in response to their unexpected stop. “Wake your sis-
ter. Move with purpose but avoid running. Blend with any existing
passengers.”

Mikhail nodded once, then moved to rouse Anya. The girl came
awake with confusion, but her brother’s quiet reassurance prevented
any outburst. Serj observed their interaction while maintaining tac-
tical awareness of the pursuit vehicle, which had now stopped ap-
proximately two hundred metres back.

“Will you find us?” Mikhail asked as he guided his sister toward the
door, his voice betraying the first hint of uncertainty beneath his
composed exterior.

“Yes,” Serj confirmed, the single word containing absolute opera-
tional commitment.

The children moved with remarkable discipline, Mikhail helping his
sister across the short distance to the waiting bus. They blended
with the three other passengers boarding—an elderly woman and
what appeared to be a mother and teenage son. The bus driver gave
them only a cursory glance, accepting the fare Mikhail presented
without question.

As the bus pulled away, Serj remained in the utility vehicle, calcu-
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lating his next tactical move. The pursuing SUV had stopped at a
distance, which indicated their operational methodology: assessment
before engagement, surveillance before direct contact. Standard Cen-
tre protocols for high-value target acquisition.

Serj’s mind flashed to the tactical advantage this presented. They ex-
pected him to remain with the children—a logical assumption based
on standard protection parameters. Their operational focus would
remain on the utility vehicle rather than the departing bus.

Tactical opportunity identified.

He put the vehicle in gear, proceeding straight ahead rather than
following the bus’s right turn. The pursuing SUV immediately began
moving again, maintaining its surveillance distance. The tactical
diversion was functioning as designed.

Two kilometres ahead, the road entered a heavily forested area—
optimal terrain for the engagement Serj now calculated as necessary.
The pursuit team represented ongoing threat to the children’s se-
curity. Elimination rather than evasion provided highest success
probability for mission parameters.

Serj drove precisely at the speed limit, nothing in his behaviour sug-
gesting awareness of pursuit. His tactical mind processed engagement
variables: number of operatives, weapons probabilities, approach vec-
tors. Standard Centre deployment would indicate three to four oper-
atives in the vehicle, armed with 9mm Vityaz-SN submachine guns,
tactical communications, and specialised pursuit equipment.

As the forest thickened around the narrow road, Serj identified his
engagement position—a sharp curve preceded by a straight section
that would force the pursuit vehicle to reduce speed. The terrain
provided multiple tactical advantages: limited visibility, restricted
manoeuvrability, no civilian presence.

He increased speed slightly as he approached the curve, then exe-
cuted a precise tactical manoeuvre—hard braking while turning the
wheel with calculated force. The utility vehicle slid partially side-
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ways before coming to rest at an angle that suggested mechanical
failure rather than deliberate positioning.

Serj immediately exited, moving with silent efficiency into the forest
adjacent to the road. His position provided optimal observation of
the approaching vehicle while concealing his presence. The tactical
engagement had begun.

The SUV appeared forty-seven seconds later, slowing as its occu-
pants observed the apparently disabled utility vehicle. Their ap-
proach demonstrated tactical caution—stopping thirty metres back,
positioning for maximum field of fire while maintaining distance from
potential threats.

Two operatives exited first, weapons drawn but held at low ready—
professional discipline evident in their movement patterns. They
approached from opposite sides of the road, utilising available cover
while maintaining visual contact. The driver remained in the vehicle,
likely providing communication support and extraction capability.

Serj analysed their tactical approach, identifying both strengths and
vulnerabilities. The operatives moved with professional competence
but lacked the enhanced awareness training he had received. Their fo-
cus remained on the utility vehicle, creating peripheral vulnerability
that tactical experience should have prevented.

The first operative reached the abandoned vehicle, maintaining
weapon orientation while conducting visual assessment. The second
provided coverage from optimal firing position. Standard Centre
protocols, efficiently executed.

“Vehicle clear,” the first operative reported into his communications
device. “No sign of target or packages.”

The term ‘packages’ registered in Serj’s tactical assessment—
operational code for the children. The pursuit team had designated
them as objects rather than persons, confirming their elimination
parameters rather than extraction intent.

As the operatives began searching the surrounding area, Serj calcu-
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lated his engagement sequence. The tactical mathematics was pre-
cise: eliminate immediate threats first, then address communication
and extraction resources. He drew his knife rather than firearm—
ballistic engagements created acoustic signatures that would alert
the third operative to specific threat location.

Serj moved through the forest with controlled silence, positioning
himself to engage the second operative first—the one providing over-
watch represented primary tactical threat. His approach utilised nat-
ural sound masking from wind through branches and the operative’s
own movement noises.

The engagement was precisely executed. Serj emerged from conceal-
ment as the operative passed his position, left hand grasping the
man’s tactical vest while right hand drove the knife upward beneath
the jaw, severing the carotid artery and penetrating the brain stem.
Death was instantaneous, the body’s descent controlled to prevent
sound as Serj lowered it to the forest floor.

One threat neutralised. Two remaining.

The first operative continued searching the utility vehicle, unaware
of his colleague’s elimination. Serj moved through the forest with
tactical precision, repositioning for optimal approach vector. This
operative’s greater distance from forest cover presented increased en-
gagement challenge.

Serj calculated his approach timing based on the operative’s system-
atic search pattern. As the man moved to the vehicle’s rear doors,
creating momentary visual obstruction from the SUV, Serj moved.

His approach was swift but controlled, covering the open ground in
precisely 2.7 seconds. The operative sensed movement a fraction of
second too late. As he began to turn, Serj’s knife entered between
the fourth and fifth ribs, angled upward to pierce the heart. The
operative’s mouth opened in silent surprise, weapon dropping from
suddenly nerveless fingers.

“Why?” the man whispered, eyes widening in recognition.
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“Compromised command structure,” Serj replied simply, easing the
body to the ground.

Two threats neutralised. One remaining.

The driver remained in the SUV, attention focused on communica-
tion devices rather than external awareness—a tactical error that
provided significant advantage. Serj retrieved the fallen operative’s
Vityaz-SN, checking load and function with practised movements.
Silence was now secondary to efficient elimination.

As he approached the vehicle from its blind spot, Serj calculated
firing solution for maximum efficiency. The ballistic engagement
needed to be immediate and conclusive to prevent tactical response
or communication transmission.

The driver registered movement in his peripheral vision, turning with
commendable speed but insufficient tactical awareness. Serj fired
twice through the side window—precise shots striking the operative’s
temple and upper chest. Death was instantaneous, the body slump-
ing against the steering wheel.

All threats neutralised. Tactical area secured.

Serj moved with methodical efficiency, searching the vehicle for in-
telligence value. The tactical team had been deployed with com-
prehensive pursuit resources: advanced tracking equipment, commu-
nications systems tied directly to Centre command networks, and
specialised surveillance technology.

The communication system provided significant tactical intelligence—
the pursuit team had been operating under direct command from
Zakharov himself, with explicit orders regarding the children:
“Packages to be secured and neutralised. No witnesses. Complete
operational deniability.”

The confirmation of elimination orders registered in Serj’s tactical
assessment as verification of command corruption rather than rev-
elation. The pattern had been established through multiple data
points—Vasiliev, Sokolov, Ryzhov, and now the Belikov children.
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Systematic elimination of anyone threatening the corrupt network,
regardless of age or legitimate security considerations.

Serj disabled the vehicle’s tracking systems and removed all commu-
nication equipment that could be remotely activated. The bodies
were positioned to delay discovery, though tactical assessment indi-
cated secondary pursuit resources would be deployed when the team
failed to report within established parameters.

Operational time frame: approximately four hours before additional
pursuit elements would be activated.

As Serj prepared to depart, his tactical assessment identified an unex-
pected advantage. The SUV contained civilian clothing packages—
standard operational resources for pursuit teams requiring public in-
tegration. These represented potential tactical value for his ongoing
mission parameters.

He sorted through the items quickly, assessing each for utility. The
clothing was clearly unsuitable—the pants and shirts designed for
operatives of significantly smaller build than his substantial frame.
He attempted to pull on a dark jacket, but the sleeves ended well
above his wrists and the shoulder seams threatened to tear with any
tactical movement.

Tactical adjustment required. He discarded the unusable clothing
but appropriated several valuable accessories—a grey wool scarf
that could provide both disguise and practical warmth, a weathered
cap that would help conceal his distinctive military-short hair, and
leather gloves that stretched just enough to fit his large hands.
These items, combined with his existing clothing, would provide
sufficient civilian appearance without the immediate recognition
signature of his tactical gear.

The SUV itself presented both tactical advantage and vulnerability.
Its transportation capacity exceeded the utility van, but Centre track-
ing protocols likely included secondary systems beyond those he had
disabled. Utilising it for direct approach to the children’s location
created unacceptable risk parameters.
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Tactical analysis indicated optimal approach: use the SUV for rapid
transit to an intermediate location, then transition to alternative
transportation methods for final approach. The forest road con-
nected to a regional highway ten kilometres ahead, which would
provide access to multiple transportation nodes.

As Serj drove away from the engagement site, his tactical mind con-
tinued processing the operational situation. The children were pro-
ceeding toward Malinovka via public transportation—slower but less
detectable than private vehicles. Their progress would require ap-
proximately seven hours based on regional bus schedules and connec-
tion patterns.

His own approach would utilise more efficient transportation meth-
ods, allowing him to reach the village before them and establish
security parameters. This tactical separation created both risk and
advantage—the children travelled without immediate protection but
also without the pursuit target signature that Serj himself carried.

Thirty-two kilometres later, Serj abandoned the SUV in a shopping
centre parking lot in a mid-sized regional town. The location pro-
vided optimal concealment—high vehicle turnover, limited security
camera coverage, significant civilian traffic to mask his movements.

He proceeded on foot to the town’s train station, purchasing a ticket
for a regional service that would take him within twenty kilometres of
Malinovka. The civilian integration felt foreign after days of tactical
movement, but Serj maintained his operational discipline—nothing
in his behaviour suggesting military background or tactical aware-
ness.

The train departed on schedule, carrying Serj north-east toward Nov-
gorod Oblast. As agricultural land and small villages passed out-
side the window, his mind continued calculating tactical variables:
pursuit probability, resource requirements, security protocols for the
grandmother’s location.

Most significantly, he processed the tactical implications of his own
operational decisions. The elimination of the pursuit team repre-
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sented direct opposition to Centre command structure—not just mis-
sion parameter adjustment but fundamental tactical repositioning.
He was no longer operating as part of established command hierar-
chy but as an independent tactical element.

This assessment didn’t trigger emotional crisis or ethical questioning.
The recognition remained analytical rather than moral—operational
parameters had been compromised at command level, requiring inde-
pendent verification and adjustment. His actions served legitimate
Russian security interests rather than corrupted command objectives.

The perfect weapon had not malfunctioned. It had simply acquired
new targeting parameters.

Four hours after departing the regional train, Serj approached
Malinovka on foot. The small village presented optimal security
characteristics—isolated location, minimal external traffic, limited
surveillance infrastructure. Local awareness of outsiders would be
high, but tactical assessment indicated this would provide security
advantage rather than vulnerability once initial integration was
established.

He identified a house with a blue fence at the village’s eastern edge,
set apart from other dwellings by approximately one hundred me-
tres. Tactical positioning provided excellent security parameters: el-
evated position allowing approach vector observation, forest border
providing emergency extraction route, sufficient distance from other
structures to prevent casual surveillance.

Serj conducted preliminary security assessment from concealed po-
sition, observing the property for twenty-seven minutes before ap-
proaching. The house showed signs of solitary habitation—a single
path worn through the light snow, windows illuminated only in what
appeared to be the kitchen area, smoke rising from just one of two
chimneys. An elderly woman moved past the windows occasionally,
her silhouette suggesting someone in her seventies or early eighties.

No tactical presence detected. No surveillance signature observed.
Optimal approach conditions confirmed.
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As he approached the gate, tactical awareness registered possible de-
fensive measures integrated into the seemingly ordinary property—
sight lines preserved through strategic vegetation management, win-
dow positions allowing observation with minimal exposure.

Before he could knock, the door opened. An elderly woman stood
in the doorway, one hand visibly holding something behind the door
frame—likely a weapon based on her stance. Her posture was remark-
ably straight despite advanced age, her eyes sharp and assessing as
they scanned him with unmistakable suspicion.

“I don’t know you,” she stated in Russian, her voice steady with the
confidence of someone who had faced more significant threats than
an approaching stranger. “State your business or leave.”

“My name is Serj Romanov,” he replied, maintaining a respectful
distance that acknowledged both her territorial authority and evident
caution. “I’ve come regarding Elena and Viktor Belikov.”

Her expression remained guarded, but something flickered briefly in
her eyes. “I have no contact with my granddaughter or her husband.
Haven’t for years.”

Tactical assessment suggested deliberate information control rather
than genuine estrangement. The statement was technically accurate
but deliberately misleading—standard counterintelligence technique.

“Your grandchildren Mikhail and Anya are approximately three hours
behind my position,” Serj stated, calculating that direct tactical
truth would provide optimal cooperation probability. “Their par-
ents are dead. Elena’s final request was for me to bring them to
you.”

The woman’s posture shifted subtly, her hand tightening on whatever
she held behind the door. “If this is some FSB trick—”

“Not FSB. Directorate N. Special Purpose Centre,” Serj corrected,
tactical assessment indicating transparency would provide opera-
tional advantage. “The Centre eliminated Viktor for investigating
defence contract fraud. Elena died during extraction operation from

173



subclavian artery damage. The children were designated as targets
for elimination. I refused those orders.”

The directness appeared to register with unexpected effect. The
woman’s eyes narrowed, studying him with intensified assessment.

“You’re military intelligence?” she asked, though her tone suggested
she had already formed a more accurate assessment.

“Special operations. Direct action division.”

“And you expect me to believe you’ve gone rogue to protect children
you don’t know?” Suspicion remained evident in her stance.

“Children are not legitimate targets,” Serj stated simply. “Their elim-
ination serves private corruption, not state security. That distinction
is operationally significant.”

The woman studied him for several moments longer, her assessment
almost palpable in its intensity. Then, with subtle movement, she
extracted what had been hidden behind the door—a well-maintained
Makarov pistol that she now held at her side rather than aimed at
him.

“Come inside,” she said finally. “If what you say is true, tactical
planning requires proper resources.”

Serj entered, conducting automatic security assessment of the inte-
rior. The small house presented surprising tactical characteristics:
reinforced door frames, window positions allowing optimal observa-
tion with minimal exposure, multiple exit routes, and what appeared
to be concealed weapon storage locations.

“You have military background,” he observed, not a question but
tactical assessment.

“KGB foreign intelligence, 1957 to 1982,” she confirmed, gesturing for
him to sit at the kitchen table while maintaining tactical distance.
“After official retirement, I provided specialised training for female
operatives until 1991.”
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The information registered as significant tactical advantage. This
wasn’t merely a civilian guardian but an experienced intelligence
asset with operational understanding.

“Tatiana Sorokina,” she added, placing the Makarov on the table
within her reach. “Though my official records list me under a differ-
ent surname. Deliberate administrative inconsistency.”

“Tactical advantage,” Serj acknowledged with professional approval.

“Now,” Tatiana said, her eyes never leaving his, “explain exactly
what happened to my granddaughter and her husband, and why the
Special Purpose Centre wants my grandchildren dead.”

Serj provided a precise tactical briefing—Viktor’s discovery of de-
fence procurement fraud implicating General Orlov and Colonel Za-
kharov, the Centre’s elimination operation, Elena’s injury during
extraction, and the subsequent pursuit operations. His delivery re-
mained clinically precise, facts presented without emotional embel-
lishment but with complete tactical accuracy.

Tatiana absorbed the information with remarkable composure,
though her weathered hands tightened briefly when he described
Elena’s final hours. When he finished, she remained silent for
twenty-seven seconds, processing the tactical implications with
evident expertise.

“The Centre doesn’t stop hunting targets,” she stated finally. “Not
when command-level corruption is involved.”

“Correct. Standard protocols indicate escalating resource deployment
when initial teams fail. Tactical assessment suggests approximately
twelve hours before expanded search parameters include this loca-
tion.”

Tatiana nodded, the tactical implications immediately clear to her
experienced assessment. Then her eyes narrowed, studying him with
renewed intensity.

“Good God, do you always talk like that?” she asked suddenly.
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Serj paused, tactical assessment briefly insufficient for proper re-
sponse classification. “Clarify parameters of inquiry.”

Tatiana’s weathered face creased with something between amusement
and exasperation. “That. Right there. You sound like a tactical field
manual crossed with a computer programme.” She leaned forward
slightly. “You’re not filing a mission report, young man. You’re
talking to a human being.”

The observation registered as unusual but potentially valid. Serj’s
communication protocols had been optimised for military efficiency
rather than civilian integration.

“Operational speech patterns were developed to maximise informa-
tion transfer efficiency while minimising emotional variables,” he ex-
plained.

“And they’ve turned you into a walking tactical assessment,” Ta-
tiana observed, rising from her chair with surprising agility for her
age. “You may have left the Centre, but you’re still speaking their
language.”

Serj considered this statement with analytical precision. “Commu-
nication protocols represent tactical advantage in operational con-
texts.”

“But you’re not on an operation any more,” Tatiana countered, mov-
ing to the kitchen with efficient purpose. “At least, not the kind you
were trained for. You’re integrating with civilians now. Those chil-
dren have lost everything familiar in their lives. They need stability,
not tactical assessments.”

The observation created unexpected tactical reassessment. Civilian
integration parameters differed significantly from operational proto-
cols. Enhanced communication efficiency that created distance from
operational targets might represent disadvantage when protection
rather than elimination was the objective.

“Adaptation to civilian communication standards represents opera-
tional challenge,” Serj acknowledged.
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Tatiana shook her head slightly as she began preparing food. “My
God, even when you’re agreeing you sound like you’re programming a
missile launch.” A hint of unexpected warmth entered her voice. “Try
shorter sentences. Fewer technical terms. Maybe even a contraction
now and then.”

The suggestion registered as tactical advice rather than emotional
criticism. Operational adaptation to environmental parameters rep-
resented basic field craft.

“I will… I’ll try,” Serj amended, the contraction feeling foreign in his
mouth.

Something like approval flickered across Tatiana’s features. “Better.
Not good, but better.” She continued her food preparation with
practised movements. “The children will need someone they can
relate to, not just a tactical perimeter. Especially Mikhail.”

“The boy demonstrates unusual tactical awareness for his demo-
graphic profile,” Serj noted.

“He’s nine years old and trying to be strong for his sister,” Tatiana
corrected, her voice softening slightly. “Don’t encourage him to be a
soldier before he’s had a chance to be a child.”

The statement created unexpected tactical pause. Serj’s own
childhood had transitioned to operational training at approximately
Mikhail’s age. The efficiency of early tactical integration had seemed
optimal from organisational perspective.

“Psychological development requires age-appropriate activities,” he
acknowledged, attempting to moderate his technical language.

“See? You’re learning already,” Tatiana said, the ghost of a smile
touching her lips. “By the time those children arrive, we might almost
have you sounding human.”

For the next two hours, as they established security protocols, Ta-
tiana occasionally corrected his speech patterns—reminding him to
simplify technical terms, encouraging briefer sentences, pointing out
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when tactical assessment overwhelmed practical consideration. The
process was unfamiliar but tactically sound, representing adaptation
to civilian operational parameters.

At 16:47, Tatiana’s head lifted slightly, her attention focusing on
something beyond immediate sensory range. “Someone’s coming.
Two people, one significantly lighter than the other. Children based
on step pattern.”

Serj moved to the window to confirm. As he observed the approach-
ing children, he turned back to Tatiana. “They’re here,” he said
simply, conscious of her previous guidance.

A brief nod of approval was her only acknowledgement as she moved
toward the door.

As the children caught sight of the house with its blue fence, Anya’s
pace increased, pulling her brother into a faster walk. Something
in her expression shifted—hope breaking through the grief that had
characterised her features since her father’s death.

“Babushka’s house,” she said, the words carrying clearly through the
open window. “Just like Mama said.”

Mikhail nodded, his own expression carefully controlled but failing
to completely suppress the relief evident in his posture. “Just like
Mama said,” he confirmed.

Tatiana moved to the door, stepping onto the small porch as the
children reached the gate. For a moment, she simply stood watching
them, her composed features revealing nothing of whatever emotions
might exist beneath her tactical discipline.

Then Anya looked up, her small face registering recognition despite
years of separation. “Babushka Tatiana!” she cried, breaking free
from her brother to run the remaining distance.

The old woman knelt, receiving the child’s impact with surprising
strength, arms wrapping around the small body with protective pre-
cision. Mikhail followed more slowly, his eyes scanning the property
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with continued tactical awareness until they found Serj standing in
the doorway.

The boy’s posture immediately relaxed, tactical recognition register-
ing in his expression. “You found us,” he stated simply.

“Yes,” Serj confirmed.

Tatiana rose, keeping one arm around Anya while extending the other
toward Mikhail. The boy approached with controlled dignity, but
when his grandmother’s arm wrapped around his shoulders, some-
thing in his rigid posture finally yielded.

“You’re safe now,” she told them, the statement carrying absolute
conviction rather than emotional comfort. “Both of you. This is
home now.”

Serj observed the integration with tactical assessment. The children’s
psychological parameters showed immediate improvement through fa-
miliar attachment figure presence. Tatiana’s operational experience
provided optimal security foundation. The village’s isolated position
and local integration created defensive advantages beyond standard
tactical parameters.

The safe house had been secured. Phase one of the mission completed
successfully.

As the children were guided inside, Mikhail paused in the doorway,
turning back to Serj with unexpected intensity. “Are you staying?”
he asked, something beyond tactical assessment evident in his young
voice.

Serj calculated response options. Standard operational protocols
would indicate immediate extraction following objective security—
ongoing presence created potential compromise through pattern es-
tablishment and resource limitation.

Yet tactical assessment indicated continued presence provided op-
timal security parameters during initial integration phase. Pursuit
resources would continue deployment for approximately 72 hours be-
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fore transitioning to long-term intelligence gathering protocols. Di-
rect protective presence during this critical phase represented signif-
icant tactical advantage.

“Yes,” Serj confirmed. “Temporary operational support during secu-
rity establishment.”

Something like relief crossed the boy’s features before his composure
reasserted itself. He nodded once, then followed his grandmother and
sister into the house.

Serj remained on the porch momentarily, conducting comprehensive
perimeter assessment. The village existed in peaceful isolation, sun-
set casting long shadows across the empty road leading to Tatiana’s
house. No pursuit signatures visible. No immediate tactical threats.

The mission parameters continued to evolve beyond any previous
operation in his career. The children were secured, initial protec-
tion established, immediate threats neutralised. Yet operational
completion remained defined by ongoing security rather than target
elimination—a fundamental tactical shift from his previous mission
parameters.

As he turned to enter the house, Serj paused momentarily on the
threshold. Tatiana was guiding the children toward the kitchen, her
voice carrying a warmth he hadn’t heard in their earlier tactical
planning. The shift in her communication parameters represented
efficient adaptation to audience requirements—something his own
training had never prioritised.

Perhaps there was tactical value in her advice beyond mere civilian
integration. Operational flexibility included communication proto-
cols as much as physical adaptability.

“You coming in?” Tatiana called, glancing back at him. “Food’s
getting cold.”

“Yes,” Serj replied, deliberately choosing the single word over his
standard tactical acknowledgement.
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The mission parameters continued to evolve beyond any previous
operation in his career. Not just in objective, but in methodology.
The perfect weapon was learning not just new targets, but new ways
of engaging.

And Serj Romanov always completed his missions—whatever adap-
tation that required.
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The First Confrontation

Malinovka, April 2014
The village rested under a blanket of early morning fog, the kind
that clung to the rolling hills surrounding Malinovka and obscured
the boundaries between forest and field. Serj completed his third
perimeter check since dawn, moving with methodical precision de-
spite five days of minimal sleep. The hidden sensors he’d positioned
at strategic approach points remained undisturbed, their silent vigi-
lance complementing his own.

From the highest point on Tatiana’s property, he could observe the
two primary roads into the village. The tactical advantage of the
location registered again—isolated position, clear sight lines, multiple
extraction routes through the dense forest behind the house. The old
KGB operative had chosen her retirement home with professional
thoroughness.

Inside the small house, Tatiana prepared breakfast with Anya’s
earnest assistance. The six-year-old had begun showing signs of
psychological stabilisation, her nightmares becoming less frequent as
routine established itself. Mikhail had appointed himself unofficial
security assistant, maintaining regular perimeter checks with a
seriousness that reminded Serj of his own childhood—a parallel that
created unexpected tactical awareness.

Five days had passed since their arrival. Five days of establishing
security protocols, recovery routines, and tactical contingencies. Ta-
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tiana had proven herself not just a capable guardian but a valuable
tactical resource, her KGB training evident in every aspect of her
approach.

“You’re hovering again,” Tatiana called from the doorway, her voice
carrying despite its low volume. “Come eat something before you
waste away.”

Serj turned from his observation position. “Visibility is optimal this
morning,” he noted, deliberately choosing simpler language as she
had been coaching him to do. “No movement on either approach
road.”

“And there won’t be for at least another hour when Fyodor brings his
milk truck through,” Tatiana replied, her weathered face revealing
nothing of the vigilance Serj knew she maintained beneath her prac-
tical exterior. “The children need to see you eating with us. Routine
builds security better than any perimeter check.”

The tactical validity of her assessment registered immediately.
Psychological stability represented a security parameter he’d been
trained to consider for operations but had never prioritised for
civilian protection. The children’s sense of safety depended not just
on physical security measures but on perceived normality.

Inside, Mikhail sat at the kitchen table, his attention focused on a
tactical map of the surrounding area that Serj had drawn for him
the previous day. The boy looked up as they entered, something like
relief crossing his features before controlled composure returned.

“The northern trail has better defensive positions,” Mikhail noted,
pointing to the map with a seriousness that sat strangely on his
young face. “But the eastern route provides better concealment.”

Serj nodded, acknowledging the tactical assessment while noting Ta-
tiana’s subtle disapproval. She had been clear in her guidance—
encourage the boy’s security awareness without reinforcing prema-
ture militarisation.

“Both have advantages,” Serj replied, accepting the plate Tatiana
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handed him. “The best route depends on weather, time of day, and
pursuit parameters.”

Anya carefully placed a glass of milk before him, the small gesture
performed with dedicated concentration. “I put extra honey in the
tea,” she informed him solemnly. “Babushka says sweet tea helps
people think better.”

“Thank you,” Serj responded, the simple acknowledgement still feel-
ing somewhat foreign after years of minimalist tactical communica-
tion.

As they ate, Serj continued processing tactical variables. The Cen-
tre’s pursuit resources would have expanded their search parameters
by now, moving beyond Moscow’s immediate surroundings to re-
gional investigations. Standard protocols dictated progressive widen-
ing of search radius, systematic examination of transport nodes, and
intelligence gathering from local authorities.

Their security window was closing. Not rapidly, but with the in-
evitable precision of trained pursuit methodology.

The first vibration against his wrist came at 08:17—a subtle alert
from the perimeter sensor he’d placed where the north road entered
the village. Serj’s posture shifted imperceptibly, attention immedi-
ately channelling to tactical assessment while betraying nothing to
the children.

Tatiana caught the change instantly, her eyes meeting his with pro-
fessional recognition. No words were needed between two operatives
trained to read tactical variables.

“Mikhail,” she said, her voice carrying measured casualness, “take
your sister to the cellar and show her where I keep the preserves.
We’ll need six jars of the strawberry for the market tomorrow.”

The boy’s head lifted, eyes immediately seeking Serj’s for confirma-
tion. The silent communication registered—this was not a routine
request but a security protocol. Mikhail nodded once, rising from his
chair with controlled composure.
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“Come on, Anya,” he said, taking his sister’s hand. “I’ll show you
the secret compartment Babushka showed me yesterday.”

As the children moved toward the cellar door, Tatiana extracted her
Makarov from beneath the kitchen counter, checking the magazine
and slide with practised efficiency. “How many?” she asked quietly.

“Unknown,” Serj replied, moving to the window. “Two vehicles based
on sensor pattern. Tactical approach rather than civilian travel—
maintaining consistent speed through terrain that should require ad-
justment.”

Through the thinning morning fog, he caught the first glimpse of
two dark vehicles moving up the village road. Not Centre tactical
vehicles—too civilian in appearance—but the approach vector and
methodical speed suggested professional operation rather than casual
visitor.

“Protocol Seven?” Tatiana asked, referring to their prearranged con-
tingency for professional pursuit teams.

“Yes,” Serj responded, his assessment complete. “Two SUVs, ap-
proximately eight operatives total. Private security contractors, not
Centre operatives—their convoy spacing indicates minimal tactical
training.”

The vehicles—black SUVs similar to standard Centre assets but lack-
ing official markings—continued their approach through the village
centre. As they passed old Nesterov’s house near the church, the
lead vehicle maintained course while the second turned onto a side
road that would bring it around the eastern perimeter of Tatiana’s
property.

“They’re implementing a flanking manoeuvre,” Serj noted. “Stan-
dard military approach rather than Centre protocol. Four operatives
will approach from the front while four attempt to secure the eastern
perimeter.”

“And they’re approximately nine minutes from reaching this posi-
tion,” Tatiana noted, already moving toward the rear of the house.
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“The children will be safer in the forest bunker. I’ll get them moving
while you establish defensive positioning.”

Serj turned fully from the window, calculating approach vectors and
engagement parameters. “Negative. Tactical separation creates vul-
nerability. You take the children through the eastern forest trail. I’ll
neutralise all threats to mask your departure.”

Tatiana’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Eight against one, even for you.”

“Tactical advantage established through perimeter preparations,”
Serj replied. “Engagement designed for complete threat elimination.
Create sufficient pursuit focus to ensure your secure extraction.”

Something flickered across Tatiana’s weathered face—a brief tactical
assessment giving way to what appeared to be reluctant approval.
“You’re not planning to die, are you?”

“Negative. Survival probability estimated at 78% with proper execu-
tion.”

The hint of a smile touched her lips. “Reassuring.” She moved to
the cellar door, pausing briefly. “Twelve hours. The northern forest
shelter. If you’re not there by midnight, we continue to the secondary
location.”

Serj nodded once, acknowledging the protocol with silent effi-
ciency. As she disappeared to collect the children, he moved to
retrieve his equipment from its concealed location behind the wood
stove—tactical vest, communications jammer, weapons including his
silenced Makarov PM and a compact VSS Vintorez he’d acquired
through unauthorised channels during their escape from Moscow.

The lead SUV had reduced speed as it approached the final
stretch of road leading to Tatiana’s isolated house. Standard
procedure—tactical assessment before direct approach. Through the
window, Serj observed their methodical advance, noting positioning
and weapons readiness through subtle indicators. Not Centre
operatives—their tactical discipline lacked the refined precision of
proper training. Private contractors, then. Kazan’s resources rather
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than official pursuit teams.

An unexpected tactical advantage. Contractors prioritised objective
completion over procedural precision. Their aggression parameters
typically exceeded trained operatives, creating both vulnerability and
unpredictability.

Serj’s mind flashed back unbidden—

Moscow Training Facility, 2004. Ten years earlier.

The tactical simulation room was arranged to mimic an urban
environment—partial building facades, strategically positioned vehi-
cles, simulated civilian elements. Serj moved through the space with
methodical precision, identifying defensive positions and calculating
engagement parameters.

”Mission parameters,” Alexei announced from the observation plat-
form above. “Target extraction through hostile territory. Opposition
consists of both military forces and private security contractors. Iden-
tify tactical distinctions and optimal response protocols.”

Serj acknowledged with a single nod as the simulation began. Holo-
graphic projections materialised throughout the space—some in mili-
tary uniforms moving with disciplined coordination, others in tactical
gear displaying different movement patterns.

His engagement approach shifted according to opposition category.
Against the military forces, he employed Centre protocols—prediction-
based positioning, tactical patience, systematic engagement only
when advantage was absolute. Against the contractors, his approach
adapted significantly—rapid neutralisation prioritised over tactical
observation, immediate elimination rather than pattern assessment.

When the simulation ended, Alexei joined him on the training
floor, analysing his performance with professional thoroughness.
“You adapted your approach perfectly between opposition categories.
Explain your tactical considerations.”

”Military forces implement standardised protocols,” Serj replied.
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“Their tactical patterns follow predictable sequences that create
exploitation opportunities through patience. Contractors demon-
strate higher aggression parameters with lower tactical coordination,
requiring immediate neutralisation to prevent escalation.”

”Precisely,” Alexei agreed. “Military training creates consistency—
both strength and vulnerability. Their predictability makes them dan-
gerous but exploitable. Contractors are unpredictable because they
lack standardised training, making them immediately dangerous but
tactically inferior.”

He activated a replay of a specific engagement sequence. “Notice
here—the military team maintains disciplined spacing and commu-
nication even when their position is compromised. The contractors
immediately abandon coordination in favour of individual aggression
when threatened.”

”The tactical distinction creates different vulnerability patterns,” Serj
observed. “Military forces maintain collective effectiveness at the cost
of adaptive response. Contractors maintain individual flexibility at
the cost of coordinated effectiveness.”

”And the neutralisation protocols for each?” Alexei prompted.

”Military forces require systematic degradation of command structure
and communication channels. Contractors require immediate indi-
vidual neutralisation to prevent adaptive response.”

Alexei nodded, satisfaction evident in his expression. “The Centre
will deploy you against both categories during operations. Recognising
the distinction will determine your survival probability.”

”Parameters understood,” Serj acknowledged.

”One more thing,” Alexei added, his voice lowering slightly. “If you
ever work with contractors working alongside Centre operatives, re-
member this critical tactical reality: the contractors will sacrifice
anything for mission completion, including their Centre counterparts.
Their loyalty is to payment, not protocol.”
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Serj filed this information with careful attention. “Operational secu-
rity vulnerability noted.”

”Not just a vulnerability,” Alexei corrected. “A tactical opportunity
when properly leveraged.”

The memory faded as Serj completed his preparation. The lead SUV
had reached the final approach to Tatiana’s house, stopping approxi-
mately eighty metres from the front gate. The second vehicle would
be establishing position on the eastern perimeter, creating a standard
pincer approach designed to eliminate escape options.

Serj confirmed tactical asset positioning—the VSS Vintorez secured
at his shoulder, the Makarov holstered at his hip, fixed-blade combat
knife secured at his lower back. The weapons represented overlapping
tactical coverage—long-range precision, close-quarter lethality, and
immediate access options.

Four operatives exited the lead vehicle, their deployment creating
a standard approach formation—two advancing directly toward the
house while two established covering positions near the vehicle. Their
weapons—compact MP-5 submachine guns—indicated professional
equipment but without the specialised modifications Centre opera-
tives would employ.

Tactical assessment complete. Engagement parameters established.

Serj moved to his primary firing position—a concealed location on
the second floor with optimal sight lines to both approach vectors.
The VSS Vintorez was ideal for this engagement—the integrally sup-
pressed special operations rifle created minimal acoustic signature
while delivering lethal accuracy at required distances.

He acquired the first target as the contractors established their ini-
tial perimeter. The man had positioned himself behind the SUV’s
engine block, providing what he clearly believed was adequate cover
while maintaining visual on the house. Standard military training
but without Centre refinement—textbook positioning that created
predictable engagement parameters.
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Serj exhaled slowly, finger taking first pressure on the trigger. The
shot was precisely calculated—9x39mm subsonic round passing
through the minimal gap between the vehicle’s hood and frame
to strike the operative directly through the left eye. Death was
instantaneous, the body dropping without alerting the remaining
team members.

One neutralised. Seven remaining.

The second operative maintained covering position, unaware of his
colleague’s elimination due to his focus on the house rather than
team integrity. Serj adjusted position fractionally, reacquiring target
with the same methodical precision. The shot followed the same
parameters—minimal breathing, controlled trigger pressure, precise
point of impact at the junction of neck and skull base. The operative
collapsed without sound, position partially concealed by the vehicle’s
wheel well.

Two neutralised. Six remaining.

The remaining two contractors from the lead vehicle had reached the
front gate, their approach demonstrating standard military training—
proper spacing, covering positions, controlled advance. Neither had
registered their colleagues’ elimination, their tactical awareness fo-
cused forward rather than maintaining perimeter integrity.

Serj assessed engagement options. The remaining contractors’ posi-
tion near the house limited effective firing angles from his current
location. Tactical repositioning required.

He moved with controlled silence to the ground floor, avoiding creak-
ing floorboards through weight distribution techniques developed
over years of operational experience. The repositioning provided op-
timal engagement angle through the kitchen window, maintaining
cover while establishing clear firing solution.

The contractors had entered the front yard, weapons at combat ready
position as they approached the house entrance. Their tactical spac-
ing had decreased—a common error among military-trained person-
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nel when approaching final objective. The reduced distance created
tactical vulnerability that Centre training specifically addressed but
military protocols often overlooked.

Serj acquired the third target as the man reached the front steps. The
shot was precisely delivered—subsonic round entering the base of the
skull and exiting through the frontal bone. The contractor collapsed
immediately, his weapon clattering against the wooden steps.

The sound alerted his partner, who demonstrated proper tactical
response—immediate movement to covered position while establish-
ing defensive firing posture. The reaction time was respectable but
insufficient against Centre-level engagement parameters.

Serj’s fourth shot found its target as the contractor attempted to
reach the woodpile adjacent to the porch. The round struck the
cervical spine where it met the skull base, severing the brain stem
and causing instantaneous termination of all motor function. The
body dropped with mechanical precision, tactical threat neutralised.

Four neutralised. Four remaining.

Tactical awareness registered movement at the eastern perimeter—
the second contractor team establishing approach position after com-
pleting their flanking manoeuvre. Their tactical deployment showed
greater discipline than the first team, suggesting superior training or
leadership. Two operatives maintained covering positions while two
advanced toward the house’s rear entrance.

Engagement parameters adapted accordingly. Serj moved to his sec-
ondary position near the rear of the house, calculating firing solutions
for the covering team first—the greater tactical threat based on po-
sitioned advantage and weapons orientation.

The first shot eliminated the operative positioned behind a stone wall
bordering the eastern garden. The subsonic round passed through
the narrow gap between stones, striking the contractor’s temporal
bone and creating instantaneous neutralisation. His partner regis-
tered the engagement immediately, demonstrating superior tactical
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awareness by executing proper defensive relocation rather than freez-
ing or returning ineffective fire.

The movement created momentary firing solution limitation. Serj
adjusted position, tracking the operative’s movement pattern while
calculating intersect point based on terrain features and available
cover options. The shot was delivered as the contractor reached a
large oak tree—the round passing through the narrow gap between
trunk and low-hanging branch to strike the carotid artery. Not
instantaneous neutralisation but fatally effective—the contractor’s
movements ceased within seven seconds as catastrophic blood loss
induced rapid unconsciousness followed by biological termination.

Six neutralised. Two remaining.

The final two contractors had reached the house’s rear entrance, their
tactical approach indicating both caution and determination. Their
weapons—Vityaz-SN submachine guns rather than the MP-5s carried
by their colleagues—suggested Russian military background rather
than private security training.

As they reached the back door, Serj assessed engagement options.
The angle from his current position created unacceptable risk of
structural damage that might compromise future defensive integrity.
Direct engagement rather than ranged elimination provided optimal
tactical parameters.

He moved silently through the house, positioning himself in the
kitchen with direct line of sight to the rear entrance. The contrac-
tors attempted breaching protocol—testing the door handle before
preparing what appeared to be a small shaped charge for lock neu-
tralisation.

Tactical opportunity identified. Serj allowed them to place the charge
and trigger the detonation—the small explosion breaking the lock
mechanism and allowing immediate entry. As the first contractor
entered, weapon leading in proper room-clearing technique, Serj im-
plemented direct engagement protocol.
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The Makarov delivered a single round to the operative’s frontal bone,
the suppressed shot creating minimal acoustic signature beyond
the room. As the body collapsed inward, the second contractor
demonstrated superior tactical discipline—holding position rather
than rushing forward, using his fallen colleague as reference point
for potential threat location.

“House is compromised!” he called into his communication device,
seeking to alert any remaining team members. “Taking fire from—”

The transmission ended as Serj’s round found its target—a precisely
calculated shot through the partially open door that struck the opera-
tive’s throat, severing the carotid artery and trachea simultaneously.
The contractor dropped to his knees, hands instinctively moving to
the catastrophic wound before consciousness faded.

Eight neutralised. Tactical area secured.

Serj conducted immediate security assessment, confirming all con-
tractors had been effectively neutralised without compromise to de-
fensive positioning. The engagement had required 164 seconds from
initiation to completion—within acceptable parameters for Tatiana’s
extraction window. The absence of significant ballistic signatures
would minimise detection radius, providing tactical advantage for
continued operations.

As he prepared to implement withdrawal protocol to rejoin Tatiana
and the children, tactical awareness registered a new approach
signature—not from the village road or eastern perimeter, but from
the forest edge approximately one hundred fifty metres north of the
house. A single individual moving with exceptional stealth, tactical
discipline evident in minimal environmental disturbance despite
rapid approach.

Not a contractor. The movement patterns registered immediately
in Serj’s tactical recognition. Centre operative. Highest training
category.

Serj adjusted position, establishing optimal defensive location while
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maintaining visual coverage of approach vector. Weapon deployment
remained secondary to identification—tactical assessment required
confirmation before engagement parameters could be established.

The figure emerged from the forest boundary, moving with practised
efficiency across the open ground between trees and house. Tall, lean,
with the controlled economy of movement that characterised elite
operators. As the morning sun caught his features, identification
confirmed what tactical assessment had already suggested.

Alexei Volkov.

Serj maintained tactical position, calculating engagement parameters
with methodical precision. Alexei represented a distinct tactical cat-
egory from the contractors—his training identical to Serj’s own, his
tactical awareness equivalently developed, his operational experience
creating near-perfect prediction capability.

Alexei stopped approximately twenty-five metres from the house, his
posture indicating not immediate threat but tactical assessment. His
eyes moved across the property with professional thoroughness, not-
ing the neutralised contractors with unsurprised evaluation.

“I know you’re watching, brother,” he called, his voice pitched for tac-
tical discretion rather than unnecessary volume. “Eight contractors
in less than three minutes. Still maintaining your perfect operational
record, I see.”

Serj considered response options, calculating probability patterns for
various engagement approaches. Alexei represented both tactical
threat and informational resource—potential intelligence on pursuit
parameters balanced against operational security risk.

Decision parameters established. He emerged from concealed posi-
tion, the VSS Vintorez held at low ready rather than directly aimed—
tactical acknowledgement without vulnerability.

“They lacked proper tactical discipline,” Serj noted. “Predictable
engagement patterns.”
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A hint of a smile touched Alexei’s features. “Some things never
change,” he observed, his posture remaining deliberately neutral—
neither threatening nor vulnerable. “Still analysing tactical variables
while everyone else is catching their breath.”

Serj studied his former partner with careful assessment. Alexei’s
presence represented significant tactical development—either inde-
pendent operation or forward deployment for primary pursuit team.
His tactical positioning indicated individual approach rather than
team coordination, suggesting operational parameters distinct from
the contractors.

“Pursuit parameters?” Serj inquired, maintaining tactical positioning
despite the familiar conversation.

“Full deployment,” Alexei confirmed, professional courtesy evident in
his tactical transparency. “Three specialised teams operating inde-
pendent search grids. Satellite surveillance on transportation nodes.
Regional law enforcement briefed on high-priority terror suspect with
child hostages.”

The intelligence registered as significant tactical value. The Centre
was implementing maximum pursuit protocols—resources typically
reserved for national security threats rather than standard opera-
tional deviations.

“You found us through tactical prediction rather than tracking sig-
nature,” Serj noted, the observation not a question but assessment.

Alexei nodded once. “I know how you think. Isolated location, defen-
sible position, multiple extraction routes, minimal civilian presence.
I identified three potential locations that fit your tactical preference
pattern.”

“And came alone,” Serj observed, the tactical anomaly requiring clar-
ification.

Something shifted in Alexei’s expression—professional assessment
giving way briefly to something less categorical. “Not entirely.
The contractors were supposed to secure the perimeter while I
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approached. I intentionally held back to observe their effectiveness.”

“Tactical assessment indicated low probability of successful engage-
ment,” Serj concluded.

“Something like that,” Alexei acknowledged, a hint of the old famil-
iarity entering his voice. “I wanted to see if you were still you. If the
tactical deviation extended to engagement protocols.”

Serj processed this information with careful attention. “Threat neu-
tralisation maintains operational security while preventing future
pursuit capability.”

“Always the tactical explanation,” Alexei noted, a trace of weariness
entering his voice. “Never just ‘they were trying to kill me.’”

The observation created momentary tactical pause. Serj considered
various response options before selecting direct acknowledgement.
“Correct. Elimination was necessary for mission parameters.”

Alexei studied him with unexpected intensity. “And what exactly
are your mission parameters now, brother? Because Zakharov be-
lieves you’ve been compromised at the deepest psychological level.
That American handlers have triggered childhood trauma to turn
you against the Centre.”

The information registered as significant tactical intelligence—
command establishing psychological justification for operational
deviation rather than acknowledging legitimate parameter reassess-
ment.

“Compromised command structure,” Serj stated. “Operational in-
tegrity undermined through private corruption rather than state se-
curity priorities.”

“I know,” Alexei replied simply.

The acknowledgement created momentary tactical reassessment. If
Alexei recognised command corruption, his presence suggested po-
tential operational alignment rather than pursuit objective.
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“The procurement fraud,” Alexei continued. “The systematic elimi-
nation of those investigating it. The connection to Kazan’s industrial
interests. I’ve been watching the pattern develop for years, just as
you have.”

“Yet you remain within command structure,” Serj observed, the tac-
tical inconsistency requiring clarification.

Alexei’s expression tightened almost imperceptibly. “Because dis-
mantling it requires internal pressure as much as external expo-
sure. What you’re doing—taking the children, planning to expose
the network—it creates vulnerability for Russia itself, not just the
corrupt elements.”

The tactical assessment registered with significant implications.
Alexei wasn’t pursuing him as an operational target but as a
strategic liability—not because he disagreed with the assessment
but the methodology.

“The Centre has been weaponised against those protecting Russian
interests rather than threatening them,” Serj stated. “Operational
integrity requires independent verification when command structure
is compromised.”

“And what about Russia’s interests?” Alexei challenged, frustration
briefly visible beneath his professional control. “You’ve accessed clas-
sified Crimea operational files. If that information reaches Western
intelligence—”

“Tactical distinction,” Serj interrupted. “Exposing corruption within
security apparatus represents different operational category from
compromising strategic operations.”

Alexei shook his head slightly. “In theory, perhaps. In practise,
once you start this kind of exposure, you lose control of the outcome.
Western intelligence will leverage it against all Russian interests, not
just the corrupt elements.”

The tactical assessment contained valid strategic considerations. Op-
erational security for legitimate national interests required different

197



parameters from exposing internal corruption.

“You know what we’ve done, Serj,” Alexei continued, his voice low-
ering. “Forty-nine operations. How many were legitimate security
threats, and how many were just inconvenient to someone’s financial
interests? If this all becomes public, every operation gets exposed—
the legitimate with the corrupted.”

The implication registered with significant tactical weight. Full expo-
sure created vulnerability not just for corrupted command elements
but for essential security operations conducted with legitimate pa-
rameters.

“Alternative approach?” Serj inquired, professional respect evident
in his willingness to consider tactical reassessment.

“Internal correction,” Alexei responded immediately. “I have direct
access to General Stepanovich in the SVR. He’s been building a case
against Orlov for years, gathering evidence of operational miscon-
duct. With what you’ve discovered, we could remove the corrupted
elements while preserving operational integrity.”

Serj calculated probability patterns for this alternative approach—
tactical advantages balanced against security vulnerabilities, opera-
tional timeline against immediate protection requirements.

“And the children?” he asked, the question representing not emo-
tional consideration but central mission parameter.

Something like approval flickered in Alexei’s eyes. “Protected, of
course. Placed with secure families under SVR oversight until the
situation is resolved. Children are never legitimate targets, regardless
of operational parameters.”

The tactical synchronicity registered—their shared principle tran-
scending operational differences. Yet the methodology divergence
remained tactically significant.

“Internal correction creates exposure vulnerability for the children,”
Serj noted. “Continued existence represents evidence requiring elim-
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ination from corrupted perspective.”

“They’d be protected by the highest security protocols,” Alexei in-
sisted. “Stepanovich would ensure—”

“Forty-nine operations,” Serj interrupted, echoing Alexei’s earlier
statement. “All successfully executed despite security protocols. The
children remain vulnerable while the corrupted command structure
retains operational capacity.”

Alexei’s expression tightened, professional assessment giving way to
momentary frustration. “So your solution is what? Disappear with
them forever? Live as a fugitive while the system remains corrupted?
How does that serve Russia’s interests?”

“Tactical divergence,” Serj acknowledged. “Your approach prioritizes
system integrity through controlled correction. Mine prioritizes im-
mediate threat neutralisation through direct intervention.”

“And which one protects both the children and Russia?” Alexei
pressed.

The question created momentary tactical consideration. Both ap-
proaches contained valid strategic elements balanced against signif-
icant vulnerabilities. The divergence represented not right versus
wrong but different priority hierarchies within shared principle frame-
work.

“I’ve killed dozens for Russia,” Serj stated finally. “Eliminated tar-
gets as directed, never questioning beyond tactical parameters. That
operational compliance ended when children became legitimate tar-
gets.”

“And I’m telling you they don’t have to be,” Alexei responded, inten-
sity evident beneath his controlled exterior. “Come back with me.
Bring your evidence to Stepanovich. We can protect the children
and fix the system from within.”

Serj calculated response options, tactical assessment incorporating
all variables from the developing situation. Alexei’s presence with-
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out immediate tactical team suggested operational independence—
potential flexibility beyond strict pursuit parameters.

“And if I decline?” Serj inquired, tactical positioning shifting almost
imperceptibly to accommodate potential engagement necessity.

Something like resignation crossed Alexei’s features. “Then it’s no
longer just about corruption, brother. It’s about national security.
The classified files you’ve accessed, the operational details you’ve
compromised—they go beyond Zakharov and Orlov. They affect
Russia’s fundamental security posture.”

The implicit tactical escalation registered immediately. Alexei wasn’t
threatening personal engagement but establishing expanded opera-
tional context—reframing Serj’s actions within broader security im-
plications.

“You’re suggesting I’ve become a security threat,” Serj observed, tac-
tical assessment calculating potential engagement parameters despite
their shared history.

“I’m saying there’s a line between exposing corruption and compro-
mising essential security operations,” Alexei clarified. “A line I be-
lieve you’re too tactically precise to have crossed deliberately, but
may cross through the methodology you’ve chosen.”

The tactical assessment created momentary pause. Alexei’s approach
represented not pursuit completion but professional intervention—
attempting to redirect rather than neutralise.

“Your operational presence here creates tactical divergence,” Serj
noted. “Independent initiative rather than direct pursuit protocol.”

A hint of the familiar half-smile touched Alexei’s features. “Let’s
just say I convinced Zakharov that my tactical approach had higher
success probability than direct team engagement. He doesn’t need
to know that my objective was conversation rather than capture.”

The tactical alignment registered—Alexei operating within system
parameters while maintaining independent objective assessment.
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The approach mirrored his own methodology during numerous joint
operations where official parameters had been technically satisfied
while actual execution followed tactically superior approach.

“Time frame?” Serj inquired, acknowledging the tactical courtesy
with professional reciprocity.

“Fifteen minutes before secondary team reaches village perimeter,”
Alexei replied. “They’re monitoring my communication channel with
thirty-second verification protocol.”

The tactical information represented significant operational value—
both immediate timeline parameters and verification protocol intel-
ligence. Alexei’s disclosure indicated continued professional respect
despite operational divergence.

“Decision parameters established,” Serj stated, tactical assessment
complete.

Alexei studied him with unexpected intensity. “I know that look,”
he observed. “You’ve calculated all variables and reached tactical
conclusion.”

Serj nodded once, acknowledging the accurate assessment. “Your ap-
proach contains valid strategic elements. Internal correction provides
system preservation while addressing corrupted elements.”

“But?” Alexei pressed, recognising the implicit tactical reservation.

“Immediate security vulnerability remains unresolved,” Serj con-
cluded. “The children require direct protection while system
correction develops. Operational separation maintains tactical
flexibility while alternative approaches proceed simultaneously.”

Alexei’s expression shifted to something approaching resignation.
“You’re not coming back.”

“Negative,” Serj confirmed. “Current mission parameters require con-
tinued independent operation until security verification established.”

Something like genuine regret crossed Alexei’s features. “Then we
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have a problem, brother. Because my operational parameters require
preventing classified information compromise, regardless of personal
preference.”

The tactical implications registered immediately. Alexei wasn’t
pursuing him as corrupted operative but as security liability—
prioritising national interests above personal connection. The
principle alignment remained despite methodological divergence.

“Engagement probability?” Serj inquired, tactical assessment calcu-
lating response options.

“Near certainty,” Alexei acknowledged, his posture shifting subtly to-
ward potential tactical positioning. “Unless you surrender the classi-
fied information you’ve accessed. Not the corruption evidence—keep
that for when this is resolved. Just the operational security files that
could compromise national interests.”

Serj calculated response options, tactical assessment incorporating all
variables. The request represented reasonable security consideration
rather than pursuit completion. The classified information existed
separately from corruption evidence, tactically distinct in security
implications.

Decision parameters established.

“Tactical engagement creates shared vulnerability,” Serj stated, the
VSS Vintorez remaining at low ready position rather than combat
orientation. “Neither of us operates at optimal capacity against the
other.”

Alexei’s expression suggested tactical agreement. “Mutually assured
operational failure,” he observed, the ghost of a smile touching his
features. “Like that Cold War exercise we ran in 2008.”

The reference created momentary tactical recognition—a shared op-
erational memory rather than emotional connection. The 2008 simu-
lation had demonstrated how equivalent training created equivalent
vulnerability when properly matched opponents engaged directly.
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“Alternative resolution parameters?” Serj inquired, establishing ne-
gotiation framework rather than combat preparation.

Alexei considered this with visible tactical assessment. “The oper-
ational security files. Just those. The corruption evidence remains
with you. I report minimal intelligence gathered, pursuit continues
but with reduced priority as resources are redirected to active oper-
ations.”

The proposal contained reasonable tactical elements—segregating na-
tional security protection from corruption exposure, creating opera-
tional flexibility while maintaining principle integrity for both.

“Acceptable compromise,” Serj stated, reaching slowly into his tacti-
cal vest to extract a specialised data device. “Operational security
files isolated from corruption evidence. Separate encryption proto-
cols.”

Relief visibly crossed Alexei’s features, professional tension easing
fractionally. “You kept them separated.”

“Tactical distinction between classification categories,” Serj con-
firmed, holding the small device for visual verification. “Operational
security distinct from corruption evidence.”

As Alexei reached to accept the device, Serj’s posture shifted with cal-
culated precision. The engagement wasn’t aggressive but efficiently
executed—a specialised control technique targeting the vagus nerve
while simultaneously applying carotid compression to induce rapid
unconsciousness.

Alexei’s tactical awareness registered the approach immediately, his
response demonstrating the elite training they shared. His counter-
technique was perfectly executed—breaking the nerve compression
while establishing defensive distance. But Serj had anticipated this
precise defence, his follow-up already in motion—a secondary tech-
nique targeting the brachial stun point while simultaneous leg sweep
compromised balance.

The engagement continued for precisely 6.7 seconds—a masterclass
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in Centre combat methodology executed by two perfectly matched
operatives. Each attack was countered, each defence anticipated, the
tactical sequence evolving through mutual prediction capability.

The resolution came not through superior technique but tactical
adaptation—Serj abandoning Centre protocol for a Systema variant
that Alexei wouldn’t have encountered in standard training. The
modified approach created momentary recognition gap, sufficient for
Serj to execute a precision choke hold that compromised blood flow
to the brain without risking tracheal damage.

“Really, brother?” Alexei managed, disappointment evident beneath
tactical resistance.

For a moment—brief enough to miss in a blink—something like regret
crossed Serj’s features. Then it was gone, replaced by operational
focus.

“Operational necessity,” he replied, maintaining precise pressure con-
trol as Alexei fought to counter the technique. “Your tactical ap-
proach contains valid elements. Implementation timeline creates cur-
rent security vulnerability.”

Alexei’s struggles weakened, his resistance transforming to resigned
acceptance. His tactical discipline allowed him to recognise the in-
evitable outcome. Just before awareness completely faded, he met
Serj’s gaze with unexpected intensity.

“This isn’t over,” he stated, the words carrying not threat but fac-
tual assessment. “The system… will either correct or collapse. Your
approach… accelerates timing rather than… improving outcome.”

Something passed between them in that final moment of
consciousness—an understanding beyond words, born of shared
blood and missions. Then Alexei went limp in Serj’s grasp.

“Outcome assessment pending operational development,” Serj
replied, carefully controlling Alexei’s descent as unconsciousness
completed its effect. “Tactical methodologies divergent but principle
alignment maintained.”
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As Alexei lost consciousness completely, Serj eased him to the
ground with tactical precision, ensuring proper positioning to
maintain airway clearance and prevent positional complications
during recovery period. The engagement had been successfully
executed—neutralisation without elimination, operational security
maintained while preserving future flexibility.

The device he had shown contained no actual classified information—
a tactical deception employed to create engagement opportunity.
The real files remained secured in multiple locations, tactically sepa-
rated according to security classification and operational relevance.

Tactical assessment indicated approximately twelve minutes until sec-
ondary pursuit team reached village perimeter. Sufficient time for
extraction protocol implementation but requiring immediate action.
Alexei would regain consciousness within approximately twenty min-
utes based on the precise application of the choke hold technique and
his demonstrated physiological resilience.

Before departing, Serj placed a blister pack of analgesics in Alexei’s
hand—a tactical courtesy to counteract the headache from the choke
hold. The gesture represented professional respect rather than emo-
tional connection, tactical acknowledgement of shared operational
history.

The mission parameters continued to evolve beyond any previous
operation in his career. The children were secured, initial protec-
tion established, immediate threats neutralised. Yet operational
completion remained defined by ongoing security rather than target
elimination—a fundamental tactical shift from his previous mission
parameters.

As he turned to enter the house, Serj’s tactical mind processed a
new assessment. His continued presence created significant risk pa-
rameters through operational signature recognition. Centre pursuit
resources would prioritise his tactical profile above all other variables,
potentially compromising the children’s security through proximity
association.

205



Serj moved with controlled urgency, retrieving essential equipment
while ensuring no operational traces remained at the house. Tatiana
and the children would be proceeding toward the northern forest shel-
ter according to established protocol, their route deliberately sepa-
rate from his own to minimise tracking vulnerability.

As he prepared to depart, his tactical assessment reached a new con-
clusion. The twelve-hour rendezvous at the forest shelter represented
unnecessary risk concentration. His continued association with the
children created targeting vulnerability that their separation would
eliminate. Tatiana’s operational background provided sufficient se-
curity protocols without his continued presence.

The most effective protection now required not defensive positioning
but offensive engagement. The pattern of pursuit demonstrated sys-
tematic escalation that would eventually compromise any defensive
position. Tactical adaptation was required.

Serj adjusted his equipment, calculating new operational parameters.
He would not appear at the forest shelter rendezvous. Tatiana would
implement contingency protocols, moving the children to secondary
locations outside established search parameters. Their safety would
be enhanced by complete separation from his operational signature.

Meanwhile, he would implement offensive targeting against pursuit
command structure. The Centre had trained him to hunt with per-
fect efficiency. Now they would experience that training from the
perspective of the hunted.

The mission remained the mission—protection of the children re-
quired elimination of the threat. But unlike previous operations, this
mission would continue until all pursuit parameters had been neu-
tralised. Not just the teams, but the command structure directing
them.

For the first time in his operational career, Serj Romanov wasn’t just
executing a mission.

He was choosing one.
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Strategic Planning

Moscow Oblast, April 2014
The abandoned telecommunications outpost stood alone on a
forested hillside thirty kilometres east of Moscow. Soviet-era
satellite dishes, long disconnected from any network, rusted silently
against the evening sky. The facility had been decommissioned in
2003, its equipment salvaged, and its existence erased from most
official records.

Most, but not all. Serj had discovered it during a counter-intelligence
operation in 2007, noting its strategic position and isolation before
filing it away in his mental catalogue of potential resources. Now,
eleven days after his confrontation with Alexei, it served as his tem-
porary operational base.

The outpost’s underground level provided both concealment and
functionality—a concrete bunker designed to withstand Cold War
hostilities now repurposed for a different kind of warfare. Serj had
systematically transformed the space into a comprehensive planning
centre, the walls covered with maps, photographs, and network dia-
grams illuminated by portable LED lights.

At the centre of the main room stood a steel table, its surface domi-
nated by three distinct operational portfolios—one for each primary
target. Zakharov. Orlov. Kazan. The men who had weaponised the
Directorate N. of the Special Purpose Centre against Russia’s own
citizens. The men who had ordered the elimination of the Belikov
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family without hesitation or remorse.

Serj stood before the table, studying the interconnected web of infor-
mation with methodical precision. His large frame cast long shadows
across the concrete floor as he moved between documents, connect-
ing patterns that only his trained eye could recognise. Eleven days
of continuous intelligence gathering had provided the foundation for
what would become the most complex operation of his career—not
an elimination, but a systematic dismantling.

He picked up a surveillance photograph of Colonel Zakharov leav-
ing his Moscow apartment, studying it with detached analysis. The
Colonel’s security protocols were textbook Centre methodology—
predictable to anyone who had helped write those same textbooks.
Zakharov maintained the illusion of varied routines while actually fol-
lowing distinct pattern cycles that repeated every nine days. His per-
sonal security team consisted of four operatives, all former military
with Centre training but lacking the specialised skills Serj himself
had received.

Tactical vulnerability identified.

Next, he examined General Orlov’s file. The General’s security
measures were more sophisticated, befitting his higher position and
greater paranoia. He travelled exclusively in armoured vehicles,
maintained a twelve-man security detail, and rarely deviated from
secure facilities. Yet his operational weakness was equally evident
to Serj’s trained assessment: Orlov’s digital security relied entirely
on Centre protocols that Serj had helped implement. The system
designed to keep others out would offer little resistance to one of its
architects.

Tactical vulnerability identified.

The final portfolio contained information on Igor Kazan. The oli-
garch presented a different category of target—not military or intel-
ligence but a businessman who had purchased security rather than
lived it. His measures were extensive but inconsistent, expensive
rather than effective. Private security contractors with impressive re-
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sumes but minimal coordination. Multiple properties with advanced
systems but predictable usage patterns. His dacha outside Moscow
represented particular vulnerability—a showcase of wealth designed
more for impression than protection.

Tactical vulnerability identified.

Serj’s mind flashed back unbidden—

Moscow, 2005. Nine years earlier.

The planning room within the Centre’s underground facility hummed
with focused energy as Serj and Alexei prepared for their most complex
operation to date. Maps and blueprints covered the walls, surveillance
photographs arranged in precise chronological order.

”The target maintains three separate security parameters,” Alexei
noted, tracing the concentric circles on the facility blueprint. “Outer
perimeter: standard guards, minimal training. Middle perimeter:
electronic surveillance with redundant systems. Inner perimeter: elite
protection detail with specialised counter-intelligence training.”

Serj studied the security layout with analytical precision. “Conven-
tional approach creates compounding failure probability. Each layer
independently manageable but collectively prohibitive.”

”Exactly,” Alexei agreed. “Which is why we’re not using a conven-
tional approach.” He tapped the blueprint with deliberate emphasis.
“We don’t fight the security—we use it against itself.”

Serj’s eyes narrowed slightly as he processed this tactical innovation.
“Elaborate.”

”Security systems aren’t designed to catch infiltrators,” Alexei ex-
plained, a hint of satisfaction in his voice. “They’re designed to
catch specific types of infiltrators using expected methodologies. De-
viate from expectation, and the system becomes vulnerable.”

He pointed to the electronic surveillance array. “This system is cali-
brated to detect disruption, not manipulation. If we alter its parame-
ters rather than disabling it, we can create a false security condition.”
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Serj nodded once, the tactical approach registering as innovative yet
sound. “System integrity appears maintained while actual function-
ality is compromised.”

”Precisely. Now apply that same principle to human security ele-
ments.” Alexei indicated the guard rotations noted on the adjacent
chart. “Their protocols are designed to detect external threats, but
what if the threat appears to come from within their own structure?”

Understanding crystallised in Serj’s methodical mind. “Internal dis-
cord as tactical leverage. Security elements neutralise each other
through manufactured conflict.”

”The perfect infiltration isn’t about avoiding security systems,” Alexei
concluded, satisfaction evident in his expression. “It’s about turning
them against themselves. The more complex the system, the more
vulnerable it becomes to this approach.”

Serj processed this tactical innovation with careful consideration. The
methodology represented a fundamental shift from conventional infil-
tration doctrine—not overpowering or circumventing security, but
weaponising it against itself.

”Application parameters accepted,” he acknowledged finally. “Opera-
tional approach recalibrated.”

Alexei smiled, clapping a hand on Serj’s shoulder. “And that, brother,
is why we succeed where others fail. We don’t just overcome the
system—we make it defeat itself.”

The memory faded as Serj returned to his current operational plan-
ning. The tactical approach Alexei had demonstrated years ago now
provided the foundation for his counter-operation against the Cen-
tre itself. Not direct confrontation but systematic manipulation—
turning their security protocols against them by exploiting the vul-
nerabilities inherent in their design.

Serj moved to a separate section of the underground facility where
he had assembled his operational resources. Unlike his previous mis-
sions with their Centre-supplied equipment and support, this oper-
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ation required independent acquisition of everything from weapons
to surveillance technology. The last eleven days had been spent not
just gathering intelligence but collecting the tools necessary for im-
plementation.

His equipment collection reflected the same methodical thoroughness
that characterised all his operations: communications gear capable of
monitoring Centre frequencies, specialised infiltration tools designed
to bypass specific security systems, weapons selected for tactical ver-
satility rather than raw firepower. Each item had been acquired
through separate channels, using resources and identities established
years earlier as contingency measures.

The wall above his equipment station displayed the operational time-
line he had constructed—a complex sequence of coordinated actions
designed to systematically isolate and neutralise each target. Not
through direct elimination, but through carefully orchestrated ex-
posure. The approach was precision-targeted psychological warfare
rather than physical elimination.

Phase one: Information acquisition. Gather comprehensive documen-
tation of the corruption network, establishing irrefutable connections
between Zakharov, Orlov, and Kazan.

Phase two: Asset isolation. Systematically separate each target
from their support infrastructure, creating operational vulnerability
through manufactured discord.

Phase three: Targeted exposure. Deploy the evidence through spe-
cific channels designed to create maximum impact within Russian
security structures while minimising potential exploitation by exter-
nal forces.

The methodology represented a fundamental departure from his pre-
vious operations, yet the underlying tactical approach remained con-
sistent: identify the target’s vulnerabilities, establish optimal engage-
ment parameters, and execute with precision. The difference lay not
in the process but the purpose—protection rather than elimination.

211



Serj checked his watch. 19:47. Time to implement the first phase
of active operations. He moved toward the communications station
he had established in the outpost’s former control room, activating
the specialised equipment with practised efficiency. The system had
been modified to access Centre communication frequencies without
triggering surveillance protocols—another vulnerability he had iden-
tified years earlier but never reported.

The Centre’s operational channels came alive with controlled
chatter—pursuit teams checking in, surveillance reports being filed,
command directives being issued. Serj listened with analytical
detachment, extracting tactically relevant information while filtering
operational noise. The pursuit resources deployed to find him had
been reduced, just as Alexei had promised. Not eliminated, but
redirected to other priorities as the Centre’s focus shifted to ongoing
operations in Ukraine.

Tactical advantage identified.

The reduced pursuit pressure provided operational flexibility that
Serj immediately incorporated into his planning. If standard search
protocols had been downgraded, the probability of successful tar-
geted operations increased proportionally. The timeline could be
accelerated, the approach refined for higher impact probability.

Serj moved back to the planning table, adjusting the operational
sequence to reflect this new intelligence. The first active measure
would target Zakharov’s private data storage—not the official Centre
systems, which would be heavily protected, but the separate database
where the Colonel maintained his personal files. A system Serj had
helped secure three years earlier, its vulnerabilities mapped in his
methodical mind.

The intrusion would serve two distinct tactical purposes: gather criti-
cal intelligence on the corruption network while simultaneously plant-
ing subtle evidence suggesting internal betrayal. Not obvious enough
to trigger immediate response, but sufficient to create lingering sus-
picion. The seed of discord planted with precision calculation.
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Similar operations would follow for each target, each designed to
appear disconnected while actually forming part of a coordinated
approach. The methodology mirrored Centre psychological operation
protocols—invisible pressure applied at specific vulnerability points,
gradually increasing until the target’s operational stability collapsed.

As Serj finalised the operational timeline, he allowed himself a mo-
ment of tactical assessment beyond immediate planning parameters.
The approach he had designed represented not just a mission but
a philosophical position. His targets weren’t being eliminated but
exposed—their corruption revealed through surgical precision rather
than destructive force.

The distinction was tactically significant. Previous operations had re-
solved threats through elimination, removing problems rather than
addressing their causes. This counter-operation targeted the sys-
temic corruption itself, not just its representatives. The approach
aligned with his foundational principle—serve Russia’s true interests,
not corrupted command directives.

Serj moved to prepare for the night’s operation, changing from his
current clothing into nondescript attire that would draw no attention
in Moscow’s administrative district. His tactical vest was replaced by
a lightweight variant concealed beneath a ordinary jacket, weapons
selected for concealability rather than maximum effect. The infiltra-
tion required minimal equipment—this was an intelligence operation,
not a direct action mission.

As he completed his preparations, Serj’s mind remained focused on
operational parameters rather than emotional considerations. The
children were safe with Tatiana, removed from his operational sig-
nature and the pursuit resources it attracted. Their separation was
tactically necessary, not an emotional sacrifice. The most effective
protection he could provide was eliminating the threat at its source
rather than maintaining defensive position.

The operational approach was complex but methodical, each element
precisely calculated to advance specific objectives. Not the chaotic
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rebellion of an emotional defector but the surgical precision of an op-
erator who had identified systemic failure and implemented tactical
correction. The perfect weapon, refined rather than broken.

As night fell over the Moscow countryside, Serj made his final equip-
ment checks. The operation would begin in exactly three hours—
optimal timing to coincide with shift changes in Zakharov’s security
protocols. The approach was meticulous, the planning comprehen-
sive, the execution would be flawless. Just like his previous forty-nine
operations.

The mission was still the mission. But for the first time, Serj Ro-
manov was targeting the institution that had created him.
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The First Strike

Outside Moscow, April 2014
The Zakharov estate lay seventeen kilometres west of Moscow, a
modernist structure of glass and steel nestled within twelve hectares
of carefully maintained forest. In daylight, the property projected
power and wealth—security cameras mounted on elegant poles, sen-
sor arrays disguised as landscaping features, guards patrolling with
practised precision.

But in the darkness before dawn, these same security measures cre-
ated vulnerabilities invisible to anyone without Serj’s unique knowl-
edge.

He watched the estate from the forest edge, night vision goggles
revealing the subtle movements of security personnel through the
reinforced glass. Three guards maintained external patrols—two fol-
lowing the perimeter fence at opposite ends, the third positioned
near the main entrance. Inside, two security personnel monitored
the central surveillance hub while a third conducted interior rounds
at twenty-minute intervals. At the eastern wing, a single figure re-
mained stationary in what Serj had identified as the master bedroom.

Zakharov, asleep but still dangerous.

The Colonel’s security protocols were precise, established according
to Centre methodology that Serj himself had helped refine. Stan-
dard two-layered defensive positioning, digital surveillance integra-
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tion, and counterintelligence measures designed to alert against con-
ventional infiltration techniques.

All formidable against anyone else. All exploitable to someone who
had designed them.

Serj checked his equipment one final time—each piece selected with
tactical precision. The specialised electronic disruptor would create
a three-minute surveillance blind spot in each sector. The acoustic
dampening soles on his boots would eliminate any sound from his
movement. His weapons—a suppressed Makarov PM and a carbon
fibre garrotte—represented final contingencies rather than primary
tools.

His objective wasn’t elimination. Not yet.

At 03:47, Serj activated the first disruptor, targeting the north-
eastern sensor array. The device emitted a carefully calibrated
interference pattern that would register as system noise rather than
deliberate tampering. To the monitoring team, it would appear
as momentary signal degradation—annoying but not alarming,
especially given the light rain that had begun to fall.

He moved during this first disruption window, crossing eighty me-
tres of open ground with silent efficiency, his large frame somehow
fluid despite its size. The perimeter fence was equipped with vibra-
tion sensors calibrated to detect climbing attempts. Serj extracted
a compact signal repeater from his equipment pouch, attaching it to
the fence control node with practised precision.

For sixty seconds, the perimeter system would remember its own
undisturbed state, replaying it to the central monitoring system while
Serj used a specialised cutting tool to create an entry point. The
rain provided both acoustic masking and limited visibility—tactical
advantages that justified his operational timeline despite the mild
discomfort.

Through the fence, Serj paused in the shadows of a large spruce, con-
ducting rapid visual assessment. The western perimeter guard would

216



complete his pattern in approximately forty seconds, passing within
twelve metres of Serj’s position. The tactical approach required pre-
cise timing rather than unnecessary elimination.

When the guard passed, Serj moved—not away from the patrol route
but behind it. The blind spot in human tactical awareness always
existed in the space just monitored. Most infiltrators made the mis-
take of avoiding patrol routes entirely; Serj’s approach used them as
covered advance pathways.

Three more precision movements brought him to the house’s eastern
servant entrance. The door featured both electronic and mechan-
ical security—a keypad controlling the magnetic locks and a con-
ventional deadbolt as backup. Serj extracted a specialised bypass
module, attaching it to the keypad’s housing. The device performed
a high-speed analysis of the system, identifying the electromagnetic
signature of recent key presses and probability-mapping the entry
code.

As the electronic lock disengaged, a small indicator light transi-
tioned from red to green. The deadbolt required more traditional
approach—a set of custom titanium picks that Serj manipulated
with surprising dexterity for hands his size. Seven seconds later,
both security measures were defeated.

Inside, Serj paused, allowing his senses to adapt to the new environ-
ment. The house’s interior featured recessed lighting at ten percent
capacity—enough to prevent complete darkness while maintaining
the illusion of a sleeping household. The air carried the faint scent of
expensive mahogany and what Serj identified as Zakharov’s preferred
cedar-based cologne.

His mind flashed back unbidden—

Prague, 2006. Eight years earlier.

The Czech diplomat’s apartment occupied the third floor of a pre-war
building in Prague’s diplomatic quarter. Tall windows offered views
of the ancient city but created security vulnerabilities that Serj had
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immediately identified during his reconnaissance.

”Target location confirmed,” he reported through his subvocal micro-
phone. “Proceeding with entry.”

”Confirmed,” came Alexei’s response through the secure earpiece.
“Surveillance indicates target will remain at dinner engagement
for approximately ninety minutes. You have sufficient operational
window.”

The mission parameters were explicit: retrieve documents detailing
Russian sleeper agent deployments that the diplomat had acquired
through an internal leak. No elimination—the Centre wanted no
diplomatic incidents that might alert their counterintelligence services
to the breach.

The lock yielded to Serj’s specialised tools with minimal resistance. In-
side, the apartment’s layout matched intelligence briefing precisely—
main living area connecting to study, bedroom wing to the east, service
areas to the west. Serj moved directly to the study, night vision equip-
ment providing clear navigation through the darkened space.

The safe concealed within the antique writing desk represented stan-
dard diplomatic security—more symbolic than functional. Serj by-
passed it within thirty seconds, extracting a leather portfolio contain-
ing exactly the documents specified in the mission brief.

”Primary objective located,” he reported quietly. “Beginning docu-
mentation.”

As he photographed each page with practised efficiency, a detail on
the third document caught his attention. What appeared to be a stan-
dard diplomatic cable contained coded references to a surveillance
operation targeting not foreign interests but internal Russian mil-
itary communications—specifically, communications involving Gen-
eral Orlov’s command structure.

The information registered as tactically significant but operationally
confusing. Why would a Czech diplomatic mission be monitoring in-
ternal Russian military communications? And why would that surveil-
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lance specifically target Orlov’s command?

”Contact approaching building entrance,” Alexei’s voice interrupted
his analysis. “Diplomatic security, unscheduled patrol. Maintain
position while I assess.”

Serj continued his documentation, completing the photography with
undiminished precision despite the potential complication. The final
page revealed something even more significant—references to finan-
cial transactions between an unnamed Russian military official and
Czech defence contractors. The amounts matched known patterns of
corrupt procurement practices that the Centre itself had investigated
the previous year.

”Security patrol continuing past target building,” Alexei reported. “Ex-
traction route remains clear.”

”Acknowledged,” Serj replied, returning the documents to their orig-
inal position with meticulous care. “Documentation complete. Pro-
ceeding to extraction.”

The operation concluded without incident—clean egress through the
service entrance, controlled movement to the extraction vehicle, de-
parture before the diplomat returned from his engagement.

During debriefing, Zakharov had shown particular interest in the final
pages of documentation.

”These references to financial irregularities,” he had said, studying
the photographs with unusual intensity. “Did you notice any specific
names associated with the transactions?”

”Negative,” Serj had replied. “Only transaction amounts and routing
codes. No specific identifiers.”

Zakharov had nodded, appearing satisfied with this response. “Excel-
lent work as always, Romanov. The Centre will handle analysis of
these connections.”

The operation had been classified as complete, but something about
Zakharov’s focused interest in those financial records had registered
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as tactically unusual. The Colonel typically maintained emotional
distance from operational details, but these specific documents had
triggered visible engagement.

The observation had been filed away—tactically curious but opera-
tionally irrelevant. Until now.

Serj returned to the present, integrating the tactical memory into
his current approach. The Prague operation had revealed potential
monitoring of Orlov’s communications years earlier—a connection
that suggested tensions within the command structure might have
pre-dated current events.

Moving through Zakharov’s house required perfect timing. The in-
terior security guard would complete his current round in approx-
imately forty seconds, passing within five metres of Serj’s position
before returning to the central monitoring station. Unlike the exter-
nal patrol, this guard needed to be neutralised—his position created
unavoidable operational interference, and his elimination would send
a clear message to Zakharov about the nature of the breach.

Serj positioned himself in a recessed doorway, controlling his breath-
ing to near-imperceptible levels. The guard appeared on schedule,
moving with the casual confidence of someone who believed in the
security system’s infallibility. His tactical awareness was fundamen-
tally compromised by routine—seventeen identical patrol patterns
had eliminated his vigilance.

The neutralisation was executed with precision economy—Serj
emerged as the guard passed, extracting the carbon fibre garrotte
from his vest in one fluid motion. The thin, strong cord looped
around the guard’s neck with practised efficiency, Serj applying pre-
cisely calculated pressure to the carotid arteries while controlling the
guard’s weight. The guard’s hands instinctively rose to his throat,
but Serj had positioned himself perfectly, using his larger frame
to immobilize the guard against further struggle. Unconsciousness
came within four seconds, death within twelve. Serj maintained
the pressure for an additional eight seconds, ensuring complete

220



neutralisation before carefully lowering the body to the floor.

The guard was then deliberately positioned in the central hallway.
Not hidden, but arranged with meticulous precision—head aligned
precisely with the ornate pattern in the marble flooring, arms placed
at exact parallel angles to the body. A message that would be im-
mediately understood by anyone with Centre training: this wasn’t
a random intrusion but a precisely executed operation by someone
who understood their methodology.

Serj continued toward his primary objective: Zakharov’s private
study at the western end of the main floor. The room would con-
tain both the evidence he sought and the opportunity to plant the
seeds of manufactured conflict between the conspiracy’s principals.

The electronic lock on the study door featured a more sophisticated
system than the external entrance—a biometric scanner requiring Za-
kharov’s fingerprint. Serj extracted a specialised electromagnetic dis-
ruptor, positioning it against the control panel. Unlike crude hacking
attempts, the device manipulated the scanner’s validation algorithm,
creating a false-positive authentication by exploiting a fundamental
vulnerability in the system architecture.

Inside the study, Serj conducted immediate tactical assessment. The
room featured a large mahogany desk positioned to face the door,
bookshelves lining the western wall, and a small bar cart in the corner.
Two security cameras provided overlapping coverage, but their feeds
had been temporarily rerouted through Serj’s electronic disruptor.

The primary target sat in plain sight—Zakharov’s personal laptop,
positioned centrally on the desk. The device represented the most
significant intelligence opportunity and the most complex security
challenge. Its screen cast a faint blue glow, indicating sleep mode
rather than full shutdown—a tactical advantage that would simplify
access.

Serj moved to the desk, extracting a specialised USB device from
his equipment. With the laptop in sleep mode, the authentication
could be bypassed without triggering security protocols. The device
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contained custom software that exploited a zero-day vulnerability
in the authentication layer, granting access to the system without
disrupting the encryption that would activate upon full shutdown.

As the device worked, Serj conducted methodical search of the
room’s other potential intelligence sources. The hidden safe behind
the bookshelf was located exactly where Centre security proto-
cols recommended—a standardization vulnerability that Serj had
identified years earlier but never reported.

The safe’s mechanical lock yielded to specialised manipulation tech-
niques, revealing a cache of documentation that exceeded tactical ex-
pectations. Not just the financial records linking Zakharov to Kazan,
but comprehensive details of the Centre’s compromised operations—
targets eliminated to protect financial interests, legitimate security
threats ignored because they belonged to the “right” networks, intel-
ligence manipulated to justify eliminations that served private agen-
das.

Serj photographed each document with practised efficiency, the spe-
cialised camera creating digital copies while adding hidden metadata
that would later allow verification of authenticity. The evidence pro-
vided tactical confirmation of what he had already deduced: the
Centre had been systematically corrupted, its resources weaponised
against legitimate Russian interests to serve private financial net-
works.

Once the documentation was complete, Serj deliberately left the safe
door ajar and several key documents conspicuously out of alignment.
Not obvious disarray that would suggest hasty search, but precise
misalignments that would be immediately noticeable to someone with
Zakharov’s attention to detail. A calculated message that his most
secure repository had been violated with methodical precision.

The laptop access completed with silent efficiency. Serj navigated
through the file system methodically, copying critical documents to
his secure storage device. The information represented tactical gold—
operational schedules, security protocols, and most significantly, com-
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munications between Zakharov, Orlov, and Kazan detailing their con-
spiracy.

With the intelligence gathering complete, Serj implemented the
second phase of his operation—subtle information manipulation
designed to create discord between the conspiracy members.

Using specialised software, he planted carefully crafted digital ev-
idence suggesting Orlov had been conducting his own surveillance
of Zakharov. Nothing that would immediately trigger alarms, but
data that would emerge during normal system use—altered access
timestamps, fragmentary surveillance logs, communication metadata
suggesting unauthorised monitoring.

Similarly, he added traces suggesting Kazan had been withholding
revenue reports from their joint operations, skimming additional prof-
its that should have been shared according to their agreement. The
evidence was designed to appear as operational security rather than
obvious fabrication—the kind of discovery that would create doubt
rather than immediate confrontation.

With evidence secured and discord seeds planted, Serj prepared for
extraction. The operation had proceeded with optimal efficiency,
each phase executed within established timeline parameters. The
tactical approach now required clean egress without alerting remain-
ing security elements.

As he moved toward the service entrance, tactical awareness reg-
istered movement in the central monitoring hub—the two security
personnel maintaining digital surveillance. Their position provided
visual coverage of main corridors but not the service passages, creat-
ing a blind spot that Serj exploited with calculated precision.

Serj exited through the same service entrance, resecuring the elec-
tronic lock but deliberately leaving subtle evidence of the mechani-
cal lock being manipulated. Another calculated message—entry had
been achieved through technical expertise rather than brute force.

The perimeter security remained focused on external threats, creat-
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ing optimal extraction conditions through their predictable patrol
patterns. Serj moved through the property with the same methodi-
cal precision that had characterised his entrance, using patrol blind
spots and environmental features to maintain concealment.

Beyond the fence line, Serj conducted final operational assessment.
The mission had achieved all primary objectives:

1. Evidence secured documenting the corruption network
2. Seeds of discord planted between the conspiracy principals
3. Guard eliminated with precision Centre methodology
4. Evidence of safe compromise left for tactical impact
5. Extraction completed without active detection

Most significantly, when Zakharov discovered the breach—the dead
guard in the central hallway, the compromised safe, the subtle signs
of expert infiltration—he would recognise the tactical signature of a
Centre-trained operative. The precision methodology would create
significant psychological impact, demonstrating that his own security
systems had been compromised by someone with intimate knowledge
of their design.

The perfect weapon had returned to strike at its wielders.

As Serj moved through the forest toward his extraction vehicle, tac-
tical assessment continued processing the operation’s implications.
The next phase would target Orlov directly, creating overlapping
pressure points that would accelerate the conspiracy’s internal col-
lapse. The approach represented precise psychological warfare rather
than brute-force confrontation—the same methodology the Centre
had employed against external threats now directed inward at its
corrupted command structure.

Reaching the vehicle—a nondescript saloon positioned three kilome-
tres from the estate—Serj conducted standard counter-surveillance
protocols before departure. No pursuit signatures detected. No evi-
dence of operational compromise. Mission parameters achieved with
optimal efficiency.
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Serj drove away, the first strike’s implications processed in his an-
alytical mind. Zakharov would soon discover not just the secu-
rity breach but the manufactured evidence suggesting betrayal by
his co-conspirators. His psychological profile indicated predictable
responses—heightened paranoia and, most importantly, decreased
trust in his allies.

The operation hadn’t eliminated the target but compromised some-
thing more valuable: his operational stability. It had demonstrated
that someone with intimate knowledge of Centre methodology was
now targeting its leadership with their own techniques.

As Moscow’s distant lights appeared on the horizon, Serj briefly as-
sessed the strategic position he’d established. His targets weren’t
being eliminated but systematically dismantled—their corruption ex-
posed through surgical precision rather than destructive force.

By morning, the conspiracy would begin to fracture from within,
each member suspecting the others of betrayal. None would realise
that the true threat came not from their allies, but from the perfect
weapon they themselves had created.

225



Agency Contact

Moscow, April 2014
The café on Tverskaya Street buzzed with early evening activity -
tourists taking photographs of their elaborate desserts, locals argu-
ing politics over espresso, businessmen concluding their workday with
quick meetings. Serj occupied a corner table with perfect sight-lines
to both entrances and the street beyond. His large frame was some-
how contained within the small wooden chair, his presence deliber-
ately minimised despite his size.

Three days had passed since his infiltration of Zakharov’s estate. The
operation had achieved its objectives with characteristic efficiency -
evidence secured, discord sown, tactical advantage established. Now
he waited, watching the tall American who had appeared at precisely
the same time for three consecutive evenings.

The man was approximately fifty, with close-cropped silver hair and
the lean physique of someone who maintained rigorous physical dis-
cipline despite advancing age. His clothing projected deliberate or-
dinariness - navy blazer, light blue shirt, no tie - the international
uniform of the professional-trying-not-to-look-professional. To most
observers, he would register as a businessman or perhaps an aca-
demic.

But Serj wasn’t most observers.

The American’s tactical awareness was immediately evident to Serj’s
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trained assessment - the way he selected his table with optimal exit
access, how his gaze continually swept the room without appearing
to do so, the deliberate casualness that masked precise movements.
Most tellingly, he maintained what Centre training called the “op-
erative’s bubble” - the calculated distance from other patrons that
provided both conversational privacy and tactical manoeuvrability.

For three days, Serj had tracked the American’s movements after
identifying him during surveillance of Orlov’s office building. The
pattern was consistent: morning observation of the building from var-
ious positions, afternoon movement through a sequence of seemingly
unconnected locations (all offering excellent surveillance positions of
Centre-related facilities), then early evening at this café before re-
turning to a mid-range hotel near Red Square.

Not a tourist. Not a businessman. An intelligence operative con-
ducting methodical surveillance of the same targets Serj himself was
tracking.

The tactical implications required assessment. The American repre-
sented either potential interference with Serj’s operation or possible
intelligence value - perhaps both simultaneously. His focus on Cen-
tre facilities and leadership suggested familiarity with the corruption
network Serj was targeting.

Decision parameters established: direct approach with controlled en-
gagement.

Serj stood, moving through the crowded café with surprising grace for
his size. He approached the American’s table, noting the momentary
widening of the man’s eyes - not surprise at being approached, but
recognition.

“Your surveillance technique needs refinement,” Serj stated in flu-
ent English, sliding into the chair opposite the American. “You’ve
maintained consistent timing patterns for three consecutive days.”

The American studied him for three seconds before a smile broke
across his weathered face. “And yet, here you are approaching me,
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Major Romanov. Which suggests I wasn’t actually trying to avoid
detection.” His Russian was nearly flawless, with only the barest hint
of an American accent. “I’ve been waiting for you to make contact.”

The American knew his name and rank. More significantly, he had
deliberately established patterns designed to be noticed. This wasn’t
surveillance but invitation.

“Andre Keller,” the American continued, extending his hand.
“Though I suspect you’ve already identified me from your counter-
surveillance.”

Serj didn’t take the offered hand, his dark eyes assessing Keller with
methodical precision. “CIA?”

Keller withdrew his hand, the smile never faltering. “I’d be disap-
pointed if you thought me that obvious. Let’s just say I represent con-
cerned interests who have been monitoring certain activities within
the Special Purpose Centre.”

“American interests,” Serj clarified, not a question but assessment.

“Among others,” Keller acknowledged. He sipped his espresso, main-
taining eye contact. “We’ve been watching you for several years,
Major. Your operations have been… impressive.”

Western intelligence monitoring his operations created significant se-
curity implications for both his past missions and current objectives.

“Initially, we thought you might be Kazan’s private operative,” Keller
continued. “Your targeting was too selective, too efficient to be stan-
dard state security. But over time, we realised you were being di-
rected, not directing.”

Serj’s expression remained impassive, but his mind processed the
intelligence with accelerating precision. Foreign monitoring of his
operations represented a security breach at the highest level - one
that Zakharov and Orlov had either missed or deliberately ignored.

“The Ryzhov operation was particularly interesting,” Keller added.
“First time we observed hesitation in your execution. Then came the
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Belikov mission - the one you refused to complete as ordered. That’s
when we knew you’d recognised the pattern we’ve been tracking for
years.”

Something in Keller’s phrasing triggered a memory cascade\–

St. Petersburg, 2010. Four years earlier.

The wind whipped across the Neva River with bitter intensity, carrying
snow flurries that reduced visibility to less than thirty metres. Serj
maintained position despite the extreme conditions, the SVDK rifle
steady in his gloved hands. The specialised thermal optics cut through
the snowfall, providing clear view of the target’s apartment window
eight hundred metres distant.

”Target has company,” Alexei reported through their tactical comm.
“Male, approximately fifty, Western European or American based on
clothing and bearing. Non-military posture but professional aware-
ness.”

Serj adjusted his scope fractionally, acquiring the second figure. The
man was tall, well-dressed in clothing inappropriate for the Russian
winter. His movements displayed the controlled confidence of some-
one accustomed to authority, but with none of the military precision
Serj would expect from security personnel.

”Diplomat?” Serj suggested, continuing his assessment.

”Possibly,” Alexei responded. “Intelligence more likely. Watch his
hands - he’s comfortable in potential danger.”

Through the scope, Serj observed the interaction between target and
visitor. Professor Mikhail Sidorov, their assigned elimination, ap-
peared agitated - gesturing toward papers spread across his desk while
the visitor maintained calm composure. The conversation continued
for twelve minutes before the visitor departed, leaving with what ap-
peared to be a USB drive.

”Possible intelligence exchange,” Serj reported, resuming focus on the
primary target. “Operational implications?”
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The brief silence on the comm suggested Alexei was considering tacti-
cal options. “Proceed with primary objective. Intelligence will assess
the visitor’s significance separately.”

Ninety seconds later, Serj executed the elimination with characteristic
precision - a single 7.62mm round through the apartment window,
striking Sidorov at the base of the skull. Instantaneous termination,
minimal evidence, tactical withdrawal without complication.

During debriefing, Zakharov had shown unusual interest in the visi-
tor. “Describe him again,” he had demanded, his typical detachment
replaced by focused intensity.

”Approximately fifty years old. One hundred eighty-five centimetres.
Athletic build. Well-dressed in Western clothing,” Serj had reported
with methodical precision. “Professional bearing but non-military
posture.”

”American?” Zakharov had pressed.

”Unknown. Possibly. No verbal confirmation obtained.”

Zakharov had exchanged a significant glance with Orlov before ending
the debriefing abruptly - a deviation from standard protocols that Serj
had noted but not analysed. The operation had been classified as
complete, but Serj had never received follow-up about the visitor’s
identity.

The observation had been filed away - tactically curious but opera-
tionally irrelevant. Until now.

\–Serj returned to the present, reassessing the memory with new
significance. The visitor had been Keller, or someone connected to
him. Which meant Western intelligence had been tracking Centre
operations - specifically the corrupted operations - for years.

“You were there,” Serj stated. “St. Petersburg. Professor Sidorov’s
apartment.”

Keller’s expression registered both surprise and approval. “Not me
personally. A colleague. But yes, we’ve been monitoring these opera-
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tions since 2008. Particularly those targeting academics, economists,
and analysts investigating certain financial patterns.”

The tactical implications expanded with each exchange. If Keller’s
organisation had been tracking these operations for years, they pos-
sessed significant intelligence value regarding the corruption network.
But their objectives remained unclear - standard intelligence gather-
ing, or something more directed?

“Your interest in these operations?” Serj inquired, maintaining con-
trolled neutrality.

“The same as yours, Major.” Keller leaned forward slightly, voice
dropping. “We’re concerned about the weaponisation of Russian
security apparatus for private financial interests. Particularly when
those interests extend beyond your borders.”

“American concern for Russian security integrity seems tactically in-
consistent,” Serj observed.

A smile touched Keller’s face. “Inconsistent with propaganda, per-
haps. But entirely consistent with strategic interests. Corruption
destabilises. Predictable adversaries are preferable to unpredictable
ones.”

The assessment contained legitimate strategic logic, though Serj sus-
pected significant omissions. Western intelligence wouldn’t involve
themselves in Russian internal matters without specific objectives
beyond abstract stability concerns.

“You’ve initiated an impressive counter-operation,” Keller continued.
“The infiltration of Zakharov’s estate was particularly well-executed.
But you’re operating with limited resources against an entrenched
network with significant capabilities.”

Tactical alert registered immediately. Keller’s knowledge of the Za-
kharov operation indicated either comprehensive surveillance of Serj
himself or infiltration of Centre communication systems. Either pos-
sibility created significant security implications.
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“We have resources that could prove valuable to your objectives,”
Keller added, sliding a small folder across the table. “Intelligence
on Kazan’s international holdings. Security protocols for Orlov’s sec-
ondary facilities. Communication codes for their private channels.”

Serj didn’t touch the folder, his dark eyes studying Keller with me-
thodical assessment. “Tactical cooperation requires aligned objec-
tives. Yours remain unclear.”

“We want exactly what you want,” Keller replied, meeting his gaze
without hesitation. “The dismantling of this corrupted network.
The exposure of their activities through appropriate channels. The
restoration of legitimate security operations.”

“And the exposure of classified Russian operations to American in-
telligence represents acceptable collateral damage,” Serj added, the
observation precise rather than accusatory.

Keller’s smile returned, genuine rather than diplomatic. “That’s
what I appreciate about you, Major Romanov. Absolutely clear-
eyed, even in unprecedented situations.” He gestured toward the
folder. “Everything in there is information you could eventually ac-
quire yourself. We’re simply accelerating your timeline while preserv-
ing your operational security.”

Serj processed this with analytical thoroughness. The resources of-
fered tactical advantage, but accepting them created dependency and
potential compromise. Balanced assessment required full parame-
ters.

“The financial records indicate Kazan’s network extends beyond Rus-
sia,” Keller continued, sliding several documents from the folder
across the table. “Properties in six countries, shell companies in
twice that many tax havens. Standard oligarch play book.”

Serj studied the materials with methodical precision. “His security
implementations demonstrate tactical awareness beyond standard
civilian parameters. Operational adaptation suggests specialised
knowledge rather than purchased expertise.”
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“That’s because Igor Kazan isn’t just another oligarch who got rich
in the nineties,” Keller confirmed. “Before he was Kazan the in-
dustrialist, he was Major Igor Kazantsev, GRU foreign intelligence.
Afghanistan, East Germany, specialised in economic warfare.”

The information registered as tactically significant. “Military intelli-
gence background explains sophisticated operational security.”

“More than that,” Keller said, extracting a faded photograph.
“Kazan was part of a specialised unit tasked with protecting Soviet
economic interests during the collapse. While everyone else was
looting, his team was trying to secure strategic industries from
Western acquisition.”

The photograph showed a younger Kazan in uniform, standing
among factory equipment with several other officers.

“He started as a true believer,” Keller continued. “Established con-
trol over key defence contractors to ‘protect’ them from foreign in-
terests. Somewhere along the way, protection became ownership,
and patriotism became profit. But he still sees himself as Russia’s
guardian, not just its exploiter.”

Serj studied the photograph, integrating this new information into
his tactical assessment. “Operational self-perception affects security
implementation and contingency protocols. Useful intelligence.”

“Your organisation’s designation?” Serj inquired.

“I represent the Agency,” Keller replied, the deliberate capitalisation
evident in his tone. “Not officially, of course. My presence here is
completely deniable.”

“CIA,” Serj confirmed, his earlier assessment verified.

“If simplification helps,” Keller acknowledged with a slight shrug.
“Though my specific division operates with unusual autonomy.”

The tactical implications continued expanding. CIA involvement in
his operation created significant complexity - potential intelligence
value balanced against security vulnerability and operational compro-
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mise. Standard protocols would dictate immediate disengagement.
But standard protocols had been created by the very command struc-
ture he now opposed.

“Why approach me directly?” Serj asked, continuing his assessment.
“Surveillance and resource placement could continue without opera-
tional contact.”

“Because you’re methodical, Major,” Keller replied without hesita-
tion. “You’d have identified our involvement eventually, likely at
a critical operational juncture. Better to establish parameters now
than create confusion during active operations.”

The logic was sound. Discovering foreign intelligence involvement
mid-operation would create tactical complications that current dis-
closure avoided. But other motivations remained probable.

“Additionally,” Keller continued, “your approach impresses me. You
could have simply eliminated your former commanders - tactically
straightforward for someone with your capabilities. Instead, you’ve
implemented a systematic dismantling operation designed to expose
rather than destroy.” He leaned forward slightly. “That speaks to
principles beyond tactical effectiveness. Principles I respect.”

The observation registered as tactically significant. Keller wasn’t just
assessing his operational methodology but his underlying motivation
- the distinction between elimination and exposure.

“The mission parameters required adaptation,” Serj replied, his ex-
pression unchanged. “Elimination creates tactical resolution but not
strategic correction.”

Keller’s eyes reflected something like appreciation. “Exactly. You’re
not just removing corrupted elements but addressing systemic vul-
nerability.” He gestured toward the folder again. “Which is why our
interests align more than you might expect.”

Serj considered the tactical calculations from multiple perspectives.
Accepting resources created potential dependency, but rejecting
them wasted operational advantage. Intelligence value balanced
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against security vulnerability. Strategic alignment against divergent
objectives.

Decision parameters established.

“Tactical cooperation possible on limited operational basis,” Serj
stated, finally taking the folder. “Resource utilisation without com-
mand integration. Operational independence maintained.”

Relief visibly crossed Keller’s features, though quickly controlled. “I
expected nothing less.” He stood, leaving payment for his coffee on
the table. “There’s a secure communication protocol in the folder.
Use it when you’re ready for additional resources.” He extended
his hand once more. “We are on the same side in this particular
operation, Major Romanov.”

This time, Serj accepted the handshake, his grip measured rather
than performative. “Tactical alignment acknowledged. Strategic as-
sessment pending.”

As Keller departed, Serj remained at the table, methodically review-
ing the folder’s contents. The intelligence was comprehensive - fi-
nancial records linking Kazan to international holdings, security pro-
tocols for Orlov’s private facilities, communication codes for their
encrypted channels. Resources that would have taken weeks to ac-
quire independently.

The tactical value was undeniable. But the strategic implications
required careful assessment. American intelligence involvement cre-
ated both opportunities and vulnerabilities. Their objectives would
certainly extend beyond the stated concerns about corruption.

Yet the central mission parameters remained unchanged: dismantle
the corruption network, expose its activities, protect Russia’s legit-
imate security interests. The children remained safe with Tatiana,
removed from his operational signature and the pursuit resources
it attracted. Their continued security depended on eliminating the
threat at its source.

If tactical cooperation with Keller’s resources advanced those objec-
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tives, the adaptation was justifiable. Not from misplaced trust, but
from calculated assessment.

As Serj left the café, Moscow’s evening traffic flowed around him.
The first strike against Zakharov had been executed flawlessly. The
second, targeting Orlov’s financial networks, would proceed with en-
hanced intelligence thanks to Keller’s resources. The approach would
maintain operational independence while leveraging tactical advan-
tage.

The perfect weapon continued its systematic dismantling of those
who had wielded it. Now with enhanced targeting capabilities.

The mission remained the mission. But the parameters had expanded
once again.
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The Second Strike

Moscow, April 2014
The night air carried a chill that most Muscovites still considered
spring weather. Serj studied the Orlov Financial Group building
from his position on an adjacent rooftop, thermal imaging equipment
revealing the patterns of security personnel through the walls. His
breath created no vapour clouds despite the cold—another technique
from years of operational conditioning.

The six-story glass and steel structure in Moscow’s financial district
represented the legitimate face of Orlov’s extensive holdings—a care-
fully constructed facade that concealed the channels through which
government funds disappeared into private accounts. According to
Keller’s intelligence, confirmed through Serj’s own analysis, the build-
ing’s secure server room contained records of every transaction in
Orlov’s corruption network.

Including the payments to Zakharov and several of Kazan’s key sub-
ordinates.

Serj checked his watch. 01:17. The timing was precise—calculated
to coincide with both the security team’s shift change and the au-
tomated backup sequence that would temporarily disable certain
surveillance systems.

“All units report,” came a voice through the security frequency Serj
was monitoring.
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“Perimeter secure,” reported the first team leader.

“Lobby secure,” confirmed the second.

“Executive level secure,” added the third.

What none of them realised was that their fourth team—responsible
for the server room level—had been neutralised twenty-three minutes
earlier. The four men were secured in a maintenance closet, uncon-
scious but alive. Unlike Zakharov’s operation, this mission required
a different message.

Not a Centre operative exacting revenge. But a co-conspirator be-
traying allies.

Serj moved from his observation position, transitioning to the build-
ing’s roof with practised efficiency. The access door featured both
electronic and mechanical security—a keypad controlling the mag-
netic locks and a heavy-duty deadbolt. He attached a specialised
device to the keypad’s housing. Unlike the one used at Zakharov’s
estate, this device bore deliberate manufacturing characteristics that
would trace back to one of Kazan’s security firms.

The first seed of manufactured evidence.

His mind flashed back unbidden—

Moscow, 2009. Five years earlier.

The financial district glittered with the false promise of Russian cap-
italism, office towers competing to scrape the night sky as if height
equalled legitimacy. Serj moved through the underground parking
structure of the Sorokin Investment Group, his steps silent despite
his size.

”Target confirmed on fourteenth floor,” Alexei’s voice reported through
his earpiece. “Security rotating in standard patterns. You have an
eight-minute window.”

”Acknowledged,” Serj replied, approaching the service elevator. The
security card he extracted from his tactical vest had been acquired
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three days earlier from a maintenance worker’s locker room.

The operation parameters were explicit: recover financial documents
linking several government officials to overseas accounts, then elim-
inate Mikael Sorokin to prevent exposure of the breach. The Cen-
tre’s briefing had classified Sorokin as a financial terrorist facilitating
Western economic attacks against Russian interests.

The service elevator rose smoothly to the fourteenth floor. Serj exited
into a utility corridor, moving along the predetermined path that
avoided primary security cameras. The building’s defensive systems
were sophisticated but standardised—designed to detect conventional
threats through established patterns.

Sorokin’s office occupied the north-east corner, its glass walls offering
views of the Moscow River. At this hour, the office was empty except
for Sorokin himself, working late as financial executives often did.
The mechanical lock on the office’s rear entrance yielded to Serj’s
tools in seventeen seconds.

Inside, he moved with controlled purpose, positioning himself behind
Sorokin before the man registered the intrusion. The injection was
delivered with practised economy—a swift motion to the trapezius
muscle where the neck met the shoulder. Sorokin had time only for
a startled gasp before the compound took effect.

”Target neutralised,” Serj reported as Sorokin’s body slumped forward
onto his desk. “Proceeding to document recovery.”

The financial records were located in a wall safe behind an abstract
painting—a hiding place so common it bordered on tactical cliché.
The combination yielded to Serj’s specialised acoustic device within
thirty seconds.

As he photographed the documents with methodical precision, a detail
caught his attention. The financial transfers didn’t show Russian
officials moving funds offshore—they showed foreign entities moving
funds to Russian accounts. Specifically, to accounts belonging to
officers within the Special Purpose Centre.
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Including a significant transfer to General Orlov.

The discrepancy registered as tactically significant but operationally
confusing. The briefing had described Sorokin as facilitating outflow
of Russian wealth, not inflow of foreign funds.

”Two-minute warning,” Alexei’s voice interrupted his analysis. “Se-
curity rotation approaching your sector.”

Serj completed his documentation, returning the files to their exact
positions before resealing the safe. The abstract painting was carefully
repositioned, and he exited through the same service corridor used for
entry.

The operation was classified as complete—financial documents se-
cured, target eliminated, operational security maintained. But the
inconsistency between briefing parameters and actual intelligence had
been filed in Serj’s methodical mind as a tactical anomaly worth not-
ing.

During debriefing, Zakharov had shown particular interest in whether
Serj had reviewed the documents before photographing them.

”Standard operational procedure is documentation without analysis,”
Serj had replied truthfully. Analysis wasn’t his function; execution
was.

Zakharov had nodded, appearing satisfied with this response. “Excel-
lent work as always, Romanov. The intelligence division will handle
proper assessment.”

The operation had been filed away—another successful mission for
the Centre. But the memory of those financial transfers remained
precisely catalogued in Serj’s mind, one more data point in a pattern
that would only become clear years later.

Serj returned to the present as the roof access lock disengaged with
a soft click. He moved through the door with controlled efficiency,
descending to the fifth floor where the server room was located. The
corridor was dark except for emergency lighting—exactly as planned
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during the security team’s neutralisation.

The server room’s security presented more significant challenges—
biometric scanners, motion detectors, and a surveillance camera with
direct feed to an off-site monitoring station. Unlike the Zakharov op-
eration, where stealth had been maintained throughout, this mission
required controlled visibility. Specific security measures would be
bypassed with precision while others would be deliberately triggered
according to a calculated timeline.

Serj attached a device to the biometric scanner that replicated
the electromagnetic signature of an authorised user. The specific
frequency pattern matched equipment used by Zakharov’s security
team—another deliberate evidence trail. The door opened with a
hydraulic hiss, revealing rows of servers housed in climate-controlled
cabinets.

He moved directly to the primary financial database server, identified
through Keller’s intelligence and verified by his own surveillance. The
specialised drive he connected contained two distinct elements: an
extraction programme that would copy the relevant financial records,
and a modified version of the same programme bearing digital signa-
tures linked to Kazan’s cybersecurity team.

The first programme worked silently, copying thousands of trans-
actions documenting the flow of misappropriated defence funds
through various shell companies before reaching Orlov’s private
accounts. The evidence was comprehensive—every transaction in
the corruption network meticulously recorded with dates, amounts,
and recipient information.

As the extraction completed, Serj implemented the next phase of his
operation. He deliberately triggered a specific alarm—one that would
alert security to an intrusion but through a delayed protocol that
would give him precisely the extraction window required. Then he
planted the second piece of manufactured evidence: a security card
bearing identification markers from Kazan’s organisation, dropped
near the server as if accidentally left during a hasty exit.
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Moving back toward the roof, Serj followed a predetermined path
that would be captured by specific security cameras. His build and
movement patterns would register as tactically trained but deliber-
ately distinct from his own methodology—subtle differences in pos-
ture and weight distribution that would suggest a different operative
to anyone with Centre training.

At the parking garage level, he implemented the operation’s most
significant evidence placement. A unconscious security contrac-
tor from Kazan’s organisation—captured during Serj’s earlier
reconnaissance—was positioned near the service exit, a head wound
suggesting he had been neutralised during escape. Beside him, a
laptop containing fragments of the same financial records Serj had
just extracted, with access logs pointing directly to Kazan’s main
technical operations centre.

The man would regain consciousness within approximately forty
minutes—long enough for building security to discover him, but
before any permanent damage from the precisely calculated blow.
His confused testimony would add credibility to the manufactured
narrative: a team from Kazan’s organisation had attempted
to breach Orlov’s financial records but encountered unexpected
resistance.

Serj exited through a loading dock at the building’s rear, timing his
departure to coincide with the arrival of the first security response
team at the server room. By the time they established the breach
parameters, he would be three blocks away in a nondescript saloon.

The vehicle itself represented another evidence component. Regis-
tered to a shell company connected to Kazan’s network, it would
be abandoned near one of Zakharov’s known surveillance locations—
suggesting the stolen financial data was being delivered directly to
the Colonel. The sequential discovery of these evidence points would
create a compelling narrative of betrayal among the co-conspirators.

As he drove away, Serj assessed the operation’s implications. The sec-
ond strike had been implemented with the same methodical precision
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as the first. Each principal would now view the others as potential
threats rather than allies.

The approach had been precisely calibrated—not to eliminate Orlov,
but to systematically dismantle the trust within the conspiracy itself.
Orlov would discover evidence pointing to Kazan. Kazan’s operative
would report confusion suggesting Zakharov’s involvement. Zakharov
would find evidence near his own location connecting him to the
breach.

Each would suspect the others of betrayal, while none would identify
the actual orchestrator.

Serj parked the vehicle exactly where planned—visible from a known
Centre observation post but not so obvious as to suggest deliberate
placement. Inside the glove compartment, he left a final piece of
evidence: a handwritten note with account numbers matching those
just stolen from Orlov’s servers, with Zakharov’s operational code in
the margin.

He sent a brief message to Keller: *Asset in place. Evidence secured.
Extraction complete.*

Within hours, the operation would systematically fragment the trust
between the conspiracy’s principals—not through direct confronta-
tion, but through precisely targeted manipulation of existing ten-
sions.

Serj continued walking, changing his appearance slightly with a cap
and different jacket from a bag stashed earlier. His movement pat-
terns shifted subtly—the measured precision of an operative replaced
by the casual gait of a civilian headed home after late-night work.

By morning, the conspiracy’s internal conflicts would accelerate be-
yond containment. Each principal would implement counterintelli-
gence measures against the others, diverting resources that might
otherwise be focused on pursuing Serj or the Belikov children. The
tactical advantage would shift decisively toward his operational ob-
jectives.
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As Moscow’s pre-dawn light began to soften the horizon, Serj allowed
himself a moment of broader tactical assessment. The approach he
had designed wasn’t just achieving immediate operational objectives
but implementing systematic security correction. The conspiracy
would destroy itself through manufactured mistrust, its members
eliminating each other’s operational capacity through defensive mea-
sures.

The perfect weapon had become something more precise: not just
an instrument of elimination, but an architect of controlled collapse.

The second strike was complete. The conspiracy was now weaponised
against itself.
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The American Angle

Moscow, May 2014
The abandoned Metro maintenance tunnel provided perfect opera-
tional isolation—thick concrete walls preventing signal leakage, mul-
tiple access routes for tactical flexibility, and decades of bureaucratic
neglect ensuring continued privacy. Serj had converted a small sec-
tion into a temporary command centre, portable LED lights casting
sharp shadows across the improvised workspace.

Three security-hardened laptops displayed different intelligence
streams: operational chatter from Centre communication channels,
financial transaction monitoring for Kazan’s network, and surveil-
lance feeds from strategic locations around Moscow. All facilitated
by the resources Keller had provided two weeks earlier.

Serj methodically reviewed the folder labelled FROST TALON, his
expression unchanged as each document revealed another layer of
American intelligence operations within Russia. The materials had
been acquired during his infiltration of what appeared to be a CIA
safe house in southwestern Moscow—an operation conducted without
Keller’s knowledge or approval.

Tactical assessment had suggested verification of Keller’s resources
before continued utilisation. Standard operational security, not emo-
tional mistrust.

The materials painted a comprehensive picture of CIA operations
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targeting the same network Serj sought to dismantle. Financial
tracking of Kazan’s international holdings. Surveillance reports on
Orlov’s movements. Communication intercepts between Zakharov
and various operatives. All collected under the operational designa-
tion FROST TALON.

Most significantly, the documents contained detailed intelligence on
the Belikov elimination order—not after the fact, but before imple-
mentation. The CIA had known about the threat to the Belikov
family before Serj had received the assignment.

His mind flashed back unbidden—

Tbilisi, Georgia. 2009. Five years earlier.

The Georgian capital sprawled below the hillside restaurant, its lights
blurring through the steady spring rain. Serj maintained optimal situ-
ational awareness while appearing completely absorbed in his meal—a
tactical balance perfected through years of operational experience.

”Target approaching,” Alexei’s voice came through the nearly invisible
earpiece. “Blue Mercedes, diplomatic plates. Arriving with three
security personnel.”

Serj gave no indication of receiving this information, continuing to
cut his steak with measured precision. The mission parameters were
observation only—no engagement, no contact, simply verification of
target activities and identification of network connections.

Director Mikhail Saakashvili of Georgia’s Internal Security Service
entered with appropriate security consciousness, his team checking
the private dining room before allowing him to enter. His dinner
companion—an American woman in her forties, conservatively
dressed but projecting authority—followed with less caution but
comparable awareness.

”The American matches intelligence profile for CIA Station Chief
Patricia Reynolds,” Alexei confirmed. “Facial recognition confirmed,
89% probability.”
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Serj’s positioning provided optimal audio surveillance while main-
taining cover as a solitary business traveller. The Russian language
they spoke provided additional security in the Georgian restaurant—a
calculation that failed to consider Serj’s perfect comprehension.

”The FSB has penetrated deeper than we anticipated,” Reynolds was
saying, cutting her fish with precise movements. “Our asset confirms
they’ve identified three of our networks in Belarus already.”

”And the weapons transfers?” Saakashvili asked, his voice low despite
the private setting.

”Proceeding as planned. The documentation you provided helped us
isolate the most vulnerable supply chains.” She took a calculated sip
of wine. “But we need to discuss your analyst problem.”

The Georgian security director’s posture tensed slightly. “Nodia is
following orders. His report will support the official assessment.”

”That’s not our information,” Reynolds countered, setting down her
glass with deliberate control. “He’s compiled evidence contradicting
your ministry’s position on the South Ossetia operation. Evidence
that would be extremely problematic if it reached certain international
organisations.”

”I’ll handle Nodia,” Saakashvili stated, something hardening in his
expression.

”See that you do,” Reynolds replied. “Our arrangement requires
aligned public positions. Contradictory intelligence assessments com-
plicate that alignment.”

”Are you suggesting I should remove him?” The question carried clear
implications despite its careful phrasing.

Reynolds maintained perfect composure, neither confirming nor deny-
ing. “I’m suggesting you ensure analytical consistency within your
department. How you achieve that consistency is, of course, your
operational decision.”

The conversation continued, covering weapons transfers, intelligence
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sharing protocols, and counter-Russian operations throughout the re-
gion. Serj recorded everything through specialised equipment while
appearing completely absorbed in his meal and occasional note-taking
on business documents.

Three days later, analyst Giorgi Nodia died in what Georgian au-
thorities classified as a “robbery gone wrong.” The Centre had no
operational involvement, yet the elimination methodology showed re-
markable similarity to techniques they themselves employed.

During debriefing, Zakharov had shown particular interest in
Reynolds’ comments about analytical consistency. “The Americans
operate with the same practical considerations we do,” he’d noted
with something approaching approval. “Their rhetoric about trans-
parency and oversight makes entertaining propaganda, but their
operational realities mirror our own.”

The observation had registered as tactically accurate if ethi-
cally curious. Intelligence services functioned through necessary
compromises—a reality Serj had accepted as operational necessity
rather than moral concern.

Serj returned to the present, reassessing that memory with tactical
significance. Reynolds’ implied direction to eliminate an inconvenient
analyst paralleled the corruption he was now combating—intelligence
services weaponised against internal threats to preserve operational
convenience.

The FROST TALON documents revealed the CIA had main-
tained comprehensive surveillance on Centre operations targeting
economists, analysts, and whistleblowers. They had observed the
pattern revealing corruption but had never intervened—allowing
eliminations to proceed while documenting the expanding network
for intelligence advantage.

Most significantly, they had been monitoring the Belikov situation
before Serj received his elimination order. Documents confirmed
surveillance of Viktor Belikov’s research into defence procurement
fraud. They had tracked the escalation as he acquired evidence im-
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plicating Kazan’s companies. They had identified his elimination as
a probability—classified as “likely interdiction event based on estab-
lished pattern recognition.”

Yet they had taken no action to prevent it.

The final document created significant tactical reassessment: a CIA
operational brief detailing “ROMANOV ASSET ACQUISITION
STRATEGY.” The paper outlined a comprehensive approach for
leveraging Serj’s operational deviation to recruit him as a Western
intelligence asset. It identified his principle-based rather than
emotional decision-making as both challenge and opportunity—
”the optimal approach emphasises tactical alignment rather than
ideological conversion.”

Most revealing was the section addressing possible extraction: “Sub-
ject has likely accepted that his career with the Centre is termi-
nated. Extraction should be positioned as logical next operational
step rather than defection. Emphasis must be placed on continued
mission parameters rather than ideological conversion.”

The final page contained a handwritten note: “Matthews scheduled
for contact May 15. Initial extraction offer with Finnish transit.”

Serj closed the folder, calculating new operational parameters. Keller
had introduced himself as representing “the Agency,” which Serj had
assumed meant CIA. Yet these documents suggested separate opera-
tional tracks—FROST TALON targeting Serj for asset recruitment
while Keller provided resources for tactical cooperation.

Were these competing American operations, or was Keller deliber-
ately misrepresenting his organisational affiliation?

The encrypted communication device Keller had provided showed
one message waiting: “Additional resources available. Meeting re-
quested. Same location, 20:00 tonight.”

This meeting would provide opportunity for controlled clarification
while maintaining access to valuable intelligence.
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The first two strikes against the corruption network had produced
significant results: Zakharov had implemented comprehensive secu-
rity protocols that isolated him from regular Centre operations, while
Orlov had begun investigating potential betrayal within his financial
network.

The manufactured discord was developing exactly as calculated—
each principal suspecting the others, operational coordination com-
promised by growing mistrust. Yet the expanded tactical awareness
created by the FROST TALON documents required strategic ad-
justment. The CIA wasn’t just observing his counter-operation but
attempting to co-opt it for their own objectives.

Their approach mirrored the corruption Serj opposed—exploiting vul-
nerability for private advantage rather than addressing legitimate
security concerns.

At precisely 19:45, Serj arrived at the café on Tverskaya Street where
he had first met Keller. His positioning provided optimal situational
awareness: clear view of both entrances, multiple extraction routes,
minimal civilian presence in his immediate vicinity.

Keller arrived at 19:58, his solitary approach contradicting Serj’s ex-
pectation of the CIA operative Matthews joining him. The American
selected his table with practised awareness, ordering coffee before ac-
knowledging Serj with a subtle nod.

Serj joined him with measured movements, taking the chair that
provided optimal tactical positioning. “Your colleague Matthews not
joining us tonight?”

Something flickered in Keller’s eyes—a momentary recalculation
quickly controlled. “I’m not familiar with that name,” he replied
carefully.

“CIA operative David Matthews,” Serj clarified. “Scheduled to ap-
proach me today with extraction offer to Finland.”

Keller’s composure held, but his right hand made a small adjustment
of his cuff link—a control mechanism for stress response that Serj’s
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tactical assessment immediately catalogued. “I see you’ve been con-
ducting your own intelligence gathering,” he said after a measured
pause.

“Operation FROST TALON,” Serj stated, not a question but
confirmation. “CIA monitoring of Centre eliminations targeting
economists and analysts. Six years of documentation without
intervention. Including Belikov threat assessment prior to mission
assignment.”

Keller took a deliberate sip of his coffee, his movements remaining
controlled despite the clear tactical escalation. “You’ve been busy,”
he acknowledged. “And apparently quite effective at acquiring Amer-
ican intelligence materials.”

“You said you represented the Agency,” Serj noted, the capitalisation
evident in his tone.

“I did,” Keller confirmed, a hint of appreciation touching his features.
“But I never specified which one.”

The distinction registered with tactical significance. Not misrepresen-
tation but deliberate ambiguity—allowing Serj to form assumptions
that served operational cover.

“CIA operations and yours appear tactically distinct,” Serj observed,
continuing his assessment.

“They’re not just distinct, they’re occasionally at odds,” Keller
replied, his tone reflecting professional frustration. “FROST
TALON is problematic on multiple levels. Documenting corruption
for exploitation rather than addressing it creates significant strategic
vulnerability.”

“Your organisational designation?” Serj inquired directly.

Keller studied him for several seconds, tactical calculation evident
behind his composed expression. “I represent an organisation that
isn’t aligned with any specific government or political structure,” he
finally stated. “We operate beyond national boundaries, focusing on
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systemic security vulnerabilities rather than serving particular state
interests.”

The clarification created significant tactical reassessment. Not CIA,
not any traditional intelligence service, but something operating with
different parameters. The distinction explained the resource provi-
sion without extraction pressure, but required verification.

“Independent intelligence organisation,” Serj noted, the unusual des-
ignation requiring resolution.

A thin smile crossed Keller’s face. “As I mentioned in our first meet-
ing, we operate with unusual autonomy. Our mandate includes ad-
dressing vulnerabilities that traditional agencies either miss or choose
to exploit.”

“Like the CIA’s approach to Centre corruption,” Serj concluded.

“Exactly,” Keller confirmed. “FROST TALON represents short-term
intelligence advantage at the cost of long-term security stability. Doc-
umenting corruption patterns for potential leverage rather than ad-
dressing fundamental vulnerabilities creates unpredictable variables.”

“You knew about the CIA’s extraction plan,” Serj stated, tactical
assessment advancing.

“We monitor their operations just as carefully as they monitor oth-
ers,” Keller acknowledged. “The intelligence on Kazan’s foreign ac-
counts I provided was deliberately placed where you would also find
the FROST TALON documentation. I needed you to understand
the distinction between our approaches.”

The tactical manipulation registered not as betrayal but as opera-
tional methodology—creating awareness through controlled discov-
ery rather than direct disclosure. A technique Serj himself might
have employed in similar circumstances.

“CIA extraction offer will proceed regardless,” Serj noted.

“Almost certainly,” Keller agreed. “Matthews is very capable. He’ll
emphasise that your Centre career is already over, position extraction
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as the logical next operational step rather than defection, and focus
on continued mission parameters rather than ideological conversion.”

The assessment matched exactly what the FROST TALON docu-
ments had outlined—suggesting either remarkable analytical preci-
sion or prior knowledge of the specific approach.

“You have CIA sources,” Serj concluded.

“We have comprehensive awareness of their operational methodolo-
gies,” Keller corrected carefully. “Just as we have awareness of Cen-
tre approaches. That awareness allows us to identify systemic vul-
nerabilities rather than individual threats.”

Serj processed this clarification with methodical precision. Keller’s
tactical approach appeared consistent with his stated objectives—
addressing systemic corruption rather than exploiting it for intel-
ligence advantage. Yet complete verification remained impossible
without additional data points.

“The Matthews approach provides tactical opportunity,” Serj ob-
served. “CIA resources without extraction compliance.”

Appreciation flickered across Keller’s features. “Precisely what I
would recommend. Their intelligence on Centre operations has value,
even if their objectives diverge from yours. Extract what’s useful
without accepting their extraction parameters.”

The tactical alignment registered as potentially significant—Keller
advancing the same approach Serj had already calculated as optimal.
Either remarkable synchronicity or deliberate manipulation designed
to build cooperative rapport.

“They’ll try to convince you that extraction represents the only vi-
able path forward,” Keller continued. “They’ll emphasise the Cen-
tre’s resources dedicated to your elimination, position their offer as
operational necessity rather than defection.”

“Centre pursuit was tactically anticipated,” Serj replied, the observa-
tion matter-of-fact rather than concerned. His operational deviation
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had guaranteed Centre response—a variable incorporated into plan-
ning from inception.

“Of course,” Keller acknowledged. “But the CIA will attempt to
create additional pressure points to make extraction seem inevitable
rather than optional. They’ll present evidence suggesting immediate
rather than eventual threat.”

The warning aligned with the FROST TALON approach documented
in the CIA materials, suggesting Keller’s assessment had tactical
validity. The intelligence would allow Serj to distinguish genuine
threats from manufactured pressure points.

“You don’t need to leave Russia to complete your mission,” Keller
added. “The CIA’s extraction parameters serve their interests, not
yours. Your operational objectives can be achieved with your current
approach, especially with targeted intelligence support.”

“Your continued intelligence sharing remains tactically advanta-
geous,” Serj acknowledged, repositioning the conversation toward
practical cooperation regardless of organisational distinctions.

“I’ve brought something that might interest you,” Keller replied, slid-
ing a small flash drive across the table. “Technical specifications for
the security systems at Kazan’s dacha outside Moscow. He’s plan-
ning to host what he believes is a secure meeting there next week—all
major players attending to address what they perceive as internal be-
trayal.”

The intelligence represented significant tactical opportunity—the cor-
rupted network consolidating in one location, creating potential for
comprehensive operation rather than sequential targeting.

“All principals in one location creates optimal intervention parame-
ters,” Serj noted.

“My assessment exactly,” Keller agreed. “Their paranoia is forcing
them together to identify the source of their security breaches. Your
psychological operation has been remarkably effective.”
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The appreciation registered as professional rather than personal—
tactical acknowledgement of operational effectiveness. Serj accepted
the flash drive, securing it with measured movements.

“When Matthews approaches,” Keller continued, “use the opportu-
nity to gather additional intelligence. The CIA has comprehensive
documentation on Zakharov and Orlov’s operations that could be
beyond what we’ve been able to acquire. Their FROST TALON ma-
terials could contain valuable tactical data that would enhance your
operational capability.”

The suggestion aligned with Serj’s own tactical assessment—
extracting intelligence value from the CIA approach without
accepting extraction parameters. “Tactical cooperation without
operational integration,” he confirmed.

“Precisely,” Keller nodded. “They’ll attempt to establish depen-
dency, creating a situation where extraction seems like the natural
conclusion. Maintain operational independence while utilising their
resources.”

As they prepared to conclude the meeting, Keller added, “For what
it’s worth, I respect your commitment to your principles. You could
have simply eliminated your former commanders—tactically straight-
forward for someone with your capabilities. Instead, you’ve imple-
mented a systematic dismantling operation designed to expose rather
than destroy. That speaks to principles beyond tactical effective-
ness.”

The observation registered not as emotional manipulation but as
professional assessment—recognition of the distinction between
principle-based methodology and organisational loyalty. Serj
acknowledged it with a slight nod, neither accepting nor rejecting
the implied alignment.

As they parted, Serj conducted standard counter-surveillance assess-
ment before initiating his own extraction route. The tactical impli-
cations of the meeting required comprehensive processing.
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Serj’s hands moved with practised efficiency as he completed his
preparations, but beneath the surface, his mind worked at a differ-
ent problem. Keller remained an equation with too many variables—
independent operation claimed but full parameters unclear. His ap-
proach to corruption appeared to oppose rather than mirror the
CIA’s exploitation methodology, yet complete verification remained
pending. A tactical puzzle with insufficient data points.

The intelligence Keller provided continued to offer legitimate tacti-
cal advantage despite potential strategic misalignment. Like a well-
crafted weapon of unknown origin—effective, but with undetermined
long-term reliability.

Most significantly, the competing intelligence approaches formed a
complex battlefield that required careful navigation. CIA resources
could provide operational advantage if properly utilised—tools to
be borrowed rather than owned. Their extraction objectives could
be acknowledged while declined. Keller’s organisation offered poten-
tially aligned objectives, but alignment required verification through
actions rather than claims. Words were tactical tools; only actions
revealed true operational parameters.

As Serj navigated Moscow’s evening streets, his tactical assessment
expanded beyond immediate operational concerns. Foreign intelli-
gence represented both resource and threat—potential enhancement
and potential compromise. Their competing objectives aligned with
his only where tactical advantage created coincidental cooperation.

His principles remained unchanged: children were never legitimate
targets; security services should protect rather than threaten legit-
imate interests; corruption that compromised operational integrity
required systematic correction rather than exploitation.

These principles had no nationality, no organisational loyalty. They
represented fundamental parameters that transcended tactical
considerations—not emotional attachment but operational foun-
dation. He would not betray Russia by defecting, regardless of
operational pressure or manufactured threats.
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The mission continued with methodical precision, each element care-
fully calculated for maximum effectiveness. Foreign intelligence re-
sources would be utilised where tactical advantage outweighed secu-
rity vulnerability. Extraction offers would remain declined as unnec-
essary operational compromise. Competing organisational objectives
would be acknowledged but not adopted.

The perfect weapon maintained its independent targeting parame-
ters despite increasingly complex operational variables. Not through
emotional rebellion or ideological conversion, but through principle-
based tactical assessment.

The mission was still the mission. But it answered to no
organisation—Russian or American.
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Convergence

Moscow, May 2014
Moscow’s botanical gardens provided optimal surveillance
conditions—dense foliage offering concealment while the open
pathways created clear observation lines. Serj positioned himself on
a bench with direct sight-line to Zakharov’s security detail, watching
as the Colonel paced along a secluded path, phone pressed to his ear
with unusual urgency.

Even from thirty metres, Serj could read the tension in his former
commander’s movements—the rigid posture, the sharp gestures, the
continual scanning of surroundings that betrayed profound security
anxiety. Three operatives maintained protective formation around
him, their practised movements failing to conceal heightened alert
status.

Through a specialised directional microphone disguised as a hearing
aid, Serj captured fragments of Zakharov’s conversation.

“…absolutely certain it was his men?” Zakharov demanded, his voice
carrying the brittle edge of controlled panic. “The identification is
confirmed?”

A pause as he listened to the response.

“Then explain why his security card was found at my property while
my operative was discovered at his facility,” he continued, frustration
evident. “This isn’t coincidence, Orlov. It’s coordinated betrayal.”
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Tactical assessment: the manufactured discord was reaching optimal
intensity. Zakharov now suspected Kazan of orchestrating both se-
curity breaches, while Orlov appeared to share this suspicion. Phase
one of psychological operation showing 87% effectiveness.

Serj checked his watch. In approximately forty minutes, Kazan would
receive doctored surveillance footage showing what appeared to be a
meeting between Zakharov and Orlov at a secure location—footage
Serj had carefully constructed using existing surveillance materials
and precision digital manipulation. The meeting had never occurred,
but the evidence would appear convincing to someone already primed
for suspicion.

The secure phone in his pocket vibrated—an unexpected communi-
cation through channels that should have remained dormant during
active operations. The breach of protocol created immediate tactical
reassessment. Serj moved to a more isolated position before checking
the message:

Belikov children compromised. Grandmother reports surveillance
at perimeter. 72 hours before forced extraction by unknown team.
Counter-measure implementation required.

A cold weight settled in Serj’s chest—not panic but tactical urgency
that transcended standard operational parameters. The children rep-
resented not just mission objective but foundational principle. Their
security had been the catalyst for his entire operation. If unknown
operatives had located them, the stakes had escalated beyond the
corruption network to immediate life threat.

Serj analysed the timing with mounting concern. The surveillance of
the children couldn’t be coincidence. Someone had connected them
to his operations against the corruption network and was applying
pressure where he was most vulnerable. Not through emotional ma-
nipulation but tactical leverage against his core principles.

His phone vibrated again. A second message appeared:

Operative G.I. confirmed involved. Professional extraction team as-
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sembled. Timeline accelerated.

The designation registered with immediate tactical significance.
G.I.—Grigory Ivanovich. The former Spetsnaz commander whose
name had appeared in intelligence briefings but without operational
confirmation. If he was involved, the threat level increased expo-
nentially. Not standard security but specialised counter-measures
implemented by someone with comparable training.

Serj calculated rapidly, tactical assessment accelerating beyond stan-
dard parameters. His current timeline for dismantling the corruption
network had been measured in weeks. The children’s compromise re-
duced that to days—perhaps hours. The methodical approach that
had served him throughout the operation now represented potential
vulnerability when facing immediate threat to his foundational prin-
ciple.

Adaptation required. Not just tactical adjustment but fundamental
recalibration of operational approach.

Deep within his fortified Moscow office complex, Igor Kazan stud-
ied the surveillance footage for the third time, his manicured fingers
drumming an agitated rhythm on the polished desk. The images
showed Zakharov and Orlov meeting in what appeared to be an un-
derground parking facility, their body language suggesting conspira-
torial agreement.

“When was this recorded?” he demanded, not looking up from the
screen.

His security chief shifted uncomfortably. “Yesterday, 14:20. Location
appears to be the Vladimirsky business centre garage, sublevel two.”

“And the authentication protocols?”

“Verified through standard methods, sir. No signs of digital manipu-
lation.”

Kazan leaned back in his chair, fingers steepled beneath his chin.
Three security breaches in ten days. Evidence of his associates meet-
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ing behind his back. Operatives found at each other’s facilities. The
pattern was unmistakable—Zakharov and Orlov were moving against
him.

But why now? After years of profitable arrangement, what had
changed?

“The defence procurement investigation,” he murmured, almost to
himself. “They’re trying to cut their losses by eliminating me.”

He rose abruptly, moving to the reinforced windows overlooking
Moscow’s financial district. The city that had made him one of the
richest men in Russia now seemed filled with enemies, conspiracies
forming in every shadow.

“The evidence is too perfect,” he said, turning back to his security
chief. “Zakharov’s card at my facility. My operative at his estate.
Both leading directly to Orlov. They’re setting me up to take the
fall if the procurement fraud is exposed.”

“Sir, our team has analysed the breaches and found no consistent
methodology,” the security chief ventured cautiously. “The infiltra-
tion techniques vary with each incident. We can’t establish a clear
pattern.”

“That’s because you’re thinking like a security technician, not a
strategist.” Kazan’s face hardened with resolve. “We need specialised
assessment. Someone who can analyse these breaches beyond stan-
dard security parameters.”

“Sir?”

“Contact Ivanovich. Tell him it’s a priority consultation.”

The security chief hesitated visibly. “Grigory Ivanovich is currently
in Kyiv. His rates for emergency consultation are—”

“I don’t care what it costs,” Kazan snapped. “Have him here by
tomorrow. I need to understand what’s happening before it’s too
late.”
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As his security chief departed to make arrangements, Kazan returned
to the surveillance footage, studying the grainy images with renewed
focus. Something about the coordination of these security breaches
felt wrong—too perfectly timed, too precisely targeted to be simple
betrayal. It suggested a calculating mind beyond his former partners’
capabilities.

A soft tone from his secure terminal indicated an incoming message
through his most protected channels. The communication was brief
but immediately alarming:

Target identified: Serj Romanov, former Centre operative. Children
from Belikov operation located in Novgorod Oblast. Leverage point
established.

Kazan’s expression shifted from concern to predatory calculation.
Perhaps the game wasn’t as one-sided as he’d feared. If Romanov was
behind the systematic attacks, the children provided perfect tactical
leverage. The operative who had refused to eliminate them would
certainly respond to their endangerment.

Sometimes the perfect trap wasn’t the one you set, but the one you
discovered already in place.

The secure apartment in London’s Knightsbridge district projected
understated wealth—tasteful furnishings, subdued lighting, and the
faint scent of polished hardwood. Andre Keller sat at the antique
desk, composing his report with methodical precision as rain streaked
the windows overlooking Hyde Park.

“Subject continues to demonstrate exceptional operational capabili-
ties beyond initial assessment parameters,” he wrote, the words ap-
pearing on a secure system disconnected from any network. “Psy-
chological operation against target network shows sophisticated ap-
plication of advanced methodologies—not intuitive manipulation but
precisely calculated pressure applied with mathematical accuracy.”

Keller paused, considering his next assessment carefully. The Agency
demanded thorough evaluation without emotional colouration or un-
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substantiated conclusions. Especially regarding potential assets of
Romanov’s calibre.

His secure communication device chimed with an encrypted alert—
priority channel reserved for operational emergencies. The message
was brief but immediately concerning:

Belikov children compromised. Kazan’s resources located grand-
mother’s residence. Extraction team deployed with G.I. oversight.
Timeline: 72 hours.

Keller’s professional detachment faltered momentarily, genuine con-
cern breaking through his careful composure. The children repre-
sented Romanov’s foundational principle—the boundary that had
triggered his operational independence. Their compromise created
catastrophic variables beyond standard operational parameters.

Most concerning was Grigory Ivanovich’s involvement. The former
Spetsnaz commander had a reputation matching Romanov’s own—
methodical, precise, tactically brilliant. His oversight of the extrac-
tion team elevated the threat from concerning to critical.

Keller initiated immediate contact through their secure channel,
priority override bypassing standard communication protocols.
Romanov needed to know—not just about the threat, but about the
accelerated timeline that would force tactical adaptation beyond his
methodical approach.

For the first time since monitoring Romanov’s operations, Keller felt
genuine urgency beyond professional assessment. The perfect oper-
ative was about to face his greatest challenge—not just dismantling
a corruption network, but doing so while racing against a 72-hour
countdown before his foundational principle was compromised be-
yond recovery.

The stakes had escalated beyond systematic exposure to immediate
life threat. And somewhere in the shadows, another tactical mind
was already analysing Romanov’s methodology, preparing counter-
measures designed specifically for his approach. For the first time,
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the perfect weapon would face an opponent who understood not just
his techniques, but the underlying principles of his psychological op-
eration.

Worse still, this opponent had found the one vulnerability that might
force Romanov to abandon his methodical precision for desperate
action. The convergence of these forces—tactical brilliance versus
tactical brilliance, principle versus compromise, methodical planning
versus desperate time frame—created an operational scenario more
dangerous than anything in Romanov’s career.

The countdown had begun. Seventy-two hours to dismantle a cor-
ruption network that had taken years to build, while simultaneously
protecting children hundreds of kilometres away from professional
extraction teams.

Even for the perfect weapon, this might prove impossible.
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The Perfect Trap

Moscow Region, May 2014
The damp, faded basement beneath an abandoned Soviet-era factory
housed a collection of equipment that would make most intelligence
agencies envious. Serj carefully adjusted the final components of his
listening array while the early morning light filtered weakly through
dirt-streaked windows. Three monitors displayed different security
feeds—Kazan’s corporate headquarters, Zakharov’s downtown apart-
ment building, and Orlov’s country club where he conducted his most
sensitive meetings.

A dozen burner phones sat in a neat row, each labelled with the
identity he’d created for them. A Middle Eastern arms dealer. An
American intelligence contractor. A Ukrainian oligarch with an axe
to grind. Each persona meticulously constructed over the past week,
each reaching out through channels carefully chosen to seem authen-
tic while remaining untraceable.

All carrying the same message: exclusive intelligence on Russian de-
fence procurement fraud available to the highest bidder.

He had planted the seeds four days earlier, leaving just enough bread-
crumbs to be discovered without appearing intentional—a financial
record here, an intercepted phone call there. Each piece of evidence
suggesting a major intelligence auction was being organised by a for-
mer Centre operative with access to the most damaging materials
from all three conspirators.
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The trap was elegant in its simplicity, appealing to their most basic
instincts—greed, fear, and self-preservation.

Serj checked the time—06:13. Thirty-nine hours until the gathering
at Kazan’s dacha. The property’s architectural plans were spread
across a table next to his equipment, annotated with entry points,
security positions, and blind spots. He’d studied them so thoroughly
he could navigate the entire estate with his eyes closed.

The satellite phone rang at precisely 06:15.

“The players are moving,” Keller said when Serj answered. “Za-
kharov contacted three separate security contractors in the past
twelve hours. Orlov has withdrawn two million euros from his Swiss
accounts. Kazan has doubled the security at his dacha.”

“Expected responses,” Serj noted, his voice neutral. “The auction
scenario creates perception of shared threat, forcing tactical cooper-
ation despite manufactured distrust.”

“It’s brilliant,” Keller admitted. “Instead of continuing to drive them
apart, you’re using their mutual fear to pull them back together—but
on your terms, in your chosen location.”

Serj didn’t acknowledge the praise. Tactical effectiveness wasn’t
something to celebrate—it was simply operational necessity.

“I have something else you should know,” Keller continued, his tone
shifting. “Kazan has brought in a consultant. Someone outside his
usual security infrastructure.”

“Identification?” Serj checked the ammunition in his Makarov, more
from habit than immediate need.

“Grigory Ivanovich. Former Spetsnaz, known for psychological war-
fare specialisation. He arrived in Moscow yesterday on a private
flight from Kyiv.”

Serj’s hands paused momentarily. The name registered from
the file Keller had provided earlier—another operative with
counter-corruption experience.
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“His involvement creates tactical variables,” Serj observed.

“He’s not just another security consultant,” Keller cautioned.
“Ivanovich has a reputation for counter-psychological operations.
The Agency has a substantial file on him. He’s methodical, thorough,
and exceptionally good at identifying manipulation patterns.”

“Tactical approach adjustment required,” Serj stated, already re-
calculating. If Ivanovich specialised in counter-psychological oper-
ations, standard manipulation techniques would be recognised and
neutralised. Alternative approaches needed immediate considera-
tion.

“I’ll send you what we have on him,” Keller said. “But be careful. If
anyone could identify what you’re doing, it’s him.”

After ending the call, Serj returned to the architectural plans with
renewed focus. The dacha’s security was substantial but designed
for conventional threats—armed intruders, surveillance equipment,
physical breaches. If Ivanovich was brought in specifically for counter-
psychological assessment, the vulnerabilities would shift from physi-
cal to operational.

His mind flashed back unbidden—

Training Facility, Volgograd, 2004.

”The most dangerous opponent isn’t the one with superior weapons,”
Captain Shishkin told the assembled operatives, “but the one who
recognises your methodology.”

She manipulated the display to show a complex operational diagram—
a psychological operation that had failed catastrophically when the
target recognised the pattern of manipulation.

”When standard psychological pressure is identified,” she continued,
“conventional approaches become counterproductive. The target’s
awareness creates immunity to further manipulation.”

”Tactical response?” Serj asked, processing the scenario with analyt-
ical precision.
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”Two options,” Shishkin replied. “Immediate transition to direct ac-
tion, abandoning psychological approaches entirely. Or—” her eyes
narrowed with professional appreciation, “—the mirror gambit.”

The display shifted to a different operational structure—one that ap-
peared to mirror the target’s counter-measures while actually extend-
ing the psychological operation to a deeper level.

”When targets believe they’ve identified your methodology, they ex-
perience false security,” Shishkin explained. “This vulnerability can
be exploited through apparent operational adjustment that actually
intensifies the psychological pressure.”

Serj returned to the present, his mind calculating this new tactical
approach. Ivanovich would identify the pattern of psychological ma-
nipulation, advise counter-measures, and establish what he believed
was tactical immunity to further operations.

The mirror gambit would use that perception of immunity as the
foundation for a deeper manipulation. Not fighting the counter-
measures but incorporating them into a more comprehensive ap-
proach.

He moved methodically between the workstations, adjusting each
element of his plan to accommodate this new variable. The core ap-
proach remained sound—convergence of all principals at the dacha—
but the psychological elements would need substantial recalibration.

Outside, the May rain began to fall, drumming against the metal
roof of the abandoned factory. Serj continued his preparations, mind
focused on the tactical adaptations required to counter Ivanovich’s
counter-measures. The additional complexity didn’t register as frus-
tration, merely as operational adjustment.

The mission remained the mission. But the perfect trap now required
perfect adaptation.
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Kazan’s Corporate Headquarters, Same
Day
“Your suspicions about Romanov appear correct,” Grigory confirmed,
moving methodically between the evidence boards he’d established
in Kazan’s corporate war room. Three large displays contained care-
fully organised materials—surveillance footage, security reports, com-
munication transcripts—all arranged in precise chronological order.

His analysis had progressed significantly since their initial identifica-
tion of Romanov yesterday. What had begun as pattern recognition
had evolved into comprehensive operational assessment.

“His psychological operation is far more sophisticated than his train-
ing record would suggest,” Grigory continued, indicating a timeline
of security breaches. “Centre records classify him as direct action spe-
cialist with only supplementary psychological warfare training, yet
this operation shows mastery beyond most dedicated specialists.”

Kazan studied the evidence with growing alarm. The oligarch’s nor-
mally commanding presence had diminished under the weight of re-
alisation that he’d been systematically manipulated.

“What’s this?” he asked, pointing to a collection of communication
intercepts Grigory had flagged with red markers.

“The auction scenario,” Grigory explained, examining the transcripts.
“Apparent intelligence leaks suggesting a former Centre operative is
selling comprehensive corruption evidence to international bidders.
The methodology is elegant—creating a scenario that forces all prin-
cipals together despite the distrust he’s engineered between you.”

He traced the progression of events on the central timeline. “Each
security breach was precisely calibrated—not just for information
gathering but for psychological impact. The evidence placement,
timing, and discovery patterns show remarkable precision.”

“His latest move is particularly elegant,” Grigory continued, indi-
cating the intelligence auction evidence. “A convergence strategy
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that forces all principals together in a controlled environment of his
choosing. The auction narrative appeals to mutual self-preservation
instincts, effectively overriding the distrust he’s engineered between
you.”

Kazan braced himself against the conference table, the realisation
settling heavily. “So the meeting at my dacha tomorrow night…”

“Is exactly what he wants,” Grigory confirmed. “All principals in
one location, security compromised by mutual suspicion, perfect con-
ditions for comprehensive exposure or elimination.”

“We should cancel immediately,” Kazan stated, reaching for his
phone.

“That would be a mistake,” Grigory countered firmly, placing his
hand on the estate plans spread across the side table. “If we cancel,
he simply adjusts his timeline and approach. By proceeding with
awareness of his methodology, we create opportunity to reverse the
tactical advantage.”

He moved to the security diagrams for the dacha. “Standard mea-
sures would be ineffective against an operative of Romanov’s capa-
bilities. He’s already accounted for conventional countermeasures in
his planning.”

“Then what do you suggest?” Kazan demanded, his voice tight with
barely controlled frustration.

“A counter-psychological approach,” Grigory replied, already sketch-
ing modifications to the security diagram. “Not just detecting his
manipulations but redirecting them. We’ll create our own conver-
gence on our terms.”

He outlined his counter-measures with methodical precision—
changes to security protocols, communication systems, and physical
arrangements that would appear conventional while serving
specialised counter-psychological functions.

“The most effective strategy against psychological manipulation isn’t
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resistance but redirection,” Grigory explained. “We’ll let him believe
his approach is working while actually guiding him into a position of
tactical vulnerability.”

Kazan studied the proposed counter-measures, scepticism gradually
giving way to cautious approval. “And you’re confident these adjust-
ments will be effective against an operative like Romanov?”

“Nothing is certain in psychological warfare,” Grigory acknowledged.
“But understanding your opponent’s methodology creates significant
advantage. Romanov is exceptional, but not infallible. His psycho-
logical operation has been remarkable precisely because no one recog-
nised it for what it was.”

He gestured to the evidence spread across the table. “Someone is
turning you against each other deliberately. The patterns show ex-
ceptional psychological operation skills. But awareness of manipula-
tion is the first step in countering it.”

Kazan nodded slowly, decision reaching his eyes. “Implement what-
ever measures you deem necessary. Cost is no object.”

“I’ll need full operational authority over security systems and person-
nel,” Grigory stated. “Many of these counter-measures will appear
counterintuitive to conventional security thinking.”

“You have it,” Kazan confirmed, moving to pour himself a drink from
a crystal decanter. “Just ensure this Romanov, if it is him, doesn’t
succeed in whatever he’s planning.”

As Kazan stared out at the Moscow skyline, Grigory continued study-
ing the evidence with analytical precision. The operative behind this
psychological operation had demonstrated remarkable capabilities—
not just technical skills but deep understanding of human vulnerabil-
ity patterns.

The thought created something approaching professional apprecia-
tion. Romanov’s official file had classified him as a direct action spe-
cialist with limited psychological operation training. This sophisti-
cated manipulation suggested capabilities far beyond his documented
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parameters.

Grigory began preparations for the counter-measures, each element
designed to create the appearance of vulnerability while establishing
actual tactical advantage. The approach would redirect rather than
block Romanov’s operation, using his own methodology against him.

As he worked, Grigory found himself anticipating the operational
confrontation with unexpected interest. He had faced many oppo-
nents throughout his career, but few who demonstrated this level of
psychological precision combined with tactical capability.

The operative who had orchestrated this systematic dismantling was
clearly exceptional. The question was whether he would recognise
the counter-measures before it was too late.

Abandoned Factory, Evening
The satellite imagery showed increased activity at Kazan’s dacha—
security personnel establishing new positions, additional equipment
being installed, vehicle movements suggesting enhanced preparations.
Serj studied the adjustments with methodical attention, identifying
specific changes to security protocols.

The modifications weren’t random. They showed coherent pattern
suggesting specialised counter-measures rather than conventional se-
curity enhancement. The changes focused on communication sys-
tems, personnel positioning, and surveillance coverage—all targeting
potential psychological operation vulnerabilities.

Tactical assessment: Ivanovich had identified the methodology and
implemented counter-measures designed specifically for psychological
warfare defence.

Serj’s expression remained impassive as he processed this develop-
ment. Not frustration but tactical adaptation. The mirror gambit
would need to be more sophisticated than initially calculated—not
just appearing to adjust while maintaining the original approach, but
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implementing genuine operational modifications that served deeper
psychological objectives.

His mind categorised Ivanovich’s counter-measures with analytical
precision. The communication system changes suggested attempts to
prevent manufactured discord. The personnel positioning indicated
awareness of potential evidence planting. The surveillance adjust-
ments targeted documentation vulnerabilities.

All logical, all tactically sound for counter-psychological defence.
And all creating new vulnerabilities that could be exploited through
properly calibrated approach.

Serj moved to his equipment table, selecting specialised tools for the
adapted operation. His initial infiltration plan had utilised conven-
tional approaches—perimeter breach exploiting security blind spots,
systems manipulation using established techniques, evidence acquisi-
tion through standard methodologies.

The revised approach would require more sophisticated measures—
not fighting the counter-psychological defences but utilising them as
operational vectors. Each counter-measure Ivanovich implemented
created new tactical opportunities if approached with proper under-
standing.

As Serj prepared his equipment, his satellite phone vibrated with
an incoming message. Keller had provided updated intelligence on
Ivanovich—operational history, psychological profile, methodologi-
cal patterns. The information confirmed Serj’s tactical assessment:
Ivanovich was implementing a sophisticated counter-psychological de-
fence with remarkable precision.

The most significant detail appeared in Ivanovich’s operational
history—a pattern of using opponents’ psychological methodologies
against them. The tactic aligned with Captain Shishkin’s training
on counter-measure vulnerabilities. When opponents believed
they’d established effective defences, they created exploitation
opportunities through tactical overconfidence.
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Serj continued his preparations, mind calculating the optimal
adaptation to these counter-measures. The core objective remained
unchanged—documentation of the corruption network’s activities
and systematic exposure of their operations. But the approach
would require significant recalibration.

The mirror gambit would now operate at multiple levels simultane-
ously. Surface operations appearing to target the counter-measures
directly. Secondary operations exploiting the vulnerabilities created
by those counter-measures. Tertiary operations achieving the actual
operational objectives while attention focused on the first two levels.

As night fell over the Moscow countryside, Serj methodically organ-
ised his equipment for the adapted operation. The perfect trap had
encountered unexpected resistance, but tactical flexibility had been
calculated into the original operational design.

Ivanovich had recognised the psychological operation methodology,
but he couldn’t anticipate how that recognition itself would be incor-
porated into the next phase. The counter-measures would become
vectors for a more sophisticated approach—not obstacles but oppor-
tunities.

The mission remained the mission. The perfect weapon would simply
adjust its targeting parameters.

Kazan’s Dacha, Night
“The modifications are complete,” Grigory informed Kazan as they
walked the perimeter of the expansive estate. The night air carried
the scent of rain-soaked earth and pine from the surrounding forest.
“Each system has been adjusted according to counter-psychological
protocols.”

The dacha itself was an architectural statement of wealth and
power—three stories of stone and glass set within carefully
manicured grounds surrounded by dense forest. Under normal
circumstances, the estate projected invulnerability. But against
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an opponent like Romanov, conventional security created illusion
rather than protection.

“Explain the changes again,” Kazan requested, his voice betraying
lingering anxiety despite the comprehensive preparations.

“Each counter-measure serves dual function,” Grigory replied, in-
dicating the security positions established throughout the grounds.
“Surface function appears as conventional security enhancement. Ac-
tual function creates counter-psychological defence against specific
manipulation vectors.”

He gestured toward the communication system modifications. “All
channels have been secured against interference or manipulation. No
information enters or leaves this facility without passing through
triple-redundant verification protocols.”

The security team moved with military precision, establishing posi-
tions according to Grigory’s specifications. Not standard defensive
formation but specialised counter-psychological positioning designed
to prevent evidence manipulation while maintaining comprehensive
surveillance coverage.

“Most importantly,” Grigory continued, “all personnel have been
briefed on psychological operation awareness. They understand the
methodology they’re facing and recognise potential manipulation at-
tempts.”

Kazan studied the preparations with cautious approval. “And you’re
certain Romanov will proceed despite these counter-measures?”

“If it is Romanov,” Grigory confirmed, “he’s committed significant
resources to this operation. The psychological groundwork has been
methodically established over weeks. He won’t abandon the approach
simply because the target environment has changed.”

He pointed toward the forest edge, barely visible in the darkness.
“He’s almost certainly observing these preparations, recalculating his
approach based on visible counter-measures. The critical question
is whether he’ll recognise the actual function beneath the apparent
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adjustments.”

“And if he does?” Kazan asked.

“Then we’ve encountered an operative of truly exceptional capabili-
ties,” Grigory replied, something like professional appreciation touch-
ing his features. “Perhaps the most sophisticated psychological war-
fare specialist currently operating.”

“That’s not reassuring,” Kazan observed dryly.

“It should be,” Grigory countered. “We’ve identified his methodology
and implemented specific counter-measures. That alone represents
significant tactical advantage. Most psychological operations succeed
precisely because targets never recognise the manipulation until it’s
too late.”

They completed their circuit of the estate, returning to the main
house where final security preparations continued. Tomorrow would
bring Zakharov and Orlov, both arriving with their own security
details—all part of the convergence Romanov had engineered
through his psychological operation.

“Get some rest,” Grigory advised as they reached the main entrance.
“Tomorrow will require clear thinking and tactical discipline from
everyone involved.”

As Kazan retired to his private quarters, Grigory remained on the
terrace, studying the surrounding darkness with analytical attention.
Somewhere beyond the estate’s perimeter, an exceptional operative
was preparing his approach—recalculating, adapting, planning coun-
termoves to the visible counter-measures.

The thought created unexpected anticipation. Most opponents
were predictable, their methodologies standard, their capabilities
limited by conventional training. Romanov represented something
different—an opponent whose capabilities might actually match his
own.

Grigory continued his assessment, mind calculating potential adap-
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tations Romanov might implement. The visible counter-measures
would force tactical adjustment, but the question remained: would
he recognise the deeper counter-psychological elements beneath the
surface adjustments?

The perfect trap had encountered sophisticated resistance. But
which side had actually established the more effective approach
remained to be determined.

Tomorrow would provide the answer.
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The Last Conversation

Moscow Region, May 2014
Rain fell in steady sheets across Moscow’s northern suburbs, trans-
forming the landscape into a blur of grays and shadow. Alexei Volkov
sat in his nondescript saloon, wipers struggling against the downpour
as he studied the satellite phone in his hand. The message that had
arrived three hours earlier was encrypted using an old Spetsnaz field
code—one he and Serj had modified years ago for their private com-
munications.

Intelligence auction at Kazan’s dacha. All principals con-
verging. Final evidence exposure. Stay clear.

The warning was unmistakable in its intent if not its wording. Af-
ter weeks of hunting his former partner, Alexei had received what
amounted to a professional courtesy—a tactical heads-up from one
operator to another. Stay away from tomorrow’s operation.

But the message contained something more significant than its sur-
face meaning. It confirmed what Alexei had begun to suspect over
the past weeks as he tracked the pattern of security breaches and man-
ufactured evidence. Serj wasn’t eliminating targets; he was system-
atically dismantling an entire network through precisely calibrated
psychological pressure.

Not the approach of someone who had suffered psychological break
or ideological conversion. This was the methodical implementation
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of tactical principles—the same precision that had characterised all
forty-nine of their joint operations, now directed against the com-
mand structure itself.

Alexei’s phone rang—the secure line connected directly to Zakharov’s
office.

“Where are you?” the Colonel demanded without preamble, his voice
carrying the brittle edge of controlled panic Alexei had noted with
increasing frequency. “We have confirmation of operational conver-
gence at Kazan’s dacha tomorrow evening.”

“I’m aware,” Alexei replied, keeping his tone neutral despite the cal-
culations occurring behind his composed expression. “My sources
indicated potential intelligence auction scenario.”

“It’s not just an auction,” Zakharov hissed. “It’s Romanov. He’s or-
chestrated this entire situation—the security breaches, the evidence
placement, the manufactured discord. All designed to bring us to-
gether in one location.”

Alexei allowed an appropriate pause, as if absorbing this revelation
rather than confirming information he’d already deduced. “Your
evidence?”

“Kazan’s security consultant identified the methodology. Psycholog-
ical operation specialist named Grigory Ivanovich. He analysed the
pattern and recognised Centre techniques with specific adaptations
consistent with Romanov’s training.”

The information created significant tactical reassessment. If this
Ivanovich had identified Serj’s methodology, the operation faced so-
phisticated counter-measures rather than conventional security pro-
tocols. The complexity had increased exponentially.

“We need you at the dacha tomorrow,” Zakharov continued. “You
know Romanov better than anyone. Your tactical insight could be
critical in countering whatever he’s planning.”

Alexei stared through the rain-streaked windscreen, mind calculat-

279



ing optimal response. His official mission parameters were clear:
locate and neutralise Serj Romanov, recover classified intelligence
materials, prevent exposure of Centre operations. Yet the evidence
he’d gathered during his pursuit had confirmed everything Serj had
discovered—systematic corruption reaching the highest levels, secu-
rity resources weaponised against legitimate Russian interests, inno-
cent analysts eliminated to protect private financial gain.

Principles, not emotions, would determine his decision. The same
operational foundation he shared with his blood brother.

“I’ll be there,” Alexei confirmed, voice steady despite the tactical
divergence occurring in his methodical mind. “1800 hours, prepared
for extended operation.”

After ending the call, Alexei initiated a communication protocol he
hadn’t used in nearly three years—a sequence of encrypted transmis-
sions routed through outdated networks the Centre had abandoned
but never completely decommissioned. If anyone was monitoring
his standard channels, this approach would bypass their surveillance
entirely.

The response came seventeen minutes later—a set of coordinates
and a time. Four hours from now, at an abandoned factory complex
twenty kilometres outside Moscow.

His mind flashed back unbidden—

*Grozny, Chechnya, 2000. Fourteen years earlier.*

The basement of the shattered apartment building smelled
of wet concrete and cordite. Rain leaked through the dam-
aged ceiling, forming puddles that reflected the weak light
from their single tactical lamp. Outside, sporadic gunfire
punctuated the night—distant enough to indicate no imme-
diate threat, close enough to remind them of the operational
environment.

Serj cleaned his weapon with methodical precision, each
component receiving exactly the maintenance it required
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despite the less-than-ideal conditions. Alexei sat nearby,
field-dressing a shrapnel wound on his left arm—painful but
not tactically significant.

”Command has ordered withdrawal,” Alexei noted, tear-
ing a bandage packet with his teeth. “Zone designated as
strategically untenable.”

Serj continued his weapon maintenance, his movements un-
interrupted. “Withdrawal timeline?”

”All units to reach extraction point by 0600. Those who
don’t are presumed lost.” Alexei grimaced as he tightened
the bandage. “Including the civilian medical staff in the
north sector.”

For the first time, Serj’s hands paused momentarily. “Med-
ical staff evacuation parameters?”

”Not prioritised,” Alexei replied, frustration evident be-
neath his professional tone. “Command says they lack
transportation resources for non-combat personnel.”

Serj resumed his methodical cleaning, though Alexei noted
a subtle change in his rhythm—a almost imperceptible ac-
celeration that suggested tactical calculation rather than
emotional response.

”The medical team treated seventeen of our wounded last
week,” Serj observed, reassembling his rifle with practised
movements. “Their continued function represents tactical
advantage for future operations.”

Alexei recognised the approach immediately—justifying hu-
manitarian concerns through operational language. It was
how Serj processed such decisions, finding tactical rationale
for actions others would frame through emotional or moral
parameters.

”They’re civilians,” Alexei said quietly. “Local doctors who
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stayed when everyone else evacuated. They’ve saved Rus-
sian lives despite the risk to themselves.”

Serj completed his weapon reassembly, the AK-74 clicking
into operational readiness with mechanical precision. “Ex-
traction route through northern sector would add approxi-
mately seventeen minutes to our timeline. Three additional
risk points identified. Acceptable tactical adjustment.”

The phrasing was pure Serj—not “we should save them” but
“acceptable tactical adjustment.” Yet the underlying prin-
ciple was unmistakable despite the operational language.

”That’s not the mission,” Alexei pointed out, testing his
partner’s determination more than expressing doubt.

Serj rose, his large frame somehow moving with silent effi-
ciency despite the debris-strewn floor. “Mission parameters
require adaptation when command directives contradict op-
erational integrity.”

It was the first time Alexei had heard Serj articulate such
a distinction—the separation between command directives
and operational integrity. Not rebellion but principle-based
tactical adjustment.

”We leave in ten minutes,” Serj stated, already gathering
his equipment. “Medical personnel extraction before pro-
ceeding to command rendezvous point.”

”And if we miss the extraction window?” Alexei asked,
though he was already checking his own weapon, decision
made despite the question.

”Then we implement alternative extraction methodology,”
Serj replied simply, as if the possibility of being abandoned
behind enemy lines was merely another tactical variable to
be calculated.

They moved through the shattered city like ghosts, navigat-
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ing rubble-strewn streets and collapsed infrastructure with
the seamless coordination that had made them legendary
within Spetsnaz circles. The rain provided both acoustic
masking and limited visibility—tactical advantages that jus-
tified the discomfort it created.

At the medical station—a partially collapsed school repur-
posed with remarkable ingenuity—they found five doctors
and three nurses treating wounded civilians despite evacua-
tion orders. The lead physician, a grey-haired woman with
steel in her spine, initially refused to leave her patients.

”We go together or not at all,” she declared, arms folded
across her blood-stained coat.

Serj studied her with that calculating gaze that made many
uncomfortable, his tactical assessment almost palpable in its
intensity. “Your continued survival represents greater sta-
tistical benefit than remaining with current patients. Future
operations require medical expertise that will be unavailable
if you are eliminated.”

The woman stared at him, momentarily taken aback by the
clinical assessment. Then, unexpectedly, she laughed—a
short, sharp sound devoid of actual humour. “You mili-
tary boys certainly have a way with words.” Her expression
softened slightly. “But you’re right. Dead doctors help no
one.”

They evacuated eight medical personnel and four critical pa-
tients through some of the heaviest fighting of the operation.
Twice they encountered Chechen patrols, both neutralised
with the silent efficiency that had become their operational
signature. At one point, an artillery strike landed less than
hundred metres from their position, forcing them to shelter
in a partially collapsed subway station for twenty critical
minutes.

They reached the extraction point at 0637—thirty-seven
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minutes past the designated deadline. The field commander
was preparing to depart, helicopters already powered up for
immediate withdrawal.

”Special operations team Volkov, with medical personnel,”
Alexei reported as they approached the perimeter. “Re-
questing extraction inclusion despite timeline deviation.”

The commander studied the bedraggled group with obvious
reluctance. “Orders were clear. 0600 deadline, no excep-
tions.”

Before Alexei could respond, Serj stepped forward, his im-
posing presence somehow magnified by the rain and exhaus-
tion. “These medical personnel treated seventeen Spetsnaz
operatives last week. Their extraction represents significant
tactical value for ongoing operations.”

The commander’s eyes narrowed, recognising Serj despite
the mud and grime covering his features. “Romanov. I
should have known you’d be involved in this deviation.”
Something like reluctant respect touched his expression.
“Get them on the last helicopter. But this goes in my re-
port.”

”Acknowledged,” Serj replied, already moving the medical
team toward the waiting aircraft.

Later, as they flew over the devastated city, Alexei studied
his partner with renewed appreciation. Serj sat perfectly
still, eyes closed in what appeared to be rest but what Alexei
recognised as tactical processing—reviewing the operation,
cataloguing lessons, calculating adjustments for future mis-
sions.

”You didn’t do that for orders or commendations,” Alexei
said quietly, voice pitched beneath the helicopter’s roar to
ensure privacy.

Serj opened his eyes, expression unchanged. “Mission pa-
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rameters required adaptation.”

”That’s not an explanation,” Alexei pressed. “You risked
formal reprimand to extract civilians. That’s not standard
tactical decision-making.”

Serj considered this assessment with characteristic thor-
oughness. “Operational integrity includes ethical param-
eters,” he stated finally. “Abandoning medical personnel
who supported our operations represents tactical and ethi-
cal failure.”

The distinction registered with significance. Not emotion
driving decision, but principle establishing parameters.
Alexei nodded slowly, understanding deepening. “So there
are lines you won’t cross, even with orders.”

”There are parameters that define operational integrity,”
Serj corrected, the distinction subtle but meaningful.
“When command directives contradict those parameters,
adjustment is tactically necessary.”

They flew in silence for several minutes, both processing this
exchange in their own way. Then Alexei extended his hand,
palm upward—the Spetsnaz gesture of blood brotherhood
initiated during their early days together.

”We serve Russia,” he said, the familiar phrase carrying
new significance after the night’s events. “Not always as
ordered, but as required.”

Serj clasped his hand with measured strength. “Mission
parameters established by principle, not command.”

It wasn’t the emotional oath many would have exchanged,
but between them, it carried profound meaning—the ar-
ticulation of what would guide their operations in the years
ahead, long after the rain-soaked night in Grozny faded into
operational history.
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Alexei returned to the present, the memory crystallising what he
already knew. Serj hadn’t suffered psychological break or ideological
conversion. He hadn’t been compromised by Western handlers or
emotional rebellion. He had simply encountered command directives
that contradicted operational integrity and implemented necessary
adjustment—exactly as he had fourteen years ago in that Chechen
rain.

Children were never legitimate targets. Security services should pro-
tect rather than threaten legitimate interests. Operational integrity
required correction when compromised by corruption.

These weren’t emotional positions but tactical parameters—
principles that defined operational boundaries just as clearly as
physical terrain shaped combat engagement.

Alexei started his vehicle, wipers clearing his view of the rain-soaked
road ahead. The coordinates Serj had provided were approximately
forty minutes away in current conditions. Beyond tactical consid-
eration, a final conversation was necessary—not to change either’s
operational trajectory, but to ensure mutual understanding before
their paths diverged permanently.

The abandoned factory appeared first as a dark silhouette against the
grey sky, its broken windows and crumbling walls creating a jagged
outline that seemed to merge with the surrounding forest. Alexei
approached with professional caution, conducting standard counter-
surveillance protocols despite recognising that such measures were
largely ceremonial when dealing with Serj. If his former partner had
established this location for their meeting, security vulnerabilities
had already been calculated and neutralised.

Still, operational discipline required proper procedure. He parked
three hundred metres from the main building, completing his ap-
proach on foot through terrain that provided optimal concealment
despite the rain that had finally begun to slacken.

Inside, the factory’s vast main floor stretched into shadow, machin-
ery long since salvaged leaving only ghost-like impressions on the
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concrete where equipment had once stood. A single light burned
at the far end of the space, illuminating a makeshift command cen-
tre that reflected Serj’s methodical approach—equipment precisely
arranged, operational materials organised with military efficiency,
nothing superfluous or unnecessary.

Serj stood with his back to the entrance, studying what appeared to
be architectural plans spread across a metal table. He didn’t turn
as Alexei approached, though his posture indicated awareness of the
presence.

“You received my message,” Serj observed, continuing his study of
the plans.

“I decoded it,” Alexei confirmed, stopping at a tactically appropriate
distance. “Though I’d already identified your operational approach.
The pattern became clear after the second security breach.”

Now Serj turned, his dark eyes assessing Alexei with the same an-
alytical precision he applied to operational planning. “You’re still
hunting me.”

“Officially,” Alexei acknowledged. “Zakharov believes I’m tracking
you to prevent classified intelligence compromise. Orlov has autho-
rised ‘whatever resources necessary’ for your neutralisation.”

“And unofficially?”

“I’m verifying your operational parameters independently,” Alexei
replied, honesty serving tactical purpose rather than emotional need.
“The evidence you’ve uncovered matched patterns I’ve observed for
years. The corruption network extends beyond what even you’ve
documented.”

Serj processed this with characteristic thoroughness, neither immedi-
ately accepting nor dismissing. “Your presence here creates tactical
vulnerability. Zakharov monitors your movements.”

“Not through channels I’ve abandoned,” Alexei countered. “This
conversation exists outside official operational parameters.”
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Something shifted in Serj’s expression—not emotion precisely, but
recognition of shared methodology. Despite their operational diver-
gence, they remained aligned in tactical approach.

“The dacha operation represents significant risk,” Alexei continued,
gesturing toward the architectural plans. “Kazan has implemented
substantial counter-measures, including a psychological operation
specialist specifically tasked with identifying your methodology.”

“Grigory Ivanovich,” Serj confirmed. “Former Spetsnaz with counter-
psychological training. His involvement creates tactical variables re-
quiring operational adjustment.”

Alexei moved closer, studying the plans with professional assessment.
“He’s more than just another security specialist. I see you have an
extensive file on him. Psychological warfare expert with particular
focus on counter-manipulation techniques. If anyone can identify and
neutralise your approach, it’s him.”

“Tactical approach adapted accordingly,” Serj replied, indicating
modifications to the original operational plan—alternate infiltra-
tion routes, adjusted timeline, enhanced countermeasures. “The
mirror gambit provides optimal response to counter-psychological
implementation.”

The technical precision was so characteristic of Serj that Alexei found
himself smiling despite the situation’s gravity. “Still calculating every
possibility, I see.”

“Operational success requires comprehensive contingency planning,”
Serj stated, the observation matter-of-fact rather than defensive.

“Which is why I need to ask,” Alexei said, tone shifting to match the
conversation’s significance, “what is your actual objective? Evidence
exposure or elimination?”

The question hung between them, carrying implications beyond tac-
tical methodology. The distinction mattered significantly—not just
for operational assessment but for the principles that had guided
their partnership for fifteen years.
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“Systematic dismantling through evidence exposure,” Serj answered
without hesitation. “Elimination creates tactical resolution but not
strategic correction. The corruption network requires comprehensive
exposure to prevent recurrence.”

Relief touched Alexei’s features briefly. “That’s what I thought, but
I needed to hear it directly. Zakharov believes you’ve been compro-
mised at the deepest psychological level—turned against the Centre
through Western manipulation. Orlov has convinced the internal se-
curity division that you represent existential threat to operational
integrity.”

“Tactical misdirection,” Serj noted. “Creating alternative explana-
tion rather than acknowledging systemic corruption.”

“Exactly.” Alexei positioned himself beside Serj, both now studying
the operational plans from the same perspective—an unconscious re-
turn to their standard briefing configuration from countless missions.
“But this creates significant vulnerability for your approach. They’re
expecting elimination attempt, not evidence exposure. The counter-
measures are designed accordingly.”

Serj nodded once, acknowledging the tactical observation. “Adjust-
ment implemented to account for expectation variance. Primary ap-
proach now utilises their counter-measures as vectors rather than
obstacles.”

“The mirror gambit,” Alexei recognised, professional appreciation
evident. “Using their awareness of manipulation to create deeper
psychological vulnerability.”

“Correct,” Serj confirmed. “Counter-psychological measures create
operational opportunities when properly leveraged.”

They continued reviewing the plans with the seamless coordination
that had characterised their partnership for years, both instinctively
adjusting to the other’s observations and assessments. For a brief
period, the operational divergence that had separated them seemed
to vanish, replaced by the tactical synchronicity that had made them

289



the Centre’s most effective team.

Eventually, Alexei stepped back, the necessary distance both physical
and symbolic. “You know I can’t accompany you on this operation.”

“Expected tactical assessment,” Serj acknowledged. “Your opera-
tional position remains within Centre parameters despite indepen-
dent verification.”

“I’ll be at the dacha tomorrow,” Alexei continued, tactical honesty
serving operational necessity. “Zakharov has requested my presence
specifically due to my knowledge of your methodology. I can’t refuse
without compromising my position.”

“Understood,” Serj replied, accepting this information with profes-
sional detachment. “Your presence creates additional tactical vari-
ables but doesn’t compromise core operational approach.”

The rain had stopped completely, leaving only the sound of water
dripping through the factory’s damaged roof. Alexei moved toward
the entrance, then paused, turning back to his former partner.

“You know what happens after tomorrow,” Alexei said quietly. “Re-
gardless of outcome, there’s no returning to what was before. The
Centre will never stop hunting you.”

Serj’s hands stilled on the equipment he’d been checking. He opened
his mouth, the familiar pattern of tactical assessment already
forming—something about operational necessity and acceptable risk
calculations—but closed it again.

He met Alexei’s eyes directly. “I know. But I have to finish this.”

The silence that followed felt tactically significant. Alexei stared at
him, mouth slightly open, the sudden stillness in his normally fluid
movements betraying genuine shock.

“What?” Serj asked, a faint crease appearing between his brows.

Alexei’s eyebrows rose. “That was… remarkably straightforward. No
tactical assessment or operational parameters. No three-minute ex-
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planation about calculated risk vectors.”

A ghost of what might have been a smile touched the corner of Serj’s
mouth. “The old woman who’s protecting the children… she’s been
correcting my speech. Says I talk like ‘a tactical field manual crossed
with a computer programme.’”

Alexei couldn’t suppress a genuine laugh. “She’s right! I’ve been
telling you that for years.”

“You never complained about my communication efficiency before,”
Serj countered, though without the usual rigidity in his tone.

“Because I understood you,” Alexei replied, studying his former part-
ner with new interest. “But I always wondered what was happening
inside that methodical mind. It’s… good to hear you speak more
directly.”

Serj nodded once. “It feels strange. But useful with the children.”

The mention of the children brought them back to the fundamental
reason for their divergence. Alexei’s expression grew serious again.

“I want you to know I understand your decision,” he said. “When
they ordered the elimination of children, they crossed a line you
couldn’t accept. Just as we couldn’t abandon those doctors in Grozny.
There are boundaries that define us, even when command says they
don’t exist.”

“Some things are wrong,” Serj said simply, the uncharacteristically
straightforward moral statement hanging between them. “No tactical
justification makes them right.”

Alexei stared at him, genuinely surprised by the clarity of the ethical
position. “Now I know you’ve changed. That might be the most
human thing I’ve ever heard you say.”

“I’m still me,” Serj replied. “Just… adapting to new parameters.”

“Of course you are,” Alexei said with a hint of affection. “Still calcu-
lating everything, just with fewer words.”
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Before departing, Alexei extended his hand—palm upward in the
gesture that had symbolised their brotherhood since those early days
in Chechnya. “Blood brothers,” he said simply.

Serj clasped his hand with measured strength, the connection tran-
scending their operational divergence. “Blood brothers,” he con-
firmed.

As Alexei moved toward the exit, he paused one last time. “The
simple speech suits you, by the way. Whoever this old woman is,
she’s done the impossible—made the perfect weapon a little more
human.”

“Don’t push it,” Serj replied, but something in his eyes suggested he
took no offence at the observation.

Kazan’s Dacha, Same Night
The command centre Grigory had established in the dacha’s east
wing hummed with controlled activity—security personnel monitor-
ing surveillance feeds, communication specialists verifying system in-
tegrity, tactical teams reviewing operational assignments.

“External perimeter protocols in place,” the security chief reported,
indicating the comprehensive coverage displayed on the central mon-
itor. “All approach vectors under surveillance, response teams posi-
tioned according to specifications.”

Grigory nodded, his attention focused on a tactical display showing
personnel positioning throughout the estate. The counter-measures
he had implemented went far beyond conventional security—each
element designed with specific psychological defence functions rather
than mere physical protection.

“Communication system verification?” he inquired, moving to the
next station.

“Triple-redundant protocols active, sir,” the communications special-
ist confirmed. “Primary channels secured with rotating encryption,
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secondary systems isolated from network access, tertiary backup es-
tablished through independent carriers.”

“Excellent.” Grigory studied the estate’s surveillance coverage, iden-
tifying potential vulnerabilities despite the comprehensive implemen-
tation. “Adjust camera seven to increase coverage of the north-east
tree line. The shadow pattern creates potential approach vector dur-
ing early morning hours.”

As the adjustments were made, Kazan entered the command centre,
his expression betraying the anxiety he attempted to mask beneath
practised authority. The oligarch had aged visibly in the days since
discovering the psychological operation targeting his network—the
certainty that had characterised his bearing replaced by perpetual
vigilance.

“Our guests arrive tomorrow at 1800 hours,” Kazan stated, moving
to stand beside Grigory at the central display. “Zakharov has con-
firmed he’s bringing Volkov—apparently he knew Romanov better
than anyone.”

“His presence creates additional tactical variables,” Grigory noted,
already calculating how this new element might affect operational
parameters. “Volkov was Romanov’s partner for fifteen years.
Their methodologies would be deeply integrated despite current
operational divergence.”

“Can we trust him?” Kazan demanded. “What if he’s collaborating
with Romanov?”

“Unlikely,” Grigory replied, pulling up Volkov’s file on the adjacent
screen. “His operational history shows consistent loyalty parameters,
and his pursuit of Romanov has been methodical rather than perfor-
mative. Standard verification protocols confirmed through internal
Centre channels that he’s operating under direct command author-
ity.”

Kazan didn’t appear entirely convinced, but nodded acceptance of
the assessment. “And our counter-measures? Will they be effective
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against someone of Romanov’s capabilities?”

“They’re designed specifically for his psychological operation method-
ology,” Grigory confirmed, indicating the comprehensive defensive
structure implemented throughout the estate. “Each element cre-
ates multiple functional layers—apparent security enhancement that
masks counter-psychological protocols.”

He directed Kazan’s attention to the communication system modifi-
cations. “All channels secured against manipulation, preventing the
manufactured discord he’s utilised against you and your associates.
Personnel positioning optimised to prevent evidence planting while
maintaining comprehensive surveillance coverage. Every access point
monitored through redundant systems to prevent covert infiltration.”

“And if he still manages to breach our defences?” Kazan pressed,
anxiety evident beneath his controlled exterior.

“Then we’ve encountered an operative of truly exceptional capabili-
ties,” Grigory replied, something like professional appreciation touch-
ing his features. “But awareness of manipulation itself creates sig-
nificant tactical advantage. Most psychological operations succeed
precisely because targets never recognise the methodology until it’s
too late.”

He turned to the assembled security team, his voice carrying the nat-
ural authority of someone accustomed to command. “Each of you
has been selected for specific capabilities and operational discipline.
Tomorrow’s situation will test both. You’re not facing conventional
threats, but sophisticated psychological manipulation designed to cre-
ate discord, confusion, and operational vulnerability.”

The team’s attention focused with professional intensity as Grigory
outlined the specific techniques they might encounter—evidence
manipulation, communication interference, manufactured dis-
cord, surveillance disruption. Each vulnerability accompanied by
counter-measures designed to identify and neutralise the approach.

“Most importantly,” he concluded, “maintain operational cohesion re-
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gardless of apparent evidence. The primary vector of psychological
manipulation is isolation—separating elements from coordinated re-
sponse through manufactured distrust. Your defence against this ap-
proach is maintained communication and verified information chan-
nels.”

As the briefing concluded, Grigory conducted a final review of the
estate’s defensive protocols. The counter-measures were comprehen-
sive, the security team properly briefed, the communication systems
secured against manipulation. Everything that could be prepared
had been prepared.

Yet something in his tactical assessment remained unsatisfied—a sub-
tle awareness that they were facing an operative whose capabilities
might transcend standard methodologies. Romanov’s psychological
operation had demonstrated sophistication beyond his documented
training parameters, suggesting adaptability that counter-measures
might not fully address.

The thought created unexpected anticipation rather than concern.
Most opponents were predictable, their approaches standard, their
capabilities limited by conventional training. Romanov represented
something different—an operative whose psychological precision
matched his own, whose tactical adaptability suggested capacity for
operational evolution beyond predetermined parameters.

As night settled over the estate, Grigory continued his methodical
preparation, mind calculating potential adaptations Romanov might
implement against their visible counter-measures. The psychologi-
cal defences would force operational adjustment, but whether that
adjustment would be properly anticipated remained unknown.

The perfect trap had encountered sophisticated resistance. But
which side had actually established the more effective approach
would be determined tomorrow, when psychological theory gave way
to operational reality.

Both sides had prepared meticulously. Each had calculated con-
tingencies and counter-measures. Both had anticipated the other’s
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methodology with professional precision.

Tomorrow would reveal which operative had truly mastered the psy-
chological battlefield.
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Rising Storm

Kazan’s Dacha, May 2014
The morning sun cast deceptively peaceful light across Kazan’s dacha
grounds. Positioned in the forest’s edge three hundred metres from
the main house, Serj carefully applied the camouflage paint to his
face and neck. His reconnaissance over the previous days had given
him precise understanding of security rotations, camera placement,
and patrol schedules.

His equipment was minimal but specialised—climbing gear, compact
communications disruptor, and a silenced Makarov PM secured in
a shoulder holster. The VSS Vintorez sniper rifle had been cached
at his secondary position, accessible if tactical situation evolved to
require it. His objective was the documentation in Kazan’s private
safe, not the elimination of targets. Evidence, not bodies—unless
operational necessity dictated otherwise.

Serj checked his watch. The security team had completed their morn-
ing perimeter sweep eight minutes ago. The eastern approach would
remain unmonitored for exactly three minutes—a gap created by
overlapping patrol schedules that Grigory’s team had missed in their
preparations.

He moved with silent efficiency, his large frame somehow flowing
through the under brush without disturbing branches or crunching
leaves. The eastern grounds featured ornamental gardens providing
irregular cover—careful landscaping that would normally enhance
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security by forcing visitors to navigate visible pathways, but which
offered concealment for someone who had mapped each blind spot.

The first guard stood at the garden’s edge, scanning the treeline with
professional diligence. His earpiece crackled with routine check-in
from central security. Serj waited, timing his approach to the precise
moment when the guard turned to respond.

“Eastern position secure, no movement detected.”

In that brief window of distraction, Serj closed the distance with
controlled speed, one hand clasping over the guard’s mouth while
the other applied precise pressure to the carotid artery. The man’s
struggle lasted only seconds before unconsciousness took him. Serj
lowered him gently into dense shrubbery, then took the guard’s radio.

“Confirm eastern position secure,” he stated, voice perfectly mimick-
ing the guard’s cadence and accent—a skill developed through years
of infiltration training.

“Confirmed. Next check-in at thirty.”

Serj secured the unconscious guard with plastic restraints, position-
ing him to maintain blood flow while ensuring he remained hidden.
One down. Seventeen to go.

Serj moved toward the northern perimeter where his reconnaissance
had identified a critical vulnerability—the boundary between Za-
kharov’s security team and Orlov’s military-trained personnel. His
infiltration through this sector would be complicated by the addi-
tional guards, but simplified by their divided attention.

As he approached, he observed the subtle tells of mutual
surveillance—Zakharov’s men positioned to watch not just the
perimeter, but Orlov’s team as well. The military personnel
maintained similar dual awareness, their positioning suggesting
they trusted the other security detail almost as little as they feared
external threats.

These men had arrived with their principals, carrying with them the
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same manufactured distrust Serj had engineered over previous weeks.
They had never trained together, never established unified protocols,
never developed the cohesion necessary for truly effective security.

The gap between their overlapping zones created three seconds of
complete vulnerability—a tactical opportunity that would not exist
in a properly integrated security arrangement. Serj exploited this
window with practised precision, moving between their sectors in
that brief moment when neither team was watching the boundary
they shared.

As he reached the cover of a decorative stone outcropping, two of
Orlov’s security team approached the boundary, their posture sug-
gesting confrontation rather than cooperation.

“Your man is fifteen metres past his assigned position,” one stated,
hand resting conspicuously near his sidearm.

“Following evolved threat assessment,” Zakharov’s security officer
responded, tension evident beneath his professional demeanour.
“Perhaps if your team maintained proper perimeter discipline, we
wouldn’t need to compensate.”

The brief argument provided perfect acoustic cover as Serj moved
past them, their attention focused on each other rather than their
surroundings. The psychological operation’s effectiveness extended
beyond the principals to their security details—creating exploitable
friction at every level of the defensive structure.

Inside the main house, Grigory Ivanovich studied the security feed
with professional focus. The three principals—Zakharov, Orlov and
Kazan—had gathered in the study, their conversation carrying the
unmistakable tension of men forced to cooperate despite deep mis-
trust.

“Our combined security makes this location impenetrable,” Kazan
was saying, though his eyes darted occasionally toward the windows.
“Romanov can’t possibly breach such comprehensive measures.”

“Don’t underestimate him,” Zakharov warned, nervously adjusting
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his tie. “He’s eliminated forty-nine targets without failure. Now he
believes we corrupted the very organisation that created him.”

“Because we did,” Orlov stated bluntly, his military directness cutting
through pretence. “We used the Centre to eliminate threats to our
financial interests. Precisely what he’s now doing to us.”

Grigory noted the frank admission with professional interest. The
principals’ anxiety was making them careless, speaking openly about
the conspiracy despite his presence. The psychological pressure Serj
had applied over previous weeks had created foundational stress that
even his counter-measures couldn’t fully stabilise.

“Gentlemen,” Grigory interjected, “while your security here is sub-
stantial, we must maintain operational discipline. Romanov will ex-
ploit any vulnerability, including discord between principals.”

His tactical assessment was interrupted by the security chief’s ap-
proach.

“Perimeter check-in complete. All positions secure.”

Grigory nodded, though something in the eastern sector report tick-
led his professional instincts. The response had been correct, the
timing precise… perhaps too precise. He made mental note to verify
that position personally during the next rotation.

Outside, Serj had reached the service entrance. His reconnaissance
had identified this as the optimal infiltration point—delivery person-
nel used it daily, security coverage was minimal, and the adjacent
mechanical room provided access to the building’s ventilation sys-
tem.

Two guards stood at the entrance, their positioning professional
but predictable. Serj observed them briefly, noting their equipment
and stance. These weren’t Kazan’s regular security, but contractors
brought in specifically for this meeting—men without the specialised
training that might have made them formidable obstacles.

Serj activated the communications disruptor, targeting their specific
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frequency with precise three-second burst. Both guards immediately
adjusted their earpieces, momentary confusion crossing their features
as static replaced clear communication.

In that brief window of distraction, Serj moved. For the guard
on the left—clearly the senior officer based on his positioning and
equipment—Serj chose lethal approach. A carbon fibre throwing
knife found its mark with surgical precision, penetrating the base of
the skull where it met the spine. Death was instantaneous and silent,
the body slumping against the wall without alarm.

The second guard registered movement in his peripheral vision,
turning with commendable speed but insufficient tactical awareness.
Serj’s silenced Makarov coughed once, the subsonic round striking
the man’s shoulder rather than centre mass—a deliberate choice to
create wounded prisoner rather than corpse. As the guard dropped
to his knees, Serj closed the distance and delivered precise blow to
the temple, rendering him unconscious before he could vocalise pain.

Tactical assessment had dictated the different approaches—the se-
nior officer represented significant threat if merely wounded, while
the junior’s survival might provide valuable intelligence during later
questioning. The calculation was methodical rather than emotional,
each decision based on optimal tactical outcome rather than personal
preference.

Inside, Serj moved through the kitchen with silent efficiency, timing
his progress to the sous chef’s preparations at the far counter. The
staff had been doubled for the meeting—another vulnerability that
Grigory had likely considered an enhancement. More people meant
more activity, more noise, more distraction for someone with Serj’s
training to exploit.

The ventilation access in the pantry yielded to specialised tools, the
shaft dimensions exactly as building plans had indicated. Narrow,
but navigable for someone with his spatial awareness and physical
control. He pulled himself up and replaced the grate behind him,
leaving no evidence of his passage.
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In the security control room, the first alarm triggered—
communication failure from the eastern perimeter position. The
security chief immediately dispatched a team to verify, standard
protocol for potential equipment malfunction.

“Probably just radio issues,” he assured Grigory. “We’ve had inter-
ference all morning.”

“Radio issues don’t explain missed check-ins,” Grigory countered,
studying the monitors with heightened attention. “Verify all perime-
ter positions, direct visual confirmation.”

As teams moved to comply, a second communication failure
registered—the service entrance guards failing to respond to sched-
uled check-in. Coincidence became pattern, triggering Grigory’s full
tactical awareness.

“He’s here,” he stated, already moving toward the command cen-
tre. “Multiple entry points compromised. Implementation pattern
suggests specialised infiltration rather than direct assault.”

On the monitoring station, Grigory noted something the security
teams had missed—the subtle signs of internal friction. Zakharov’s
security personnel were maintaining positions that allowed observa-
tion of Orlov’s team. Kazan’s contractors had established formation
that suggested as much concern about the other security details as
external threats.

“Your combined teams are creating vulnerability through mistrust,”
he informed the principals, who had gathered in the command centre.
“The security units are watching each other almost as carefully as the
perimeter.”

“That’s absurd,” Zakharov dismissed, though his eyes betrayed mo-
mentary recognition. “All security personnel understand the threat
parameters.”

“Understanding doesn’t override instruction,” Grigory countered.
“Your people follow your lead, consciously or not. The discord
between principals creates operational vulnerability throughout the
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security structure.”

Security teams mobilised with professional efficiency, but their re-
sponse followed conventional protocols—perimeter verification, com-
munications restoration, standard sweep patterns. Against most in-
truders, such measures would be effective. Against Serj Romanov,
they created predictable movement patterns he could anticipate and
avoid.

“Sir,” the security technician called, “we’ve lost visual on the north-
east quadrant. Cameras three and four are showing loop feed.”

Grigory studied the footage, noting the subtle indication of tamper-
ing. Not disabled but manipulated—showing security exactly what
they expected to see rather than what was actually occurring.

“He’s creating uncertainty about his position and approach vector,”
Grigory assessed. “Conventional security response would divide re-
sources to cover all possibilities. Implement counter-protocol six
instead—maintain concentrated security around principals while es-
tablishing specialised search teams.”

Inside the ventilation system, Serj navigated with practised preci-
sion. The ductwork followed standard construction patterns, junc-
tion points located exactly where building plans had indicated. He
moved silently despite the confined space, his progress timed to the
HVAC system’s operational cycles that masked any sounds of move-
ment.

Reaching the junction above Kazan’s private office, Serj paused.
Thermal imaging through specialised equipment revealed two heat
signatures inside—security personnel implementing protection
protocol. These men were Kazan’s personal guards, better trained
than the contractors outside and likely more resistant to non-lethal
approaches.

Tactical assessment dictated appropriate methodology based on
threat level and operational necessity. For a standard infiltration,
non-lethal options would provide sufficient effect while maintaining
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operational discipline. For this critical phase with limited time
window, different approach required.

Serj extracted a specialised dart gun, loading two projectiles designed
for this specific scenario. The weapon made no sound as he fired
through a small maintenance gap, each dart finding its mark with
perfect precision—the first guard taking the projectile directly in
the throat, the second in the exposed wrist as he reached for his
communication device.

The neurotoxin worked with brutal efficiency—not crude poison but
precisely engineered compound that paralysed respiratory system
while maintaining consciousness. Both guards registered full aware-
ness of their condition, eyes widening in silent horror as they found
themselves unable to move, unable to call for help, unable to breathe.
Death came within thirty seconds, their bodies slumping to the floor
with minimal disruption to room arrangement.

The approach might seem unnecessarily harsh to outside observation,
but tactical assessment had dictated appropriate methodology—
these guards were Kazan’s most loyal personnel, men who would
resist questioning and fight to the death if confronted directly. Their
elimination created ten-minute window before check-in protocols
would register their absence—optimal time-frame for safe access and
document retrieval.

Serj waited precisely forty-five seconds for tactical certainty, then
removed the ventilation grate with specialised tools. He descended
into the office with silent efficiency, immediately moving to position
the bodies to suggest they had been overcome while seated rather
than standing—a detail that would create misleading timeline for
later investigation.

The office presented sophisticated security features—motion sensors,
pressure plates beneath the carpet, infrared monitoring. All bypassed
through precise movement patterns and specialised equipment. The
safe was concealed behind an original Kandinsky painting, its secu-
rity featuring both electronic and mechanical systems designed for
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maximum protection.

Serj extracted specialised equipment calibrated for this specific safe
model—information gathered through his earlier intelligence oper-
ations. The electronic security yielded first, the mechanical locks
following after careful manipulation. Inside, he found exactly what
tactical assessment had predicted—comprehensive documentation of
the corruption network.

His specialised camera captured each document with perfect clar-
ity, creating digital record of financial transfers, communications
authorising the elimination of investigators, and procurement fraud
details. Evidence that would dismantle the conspiracy when dis-
tributed through appropriate channels.

As Serj completed the documentation, his tactical awareness regis-
tered increased movement in adjacent corridors. The security teams
had discovered their unconscious colleagues, response protocols es-
calating from routine verification to active containment. Time was
becoming critical.

In the command centre, Grigory assessed the developing situation
with professional calm despite growing evidence of security breach.

“Five teams unresponsive, camera systems compromised in multiple
sectors, and two guards found unconscious near the service entrance,”
the security chief reported, tension evident beneath his professional
demeanour. “Still no visual confirmation of intruder, but we’ve found
one guard dead—precision kill with what appears to be a specialised
blade.”

“Because he’s avoiding predictable movement patterns,” Grigory ex-
plained, studying the building schematic. “The mix of lethal and non-
lethal approaches suggests tactical calculation rather than emotional
decision-making. His approach indicates comprehensive operational
methodology rather than standard infiltration.”

He turned to the principals, who had been gathered in the secure
room adjacent to the command centre. “Gentlemen, we have con-
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firmed infiltration with casualties. Security protocols require your
continued cooperation in this controlled environment while teams
neutralise the threat.”

The three men exchanged glances that betrayed their lingering mis-
trust despite the external threat. Weeks of Serj’s carefully manufac-
tured evidence had created fissures in their relationship that even
Grigory’s counter-measures couldn’t fully repair.

“How did he penetrate our security so completely?” Zakharov de-
manded, fear evident beneath his attempt at authority. “You assured
us this location was secure!”

“He’s dismantling our security systematically,” Grigory explained,
professional assessment overriding reassurance. “Not through brute
force but precise application of specialised techniques. The method-
ology confirms Romanov’s involvement—this level of infiltration re-
quires his specific training.”

“We should separate,” Orlov suggested, military training asserting
itself. “Presenting a single target concentration creates tactical vul-
nerability.”

“That’s exactly what he wants,” Grigory countered immediately.
“Separation creates isolated vulnerability. Maintained cohesion with
appropriate security distribution provides optimal defence.”

Kazan’s expression betrayed growing panic beneath his practised
control. “My office—the documentation in my safe. If that’s his
target…”

“And what exactly would he find there, Igor?” Zakharov asked, his
voice suddenly sharp. “Something that wasn’t in our agreement?”

Kazan’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t pretend you’re above this, Colonel.
We all benefited.”

“I served my country,” Zakharov hissed, stepping closer. “Every-
thing I did—every operative deployed, every target eliminated—was
to protect Russia’s strategic interests. Your profits were a means to

306



an end, not the purpose.”

“A convenient fiction,” Kazan replied with a dismissive wave. “Your
Swiss accounts suggest otherwise.”

Zakharov’s hand moved to his concealed weapon. “When I was a
boy, my father was a decorated colonel who died penniless because
he believed in abstract loyalties. I learned that power protects itself,
and those without it are discarded. I built our arrangement to ensure
Russia’s strength—and yes, to never end up like him, begging for a
pension that would never come.”

His eyes narrowed. “So don’t speak to me of convenience, Igor. I
watched Russia being dismantled by foreign consultants while our
soldiers starved. What we built ensures that Russian power remains
in Russian hands. The price was necessary.”

“Gentlemen,” Grigory interrupted, recognising the escalation dy-
namic. “This discord serves Romanov’s methodology. Maintained
cohesion—”

Kazan’s expression betrayed growing panic beneath his practised
control. “My office—the documentation in my safe. If that’s his
target…”

Grigory immediately recognised the tactical significance. “Security
team to Kazan’s office, immediate verification of safe integrity.”

But the response came too late. In the communications room, the
system registered multiple simultaneous failures—radio channels ex-
periencing interference, security cameras showing loop feeds, motion
sensors triggering in contradictory patterns. The coordinated disrup-
tion created impression of multiple infiltrators operating throughout
the facility.

“He’s creating tactical confusion,” Grigory assessed, recognising the
methodology. “Making us divide resources through the appearance
of multiple breach points.”

His tactical experience suggested immediate counter-response—
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concentrated protection of critical assets rather than dispersed
pursuit of phantom infiltrators. But the principals had reached
breaking point, their manufactured mistrust overwhelming rational
cooperation.

“I need to verify my office personally,” Kazan insisted, already
moving toward the door despite Grigory’s tactical advice. “The
documentation—”

“Remain here under protection,” Grigory commanded, authority ev-
ident in his tone. “Security will verify and report.”

“While Romanov escapes with everything that could destroy us?”
Zakharov challenged, paranoia overcoming reason. “Perhaps that’s
exactly what some people want.”

His gaze shifted accusingly toward Orlov, the weeks of manufactured
evidence creating suspicion that tactical reality couldn’t override.

“What exactly are you implying, Colonel?” Orlov demanded, hand
moving subtly closer to his concealed sidearm.

“Gentlemen,” Grigory intervened, recognising the psychological frac-
ture reaching critical threshold. “This discord serves his methodol-
ogy. Maintained cohesion provides optimal defence against infiltra-
tion.”

But his warning came too late. Kazan broke from the group, two secu-
rity personnel following as he moved toward his office with desperate
urgency. The unified defence Grigory had established shattered in
a moment of panic, creating precisely the tactical vulnerability Serj
had engineered.

“Go after him,” Zakharov ordered his own security detail. “Don’t let
him reach that safe alone.”

“You’ve never understood the larger picture, have you, Zakharov?”
Orlov said, his military bearing stiffening. “Always focused on oper-
ational details while missing strategic context.”

“And you’ve lost sight of what we’re protecting,” Zakharov countered.
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“Russia needs strength, not the illusion of strength.”

“Russia needs to survive,” Orlov’s voice lowered, intensity rather than
volume carrying his conviction. “When I took command, our strate-
gic position was collapsing. NATO expanding while our military
industrial complex disintegrated. We faced a choice: truth with
weakness or deception with perceived strength.”

He stepped closer to Zakharov, lowering his voice further. “Do you
think American intelligence doesn’t know about our procurement
adjustments? Of course they do. But they can’t exploit that knowl-
edge without revealing their penetration of our systems. So the dance
continues—we pretend our systems are fully functional, they pretend
they don’t know, and strategic balance maintains.”

“You rationalised corruption as strategy,” Zakharov hissed.

“I implemented necessary measures during existential threat,” Orlov
corrected, his expression hardening. “When Russia regained its
strength, we would correct the compromises. Until then, perception
management was our most effective weapon.”

His hand moved to his concealed weapon. “And now your opera-
tive has endangered everything we built. Defence contracts exposed,
operational security compromised, strategic deception revealed.”

“Not my operative any more,” Zakharov replied, his own hand shift-
ing toward his sidearm. “He serves principles rather than compro-
mised command. Perhaps that’s what Russia truly needs.”

The three principals now moving separately through the facility—
each surrounded by their own protective detail, each suspicious of
the others’ intentions. The psychological operation Serj had imple-
mented over previous weeks had reached critical mass exactly when
tactical cooperation was most essential.

In Kazan’s office, Serj had completed his documentation and was
preparing extraction when tactical awareness registered approaching
personnel—multiple teams converging from different directions. The
principals were coming personally rather than sending security ver-
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ification. Exactly as psychological assessment had predicted when
trust became compromised beyond repair.

Serj moved with practised efficiency, returning the documented ev-
idence to the safe and re-engaging its security systems. The infil-
tration would appear as attempted breach rather than successful
access—creating impression that his objective remained unfulfilled
despite substantial security penetration. The evidence was already
secured in his specialised equipment, digital copies that would serve
justice as effectively as the originals.

He ascended back into the ventilation system, replacing the grate
with precision that would avoid immediate detection. His extraction
route had been calculated to avoid conventional security response
patterns, utilising the building’s service areas where personnel den-
sity would be minimised during crisis response.

Kazan reached his office first, security sweeping the room before al-
lowing his entry. His frantic inspection of the safe revealed doc-
uments apparently undisturbed, triggering momentary relief that
transformed to suspicion as Zakharov and Orlov arrived with their
own security teams.

“Everything secure?” Zakharov demanded, eyes darting between
Kazan and the safe.

“Apparently,” Kazan replied, tension evident in his controlled re-
sponse. “Though that seems almost too convenient.”

Then his gaze fell on his personal guards, both dead with no signs
of struggle. “These were my most loyal men,” he whispered, genuine
shock breaking through his practised composure. “They would have
fought to the death.”

Orlov’s tactical assessment was more direct. “And yet they died with-
out raising alarm. Someone with exceptional capabilities breached
this room. Whether they accessed the safe remains unconfirmed.”

The three principals stood in triangulated positioning, each sur-
rounded by their security detail, each regarding the others with
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barely contained suspicion. The room crackled with potential
violence—armed personnel maintaining professional restraint de-
spite the psychological pressure created by their principals’ evident
mistrust.

Grigory entered, his expression revealing nothing of his tactical frus-
tration at the collapsed security protocol. “Gentlemen, this separa-
tion creates precisely the vulnerability Romanov intended. We need
to return to the secure command centre immediately.”

“So you keep saying,” Zakharov noted, suspicion evident in his tone.
“Yet the infiltration happened despite your counter-measures. Al-
most as if someone provided inside information.”

“That’s absurd,” Orlov snapped, military authority hardening his
voice. “Grigory’s reputation is beyond question. The failure lies in
your people’s implementation of his protocols.”

“My people?” Zakharov’s hand moved subtly toward his concealed
weapon. “Interesting accusation from someone whose security detail
has remained remarkably unaffected while mine has suffered casual-
ties.”

The psychological fracture had reached critical threshold, weeks
of manufactured evidence creating suspicion that tactical reality
couldn’t override. Each principal now viewed the others as potential
threats rather than allies against common enemy.

“Gentlemen,” Grigory intervened, recognising the escalation dynamic.
“This discord serves Romanov’s methodology. Maintained cohesion—
”

“Enough about cohesion!” Zakharov interrupted, paranoia over-
whelming reason. “Someone has betrayed us, and I’m beginning to
see who.”

His gaze fixed on Orlov, hand now visibly moving toward his
weapon. The general’s security detail responded immediately,
their own weapons shifting to protective positioning. At the same
moment, Kazan’s team adjusted stance to cover potential threats
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from both other security details—a three-way stand-off developing
with frightening speed.

“Colonel,” Orlov warned, voice deadly calm despite the escalating
tension. “Consider your next action very carefully.”

In that critical moment of impending violence, the facility’s lights ex-
tinguished completely—emergency systems failing to engage, plung-
ing the room into sudden darkness. The unexpected tactical devel-
opment created momentary confusion, security personnel adjusting
positions to protect principals against potential threat.

The darkness concealed the subtle movement as Zakharov drew his
weapon and fired—the muzzle flash momentarily illuminating his
face contorted with desperate fear. The shot found its mark despite
the darkness, years of range practise providing muscle memory that
accuracy even in these conditions.

When emergency lighting finally engaged six seconds later, Orlov lay
on the floor, blood pooling beneath him from a precise wound to the
chest. His eyes registered shock rather than pain as his life ebbed
away with each laboured breath.

“He tried to kill me,” Zakharov whispered, his weapon still drawn.
“He moved against me in the darkness…”

Orlov’s security detail immediately raised their weapons, ready to
return fire, but Grigory stepped between them with commanding
presence. “Secure the principals! The shot came from the ventilation
system, not Colonel Zakharov.”

His authoritative tone and tactical positioning momentarily froze the
retaliatory response, creating critical seconds of hesitation that pre-
vented immediate escalation to full tactical engagement. Whether
Grigory had actually determined the shot’s origin or created tacti-
cal misdirection remained unclear, but the effect was immediate—
security focus shifted from internal conflict to external threat.

“Romanov is still in the building,” Grigory continued, controlling
the situation with remarkable tactical precision. “Medical team to

312



General Orlov, all other personnel implement full facility lockdown.
No one enters or leaves until we’ve secured the location completely.”

The command centre descended into controlled chaos—security
teams divided between protecting their principals and responding
to the supposed infiltration, exactly the fracture point that Serj’s
operation had been designed to create.

Through the confusion, Serj navigated the ventilation system toward
his predetermined extraction point. The documentation was secured,
the psychological operation had fractured the conspiracy beyond re-
pair, and the tactical confusion provided optimal extraction condi-
tions.

His mind processed the unexpected development with analytical
precision—Orlov’s elimination had not been part of his operational
parameters. The shot had come from within the room, not the venti-
lation system as Grigory had claimed. Most likely Zakharov, driven
to violence by the psychological pressure Serj had systematically
applied over previous weeks.

The outcome exceeded calculated parameters—not just exposing cor-
ruption but triggering lethal conflict between conspirators. The psy-
chological operation had created more profound impact than tactical
assessment had predicted, the manufactured discord reaching critical
mass with permanent consequences.

As Serj reached the predetermined extraction point—a maintenance
access in the facility’s north-west corner—tactical awareness regis-
tered increased security movement throughout the grounds. Teams
implementing comprehensive containment protocols, all exterior po-
sitions reinforced, vehicular response units establishing perimeter
blockade.

Standard extraction no longer presented viable option. Tactical adap-
tation required.

Serj adjusted his approach, utilising the crawlspace beneath the west-
ern wing to access the building’s infrastructure systems. The water
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main required eleven minutes to locate but provided optimal ex-
traction vector—the drainage system leading beyond the property
perimeter through underground passage large enough for controlled
navigation.

The cold, brackish water soaked through his clothing as he moved
through the drainage system, but tactical focus remained uncompro-
mised. The discomfort registered as environmental condition rather
than operational impediment, his breathing controlled despite the
confined space and limited air circulation.

Forty-seven minutes later, Serj emerged from the drainage outlet be-
yond the property’s western boundary. Forest cover provided imme-
diate concealment as he moved toward his pre-positioned extraction
vehicle, tactical awareness confirming no pursuit had traced his un-
conventional exit route.

As he changed into dry clothing cached earlier at the extraction point,
Serj’s mind continued processing the operation’s tactical implications.
The evidence had been secured, the conspiracy fractured beyond re-
pair, one principal eliminated through their own discord. Mission
parameters achieved, though with unexpected developments that cre-
ated both opportunities and complications.

Most significantly, Grigory’s counter-measures had demonstrated so-
phisticated understanding of psychological operation methodology—
not just theoretical knowledge but practical implementation. The se-
curity response had followed counter-protocols designed specifically
for Serj’s approach, the tactical adjustments reflecting professional
expertise comparable to his own training.

As Serj drove away from the operation zone, his expression revealed
nothing of the significant tactical recognition forming in his analyt-
ical mind. The operation had succeeded in its primary objective—
securing evidence that would allow systemic correction through ap-
propriate channels. But the unexpected resistance had revealed some-
thing equally important for future operations.

“Someone with comparable training is opposing the operation.”
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For the first time, the perfect weapon had encountered counter-
measures implemented by methodology matching his own—not fight-
ing his approach directly but understanding and redirecting it with
tactical precision comparable to his own capabilities. The psycholog-
ical operation had succeeded despite this resistance, but future en-
gagements would require comprehensive recalculation based on this
new tactical reality.

The perfect weapon had completed its mission, though not precisely
as calculated. The corruption would be exposed, the system would
implement correction, the children would remain safe from future
threat. Mission parameters achieved, regardless of operational devi-
ation.

But the realisation lingered, tactically significant beyond immediate
operation: someone else understood the psychological methodology
he employed, implemented counter-measures with comparable preci-
sion, anticipated his approach with professional accuracy.

For the first time, the perfect weapon had encountered its tactical
equal.
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Command Collapse

Moscow, May 2014
The abandoned factory felt different now. Serj stood amid the rem-
nants of his tactical planning centre, methodically dismantling equip-
ment that had served its purpose. The dacha operation’s outcome
had necessitated immediate adaptation—not merely adjusting ap-
proach but fundamentally recalculating all operational parameters.

Kazan had disappeared during the chaos following Orlov’s death.
The oligarch’s escape suggested not panicked flight but calculated
extraction—professional security methodology executed with preci-
sion that standard private contractors couldn’t match. Zakharov
had been taken into custody by Federal Security Service officers re-
sponding to reports of gunfire, though his detention wouldn’t last
without proper evidence.

All of this, Serj had learned through monitoring emergency service
frequencies and specialised information channels established during
his previous operations.

The documentation secured from Kazan’s safe had exceeded tactical
expectations—not simply confirming the conspiracy but revealing
its full operational structure. Financial transfers linking Kazan’s
companies to offshore accounts controlled by both Zakharov and
Orlov. Communication records authorising the elimination of
economists and analysts investigating procurement irregularities.
Most significantly, comprehensive details of the defence procure-
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ment fraud itself—specifications altered, quality controls bypassed,
allocated funds diverted through shell corporations.

Everything needed to dismantle the network through appropriate
channels. Yet tactical assessment indicated insufficient time window
for systemic correction before Kazan’s resources could implement
countermeasures. The oligarch had disappeared, but his organisa-
tion remained intact—operationally compromised but still functional.
Without immediate pressure, the evidence alone might not prevent
recovery.

Adaptation required. Not psychological manipulation but direct con-
frontation.

Serj checked his watch—06:17. The morning light filtered weakly
through the factory’s broken windows, casting long shadows across
the concrete floor. The specialised communication device Keller had
provided vibrated silently on the metal desk.

“Your operation created significant impact,” Keller observed when
Serj answered. “Orlov dead, Zakharov in custody, and Kazan’s gone
to ground. Not exactly the controlled exposure you planned.”

“Parameters required adaptation when counter-psychological mea-
sures were implemented,” Serj replied, continuing equipment disas-
sembly with practised efficiency. “Current situation creates both
tactical advantage and operational vulnerability.”

“I’d call a dead general and the total collapse of your targets’ com-
mand structure a bit more than ‘adaptation,’” Keller noted dryly.
“But yes, the situation has evolved rather dramatically. Kazan’s dis-
appearance is particularly concerning. Our sources suggest he’s ac-
cessed emergency resources normally reserved for state-level threats.”

Serj processed this information with methodical precision. “Profes-
sional extraction methodology indicated specialised security involve-
ment beyond standard contractors. Tactical signature suggested
trained operative with counter-psychological expertise.”

“Grigory Ivanovich,” Keller confirmed. “He implemented the counter-
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measures at the dacha, and by all reports, he’s personally overseeing
Kazan’s security now. This significantly complicates your approach.”

“Tactical adjustment implemented accordingly,” Serj replied, secur-
ing the last of his equipment in specialised containers designed to
prevent tracking. “Psychological operation no longer viable with
counter-measures in place. Direct intervention required.”

“That sounds ominously non-specific,” Keller observed carefully.
“What exactly are you planning, Romanov?”

Serj didn’t immediately respond, his mind calculating operational
parameters with mathematical precision. Psychological methodology
had been identified and countered. Communication manipulation
would be detected through verification protocols. Evidence planting
would be recognised and neutralised.

“Systematic dismantling through direct confrontation,” he stated fi-
nally. “Target vulnerability points identified through secured docu-
mentation. Implementation within seventy-two-hour window before
recovery possible.”

A brief silence suggested Keller was processing this tactical shift.
“The Agency can provide additional resources if needed. Intelligence
support, specialised equipment, extraction capability if the situation
deteriorates.”

“Acknowledged,” Serj replied simply, neither accepting nor rejecting
the offer. “Current operational requirements being assessed. Will
communicate specific needs within twelve hours.”

After ending the call, Serj moved to the tactical planning table where
he’d arranged the most significant intelligence gathered from Kazan’s
safe. The documentation revealed not just the conspiracy’s opera-
tional structure but its structural vulnerabilities—specific locations,
key personnel, critical resources that could be systematically tar-
geted.

His mind flashed back unbidden—
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Moscow, February 2001. Thirteen years earlier.

The Special Purpose Centre’s briefing room projected calculated
austerity—functional furniture, bare walls, and the faint scent of
industrial cleaner that never quite dissipated regardless of ventilation.
The room’s design established clear parameters: this was a space for
operational directives, not discussion.

Major Zakharov stood at the front, his thin frame somehow projecting
authority despite his unimposing physical presence. Behind him, a
display showed satellite imagery of what appeared to be a mountain
compound in the North Caucasus region.

”This briefing concerns a new operational methodology,” Zakharov
began, his voice carrying the precise cadence of someone who measured
each word before speaking. “One that deviates from standard Spetsnaz
approaches you’ve previously utilised.”

Serj sat perfectly still, his large frame somehow fitting the too-small
chair with military precision. Beside him, Alexei maintained similar
composure, though his eyes betrayed the tactical assessment occurring
behind his professional exterior.

”The Special Purpose Centre doesn’t simply eliminate threats,” Za-
kharov continued, manipulating the display to show a complex net-
work diagram. “We systematically dismantle them—not just individ-
uals but organisational structures, supply networks, communication
channels, financial resources.”

The display shifted to show what appeared to be operational timelines
for multiple synchronised missions.

”Conventional approaches target leadership, creating temporary dis-
ruption but allowing rapid recovery through succession protocols,” Za-
kharov explained. “Our methodology targets all functional elements
simultaneously, creating systemic collapse rather than localised im-
pact.”

Serj absorbed this information with characteristic thoroughness, cat-
egorising the tactical approach according to operational principles.
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The methodology was elegantly precise—not brute force elimination
but coordinated pressure applied to specific vulnerability points.

”Your first operation will target this network,” Zakharov stated, dis-
playing what appeared to be a Chechen separatist organisation struc-
ture. “Not just the leadership but supply chains, communication
systems, financial channels—all functional elements simultaneously.
The approach requires precise coordination and flawless implementa-
tion.”

Something in Zakharov’s tone suggested particular significance as he
continued, “The Centre selected you specifically for this methodol-
ogy. Your combined capabilities—Romanov’s tactical precision and
Volkov’s adaptive approach—create optimal operational profile for sys-
temic dismantling.”

After the briefing concluded, Alexei had expressed what Serj had cal-
culated but not verbalized. “He’s building us into something new,”
Alexei observed as they walked the underground corridors. “Not just
operators but architects—people who don’t just eliminate targets but
dismantle entire systems.”

”Tactically efficient,” Serj replied, the assessment purely operational
rather than emotional. “Systematic approach creates more sustain-
able impact than isolated eliminations.”

”That’s what makes it so elegant,” Alexei agreed. “And what makes
us so dangerous. We’re becoming something beyond standard opera-
tives.”

The observation registered as tactically valid if somewhat dramatically
expressed. The systemic approach represented operational evolution
rather than fundamental transformation. Yet Serj had noted and filed
the underlying principle: the most effective operations targeted not
just individuals but structural vulnerabilities.

A principle that would define their operational approach for years to
come.

The memory faded as Serj completed his equipment preparation. The
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tactical approach he now implemented against Zakharov and Kazan
was precisely the methodology they had taught him—systematic dis-
mantling rather than isolated elimination. The irony registered not
as emotional satisfaction but as operational observation.

The documentation from Kazan’s safe revealed three critical vul-
nerability points that could be exploited within the necessary time-
frame: a private data centre housing financial records too sensitive
for corporate servers; a secure storage facility containing physical ev-
idence of altered procurement specifications; and most significantly,
Zakharov’s personal aide who maintained backup copies of all com-
munications as insurance against potential betrayal.

Methodical targeting of these vulnerability points would cre-
ate system-wide collapse before recovery measures could be
implemented—not through psychological operation but direct
intervention. The approach carried higher operational risk but
significantly increased implementation speed, creating essential time
advantage against Kazan’s resources.

Serj loaded the equipment into his nondescript saloon, tactical mind
already calculating approach vectors for the first target. The pri-
vate data centre operated under the cover of a legitimate technology
company, its actual purpose concealed behind multiple layers of cor-
porate obfuscation. The physical security would be substantial, the
technical protections sophisticated. Conventional infiltration would
trigger immediate response protocols.

Direct approach required. Not stealth but controlled confrontation.

The city streets glistened with recent rain as Serj navigated through
morning traffic, his movements precision-calibrated to match sur-
rounding vehicles—not too cautious, not too aggressive, just another
commuter heading to work. His appearance had been methodically
adjusted—business attire rather than tactical clothing, created the
impression of mid-level executive rather than military operative.

Two hours later, he stood in the reception area of Meridian Data
Solutions, the corporate front for Kazan’s private data centre. The
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office projected calculated legitimacy—sleek modern design, profes-
sionally dressed staff, motivational posters featuring generic success
imagery. Standard corporate camouflage for operations requiring
public interface.

“Anton Nesterov,” Serj stated, presenting identification documents
that would withstand preliminary verification protocols. “Procure-
ment security division, defence ministry. I’m here to see Director
Leonov regarding contract validation.”

The fabricated identity had been selected for specific tactical
purpose—creating official inquiry that couldn’t be immediately
dismissed without raising suspicion. The documentation ap-
peared legitimate because portions were genuine, accessed through
intelligence channels Keller had provided.

The receptionist’s practised smile faltered slightly as she processed
his request. “I don’t see an appointment in our system, Mr. Nes-
terov.”

“The inquiry was initiated yesterday following irregularities in con-
tractor verification protocols,” Serj replied, his tone conveying au-
thority without aggression. “Director Leonov would prefer address-
ing these questions directly rather than through formal ministry chan-
nels.”

The implied threat was deliberately calibrated—subtle enough to
maintain plausible deniability while creating sufficient pressure to
override standard access protocols. The receptionist’s hesitation sug-
gested effective impact.

“One moment please,” she said, reaching for her phone.

While she consulted with security personnel, Serj conducted tacti-
cal assessment of the facility. Two visible surveillance cameras cov-
ered the reception area. A security guard positioned near the lift
maintained professional demeanour suggesting military background.
Electronic access controls on all doors beyond the public area. Stan-
dard corporate security with enhanced elements indicating valuable
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assets.

“Director Leonov will see you,” the receptionist announced finally,
though her expression suggested continued reservation. “Fifteenth
floor. Vadim will escort you.”

The security guard approached with measured steps, his gaze con-
ducting professional assessment that Serj recognised from formal mil-
itary training. Not special forces but definitely experienced security
personnel.

“This way, sir,” Vadim stated, gesturing toward the lift.

The fifteenth floor presented enhanced security measures—biometric
scanners at critical access points, additional guards positioned at key
junctions, surveillance coverage without blind spots. The physical
measures confirmed tactical assessment: this facility housed assets
significantly more valuable than standard corporate data.

Director Leonov projected carefully calibrated authority—expensive
suit suggesting success without ostentation, office designed to convey
legitimate corporate leadership rather than security operations. His
handshake was firm, his smile professional but reserved.

“Mr. Nesterov, this is unexpected,” he began once they were seated
in his office. “We have excellent relationships with the defence min-
istry’s procurement division. Any irregularities could surely be ad-
dressed through standard channels.”

“Standard channels have been compromised,” Serj stated, direct ap-
proach bypassing conventional conversational protocols. “Financial
records linking Meridian Data to altered procurement specifications
have been identified, along with communication logs authorising elim-
ination of investigators.”

Leonov’s expression shifted almost imperceptibly—professional
composure briefly interrupted by genuine concern before control
reasserted. “I’m afraid I don’t understand what you’re suggest-
ing. Meridian Data provides standard information management
services for various clients, including some defence contractors. Any
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irregularities would be—”

“Forty-six analysts and economists eliminated over seven years,”
Serj interrupted, tactical approach prioritising impact over courtesy.
“Procurement specifications altered to reduce material quality while
maintaining contractual pricing. Funds diverted through shell
corporations to offshore accounts. All documented in records housed
in this facility.”

The directness created visible impact. Leonov’s hand moved subtly
toward his desk drawer—likely containing panic button or personal
weapon. Serj noted but didn’t interrupt the movement, tactical as-
sessment indicating discussion parameters remained within accept-
able limits.

“That’s an extraordinary claim, Mr. Nesterov,” Leonov replied, pro-
fessional demeanour straining against evident concern. “One that
would require extraordinary evidence.”

“Evidence secured from Igor Kazan’s personal records,” Serj stated,
extracting a digital tablet from his briefcase. “Including communica-
tion logs linking this facility to systematic documentation of altered
specifications.”

He activated the tablet, displaying select documents that established
initial verification without revealing operational details. The ap-
proach was calculated—providing sufficient evidence to create pres-
sure while maintaining tactical advantage through information con-
trol.

Leonov studied the documents, his expression transitioning from pro-
fessional scepticism to growing recognition. When he looked up, the
corporate demeanour had been replaced by something more tacti-
cally relevant—the calculated assessment of a security professional
evaluating threat parameters.

“Who are you really?” he asked quietly.

“Someone offering operational choice,” Serj replied, direct approach
serving tactical efficiency. “Provide access to the financial records
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housed in this facility, or face ministry investigation based on evi-
dence already secured.”

The implied threat was precisely calibrated—not emotional intimida-
tion but tactical leverage applying pressure to specific vulnerability
point. Leonov’s expression revealed the calculation occurring behind
his professional exterior—assessing options, evaluating risks, deter-
mining optimal response to unexpected threat.

“Kazan has resources that can reach anywhere,” he said finally, the
statement both warning and tactical assessment. “This won’t end
well for you.”

“Tactical outcome remains to be determined,” Serj countered. “Your
operational position, however, provides limited options. Cooperation
offers potential mitigation. Resistance ensures systemic exposure.”

The directness created momentary silence as Leonov processed this
tactical reality. His position was fundamentally compromised—the
evidence Serj had presented established clear connection to criminal
activity with significant legal implications. Cooperation represented
the only rational option given available information.

“The data you want requires specialised access protocols,” Leonov
stated finally, decision apparently reached. “I can provide limited
entry to certain financial records, but complete access would require
security overrides beyond my authorisation.”

“Acceptable initial parameters,” Serj acknowledged, recognising suc-
cessful first phase of direct approach. “Proceed with available access.”

The data centre itself occupied the building’s seventeenth floor—
a space that abandoned corporate pretence for specialised security
functionality. Biometric verification, man-trap entry system, and
armed guards suggested asset value far beyond standard information
management. Serj noted each security element with professional as-
sessment, tactical mind calculating response protocols should coop-
eration terminate.

Inside, the facility featured state-of-the-art data storage systems—
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server racks housed in climate-controlled units, dedicated power sup-
ply with backup generators, comprehensive fire suppression systems.
The investment level confirmed tactical assessment: this information
represented critical operational value to Kazan’s network.

“Financial records are maintained on isolated servers without exter-
nal connection,” Leonov explained, leading Serj to a specialised work-
station. “Access requires physical presence and multi-factor authen-
tication.”

The security protocols were sophisticated but tactically predictable—
designed to prevent remote infiltration rather than resist direct inter-
vention. Leonov’s credentials provided initial access, allowing Serj to
navigate through multiple security layers to the protected financial
databases.

The information exceeded tactical expectations—comprehensive
records documenting not just the procurement fraud but the entire
financial structure of Kazan’s operation. Transfer authorisations
linking shell companies to legitimate defence contracts. Payment
confirmations for security teams assigned to eliminate investigative
threats. Most significantly, detailed records of funds diverted from
military equipment specifications to private accounts.

Serj extracted the specialised data device concealed within his watch,
the technology allowing rapid transfer despite the system’s security
protocols. The approach created greater tactical vulnerability than
psychological manipulation would have, but time parameters neces-
sitated direct methods despite increased exposure risk.

As the data transfer progressed, tactical awareness registered sub-
tle shift in Leonov’s demeanour—nervous glances toward surveil-
lance cameras, increased tension in postural indicators, hand place-
ment suggesting potential communication attempt. The behavioural
changes triggered immediate operational reassessment.

“Your security team has been alerted,” Serj stated, not a question
but tactical observation.
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Leonov’s expression confirmed the assessment, surprise briefly visible
before professional control reasserted. “Standard protocol for unau-
thorised data access. The system flags anomalous transfer patterns
regardless of access credentials.”

Tactical adaptation required. The direct approach had created ex-
pected response, but timeline acceleration now became necessary.
Serj calculated remaining transfer time against expected security re-
sponse interval—parameters indicated completing current extraction
before implementing exit strategy.

“How many security personnel currently on site?” Serj inquired, con-
tinuing data transfer while conducting operational assessment.

“Twelve,” Leonov replied after brief hesitation. “Standard daytime
complement.”

“Military background or private contractors?”

“Former military, mostly. Some with special forces training.”

Serj processed this information with methodical precision, tactical
mind calculating optimal exit strategy based on facility layout and
security capabilities. The direct approach had secured critical intel-
ligence but created tactical exposure requiring controlled disengage-
ment rather than continued operational presence.

The data transfer completed with soft electronic acknowledgement.
Serj removed the device, securing it within specialised pocket de-
signed to prevent signal detection. Leonov observed this process
with growing concern, tactical awareness evidently recognising the
operational implications.

“Alarm protocols have seven-minute response window,” Serj noted,
already moving toward the exit. “Your cooperation will be noted in
subsequent investigation reports.”

The implication was precisely calibrated—offering potential mitiga-
tion while maintaining tactical pressure. Leonov’s expression sug-
gested the message registered as intended, self-preservation instinct
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likely to prevent immediate aggressive response.

“Security will seal all exits,” Leonov warned, though his tone sug-
gested information sharing rather than threat delivery. “Standard
containment protocol.”

“Acknowledged,” Serj replied, tactical assessment already accounting
for this operational reality.

The facility’s security response followed predictable methodology—
lift access restricted, stairwell doors secured, security personnel estab-
lishing containment positions at key junctions. Standard protocols
designed for conventional threats rather than specialised operators
with tactical training.

Serj moved with controlled purpose through the seventeenth floor,
navigating toward the north-east emergency stairwell his tactical as-
sessment had identified as optimal exit vector. Two security per-
sonnel approached from the opposite direction, weapons drawn but
maintained at low ready position—professional discipline suggesting
military background as Leonov had indicated.

“Sir, please stop and place your hands where we can see them,” the
lead guard instructed, tone balancing authority with tactical caution.

Serj complied with the verbal command, hands raised to shoulder
height while tactical assessment calculated optimal response options.
The guards maintained proper distance, positioning suggesting pro-
fessional training without specialised close-quarter combat experi-
ence.

“Security protocols require you to remain in place until verification
team arrives,” the guard continued. “Please do not make any sudden
movements.”

The approach created tactical opportunity through predictable
methodology. Serj maintained compliant posture while calculating
precise intervention timing. As the lead guard reached for his radio
to confirm containment, tactical window opened.
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The engagement was precisely executed—not through emotional ag-
gression but tactical efficiency. Serj’s movement exploited the mo-
mentary distraction, closing distance before the guards could imple-
ment proper response protocols. The first guard received precisely
calculated strike to the brachial plexus, simultaneously disabling
weapon arm and disrupting neural function through specialised pres-
sure point technique.

The second guard demonstrated superior reaction time, weapon
transitioning to firing position with commendable speed. Serj’s
response prioritised weapon neutralisation—not through direct
control attempt but tactical positioning. His large frame rotated
with surprising agility, left hand deflecting the weapon arm while
right delivered precisely calibrated strike to the carotid sinus.

Both guards neutralised within 3.2 seconds—unconscious but with-
out permanent damage. Tactical response optimised for required
outcome without unnecessary force application. Serj secured them
with their own restraints, positioning to maintain airway clearance
during unconsciousness recovery period.

The emergency stairwell provided optimal extraction vector, struc-
tural design prioritising function over surveillance coverage. Service
exits typically featured reduced security monitoring compared to pri-
mary access points—design vulnerability Serj had identified during
initial facility assessment.

Three floors down, tactical awareness registered approach signature—
multiple personnel ascending with controlled movement patterns sug-
gesting coordinated security response. Serj adjusted route accord-
ingly, exiting the stairwell on the fourteenth floor and navigating
toward the building’s mechanical systems area.

The maintenance access provided alternative descent option—service
ladder designed for technical personnel accessing ventilation and elec-
trical systems between floors. The approach created greater physical
demands but significantly reduced security encounter probability.

Serj descended seven floors through maintenance access before transi-
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tioning back to conventional stairwell, tactical assessment indicating
primary security focus would remain on upper floors and main exits.
The approach proved accurate—minimal personnel encountered dur-
ing continued descent, those present focused on maintaining position
rather than active pursuit.

The loading dock presented optimal extraction opportunity—delivery
vehicles providing potential concealment, security coverage typically
prioritising entry prevention rather than exit surveillance. Serj timed
his approach to coincide with supply truck departure, tactical posi-
tioning utilising the vehicle for visual coverage during facility exit.

Once clear of the immediate facility perimeter, Serj implemented
standard evasion protocols—indirect movement pattern, public trans-
portation utilisation, appearance modification through civilian acces-
sories. The approach created sufficient tactical distance to prevent
immediate pursuit while securing the critical intelligence gathered
during the operation.

By mid-afternoon, the first phase was complete—financial records
secured, the data centre breach creating both intelligence advantage
and psychological impact within Kazan’s organisation. The direct
confrontation had yielded immediate results despite increased tacti-
cal exposure compared to previous psychological methodology.

The second vulnerability point required different approach. The se-
cure storage facility housing physical documentation operated un-
der military-grade security protocols—armed personnel, comprehen-
sive surveillance, specialised access systems. Direct confrontation
would create unacceptable tactical vulnerability without significant
resource commitment.

Alternative approach identified.

The Federal Security Service office where Zakharov was being de-
tained featured standard government security—competent but priori-
tising public interface functionality over absolute containment. The
facility’s design reflected its dual purpose: administrative processing
centre and temporary detention capability for non-violent cases.
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Serj observed the building from optimal surveillance position, tacti-
cal assessment identifying personnel patterns and security protocols.
Zakharov had been detained following the incident at Kazan’s dacha,
but without formal charges filed. Administrative processing rather
than criminal procedure—temporary containment while authorities
determined appropriate response to shooting incident.

Direct access to Zakharov represented tactical opportunity but op-
erational complication. The Colonel’s cooperation would provide
significant advantage for subsequent phases but required carefully
calibrated approach to overcome expected resistance.

Serj adjusted his appearance to match government administrative
personnel—conservative suit, appropriate identification visible on
lanyard, professional demeanour suggesting authorised presence.
The approach utilised tactical understanding of bureaucratic
operations—appearance conformity often sufficient to bypass
preliminary security assessment.

Inside, the facility projected government efficiency without spe-
cialised security emphasis—standard metal detectors, visitor
registration protocols, uniformed personnel maintaining professional
but not tactical awareness. Serj navigated these measures with
practised efficiency, utilising specialised identification that would
withstand preliminary verification without triggering comprehensive
authentication.

“I’m here to see Colonel Zakharov,” he informed the processing officer.
“Defence Ministry security review prior to release authorisation.”

The approach created expected response—procedural verification
without specialised authentication. The official examined his
credentials with bureaucratic thoroughness rather than tactical
suspicion, finding nothing to trigger enhanced security protocols.

“Detention block B, interview room four,” the officer instructed af-
ter completing standard verification. “Thirty-minute authorisation.
Standard recording protocols apply.”
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“Understood,” Serj acknowledged, professional demeanour main-
tained throughout the exchange.

The detention facility’s internal security featured appropriate
measures for administrative holding rather than high-security
containment—monitored corridors, controlled access points, security
personnel positioned at key junctions. The approach leveraged tac-
tical understanding that bureaucratic systems prioritised procedural
compliance over adaptive threat assessment.

Interview room four presented standard government functionality—
table bolted to floor, chairs positioned on opposite sides, surveillance
camera mounted in corner. The space designed to emphasise official
authority while providing minimal privacy for non-classified discus-
sions.

Zakharov entered accompanied by security officer, his appearance
showing evidence of recent stress despite attempts at maintained
composure. His uniform had been replaced by civilian clothing,
though he carried himself with military bearing despite the circum-
stances.

Serj noted the momentary flash of recognition, and what looked like
fear or surprise, in Zakharov’s eyes—quickly suppressed but unmis-
takable to someone trained to detect such micro-expressions. The
Colonel had instantly identified him but made the tactical decision
to maintain the pretence.

“Who are you?” Zakharov demanded as the door closed, leaving
them alone beneath surveillance camera observation. His tone pro-
jected appropriate challenge for an unscheduled visitor while his eyes
conveyed a more complex tactical assessment.

“I wasn’t informed of defence ministry security review.”

“Because none was scheduled,” Serj replied, tactical approach
prioritising immediate impact over conventional introduction. “Doc-
umentation from Kazan’s data centre has been secured. Financial
records connecting your accounts to diverted procurement funds.
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Communication logs authorising elimination of forty-six analysts
and economists investigating corruption.”

Zakharov maintained his performance for the surveillance cameras,
though his expression now held subtle indicators that he was pro-
cessing this information on multiple levels. His eyes darted briefly
toward the camera before narrowing with focused attention.

“And you are?” he pressed, the question serving dual purpose—
maintaining his cover while allowing assessment of Serj’s operational
intentions.

“Anton Nesterov,” Serj replied, continuing the established identity
while understanding Zakharov’s tactical approach. “Though that’s
irrelevant to your current situation.”

Zakharov’s expression hardened, military discipline serving his per-
formance while he calculated his options. The Colonel was playing a
dangerous game—acknowledging Serj would create immediate vulner-
ability, both to potential elimination and subsequent investigation
implications. Maintaining the pretence provided tactical opportu-
nity to assess Serj’s intentions while preserving deniability.

“Romanov sent you,” Zakharov stated finally, finding the interme-
diate position that acknowledged reality without explicitly exposing
Serj’s identity to surveillance. “His operational parameters have be-
come increasingly unpredictable.”

The statement was precisely calibrated—confirming awareness with-
out triggering security protocols that would recognise Serj’s actual
identity. Professional caution serving tactical necessity.

“Your operational position is compromised beyond recovery,” Serj
continued, maintaining direct approach while respecting the tactical
game Zakharov was playing. “Cooperation offers potential mitiga-
tion. Resistance ensures maximum exposure.”

Zakharov’s expression hardened, military discipline reasserting de-
spite evident stress. “Cooperation with what, exactly? Romanov’s
psychological break? His betrayal of everything he was trained to
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protect?”

The performance was skilled—projecting outrage that would appear
genuine to surveillance observers while conveying different meanings
to Serj. The Colonel was simultaneously maintaining his cover and
testing Serj’s operational intentions, calculating his own tactical re-
sponse based on perceived threat level.

“Systematic corruption investigation,” Serj corrected, voice remain-
ing neutral despite the accusation. “Evidence secured from multiple
sources confirming defence procurement fraud, financial diversion to
private accounts, and authorised elimination of legitimate investiga-
tive resources.”

The direct approach created visible impact—Zakharov’s professional
demeanour briefly fracturing before control reasserted. The Colonel
leaned forward slightly, voice lowered despite surveillance observa-
tion.

“You have no idea what you’ve done,” he stated, tension evident
beneath controlled delivery. “This goes beyond Kazan or Orlov or
me. There are systems in place—”

“Systems compromised by private financial interests,” Serj inter-
rupted, tactical approach maintaining operational momentum.
“Legitimate security operations redirected to protect corruption
network. Resources weaponised against analysts and economists
investigating procurement fraud.”

Zakharov studied him with calculated assessment, tactical mind ev-
idently processing available options given observed intelligence pa-
rameters. “What exactly do you want from me, Romanov?”

“Access authorisation for the secure storage facility in Vidnoye,” Serj
replied directly. “Biometric verification and entry codes.”

The specific request created momentary surprise before tactical cal-
culation resumed. “That facility contains classified documentation
beyond procurement records. Materials that could compromise legit-
imate security operations if exposed.”
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“Tactical distinction implemented,” Serj assured him. “Procurement
fraud evidence targeted specifically. Legitimate security operations
will remain protected.”

The clarification appeared to create slight tactical advantage, Za-
kharov’s expression suggesting potential operational flexibility de-
spite previous resistance. “And if I provide this access? What assur-
ance do I have regarding my situation?”

“Documentation will establish organisational corruption rather than
isolated criminal behaviour,” Serj stated, the offer precisely cali-
brated. “Systemic vulnerability rather than individual culpability.
Cooperation creates distinction in subsequent investigation parame-
ters.”

Tactical assessment indicated the approach created optimal pressure
applied to specific vulnerability point—Zakharov’s self-preservation
instinct balanced against operational loyalty. The Colonel’s expres-
sion revealed the calculation occurring behind his professional exte-
rior.

“Kazan has gone dark,” Zakharov said finally, apparent topic shift
actually representing tactical information exchange. “Completely off-
grid since the dacha incident. His resource activation suggests state-
level contingency protocols rather than standard security response.”

“Assessment confirmed,” Serj acknowledged. “Professional extrac-
tion methodology indicated specialised security involvement. Opera-
tion continues despite this tactical development.”

Zakharov studied him with something approaching professional as-
sessment. “You’ve created more impact in three weeks than our inter-
nal security division managed in three years. Not through emotional
rebellion but tactical adaptation. The perfect operative implement-
ing perfect operation against his former command.”

“Operational parameters established by principle rather than emo-
tional response,” Serj confirmed. “Systematic corruption required
systematic correction.”
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Something shifted in Zakharov’s expression—not surrender but tac-
tical realignment. “The access protocols change every twelve hours.
Current sequence remains valid for approximately four hours. Af-
ter that, complete reset requires physical presence and multi-factor
authentication.”

He leaned forward, voice lowered further. “Storage compartment
37-B contains the complete procurement record. Physical documen-
tation that would be catastrophic to Kazan’s entire operation if prop-
erly distributed.”

The cooperation exceeded tactical expectations—specific intelligence
beyond access parameters. Serj processed this development with
analytical precision, assessing potential motivation ranging from self-
preservation to strategic repositioning.

“Your cooperation will be documented in subsequent investigation
reports,” Serj stated, the acknowledgement serving both as confir-
mation and tactical leverage maintenance.

Zakharov’s thin smile contained no warmth. “I doubt that will mat-
ter much in the end. Kazan’s resources extend beyond what you’ve
calculated, Romanov. The man who’s protecting him now… he’s not
like other security consultants.”

“Grigory Ivanovich,” Serj stated, confirming tactical awareness.

Surprise briefly registered before Zakharov’s control reasserted. “Yes.
His operational methodology rivals your own—not just security im-
plementation but strategic calculation. Your psychological approach
was brilliant, but his counter-measures neutralised aspects you hadn’t
anticipated.”

The assessment aligned with Serj’s tactical observations from the
dacha operation. “Adaptation implemented accordingly.”

“I’m sure it has,” Zakharov replied, something like professional
respect briefly visible beneath the tension. “But understand
this: you’re no longer hunting frightened businessmen and bu-
reaucrats. You’re facing someone with capabilities matching your
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own—perhaps the only other operative whose record rivals yours.”

The statement registered as tactically significant—not emotional in-
timidation but professional assessment. Serj processed this informa-
tion with methodical precision, tactical mind cataloguing the opera-
tional implications for subsequent phases.

“Access authorisation?” he prompted, returning to immediate oper-
ational requirements.

Zakharov provided the information with military efficiency—access
codes, biometric bypass protocols, security rotation schedules. The
intelligence was comprehensive, suggesting genuine cooperation
rather than tactical misdirection. Serj memorised each element with
characteristic thoroughness, mentally constructing the operational
approach for the facility infiltration.

“There’s something else you should know,” Zakharov added as their
time neared conclusion. “Kazan’s contingency protocols include spe-
cialised extraction parameters for critical assets. The storage facility
likely remains operational, but key documentation may have been
relocated during initial response implementation.”

“Acknowledged,” Serj replied, tactical assessment already incorporat-
ing this possibility. “Contingency approach established for relocated
documentation scenarios.”

As he prepared to depart, Zakharov asked that tactical assessment
had anticipated since their conversation began. “Why did he do it,
Romanov? Forty-nine perfect operations, absolute loyalty, flawless
implementation. What changed?”

The question was artfully phrased—maintaining the third-person ref-
erence for surveillance while directly acknowledging Serj’s identity be-
tween them. The Colonel had calculated that understanding Serj’s
motivation now outweighed the risk of subtle acknowledgement.

Serj paused briefly, tactical approach balancing operational security
with psychological impact while maintaining the facade. “He told me
children are never legitimate targets,” he stated simply. “No tactical
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justification makes them acceptable casualties.”

The directness created visible impact—Zakharov’s expression sug-
gesting the answer registered beyond tactical assessment. “The Be-
likov children,” he acknowledged quietly. “I never thought… even he
had boundaries that couldn’t be crossed.”

“Not emotional boundaries,” Serj clarified, continuing their careful
dance of pronouns. “Operational parameters established by principle
rather than command. Mission integrity requires independent verifi-
cation when directive contradicts fundamental security purpose.”

As Serj departed the facility, tactical mind continued processing op-
erational implications of the exchange. Zakharov’s cooperation pro-
vided significant advantage for subsequent phases, but his warning
about Grigory Ivanovich created tactical recalculation requirement.
The storage facility operation would encounter sophisticated counter-
measures designed by someone with comparable training and opera-
tional understanding.

Direct approach required adaptation. Not just tactical adjustment
but comprehensive methodology revision.

By evening, Serj had established advance observation position near
the Vidnoye storage facility. The location projected military preci-
sion despite civilian ownership documentation—perimeter security
featuring motion detection systems, armed personnel with profes-
sional positioning, vehicle inspection protocols suggesting specialised
training. The physical measures confirmed tactical assessment: this
facility housed documentation with significant operational value.

The security rotation followed precisely the schedule Zakharov had
provided—shift change at 22:00, reduced personnel during night op-
erations, specific vulnerability window during systems verification at
22:17. The operational parameters aligned with standard Centre se-
curity protocols—effective against conventional threats but contain-
ing predictable patterns when analysed with specialised knowledge.

Serj initiated approach at precisely 22:14, timing calculated to exploit
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the narrow vulnerability window during systems verification. The
perimeter fence yielded to specialised equipment designed for this
specific barrier type, creating access point that would register as
maintenance-related during subsequent security review rather than
unauthorised breach.

Inside the perimeter, Serj navigated with controlled efficiency
between surveillance coverage zones, movement patterns precisely
calibrated to exploit blind spots in the security system. The
approach utilised tactical understanding of how the surveillance
had been designed—optimised for detecting conventional intrusion
methodology rather than specialised penetration techniques.

The facility entrance required biometric verification—handprint scan-
ner and retinal recognition system providing multi-factor authenti-
cation. Zakharov’s intelligence allowed bypass through specialised
sequence, the override code creating administrative access exception
without triggering security protocols.

Inside, the facility abandoned external pretence for military-grade
security implementation—armed personnel at key junctions, com-
prehensive surveillance coverage, controlled access zones requiring
sequential authentication. Serj navigated these measures with tacti-
cal precision, utilising Zakharov’s access protocols while maintaining
optimal positioning to avoid direct personnel contact.

Compartment 37-B was located in the facility’s secure documenta-
tion wing—a specialised storage area featuring enhanced security
measures beyond the building’s general protocols. The access re-
quired final authentication sequence, which Serj implemented with
methodical precision according to Zakharov’s instructions.

The compartment door opened with soft hydraulic release, revealing
specialised storage system designed for sensitive documentation.
Climate-controlled environment, fire suppression technology, spe-
cialised containers protecting contents from environmental damage.
The implementation confirmed tactical assessment: these materials
represented critical operational value to Kazan’s network.
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But as Serj surveyed the compartment contents, tactical assessment
registered significant anomaly—the specialised storage containers
appeared undisturbed, but subtle indicators suggested recent access.
Positioning alignment showed deviation from standard protocols,
container security seals displayed evidence of professional replace-
ment, environmental dust patterns indicated recent movement
despite maintained appearance.

Zakharov’s warning registered with tactical significance: key docu-
mentation might have been relocated during contingency implemen-
tation.

Serj proceeded with methodical verification, examining each con-
tainer while maintaining tactical awareness of surrounding security
patterns. The inspection confirmed initial assessment—while sub-
stantial documentation remained, specific elements appeared to have
been selectively removed through professional extraction methodol-
ogy.

Not random seizure but precision targeting—someone with
specialised knowledge had identified and extracted the most crit-
ically damaging evidence while leaving the majority apparently
undisturbed. The approach suggested not panicked response
but calculated contingency implementation by someone with
comprehensive understanding of the documentation’s significance.

Someone with Centre-level training protecting Kazan.

Despite this tactical complication, the remaining documentation
provided substantial operational value—procurement specifications
showing systematic quality reduction, inspection reports with
falsified certification, authorisation documents bearing signatures
from multiple military officials including both Zakharov and Orlov.

Sufficient evidence to establish the corruption network’s operational
methodology, if not the complete organisational structure that the
extracted materials might have revealed.

Serj photographed each document with specialised equipment, cre-
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ating comprehensive digital record while maintaining tactical aware-
ness of security movements throughout the facility. The operation
proceeded with methodical efficiency despite the evidence extraction
complication, each document categorised according to potential in-
vestigation value and tactical significance.

As he completed documentation of the final container, tactical aware-
ness registered approach signatures—multiple personnel moving with
professional coordination toward the storage wing. Not standard pa-
trol patterns but targeted response, suggesting security alert rather
than routine verification.

Tactical adaptation required. Extraction through initial access route
now presented unacceptable risk parameters. Alternative approach
necessary.

Serj assessed available options with methodical precision, tactical
mind calculating probabilities against facility layout and security de-
ployment. The ventilation system provided potential extraction vec-
tor, though dimensional limitations would create significant physical
challenges for someone of his size. The emergency fire exit would
trigger alarm protocols but might provide sufficient extraction speed
to outpace security response.

His decision crystallised as approaching personnel reached the outer
security door—their movement patterns suggesting tactical forma-
tion rather than standard patrol configuration. The documentation
was secured; extraction priority now outweighed operational discre-
tion.

Serj moved toward the emergency fire exit, tactical assessment calcu-
lating response timeline against extraction speed. The alarm would
trigger immediately, security response estimated at approximately
forty-seven seconds based on observed positioning and facility layout.
Sufficient window for controlled extraction if properly executed.

The door released with mechanical precision as Serj applied pres-
sure to the emergency bar, alarm systems activating with immediate
electronic wail. He moved through with controlled urgency, tactical
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awareness tracking security response patterns through sound signa-
tures and predicted protocols.

Outside, the facility’s emergency lighting activated automatically,
flood lamps illuminating the perimeter with harsh clarity. Serj navi-
gated away from the primary security response vectors, movement
patterns calculated to utilise structural features for concealment
while maintaining optimal extraction speed.

The perimeter fence presented final security barrier, its height and
construction designed to prevent unauthorised access in either direc-
tion. Serj approached the predetermined extraction point—a mainte-
nance junction where supporting structure created potential scaling
opportunity despite anti-climbing measures.

Behind him, security personnel emerged from multiple exit points,
their tactical deployment suggesting professional coordination
beyond standard private security protocols. Their weapons
were drawn but maintained at ready position rather than firing
stance—controlled response indicating capture objective rather than
elimination authorisation.

Serj scaled the fence with remarkable efficiency despite his size, spe-
cialised gloves protecting against the anti-climbing features while
tactical movement distributed his weight to prevent structural com-
promise. The approach created momentary exposure but provided
optimal extraction speed compared to alternative options.

As he cleared the top section, security personnel established firing
positions, seemingly reluctant to fire—another indication of capture
rather than elimination parameters. Serj completed his descent on
the exterior side as the first warning shots struck the fence approxi-
mately two metres from his position.

“Halt and surrender immediately!” the security team leader com-
manded, voice carrying professional authority rather than emotional
aggression. “The facility is completely surrounded!”

Tactical assessment confirmed partial accuracy—significant security
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presence established around primary perimeter, vehicle response
units positioned at main access points, communication patterns
suggesting coordinated containment protocol. However, the north-
eastern quadrant showed reduced personnel density due to terrain
limitations and primary focus on main extraction vectors.

Serj moved with controlled purpose toward this tactical opportunity,
his path deliberately angled to suggest different extraction objective
while actually approaching the vulnerability point. The security re-
sponse followed predicted methodology—resources concentrating on
apparent vector rather than comprehensive coverage, creating pro-
gressive advantage as he adjusted approach toward the actual ex-
traction route.

The north-eastern perimeter transition point yielded to specialised
equipment, creating access beyond the outer containment without
triggering supplementary alarm systems. Serj moved through dense
vegetation beyond the facility boundaries, tactical awareness tracking
pursuit signatures while maintaining optimal extraction speed.

The pre-positioned vehicle was located exactly as operational plan-
ning had established—concealed in a maintenance access road ap-
proximately 800 metres from the facility perimeter. Serj reached it
with methodical efficiency, tactical discipline maintained throughout
the extraction despite elevated operational tempo.

As he drove away from the facility, tactical assessment processed
the operation’s implications. Significant documentation secured de-
spite evidence extraction by Kazan’s security team. Operational
adaptation successfully implemented when counter-measures encoun-
tered. Most significantly, confirmation of specialised operative pro-
tecting Kazan—someone with tactical knowledge comparable to Cen-
tre methodology.

His mind focused on this critical tactical variable—Grigory Ivanovich
represented operational adversary with capabilities beyond conven-
tional security personnel. The evidence extraction from compart-
ment 37-B demonstrated professional methodology rather than stan-
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dard contingency implementation—precise target selection, minimal
disturbance indicators, tactical efficiency suggesting specialised train-
ing.

“Someone with Centre-level training is protecting Kazan,” Serj noted,
the verbal observation serving tactical processing rather than emo-
tional expression.

The implication created significant operational recalculation require-
ment. If Kazan had secured protection from someone with capa-
bilities matching Serj’s own training, subsequent operations would
encounter sophisticated counter-measures beyond standard security
methodologies. The approach would require comprehensive adapta-
tion, not simply tactical adjustment.

Despite this complication, the operation’s primary objectives had
been achieved—financial documentation secured from the data cen-
tre, procurement evidence obtained from the storage facility, and
most significantly, Zakharov’s cooperation established for subsequent
phases. The command structure was systematically collapsing pre-
cisely as tactical approach had calculated.

By midnight, Serj had returned to his temporary safe location—
an abandoned industrial space secured through multiple layers of
tactical protocols. The facility provided optimal operational base—
isolated position, multiple extraction routes, and structural features
that prevented surveillance while maintaining tactical functionality.

The secured documentation was organised with methodical precision,
each element categorised according to evidentiary value and opera-
tional significance. The materials collectively established compre-
hensive verification of the corruption network—financial transfers
linking Kazan’s companies to diverted defence funds, procurement
specifications showing systematic quality reduction, and authorisa-
tion documents bearing signatures from multiple military officials.

Sufficient evidence to dismantle the entire conspiracy when properly
distributed through appropriate channels.
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Serj prepared the specialised communication equipment Keller had
provided, establishing secure connection through multiple encryption
layers. The operational update would provide necessary intelligence
sharing while maintaining tactical security through specialised pro-
tocols.

“Documentation secured from both primary targets,” Serj reported
when connection established. “Financial records from data centre,
procurement specifications from storage facility. Evidence confirms
systematic corruption network operating through Special Purpose
Centre resources.”

“Excellent work,” Keller acknowledged, professional appreciation ev-
ident beneath controlled response. “Though our sources indicate
significant security response at both locations. You’ve created quite
the stir in certain circles.”

“Direct approach necessitated tactical exposure beyond psychological
methodology,” Serj confirmed. “Parameters adjusted accordingly.”

“And Kazan?” Keller inquired. “Any indication of his location or
current operational status?”

“Negative,” Serj replied. “Contingency protocols implemented with
professional efficiency. Evidence extraction from storage facility in-
dicates specialised security involvement beyond standard resources.”

A brief pause suggested Keller was processing this information.
“Grigory Ivanovich,” he stated finally. “Our sources confirm he’s
personally overseeing Kazan’s security now. That significantly
complicates your approach.”

“Tactical adaptation implemented,” Serj assured him. “Final phase
proceeds with adjusted parameters accounting for specialised counter-
measures.”

“Be careful, Romanov,” Keller cautioned, unusual emphasis sug-
gesting genuine tactical concern rather than procedural warning.
“Ivanovich isn’t just another security consultant. His operational
methodology rivals your own—systematic approach with compre-
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hensive contingency planning. If anyone can counter your methods
effectively, it’s him.”

“Assessment acknowledged,” Serj replied. “Operational approach re-
calibrated accordingly.”

After ending the communication, Serj returned to the evidence as-
sessment, tactical mind processing optimal distribution approach for
maximum impact. The documentation would require specialised
handling—not simply public exposure, which might compromise le-
gitimate security operations captured in the same records, but tar-
geted distribution to specific investigative authorities capable of im-
plementing systematic correction.

His mind flashed back unbidden—

Moscow, December 2003. Eleven years earlier.

The Special Purpose Centre’s briefing room remained unchanged de-
spite years of operations—the same functional furniture, bare walls,
and industrial cleaner scent creating tactical continuity despite evolv-
ing mission parameters.

Colonel Zakharov stood at the front, his thin frame somehow project-
ing increased authority despite unchanged physical presence. Behind
him, a display showed what appeared to be newspaper headlines and
official investigation reports.

”This briefing concerns operational contingency implementation,” Za-
kharov began, his voice carrying the precise cadence that had become
familiar over years of mission directives. “Specifically, appropriate
response when operation exposure becomes tactically unavoidable.”

Serj sat with characteristic stillness, processing the information with
methodical precision. Beside him, Alexei maintained similar compo-
sure though his expression suggested tactical interest beyond standard
briefing protocols.

”Conventional security services emphasise complete operational denial
regardless of evidence parameters,” Zakharov continued, manipulating
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the display to show government investigation documentation. “This
approach creates significant vulnerability when substantial evidence
exists that contradicts official position.”

The display shifted to show what appeared to be controlled information
release patterns alongside investigation outcomes.

”Our methodology emphasises targeted disclosure rather than absolute
denial,” Zakharov explained. “When exposure becomes unavoidable,
controlled release of specific operational elements creates tactical ad-
vantage through narrative direction rather than reactive response.”

Serj absorbed this information with characteristic thoroughness, tac-
tical mind categorising the approach according to operational prin-
ciples. The methodology was precisely calculated—not surrendering
operational security but implementing controlled disclosure to main-
tain influence over investigative outcomes.

”This requires careful calibration,” Zakharov emphasised, studying
the assembled operatives with measured assessment. “Too little dis-
closure and official denial loses credibility. Too much disclosure and
legitimate security operations become compromised beyond acceptable
parameters.”

The tactical approach registered as operationally sound—when con-
tainment became impossible, controlled disclosure provided optimal
impact management compared to rigid denial that evidence could
eventually disprove.

”Implementation requires comprehensive evidence assessment,” Za-
kharov continued. “Each operational element categorised according
to exposure impact, security implications, and political considerations.
The objective isn’t prevention but management—guiding investigative
focus toward specific conclusions that minimise operational damage.”

After the briefing concluded, Alexei had expressed what Serj had calcu-
lated but not verbalized. “They’re teaching us how to fail successfully,”
Alexei observed as they walked the underground corridors. “When op-
erations go wrong, how to control the narrative rather than fight the
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inevitable.”

”Tactically efficient,” Serj replied, the assessment purely operational
rather than critical. “Controlled disclosure creates superior outcome
compared to absolute denial when substantial evidence exists.”

”It’s more than that,” Alexei countered. “It’s acknowledging that
sometimes operations fail despite perfect execution—that external
variables can compromise even the most carefully planned mission.
The methodology isn’t about preventing failure but managing it effec-
tively.”

The observation registered as tactically valid if somewhat philosophi-
cally framed. Operational contingency planning represented essential
preparation rather than defeatist thinking. Yet Serj had noted and
filed the underlying principle: when exposure became unavoidable,
controlling the narrative offered superior tactical advantage to rigid
denial.

A principle that would prove operational validity in unexpected con-
text.

The memory faded as Serj completed his evidence organisation, the
documentation arranged with methodical precision according to dis-
closure impact categories. The approach would utilise the Centre’s
own methodology—controlled release to specific authorities rather
than indiscriminate exposure that might compromise legitimate se-
curity operations.

Military prosecutor’s office would receive procurement specifications
showing systematic quality reduction. Federal financial investigation
unit would receive transfer documentation linking defence funds to
private accounts. Presidential administration security division would
receive operational authorisation records showing systematic target-
ing of legitimate economic analysts.

Each distribution calibrated to create specific impact while main-
taining tactical control over narrative development. The approach
wouldn’t prevent investigation but would direct it toward systematic
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correction rather than isolated prosecution.

The final operational phase was taking shape with methodical
precision—evidence distribution implemented through secure chan-
nels, targeting specific authorities capable of implementing systemic
correction. The command structure had been systematically
dismantled through direct confrontation rather than psychological
manipulation, creating comprehensive collapse beyond recovery
capability.

But one critical element remained unresolved—Kazan himself had
disappeared during the operational implementation, protected by
specialised security methodology beyond standard resources. The
systematic dismantling remained incomplete while the principal ar-
chitect maintained operational capacity through professional protec-
tion.

Tactical assessment indicated this represented significant vulnerabil-
ity to overall mission success. Even with comprehensive evidence
distribution, Kazan’s resources might implement counter-measures
against investigative authorities if he maintained operational capac-
ity during critical initiation phase.

Direct engagement required. Not simply evidence distribution but
neutralisation of Kazan’s operational capacity during the critical in-
vestigation initiation period.

Serj checked his watch—02:17. The remaining operational window
before evidence distribution created approximately thirty-six hours
to locate and neutralise Kazan’s command capability. Insufficient
time for comprehensive intelligence gathering through conventional
methodology. Accelerated approach required.

His tactical assessment focused on Zakharov’s earlier statement:
Kazan had “gone dark” since the dacha incident, implementing state-
level contingency protocols beyond standard security response. Such
measures required specialised resources—not simply private security
but operational infrastructure with comprehensive capabilities.
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Infrastructure that would appear in financial records secured from
the data centre.

Serj returned to the documentation, tactical focus narrowing to spe-
cific financial transfers that might indicate contingency resource de-
velopment. The methodology was precise—not random examination
but targeted analysis based on operational understanding of how se-
curity contingency protocols would be established and maintained.

The pattern emerged with tactical clarity after seventeen minutes
of methodical examination—regular financial transfers to a property
development company operating in Moscow’s north-western suburbs.
Not large enough to trigger automatic attention but consistent across
five years of records. The company itself appeared legitimate in
surface operations but showed minimal actual development activity
despite substantial funding.

Classic operational cover for contingency resource establishment.

Further investigation revealed the company had acquired several
properties in isolated locations, one particularly significant—a
former Soviet research facility approximately seventy kilometres
from Moscow, officially decommissioned but maintained through
specialised contract arrangements.

Ideal infrastructure for high-security contingency operations—
isolated location, existing security features, and historical security
classification that would discourage casual investigation.

Tactical assessment indicated high probability location for Kazan’s
operational centre during contingency implementation. The facil-
ity would provide necessary infrastructure for continued command
function while maintaining isolation from conventional investigation
resources.

Serj began preparing specialised equipment for reconnaissance oper-
ation, tactical mind already calculating approach vectors and secu-
rity assessment protocols. The facility would feature significant se-
curity measures if serving as Kazan’s contingency command centre—
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comprehensive surveillance, professional personnel, and specialised
counter-measures designed by Grigory Ivanovich.

Direct confrontation would create unacceptable tactical vulnerability
without comprehensive intelligence. Reconnaissance required before
operational approach could be finalised.

By dawn, Serj had established advanced observation position near
the former research facility. The location projected calculated
isolation—perimeter fence showing appropriate maintenance with-
out drawing attention, access road suggesting regular use without
high traffic patterns, and security features integrated into structural
design rather than obvious additions.

Professional implementation confirming tactical assessment: this rep-
resented specialised security installation rather than standard private
facility.

Through specialised observation equipment, Serj confirmed opera-
tional activity despite the facility’s supposed decommissioned status.
Security personnel maintained professional patrol patterns along the
perimeter. Vehicle movement suggested regular supply delivery con-
sistent with ongoing operations. Most significantly, communications
equipment visible on the main building roof indicated active connec-
tions despite remote location.

Tactical indicators collectively supporting assessment: Kazan’s con-
tingency command centre established in facility designed for isolated
operations with comprehensive security capabilities.

“Someone with Centre-level training is protecting Kazan,” Serj ob-
served again, the tactical significance reinforced by observed security
implementation.

The systematic dismantling of the corruption network had created
substantial impact—financial documentation secured, procurement
evidence obtained, Zakharov’s cooperation established. But with
Kazan operating from secure facility under professional protection,
the command collapse remained incomplete.

351



The final phase would require direct engagement with the most
dangerous element—not conventional security but specialised
operative with capabilities matching Serj’s own training. The
command collapse had progressed precisely as tactical approach
had calculated, but the ultimate resolution remained dependent
on neutralising Kazan’s operational capacity during the critical
investigation period.

The perfect weapon had systematically dismantled the command
structure that had wielded it. Now only the final target remained—
protected by someone who understood exactly how that weapon op-
erated.
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The Oligarch’s Escape

Moscow Region, May 2014
The former Soviet research facility loomed against the pale morn-
ing sky, its utilitarian design somehow more imposing for its lack of
aesthetic consideration. From his observation position in the nearby
forest, Serj studied the compound through his scope, noting the delib-
erate contradictions in its security implementation—visible measures
suggesting decommissioned status while subtle indicators revealed ac-
tive operations within.

Four hours of methodical surveillance had confirmed his initial as-
sessment. The facility served as Kazan’s contingency command cen-
tre, established long before current events as part of comprehensive
escape planning. Not panicked flight but calculated extraction to
pre-positioned resources—the hallmark of professional contingency
implementation rather than reactive response.

Serj shifted position slightly, easing the pressure on muscles that had
remained motionless for hours. The small adjustment was the only
concession to physical discomfort his training allowed. His focus
remained on the tactical assessment, cataloguing security patterns
with mathematical precision.

Three primary access points, each with overlapping coverage from
multiple positions. Perimeter patrols maintaining irregular timing—
not the predictable patterns of standard security but deliberately var-
ied intervals that suggested professional counter-surveillance training.

353



Communications equipment positioned for optimal coverage despite
remote location. Vehicle movement indicating regular supply deliv-
ery but minimal personnel rotation.

All elements collectively supporting a single conclusion: the facility
had been prepared by someone with professional security expertise
rather than conventional private contractors.

“Final phase,” Serj murmured to himself, the words barely audible
even in the quiet forest. The evidence against the corruption net-
work had been secured, the command structure systematically dis-
mantled through precisely targeted operations. Only Kazan him-
self remained—the principal architect protected by resources beyond
standard security implementation.

The documentation was prepared for distribution, each element cate-
gorised according to appropriate investigative authority. But tactical
assessment indicated Kazan’s continued operational capacity repre-
sented significant vulnerability to overall mission success. Even with
comprehensive evidence distribution, his resources might implement
counter-measures against investigative authorities if he maintained
command function during critical initiation period.

Serj checked his watch—08:17. The morning shift change would oc-
cur in approximately thirteen minutes, creating brief tactical oppor-
tunity during security transition. Not optimal for facility penetration
but sufficient for closer reconnaissance of perimeter security imple-
mentation.

He moved with controlled silence through the under brush, his large
frame somehow navigating without disturbing branches or creating
sound signatures that would alert perimeter security. Each step
placed with deliberate precision, weight distribution calculated to
minimise environmental disruption despite the damp ground that
threatened to preserve footprints.

The perimeter fence appeared standard at distance but revealed so-
phisticated modifications upon closer inspection. Microphonic detec-
tion systems integrated within conventional chain-link construction.
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Infrared coverage positioned to create overlapping detection zones
without obvious sensor housings. Most significantly, ground pressure
plates concealed beneath normal-appearing terrain at likely approach
vectors.

Professional implementation beyond standard security resources.

Serj documented each security element with specialised equipment,
creating comprehensive assessment for tactical planning. The ap-
proach wouldn’t be through direct confrontation—the security imple-
mentation was too sophisticated for conventional infiltration method-
ology. Alternative strategy required.

As he completed perimeter documentation, tactical awareness reg-
istered approach signatures—two security personnel moving along
the fence line, their patrol pattern following the irregular timing his
observation had previously noted. Serj withdrew to his observation
position with the same controlled silence that had characterised his
approach, tactical discipline maintained throughout the reconnais-
sance.

The security personnel passed his previous position with professional
awareness—not the casual observation of standard contractors but
the methodical attention of individuals with formal training. Their
equipment and movement patterns suggested military background,
likely special forces based on specific tactical indicators.

“Evacuation protocol Sierra confirmed for 1400 hours,” one stated
into his communication device, voice pitched for operational discre-
tion despite the remote location. “Final preparation underway for
principal transfer.”

The intelligence registered with tactical significance—Kazan was
preparing to relocate, the facility serving as temporary rather
than permanent command centre. The timeline created both
constraint and opportunity. Reduced operational window before
target relocation, but potential vulnerability during movement
preparation.
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Serj returned to his equipment cache, concealed in the dense for-
est three hundred metres from his observation position. The spe-
cialised tools had been prepared for various contingency scenarios—
infiltration equipment if perimeter penetration became necessary,
surveillance devices for extended intelligence gathering, and tactical
options should direct engagement prove unavoidable.

His satellite phone vibrated with incoming communication—the se-
cure channel Keller had established for operational coordination.

“We have movement at the facility,” Keller stated without pream-
ble when Serj answered. “Satellite imagery shows increased activity
consistent with evacuation preparations. Something has accelerated
Kazan’s timeline.”

“Assessment confirmed through direct observation,” Serj acknowl-
edged. “Security communication indicates principal relocation sched-
uled for 1400 hours. Evacuation protocol designated ‘Sierra’ suggest-
ing predetermined contingency implementation rather than reactive
movement.”

“That fits with what we’re seeing,” Keller agreed. “The problem is
we don’t know the destination. If Kazan relocates successfully, the
operational window closes significantly. His resources would allow ef-
fective countermeasures against investigation initiation once securely
positioned.”

“Tactical approach adjustment required,” Serj stated, mind already
calculating alternative methodologies given the compressed timeline.
“Infiltration parameters no longer viable within available time-frame.
Direct interdiction during transport phase represents optimal oppor-
tunity despite increased exposure risk.”

A brief silence suggested Keller was processing the tactical shift.
“That’s significantly more dangerous than your previous approach.
Transport security will be at highest alert status, and Ivanovich will
have calculated potential interdiction scenarios. The likelihood of
direct confrontation increases substantially.”
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“Assessment acknowledged,” Serj replied, continuing equipment
preparation while maintaining communication. “Parameters re-
quire adaptation when operational timeline becomes compromised.
Documentation secured for distribution regardless of interdiction
outcome.”

“At least let me provide additional resources,” Keller offered. “The
Agency can have a tactical team positioned within ninety minutes.
Professional support would significantly increase success probability
during direct interdiction.”

Serj considered this with methodical thoroughness, weighing tac-
tical advantage against operational security. Additional resources
would provide significant capability enhancement, but introducing
unknown personnel created potential compromise to operational in-
tegrity.

“Negative,” he decided finally. “Timeline constraints and security
implementation suggest specialised knowledge of facility operations
would be required for effective coordination. Independent approach
maintains operational security while preserving tactical flexibility.”

After ending the communication, Serj completed his equipment
preparation with practised efficiency. The approach would require
different methodology than previous operations—not stealth infil-
tration or psychological manipulation but direct interdiction during
transport phase. Higher risk profile but potentially superior tactical
advantage if security proved focused on facility protection rather
than movement security.

His mind flashed back unbidden—

North Caucasus, 2002. Twelve years earlier.

Rain fell in steady sheets across the mountain pass, reducing visibil-
ity while creating ideal acoustic conditions for the operation. Serj
maintained position behind the fallen tree trunk, the natural forma-
tion providing optimal concealment while offering clear observation of
the road below. The SVDK rifle remained perfectly balanced despite
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the precipitation, its specialised scope cutting through the rainfall to
maintain target acquisition capability.

”Transport package approaching from the south,” came Alexei’s voice
through the tactical comm. “Three-vehicle configuration as antici-
pated. Target in centre SUV based on security positioning.”

”Acknowledged,” Serj replied, his breathing measured with practised
discipline. “Interdiction point in approximately seventy seconds.”

The operation parameters were precise: neutralise Shamil Basayev,
high-value target whose security implementation had prevented con-
ventional elimination approaches. Previous attempts through infiltra-
tion and close-quarters methodologies had failed due to sophisticated
counter-measures. The transport phase represented the only vulnera-
bility in an otherwise impenetrable security structure.

”Vehicle security is substantial,” Alexei warned, his observation po-
sition providing different tactical perspective. “Lead and follow vehi-
cles have military-grade reinforcement. Centre SUV appears to have
diplomatic-level armour enhancement.”

”Acknowledged,” Serj repeated, the information confirming pre-
operation intelligence without altering tactical approach. “Imple-
menting as planned.”

The convoy appeared through the rainfall exactly as intelligence had
indicated—three black SUVs maintaining professional spacing despite
the challenging road conditions. The lead vehicle advanced with tac-
tical awareness, speed modulated to allow continuous security assess-
ment without creating vulnerability through predictable movement pat-
terns.

Professional implementation suggesting specialised security rather
than conventional protection details.

As the convoy reached the designated interdiction point, Serj’s fin-
ger took first pressure on the trigger, breathing controlled to create
optimal firing stability. The specialised ammunition had been se-
lected specifically for this operation—7.62×54mmR armour-piercing
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incendiary rounds designed to penetrate reinforced vehicles before det-
onation.

The shot, when he took it, was tactically perfect despite the environ-
mental complications—the round striking exactly where intended at
the engine block junction point most vulnerable to catastrophic fail-
ure. The lead vehicle’s engine compartment erupted in immediate
mechanical failure, dense smoke billowing from under the hood as it
ground to an uncontrolled stop.

The convoy’s reaction demonstrated professional coordination—centre
vehicle immediately implementing evasive manoeuvres while follow
vehicle established protective positioning. Not panicked response but
practised security protocol for ambush scenarios.

”Mobility kill on lead vehicle,” Serj reported, already adjusting posi-
tion for second firing solution. “Target implementing evasive pattern
Alpha-Three.”

”Confirmed,” Alexei acknowledged. “Secondary package in position
for containment phase.”

The centre SUV accelerated with remarkable capability despite its ar-
moured weight, the driver demonstrating specialised training through
controlled aggression rather than panic acceleration. Serj tracked the
movement through his scope, calculating intersection point based on
road configuration and vehicle performance parameters.

The second shot found its mark with identical precision—striking the
rear axle assembly where reinforcement necessarily gave way to func-
tional components. The specialised round penetrated the minimal ar-
mour at that junction, mechanical failure immediate and catastrophic
as the vehicle lost rear mobility in violent wheel collapse.

”Mobility kill on target vehicle,” Serj reported, already transition-
ing to overwatch position as the operation’s second phase initiated.
“Containment package cleared for engagement.”

From concealed positions on both sides of the mountain pass, the
Special Purpose Centre’s tactical team emerged with coordinated pre-
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cision. The remaining functional vehicle found itself caught between
immobilized convoy elements and approaching operators, its tactical
options reduced to effective zero despite continued security conscious-
ness.

What followed was tactically inevitable—specialised security imple-
mentation rendered ineffective through precisely calculated interdic-
tion methodology. Not through direct confrontation against full de-
fensive capability but targeted neutralisation of essential movement
function, creating vulnerability that conventional approach could not
have achieved against static defence.

The operation concluded within four minutes of initial engagement—
target confirmed neutralised, security elements contained, evidence
secured for verification protocols. The tactical approach had proven
the operational principle: even the most sophisticated security im-
plementation contains vulnerability during movement phase, when
defensive resources must necessarily prioritise mobility over static
protection.

During operational debriefing, Zakharov had demonstrated unusual
appreciation for the methodological approach. “The transport inter-
diction represents tactical evolution beyond conventional elimination
parameters,” he had noted, studying the after-action documentation
with evident satisfaction. “Vulnerability identification during move-
ment phase creates operational opportunity against otherwise secured
targets.”

The assessment had registered as tactically valid if somewhat obvi-
ously stated. Movement necessarily created vulnerability through re-
source distribution requirements—security elements divided between
protective positioning and mobility functionality. The infiltration of
static defensive positions required comprehensive capability neutrali-
sation, while movement interdiction needed only mobility compromise
to create subsequent tactical advantage.

A principle that maintained operational validity regardless of specific
context.
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Serj returned to the present, the memory crystallising tactical ap-
proach for the current operation. Kazan’s facility demonstrated com-
prehensive security implementation beyond conventional infiltration
capability, particularly within compressed timeline parameters. But
the scheduled relocation created movement vulnerability that static
defence could not maintain.

The tactical approach formed with methodical precision—not attack-
ing the facility directly but interdicting the transport phase when
security resources would be divided between protective functioning
and movement requirements. The methodology would create signifi-
cantly higher exposure risk compared to stealth infiltration, but tac-
tical assessment indicated superior success probability given timeline
constraints.

As Serj prepared his equipment for transport interdiction, satellite
imagery provided by Keller revealed increased activity at the facil-
ity’s main entrance—vehicles being positioned, security personnel es-
tablishing movement formation, communication patterns suggesting
final preparation phases.

The transport configuration appeared substantial—two armoured
SUVs establishing lead and follow positions around what appeared
to be specialised transport vehicle with comprehensive security mod-
ifications. Not standard evacuation methodology but professional
implementation suggesting military-grade protection parameters.

Tactical assessment indicated the convoy would utilise the pri-
mary access road—the only route capable of accommodating the
specialised transport vehicle’s substantial dimensions. The road’s
configuration created natural interdiction opportunity approxi-
mately three kilometres from the facility, where terrain features
necessitated reduced speed and limited manoeuvrability.

Optimal positioning for controlled engagement despite professional
security implementation.

Serj established interdiction position with methodical preparation,
specialised equipment positioned for maximum effectiveness against

361



anticipated security response. The approach wouldn’t rely on pre-
cision long-range engagement as in previous operations—the secu-
rity implementation would likely include counter-sniper protocols
given Grigory’s professional background. Alternative methodology
required.

By 13:28, all preparations were complete. Serj maintained tactical
discipline despite the extended static positioning, his breathing con-
trolled to minimise physical signature while tactical awareness re-
mained at optimal level. The specialised equipment had been posi-
tioned according to precisely calculated parameters—not visible to
approach security but immediately accessible for operational imple-
mentation.

At 13:47, the first indication of convoy movement registered through
specialised audio equipment—engine signatures consistent with ar-
moured vehicles departing facility perimeter. The tactical timeline
aligned with previously intercepted communications, suggesting op-
erational schedule maintained despite security consciousness.

Professional implementation but adhering to predetermined
parameters—a potential vulnerability in otherwise sophisticated
methodology.

Serj adjusted final equipment positioning, tactical mind calculating
intersection timing based on observed vehicle movement and road
configuration. The interdiction would require precise execution—
the security implementation suggested specialised response capability
that would rapidly adapt to conventional engagement approaches.

The convoy appeared along the access road at 13:52, its configuration
confirming preliminary assessment—two armoured SUVs in lead and
follow positions around central transport vehicle with military-grade
protection features. The formation maintained professional spacing
despite the restricted roadway, security personnel visible in tactically
sound positioning throughout the convoy.

Not standard private security but specialised protection detail with
evident training beyond conventional resources.
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As the convoy approached the natural choke point—a narrow section
of road with dense forest on both sides—Serj initiated the first phase
of the interdiction operation. His finger pressed the remote detonator
with calculated precision.

The explosion was perfectly timed and calibrated—not to destroy
the vehicle but to bring down a massive pine tree directly in the lead
SUV’s path. The driver demonstrated professional reflexes, immedi-
ately implementing controlled braking that brought the vehicle to a
stop with its front bumper mere centimetres from the fallen trunk’s
branches. The response confirmed Serj’s assessment—specialised se-
curity personnel with tactical driving training rather than standard
protection detail.

The central transport vehicle adjusted position accordingly, main-
taining formation discipline while coming to a controlled stop two
metres behind the lead SUV. Security personnel visibly transitioned
to enhanced awareness, weapons shifting to ready positions while
maintaining protective coverage around the transport.

“Contact, roadblock,” the lead security operative’s voice carried
clearly through Serj’s directional microphone. “Ambush scenario,
initiating evasion protocol.”

The follow vehicle began backing up to create manoeuvring space for
the convoy to reverse direction—exactly as tactical assessment had
calculated. Serj triggered the second detonator.

Another controlled explosion brought a second tree crashing down di-
rectly on top of the rear SUV, effectively trapping the convoy between
the two blockades. The precision of both detonations confirmed what
tactical planning had determined—the road’s forest boundaries cre-
ated perfect natural barriers when properly utilised, too dense for
vehicle passage and too substantial for rapid clearance.

The security team’s reaction demonstrated professional coordination
despite the tactical trap—personnel emerging from vehicles with
practised efficiency, establishing defensive perimeter while maintain-
ing protective formation around the central transport. Two opera-
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tives immediately began assessing the trees blocking their passage,
while others established communication with what appeared to be
command resources beyond the immediate team.

The security implementation was sophisticated but tactically
predictable—standard response protocols for deliberate interdiction
rather than specialised counter-ambush methodology. Their posi-
tioning suggested primary concern for potential explosive threats
rather than direct engagement scenario, attention focused on the
trees themselves rather than the surrounding forest where Serj
maintained his concealed position.

Tactical opportunity identified.

Serj activated the second phase of interdiction operation—specialised
signal disruption equipment targeting the convoy’s communication
systems. The technical approach was calibrated for temporary effect
rather than complete neutralisation—creating communication degra-
dation that would register as environmental interference rather than
deliberate jamming.

The impact registered immediately in security personnel behaviour—
hand gestures replacing verbal communication, positioning adjust-
ment suggesting attempted signal compensation, tactical reorganisa-
tion indicating protocol implementation for communication compro-
mise scenarios.

The containment remained effective despite communication
disruption—security personnel maintaining protective formation
around central transport vehicle while establishing expanded
perimeter coverage. The professional response indicated specialised
training beyond conventional security resources, confirming tactical
assessment of enhanced protection protocols.

Serj observed these developments with methodical precision, calculat-
ing optimal engagement timing based on security response patterns.
The interdiction approach required specific vulnerability window—
security resources sufficiently distributed for effective penetration
while maintaining controlled engagement parameters rather than
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chaotic response scenario.

The tactical window materialised at precisely 14:03—security person-
nel maximally distributed between perimeter assessment and close
protection functions, communication disruption creating coordina-
tion limitations despite professional adaptation, and vehicle position-
ing establishing optimal angle for specialised equipment deployment.

Serj activated the third phase of interdiction operation—remote
deployment of specialised aerosol dispersal system positioned
during pre-operation preparation. The technical approach utilised
non-standard methodology—not conventional tactical gas, but
specialised compound designed for temporary cognitive disruption
without permanent physiological impact.

The dispersal created immediate effect despite professional security
implementation—personnel in outer perimeter positions visibly af-
fected by the compound, protective equipment deployed too late to
prevent initial exposure. The central protection detail maintained
better discipline, respiratory equipment implemented with greater
efficiency, but tactical coordination visibly compromised despite pro-
fessional response.

The vulnerability window had opened precisely as calculated—
security resources significantly degraded without complete neutral-
isation, creating tactical opportunity for direct engagement under
controlled parameters rather than comprehensive confrontation
against full defensive capability.

Serj moved with controlled purpose from his concealed position, tac-
tical approach utilising the dispersal’s impact window for optimal
positioning. The security personnel registered his movement despite
compound effects, professional training evident in their continued
defensive function despite compromised operational capacity.

The engagement that followed demonstrated tactical precision rather
than overwhelming force—Serj neutralising outer perimeter security
through specialised techniques targeting temporary incapacitation
rather than permanent damage. Each engagement precisely calcu-
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lated for minimal force application required for effective neutralisa-
tion, maintaining operational discipline despite the direct confronta-
tion parameters.

As he reached the central transport vehicle, the remaining secu-
rity detail demonstrated remarkable resilience despite compound
exposure—two personnel establishing final defensive position with
professional coordination despite visible physiological impact. Their
protective positioning indicated priority on central vehicle security
rather than personal survival, suggesting specialised training beyond
standard private security resources.

Serj engaged them with calculated efficiency—not through lethal
methodology but precisely targeted neutralisation techniques that
recognised their professional implementation while achieving neces-
sary tactical outcome. The engagement lasted 4.7 seconds, both se-
curity personnel rendered unconscious through specialised pressure
point applications without permanent damage.

The central transport vehicle now stood secured, its specialised pro-
tection features rendered tactically irrelevant through methodical se-
curity neutralisation. Serj approached the rear compartment with
maintained tactical discipline, specialised equipment prepared for
potential secondary security systems integrated within the vehicle
itself.

As he reached for the door release mechanism, tactical awareness reg-
istered anomalous indicators—subtle differences in vehicle configura-
tion from standard transport methodology, weight distribution sug-
gesting alternative interior architecture, thermal signature indicating
minimal occupancy despite the substantial security implementation.

Tactical reassessment initiated immediately.

The door released with mechanical precision as Serj activated the
emergency access protocol—specialised knowledge of vehicle security
systems allowing bypass of conventional protection measures. The
interior compartment illuminated automatically, revealing configura-
tion that confirmed tactical anomaly assessment.
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The vehicle’s specialised modifications were genuine—armoured con-
struction, secure communication systems, comprehensive life support
capabilities. But the compartment stood empty except for a single
item positioned precisely in the centre of the main seating area.

A sealed tactical case bearing no identifying markings beyond a single
phrase engraved on its surface: “For the Perfect Weapon.”

Tactical caution dictated comprehensive security assessment before
direct interaction—specialised equipment deployed to verify the case
contained no explosive or chemical components that might represent
security countermeasure. The verification confirmed negative results
for conventional threat vectors, suggesting tactical value rather than
defensive mechanism.

Serj opened the case with methodical precision, specialised tools
allowing access without direct physical contact until contents con-
firmed secure. Inside, two distinct elements registered immediate tac-
tical significance—a comprehensive data storage device and a hand-
written note placed on top of it.

The note bore the precise, controlled handwriting of someone with
military documentation experience:

”Impressive work, though slightly predictable in tactical application.
The oligarch is secure elsewhere, but this should provide sufficient
resolution for your operational parameters. The corruption network
has outlived its usefulness anyway. Perhaps we’ll meet directly next
time when the scenario offers more interesting variables. Until then,
my professional regards. —G.I.”

Tactical reassessment processed this development with method-
ical precision. The transport operation had been sophisticated
deception—not actual evacuation but tactical distraction im-
plementing professional methodology. Kazan himself had been
relocated through alternative means while the convoy served as
deliberate misdirection for interdiction resources.

Professional implementation beyond standard security protocols.
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Serj accessed the data storage device with specialised equipment, ver-
ifying contents before operational integration. The device contained
comprehensive documentation—financial records exceeding what he
had secured from previous operations, communication logs detailing
the entire corruption network structure, and most significantly, offi-
cial authorisation documents bearing signatures from multiple high-
level government officials beyond those already identified.

Tactical assessment indicated the documentation was genuine despite
the unusual delivery methodology—file structures matching known
patterns from previously secured evidence, metadata showing cre-
ation timestamps consistent with operational timeline, and content
details aligning with verified intelligence from earlier phases.

As Serj completed evidence verification, tactical awareness registered
new approach signatures—multiple vehicles moving with coordinated
precision toward the interdiction location. The movement patterns
suggested professional implementation rather than standard security
response, likely specialised assets deployed when communication dis-
ruption registered at command level.

Tactical adaptation required—extraction priority superseding
extended evidence assessment given the approaching security
response. Serj secured the data device and note within specialised
equipment designed to prevent signal detection or physical damage
during movement, then initiated immediate extraction protocol
through pre-established route designed for maximum security vehicle
avoidance.

As he moved through the dense forest paralleling the access road,
tactical awareness tracked the approaching vehicles through sound
signature and movement pattern. Multiple SUVs operating with
professional coordination, approach vector suggesting comprehensive
tactical awareness rather than standard search methodology.

The security response had been implemented with surprising
efficiency given the communication disruption—suggesting pre-
established contingency protocols for specific interdiction scenarios.
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The response timing and approach vector indicated professional
calculation rather than reactive implementation, further confirming
specialised security methodology beyond conventional resources.

The extraction route provided optimal concealment despite the
challenging terrain, Serj’s movement maintaining tactical discipline
throughout the disengagement. The approaching security teams
established perimeter containment around the interdiction site
with professional efficiency, but their search pattern focused on
conventional withdrawal methodology rather than the specialised
extraction route Serj had established during preparation phase.

Tactical advantage maintained despite sophisticated response imple-
mentation.

As Serj reached his pre-positioned extraction vehicle concealed ap-
proximately one kilometre from the interdiction site, tactical aware-
ness registered new development—a single vehicle approaching along
the secondary forest access road that his extraction route would nec-
essarily intersect. The approach vector suggested deliberate position-
ing rather than random patrol function, the timing too precise for
coincidental intersection.

Tactical assessment indicated anticipated extraction rather than
random security response—someone had calculated his most likely
extraction methodology and positioned resources accordingly.
Not standard security implementation but specialised counter-
operational approach suggesting intimate familiarity with special
operations tactics.

Serj adjusted position to observe the approaching vehicle, tactical
discipline maintained despite the unexpected development. The
vehicle—nondescript saloon rather than security SUV—stopped
precisely at the forest trail junction where his extraction route
would emerge, the positioning suggesting not random selection but
calculated interception point based on tactical assessment of optimal
extraction vectors.

A single figure emerged from the vehicle—tall, athletic build, move-
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ments suggesting military background despite civilian attire. The po-
sitioning and behaviour indicated waiting function rather than active
search methodology, tactical patience suggesting professional imple-
mentation rather than conventional security approach.

Recognition registered with immediate tactical significance.

Alexei Volkov stood beside the vehicle, his posture conveying tacti-
cal awareness without aggressive positioning. Not pursuit implemen-
tation but deliberate intersection, suggesting operational intention
beyond simple containment function. His tactical positioning indi-
cated awareness of Serj’s likely approach vector while maintaining
non-threatening posture designed to enable contact rather than force
confrontation.

Tactical assessment calculated approach options—continued extrac-
tion through alternative route would provide operational security but
leave significant intelligence gap regarding Alexei’s presence and in-
tention. Direct engagement created potential tactical vulnerability
but offered intelligence value regarding both Alexei’s operational pa-
rameters and potential knowledge of Grigory’s methodology.

Decision parameters established.

Serj emerged from the forest with controlled purpose, movement pat-
tern deliberately visible to Alexei’s position while maintaining tac-
tical discipline that would allow immediate disengagement if neces-
sary. Alexei registered his approach with professional recognition,
posture adjusting to acknowledge Serj’s presence while maintaining
non-aggressive positioning.

“Took you long enough,” Alexei called, voice pitched for operational
discretion despite the remote location. “I’ve been waiting since your
little gas distribution light show back there.”

Serj approached with measured steps, tactical awareness continu-
ously assessing potential security presence beyond Alexei’s visible
position. “Your presence suggests operational parameters beyond
standard pursuit protocols.”
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Alexei’s expression shifted to something approaching genuine amuse-
ment. “Still talking like a tactical manual, I see.” He gestured toward
the distant security response visible through the trees. “You created
quite the tactical situation back there. Professional implementation
but slightly theatrical for your usual approach.”

“Transport interdiction represented optimal methodology given com-
pressed timeline parameters,” Serj replied, continuing his approach
until reaching conversational distance while maintaining appropriate
tactical spacing. “Your presence here suggests prior knowledge of the
operation rather than reactive response.”

“I’ve been tracking your pattern since the dacha incident,” Alexei ac-
knowledged, professional assessment evident beneath casual delivery.
“Not difficult when you’re systematically dismantling our entire com-
mand structure through methodology we developed together. The
facility surveillance was tactically sound, but your approach to the
transport interdiction was predictable to anyone who remembers the
Basayev operation.”

The tactical implication registered immediately—Alexei had been
monitoring his operational approach rather than directly pursuing,
suggesting alternative objectives beyond standard apprehension pa-
rameters. Tactical reassessment indicated potential intelligence value
beyond immediate extraction considerations.

“Zakharov is in custody, Orlov is dead, and Kazan…” Alexei’s expres-
sion shifted to something approaching professional respect. “Well,
it seems Kazan was never in that transport to begin with. Grigory
Ivanovich has once again demonstrated why his reputation equals
your own.”

“You know Grigory,” Serj observed, the statement tactical assessment
rather than question.

“By reputation only,” Alexei replied, his candour suggesting tactical
honesty rather than operational deception. “Former Spetsnaz com-
mand with specialised focus on counter-intelligence operations. Of-
ficially killed in Chechnya in 2007, though clearly that information
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was incorrect. He’s operated independently since then, providing
specialised security consultation to certain individuals with sufficient
resources to acquire his services.”

The information aligned with tactical assessment from previous
intelligence—Grigory represented specialised operative with train-
ing comparable to Centre methodology rather than conventional
security consultant. His operational approach to the transport de-
ception demonstrated professional implementation beyond standard
security resources, suggesting tactical capability matching Serj’s
own operational parameters.

“The note suggested operational conclusion despite Kazan’s extrac-
tion,” Serj noted, tactical assessment seeking verification rather than
confirmation. “Evidence provided through deliberate delivery rather
than operational compromise.”

Alexei’s eyebrows raised slightly. “He left you a note? That’s… un-
expected. What exactly did it say?”

“That the corruption network had ‘outlived its usefulness anyway,’”
Serj quoted, precise recall serving tactical assessment. “Documen-
tation provided appears comprehensive despite controlled delivery
methodology.”

“Interesting,” Alexei replied, genuine tactical consideration evident
in his expression. “That suggests Grigory has concluded his profes-
sional relationship with Kazan, or at least determined the corruption
network is no longer worth protecting. The documentation delivery
represents tactical repositioning rather than operational failure.”

Serj processed this assessment, finding it aligned with observed
methodology. The transport deception hadn’t been desperate evac-
uation but controlled disengagement—professional implementation
designed to conclude one operational phase while transitioning to
alternative parameters.

“You’re not here for pursuit implementation,” Serj observed, tactical
assessment having calculated this reality since recognising Alexei’s
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presence. “Your operational parameters suggest alternative objec-
tives beyond standard apprehension protocols.”

“Always direct to the tactical point,” Alexei acknowledged with what
appeared to be genuine appreciation. “No, I’m not here to bring you
in. Though officially, that remains my assigned mission—Zakharov’s
deputy has taken operational command, maintaining pursuit autho-
risation despite the Colonel’s detention.”

“Then why are you here?” Serj asked, the direct question represent-
ing tactical efficiency rather than emotional curiosity.

Alexei studied him for a measured moment before responding. “Be-
cause the operation isn’t complete yet. The documentation you’ve
secured represents significant evidence against the corruption net-
work, but systematic correction requires proper distribution through
appropriate channels. My presence here represents tactical support
for that final phase rather than opposition to your overall approach.”

The statement created significant tactical reassessment—Alexei
wasn’t implementing pursuit protocols but offering operational
support, suggesting alignment with Serj’s objectives despite con-
tinued Centre affiliation. The approach represented professional
recognition beyond organisational loyalty, tactical implementation
based on shared principles rather than command directives.

“The Centre remains compromised at command level despite Za-
kharov’s detention,” Alexei continued, professional assessment evi-
dent in his tactical delivery. “The documentation needs to reach
specific authorities capable of implementing systematic correction
rather than isolated prosecution. I can facilitate that distribution
while maintaining operational security that might be compromised
through your direct approach.”

Tactical assessment calculated the proposition’s validity—Alexei’s
position within official channels would provide distribution capabil-
ity beyond what Serj could implement independently, while his op-
erational understanding would ensure appropriate security protocols
during the critical transition phase. The approach offered significant
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tactical advantage if Alexei’s intentions proved genuine rather than
elaborate operational deception.

“Verification parameters?” Serj inquired, tactical methodology re-
quiring confirmation protocols despite their operational history.

Alexei’s expression suggested he had anticipated this requirement.
“The doctors in Grozny, 2000. We extracted them despite command
directives for immediate withdrawal. You justified it as ‘acceptable
tactical adjustment’ despite operational risk. That was the first time
I realised your operational parameters were established by principle
rather than simply following orders.”

The verification registered as tactically valid—specific operational
detail not documented in official records, representing shared ex-
perience that couldn’t be fabricated through intelligence gathering.
Tactical assessment indicated genuine implementation rather than
sophisticated deception methodology.

“The evidence is prepared for distribution through specific channels,”
Serj acknowledged, tactical decision established through comprehen-
sive assessment. “Military prosecutor’s office, federal financial inves-
tigation unit, and presidential administration security division—each
receiving specifically categorised documentation to ensure systematic
approach rather than isolated prosecution.”

“Exactly the distribution pattern I would have recommended,” Alexei
noted with evident appreciation. “Tactical precision in evidence
handling as well as operational implementation. The perfect oper-
ative maintaining perfect methodology even when operating inde-
pendently.”

Serj reached into his tactical equipment, extracting specialised data
storage containing the comprehensive evidence compilation including
both previously secured documentation and the materials provided
through Grigory’s unusual delivery method. The device represented
the culmination of weeks of methodical dismantling operations—the
complete evidence package required for systematic correction of the
corruption network.
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“This contains everything,” Serj stated, offering the device to Alexei
with calculated trust beyond standard operational parameters. “Fi-
nancial records, procurement specifications, authorisation documen-
tation. Sufficient evidence to dismantle the entire network through
appropriate investigative channels.”

Alexei accepted the device with evident understanding of its signif-
icance, the exchange representing professional acknowledgement be-
yond organisational considerations. “I’ll ensure it reaches the appro-
priate authorities with sufficient security to prevent interception or
compromise. The systematic correction will proceed regardless of
Kazan’s continued operational capacity.”

As Serj prepared to continue his extraction, Alexei asked the question
tactical assessment had anticipated since their conversation began.
“What will you do now? The Centre will never stop looking for you,
regardless of what happens with the investigation.”

Serj considered this with characteristic thoroughness, tactical assess-
ment calculating options beyond immediate operational parameters.
“The mission established new operational foundation. Children re-
quire protection. Security services should serve legitimate interests
rather than private corruption. These principles transcend organisa-
tional affiliation.”

“So you’ll continue operating independently,” Alexei concluded,
professional understanding evident in his assessment. “The perfect
weapon has broken its leash but maintained its purpose.”

“Not a weapon,” Serj corrected, the distinction representing opera-
tional evolution rather than semantic preference. “An operative with
principles beyond command directives. The approach remains tacti-
cally sound regardless of organisational context.”

Something like genuine appreciation touched Alexei’s features.
“You’ve changed, brother. Not emotionally, perhaps, but fundamen-
tally. The methodical operative I knew would never have questioned
orders, regardless of their ethical implications.”
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“Tactical assessment indicated command structure compromise
requiring independent verification protocols,” Serj replied, though
his phrasing carried less technical rigidity than his typical delivery.
“When directives contradicted core security principles, adaptation
became operationally necessary.”

“And the children?” Alexei asked. “Are they safe?”

“Secure with appropriate guardian,” Serj confirmed. “Tactical pro-
tection established through multiple security layers. The operation’s
primary objective achieved regardless of subsequent investigative out-
comes.”

Alexei nodded, professional satisfaction evident in his expression.
“Then your mission is complete, by your own parameters if not the
Centre’s.” He extended his hand—palm upward in the gesture that
had symbolised their brotherhood since those early days in Chech-
nya. “Whatever comes next, you’ve done what was right. Not just
tactically sound but fundamentally correct.”

Serj clasped his hand with measured strength, the connection ac-
knowledging operational divergence while maintaining professional
respect. “Blood brothers,” he stated simply.

“Blood brothers,” Alexei confirmed. “Now go. The security teams
will expand their search parameters within approximately twelve min-
utes. I’ll create tactical distraction to extend your extraction win-
dow.”

As Serj moved toward his concealed vehicle, Alexei called after him
one last time. “And Serj? Be careful with Grigory. His note suggests
professional interest beyond this operation. That kind of attention
from someone with his capabilities represents significant tactical con-
sideration for future operations.”

The warning registered with appropriate tactical significance—
Grigory’s methodology suggested specialised capability beyond
conventional security implementation, while his note indicated
potential future engagement rather than operational conclusion.
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The development represented tactical variable requiring continuous
assessment rather than immediate response protocol.

The extraction proceeded according to established parameters, Serj
navigating dense forest terrain toward secondary roadway access be-
yond likely security containment perimeter. Tactical awareness main-
tained throughout movement, tracking both immediate environmen-
tal factors and broader operational implications from the unexpected
developments.

The mission had achieved its primary objectives despite tactical adap-
tation requirements—the corruption network systematically disman-
tled, evidence secured for appropriate distribution, and most signif-
icantly, the children protected from immediate threat through both
target neutralisation and physical security implementation.

Yet the unexpected elements created new tactical considerations
beyond original operational parameters. Grigory Ivanovich had
demonstrated capabilities matching Serj’s own training, imple-
menting counter-measures with professional precision that had
anticipated specific methodological approaches. His apparent
disengagement from Kazan’s protection suggested operational
conclusion from his perspective, but the note indicated potential
future engagement under different parameters.

As Serj reached his vehicle and initiated extraction protocols, tactical
assessment continued processing these developments with methodi-
cal precision. The perfect weapon had completed its mission de-
spite unexpected resistance, the command structure systematically
dismantled through precisely calculated operations.

But somewhere beyond immediate operational awareness, another
operative with comparable training was already calculating future
movements—studying patterns, assessing methodologies, preparing
for potential engagement under more “interesting variables” as his
note had suggested.

For the first time, the perfect weapon had encountered its tactical
equal—not in direct confrontation but through professional imple-
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mentation beyond conventional resistance. The realisation didn’t
trigger emotional response but tactical calculation, methodical assess-
ment of what such capability might represent in future operational
contexts.

The mission was complete, but tactical awareness suggested new pa-
rameters already forming beyond current operational horizon.

Several Kilometres Away
Grigory Ivanovich observed the distant security response through
specialised optical equipment, his position providing comprehensive
tactical perspective while maintaining optimal concealment. The
interdiction operation had proceeded almost exactly as his assess-
ment had calculated—Romanov implementing transport disruption
methodology that aligned precisely with his documented operational
history.

Professional implementation but tactically predictable to someone
with appropriate intelligence resources.

His expression revealed nothing of the professional appreciation form-
ing beneath his composed exterior. Romanov had demonstrated re-
markable operational capability throughout the systematic disman-
tling of Kazan’s network—methodical approach, precise tactical im-
plementation, and most significantly, principled objective beyond or-
ganisational directives.

The operative had evolved beyond his programming while maintain-
ing the essential tactical discipline that made him exceptional. Not
emotional conversion but principle-based operational parameters—
a distinction Grigory recognised from his own professional develop-
ment.

“Transport team reports all personnel recovered,” his aide reported
through the secure communication channel. “Minimal injuries de-
spite the compound exposure. Romanov’s implementation was pre-
cisely calibrated for temporary effect rather than permanent dam-
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age.”

“As expected,” Grigory acknowledged, adjusting his observation po-
sition slightly to maintain optimal visual coverage. “His operational
discipline remains consistent despite independent parameters. Tacti-
cal implementation without unnecessary force application.”

The observation wasn’t merely professional assessment but opera-
tional calculation—understanding Romanov’s methodology provided
tactical advantage for potential future engagement scenarios. The op-
erative’s approach demonstrated consistent principles beyond specific
techniques—precision application, tactical restraint, and methodical
execution regardless of operational context.

“Kazan is secure at the secondary location,” his aide continued, pro-
fessional efficiency evident in his communication style. “The extrac-
tion proceeded without complication. His current security implemen-
tation exceeds standard protocols as you specified.”

“Good,” Grigory replied, his attention still focused on the distant
tactical situation. “Maintain isolation protocols until further notice.
No communication beyond established secure channels regardless of
apparent authorisation.”

The precautions weren’t excessive given Romanov’s demonstrated ca-
pabilities. The operative had systematically dismantled Kazan’s en-
tire network through precise methodology—financial documentation
secured, procurement evidence obtained, and command structure ef-
fectively collapsed through targeted operations. Only Kazan himself
remained operational, and that solely through Grigory’s specialised
implementation rather than standard security protocols.

Through his specialised optics, Grigory observed an unexpected
development—a second vehicle approaching the interdiction site
from an unconventional vector, its positioning suggesting deliberate
intersection rather than standard security response. The tactical
approach indicated specialised knowledge beyond conventional
pursuit protocols, likely representing additional Centre resources
beyond those already deployed to the area.
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Professional interest sharpened as he recognised the driver—Alexei
Volkov, Romanov’s former operational partner and the one person
whose tactical understanding might match Romanov’s own method-
ological approach. The development created interesting tactical vari-
ables beyond standard operational parameters.

“We have additional Centre resources on site,” Grigory informed
his aide, adjusting his observation equipment for enhanced detail.
“Volkov has established position along likely extraction vector rather
than joining primary response teams. Tactical positioning suggests
interception rather than pursuit function.”

“Orders?” his aide inquired, professional discipline maintaining op-
erational focus despite the unexpected development.

Grigory considered the tactical implications with methodical preci-
sion, calculating potential outcomes based on observed patterns and
documented operational history. “Maintain current security proto-
cols. No engagement unless directly compromised. This development
represents intelligence opportunity rather than immediate tactical
threat.”

He continued observation as events unfolded along precisely the pat-
tern his assessment had calculated—Romanov emerging from con-
cealment to engage with Volkov rather than implementing evasion
protocols. The interaction appeared controlled rather than confronta-
tional, tactical positioning suggesting conversation rather than oper-
ational engagement.

Most significantly, the exchange culminated in what appeared to
be deliberate object transfer—likely the evidence documentation Ro-
manov had secured throughout his systematic operations. The tac-
tical implication suggested cooperation rather than apprehension,
alignment beyond organisational parameters despite Volkov’s con-
tinued Centre affiliation.

“Interesting,” Grigory observed, genuine professional appreciation
colouring his assessment. “Volkov appears to be facilitating evidence
distribution rather than implementing pursuit protocols. Their oper-
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ational partnership transcends organisational loyalty despite appar-
ent divergence.”

The development represented tactical complexity beyond standard
operational parameters—Centre resources operating contrary to offi-
cial directives, suggesting principle-based implementation similar to
Romanov’s own operational evolution. The pattern indicated system-
atic response beyond individual deviation, potential organisational
correction initiated through key operational assets rather than com-
mand structure.

“Document this interaction through all available surveillance means,”
Grigory instructed, professional interest evident beneath his con-
trolled exterior. “The tactical relationship between Romanov and
Volkov represents significant intelligence value for future operational
considerations.”

As Romanov departed toward his extraction vehicle, Grigory com-
pleted his surveillance with methodical thoroughness. The documen-
tation he had provided through the transport deception would en-
sure systematic dismantling of the corruption network regardless of
Kazan’s continued operational capacity. The evidence distribution
through Volkov’s official channels would create legitimate investiga-
tion parameters that even Kazan’s substantial resources couldn’t ef-
fectively counter.

The operational phase had concluded precisely as tactical assess-
ment had calculated—corruption network exposed, command struc-
ture dismantled, and systematic correction initiated through appro-
priate channels. Yet the implementation had revealed capability
beyond standard operative parameters—Romanov’s methodical ap-
proach demonstrating tactical excellence that merited professional
recognition beyond organisational considerations.

“Maintain surveillance on Romanov’s extraction vector but without
direct engagement,” Grigory instructed as he prepared to depart his
observation position. “His operational parameters suggest continued
tactical discipline despite mission completion. Documentation prior-
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ity rather than unnecessary confrontation.”

The tactical approach reflected professional respect rather than
operational necessity—Romanov had demonstrated capability that
warranted appropriate consideration beyond standard security
implementation. The operative represented potential future variable
rather than immediate tactical concern, his methodological approach
suggesting possible alignment under different operational parameters
despite current objective divergence.

As Grigory departed the observation position, his tactical mind
continued processing these developments with methodical precision.
Kazan remained secure through specialised implementation, but the
corruption network that had facilitated his operations for years had
been effectively dismantled through Romanov’s precisely calculated
approach.

A worthy adversary—or perhaps potential asset under appropriate
operational context.

The thought registered not as emotional assessment but tactical cal-
culation, professional appreciation for exceptional capability beyond
standard operational parameters. Romanov’s systematic dismantling
of the corruption network demonstrated tactical excellence regard-
less of organisational context, methodical implementation guided by
principles rather than directives.

Grigory’s secure vehicle waited at the predetermined extraction point,
its positioning reflecting the same tactical discipline that charac-
terised all his operational implementations. As he departed the area,
tactical mind continued calculating potential future scenarios involv-
ing the operative whose file would now receive substantial enhance-
ment based on observed methodology.

The perfect weapon had broken its leash, but maintained its preci-
sion. The implication created significant tactical consideration for
future operational planning—not as target but as variable requiring
comprehensive assessment beyond standard security parameters.
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A tactical equal worth monitoring with professional attention.
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The Aftermath

Spain, October 2014
The Mediterranean sun painted the Costa del Sol coastline with
golden light, transforming the azure waters into a shimmering can-
vas that stretched to the horizon. Victor Voronin—a name that
existed only on carefully forged documents—sat on the terrace of his
secluded villa, seemingly absorbed in the financial reports displayed
on his tablet.

Five months had passed since the collapse of his Moscow opera-
tions. Five months since the systematic exposure of the procure-
ment network had destroyed careers, triggered military investiga-
tions, and forced him to implement contingency protocols developed
precisely for such catastrophic scenarios. Kazan—as he still thought
of himself—had disappeared during the chaos at his dacha, protected
by Grigory’s meticulous extraction plan while Romanov’s evidence
tore apart the corruption network he had spent decades building.

The losses had been substantial but not complete. Emergency ac-
counts activated in Zurich and Grand Cayman had provided suffi-
cient resources to establish his new identity and secure this isolated
property on Spain’s southern coast. The fortune was diminished—
perhaps twenty percent of his former wealth—but still sufficient to
maintain considerable comfort while new opportunities developed.

He set down the tablet with calculated precision. The financial posi-
tion remained stable despite ongoing efforts by Russian investigators
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to trace hidden assets. Grigory’s counter-measures had effectively iso-
lated these resources from the systematic dismantling of his Moscow
operations.

Kazan checked his watch—a Patek Philippe that had survived the
extraction with him, one of few personal items he’d managed to re-
tain. The vehicle would arrive in approximately seven minutes for his
weekly security consultation. Grigory maintained rigorous schedule
discipline despite their changed circumstances, a professional consis-
tency that had proven invaluable during the operational collapse.

The security consultant had remained with him throughout the
catastrophic exposure, his services transitioned from tactical pro-
tection to comprehensive life reconstruction. The arrangement had
evolved from professional engagement to something approaching
partnership—Grigory’s expertise offered in exchange for resources
that would fund his own operations beyond Russian jurisdiction.

Kazan moved inside to prepare for departure, passing the expansive
windows that offered both spectacular views and significant tactical
vulnerability. Grigory had insisted on comprehensive security mod-
ifications before allowing occupancy—specialised glass resistant to
surveillance and ballistic penetration, motion sensors integrated into
the landscaping, and discreet but effective counter-measures through-
out the property.

The security protocols represented practical necessity rather than
paranoia. The evidence Romanov had secured had triggered multi-
ple international investigations, with both Russian prosecutors and
Interpol issuing warrants for questioning. Distance and documen-
tation provided reasonable protection, but professional security re-
mained essential until the immediate pressure subsided.

As he collected his jacket, Kazan’s phone vibrated with an incoming
message—a rare occurrence given his severely limited communica-
tions protocol. The device itself was untraceable, provided through
Grigory’s specialised resources rather than conventional channels.

The message contained only seven words:
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The children survived. So did the operative.

Kazan stared at the screen, momentary confusion giving way to cold
realisation. Belikov’s children—the analyst whose family Romanov
had refused to eliminate. The operation that had triggered the entire
catastrophic collapse of his network.

The security implications registered immediately. If Romanov had
successfully protected the children, he could have maintained opera-
tional focus beyond the initial evidence exposure. Not just disman-
tling the network but systematically tracking each principal regard-
less of contingency protocols.

The message represented tactical warning rather than mere informa-
tion. Someone had traced his location despite Grigory’s comprehen-
sive counter-measures. Someone with capabilities beyond conven-
tional investigation resources.

Kazan moved toward the villa’s secure room—a reinforced chamber
Grigory had installed with communication equipment and emergency
resources. Before he could reach it, the security system chimed softly,
indicating vehicle approach along the private drive.

Through the security monitor, he observed the familiar black Range
Rover navigating the curved driveway with practised precision. The
vehicle represented appropriate security selection—armoured body,
specialised glass, reinforced undercarriage resistant to explosive de-
vices. Grigory’s selection, like all his security measures, calculated
for optimal protection without drawing undue attention.

Kazan’s momentary relief at the familiar vehicle was interrupted by
another notification on his phone. No message this time, just a sim-
ple image: a rifle scope reticle superimposed over the villa’s main
entrance.

His eyes widened as tactical understanding crystallised with terri-
ble clarity. Not warning but announcement. Not information but
confirmation of target acquisition.

The Range Rover stopped at the designated position near the main
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entrance. The security system displayed the Range Rover’s driver-
side door opening. Not the expected vetted security personnel, Grig-
ory had suggested, but someone emerging from within the vehicle—
tactical movement suggesting professional training.

As the man reached the entrance steps, Kazan’s security training
finally overcame his momentary paralysis. He moved away from the
windows, reaching for the emergency alert system Grigory had in-
stalled near the main hallway.

Kazan abandoned the alert system, tactical assessment indicating
immediate extraction requirement through alternative exit. The spe-
cialised security room offered optimal protection, with separate com-
munication channels and potential extraction resources.

The figure moved with measured efficiency toward the villa entrance,
weapon held in professional stance rather than anxious grip. Even
through the security monitor’s limited resolution, the tactical disci-
pline was unmistakable—controlled approach rather than emotional
aggression.

Kazan secured the room’s reinforced door behind him, activating
emergency protocols that Grigory had established during initial se-
curity implementation. The chamber offered reasonable protection
against conventional threats, with communications equipment that
could summon response resources from regional security assets.

As he reached for the specialised communication device, Kazan froze.
The secure room’s monitor displayed an unexpected image—not ex-
ternal security coverage but internal camera feed. Impossible, unless
the system had been compromised by someone with advanced tech-
nical capabilities beyond conventional intrusion methodology.

The feed showed the approaching figure with crystal clarity, tactical
movement now clearly recognisable despite the vehicle driver’s uni-
form. The professionally held weapon, the controlled approach, the
precise tactical discipline—all unmistakable markers of specialised
training.
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Serj Romanov moved toward the villa entrance with methodical pur-
pose, his expression revealing nothing of the five-month operational
timeline that had led to this precise moment.

Kazan’s fingers finally reached the emergency communication de-
vice, but as he lifted the receiver, the system emitted only the flat
tone of disconnected service. Not random failure but deliberate
isolation—communication channels systematically neutralised before
operational implementation.

Perfect tactical preparation. Perfect operational security. Perfect
execution approaching with inexorable precision.

The security monitor tracked Romanov’s progress through the villa,
his movement demonstrating comprehensive familiarity with the lay-
out despite never having physically entered the property. Each step
calculated with tactical efficiency, each room cleared with profes-
sional discipline, his approach vector leading directly toward the se-
cure room that supposedly existed beyond external knowledge.

Kazan backed away from the door, tactical options diminishing with
each passing second. The room contained defensive weapons—a spe-
cialised pistol secured in the desk drawer, accessible through biomet-
ric verification. He moved toward it with desperate urgency, fingers
trembling as they pressed against the scanner.

The drawer remained secured, biometric verification failing despite
repeated attempts. Another system neutralised before operational
execution—not random failure but deliberate compromise.

When the secure room door opened, Kazan had positioned himself be-
hind the reinforced desk—minimal protection against a professional
operator, but representing a final tactical option in progressively di-
minishing scenario. His expression conveyed recognition rather than
surprise as Romanov entered, weapon held in professional stance that
suggested operational discipline rather than emotional satisfaction.

“How did you find me?” Kazan asked, voice remarkably steady de-
spite the tactical reality. Professional curiosity transcending imme-
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diate circumstances.

“Grigory’s operational security was comprehensive,” Serj replied, his
voice carrying the controlled neutrality that had characterised all
their limited interactions. “But contingency protocols require re-
source activation. Resources leave traces when implemented with
compressed timeline.”

The assessment registered as tactically sound—emergency implemen-
tation necessarily sacrificed perfect security for operational expedi-
ency. Even Grigory’s professional methodology would create vulner-
ability traces when activated under crisis conditions.

“Five months,” Kazan noted, genuine professional appreciation be-
neath the tension. “Tracking contingency resources across multiple
jurisdictions. Neutralising specialised security protocols established
by one of the few operatives with training comparable to your own.
Impressive operational timeline.”

“Mission parameters established by principle rather than emotion,”
Serj replied, the weapon held with unwavering precision. “Systematic
corruption required systematic correction. Process completed only
when all functional elements neutralised.”

Understanding crystallised in Kazan’s expression—not just tactical
awareness but deeper recognition. “The children,” he acknowledged
quietly. “The operation that triggered this entire scenario. You
protected them, then systematically dismantled everyone responsible
for targeting them.”

“Children are never legitimate targets,” Serj stated, the principle
articulated with characteristic precision. “No tactical justification
makes them acceptable casualties.”

Kazan studied him with final professional assessment. “You know,
I started much like you. A weapon serving Russia’s interests.” He
gestured vaguely toward the Mediterranean visible through the win-
dows. “I was GRU, tasked with protecting our industrial base when
the Soviet Union collapsed. When everyone was stealing, I was se-
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curing. While bureaucrats sold our factories to foreign vultures for
pennies, I created protective structures.”

He straightened slightly, professional dignity asserting despite tacti-
cal reality. “I became what Russia needed—someone willing to do
anything to maintain our strategic industries. The corruption wasn’t
the goal; it was the price of keeping Western corporations from dis-
mantling our defence capabilities.”

“Justification through rationalisation,” Serj observed. “Common psy-
chological defence mechanism.”

“Not justification. Context.” Kazan’s eyes held a fervent intensity.
“You see a corruption network. I see what kept Russia’s defence
industry alive when everything was collapsing. The money I took
built factories when banks wouldn’t lend. The corners I cut kept
production lines running when budgets disappeared.”

He sighed, something like genuine regret crossing his features. “The
methods became the mission. I understand that now. But it began
with the same principle that drives you—protecting Russia’s true
interests, not just following orders.”

Kazan studied him with final professional assessment. “The perfect
weapon, implementing perfect operation based on perfect principle.”
A thin smile touched his features, containing no warmth but some-
thing approaching respect. “I created the very methodology you used
to dismantle my entire organisation.”

“Correct,” Serj acknowledged, tactical positioning maintained with
characteristic discipline. “Systematic approach targeting all func-
tional elements simultaneously. Your operational doctrine applied
against its architect.”

“And now the final element,” Kazan concluded, understanding evi-
dent in his expression. “The mission isn’t complete until all princi-
pals are neutralised.”

“Tactical necessity rather than emotional satisfaction,” Serj
confirmed, the distinction precisely articulated despite the circum-
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stances.

Kazan straightened slightly, professional dignity asserting despite
tactical reality.

The single shot was delivered with characteristic precision—tactically
efficient rather than emotionally punitive. Kazan’s body collapsed
behind the desk, the specialised round creating immediate neutrali-
sation rather than prolonged suffering.

Serj verified termination with professional thoroughness, tactical dis-
cipline maintained throughout the operation’s final phase. No cel-
ebration, no emotional release, simply methodical confirmation of
mission parameters achieved.

Outside, the Mediterranean sun continued its path toward the
horizon, golden light still painting the coastline with remarkable
beauty despite the tactical operation concluded within the villa’s
walls. Serj moved with controlled efficiency through his extraction
protocol, each element executed with the same precision that had
characterised the entire five-month operational timeline.

The mission was complete. The final functional element neutralised,
the system fully dismantled, the principle upheld through compre-
hensive implementation rather than emotional vengeance.

The coastal road unwound before him as Serj drove away from the
property. Through the windscreen, the Mediterranean sparkled with
indifferent beauty, a stark contrast to the operation just concluded
inside the villa. His mind processed the mission’s significance with
analytical precision, categorising outcomes with the same methodical
attention he’d applied to the operation itself.

The corruption that had weaponised the Special Purpose Cen-
tre against legitimate Russian interests now lay exposed and
dismantled—a network built over decades, collapsed in months
through systematic pressure applied to precisely calculated vulner-
ability points. The principals who had ordered the elimination of
children had been neutralised one by one, each through methodical

391



implementation rather than emotional vengeance. Justice delivered
through tactical precision rather than righteous fury.

Most significantly, the operational parameters established by prin-
ciple rather than command had been fulfilled with comprehensive
precision. Not through psychological break or ideological conversion,
but through tactical application of integrity parameters that defined
operational boundaries. The weapon had not malfunctioned—it had
evolved.

The perfect weapon had completed its self-assigned mission. Now
new operational parameters waited—not elimination but protection,
not dismantling but construction, not targeting corruption but pre-
serving security.

The mission remained the mission. But the mission now served prin-
ciples rather than commands.

New York, December 2014
The Agency’s Manhattan office projected calculated ordinariness—
standard corporate layout, professional but unremarkable furnish-
ings, nothing that would distinguish it from thousands of similar
operations throughout the city. This deliberate mundanity repre-
sented sophisticated security through apparent transparency—hiding
in plain sight rather than behind conspicuous measures.

Serj sat across from Keller, the table between them holding two fold-
ers with distinct classification markings. Outside, snow fell in gentle
patterns, transforming the urban landscape into something almost
serene despite the constant movement below.

“The operation was implemented with remarkable precision,” Keller
noted, his tone conveying professional appreciation rather than emo-
tional enthusiasm. “Not just the dismantling of the corruption net-
work, but the systematic neutralisation of all principals despite sig-
nificant security resources.”

392



Serj acknowledged the assessment with characteristic restraint. “Tac-
tical approach utilised methodology they themselves had established.
Systematic targeting of all functional elements simultaneously rather
than isolated components.”

“And Kazan?” Keller inquired, though his expression suggested he
already knew the answer.

“Final operational element neutralised,” Serj confirmed, the response
containing no emotional satisfaction but tactical completion. “Mis-
sion parameters achieved through comprehensive implementation.”

Something like genuine approval touched Keller’s features briefly.
“The Agency is impressed—not just with the operational effective-
ness, but the principle-based implementation. You dismantled a
corruption network without compromising legitimate security oper-
ations, distinguished between corrupt elements and functional sys-
tems.”

“Tactical distinction maintained throughout operational timeline,”
Serj agreed, the observation professional rather than prideful. “Mis-
sion parameters established by principle rather than emotion.”

Keller gestured toward the folders between them. “Which brings us
to our current discussion. The Agency would like to formalise our op-
erational relationship, Romanov. Not as subordinate but associate—
your capabilities utilised for missions aligned with the principles
you’ve already demonstrated.”

Serj studied the folders with analytical precision, tactical assessment
calculating implications rather than emotional response. “Operation
parameters would require specific boundaries. Children remain abso-
lutely protected. Legitimate security operations distinguished from
corruption. Operational integrity maintained without compromise.”

“Those aren’t just acceptable conditions,” Keller replied, genuine re-
spect evident beneath his professional demeanour. “They’re why we
want you. The Agency operates beyond national boundaries, focus-
ing on systemic security vulnerabilities rather than serving particular
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state interests. Your principle-based approach aligns perfectly with
our operational methodology.”

Serj considered this with characteristic thoroughness, tactical assess-
ment evaluating potential operational value against principle param-
eters. The Agency had provided significant resources during his
counter-operation against the corruption network, their intelligence
proving both accurate and tactically relevant. Their operational
approach had demonstrated sophisticated methodology without the
compromised parameters he had encountered at the Centre.

“Initial operational engagement accepted,” Serj stated, decision
apparently reached. “Parameters established by principle rather
than command structure. Continued association dependent on
maintained operational integrity.”

Keller nodded, seemingly unsurprised by either the acceptance or the
conditions. “I wouldn’t expect anything less.” He opened the first
folder, revealing operational documentation rather than bureaucratic
formalities. “We have something that might interest you—a situation
requiring your particular capabilities.”

As they discussed the operational parameters, Serj’s analytical mind
processed not just the tactical details but the broader implications.
The Agency represented operational opportunity aligned with his
established principles—protection rather than elimination, construc-
tion rather than dismantling, security preservation rather than cor-
ruption targeting.

Most significantly, it offered continued mission parameters estab-
lished by principle rather than compromised command. The perfect
weapon would continue its operation, but with targeting systems
aligned to underlying principles rather than corrupted directives.

The mission remained the mission. But now the mission served some-
thing beyond itself.
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Novgorod Oblast, January 2015
Snow lay thick across the small village, transforming Malinovka into
a landscape from old Russian fairy tales. Smoke rose in gentle
columns from scattered chimneys, the winter stillness broken only
by occasional voices of children playing in the fresh powder that had
fallen overnight.

The blue fence surrounding Tatiana’s property stood in stark con-
trast to the white landscape, its paint maintained with the same
meticulous attention she applied to all aspects of her life. Inside, the
house was warm despite the bitter cold outside, the old wood stove
radiating heat that permeated every room with comforting consis-
tency.

Serj arrived as he always did—without announcement but precisely
on schedule, his visits occurring every six weeks with methodical
reliability. The children had learned to anticipate his appearance
without being told the exact date, Mikhail particularly developing
almost intuitive awareness of when their protector would return.

“Uncle Serj!” Anya called, spotting him through the kitchen window
as he approached through the freshly cleared path. At seven, she had
grown remarkably in the months since their escape from Moscow, her
resilience transforming initial trauma into cautious optimism despite
all she had lost.

Tatiana appeared at the door before he could knock, her weathered
face revealing nothing of the professional assessment always occurring
behind her composed expression. “Right on schedule,” she noted,
stepping aside to allow his entrance. “The children have been watch-
ing the road since morning.”

Inside, the house maintained the practical comfort that characterised
Tatiana’s approach to everything—functional without austerity, se-
cure without oppression, warm without indulgence. The perfect envi-
ronment for children recovering from profound loss while developing
necessary resilience for their changed circumstances.
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Mikhail appeared from the study area, his approach measured de-
spite the evident anticipation in his eyes. At ten, he carried himself
with remarkable composure for his age, the premature maturity that
had emerged during their escape now tempered by Tatiana’s careful
guidance. Not forcing him to be a child again, but allowing him
space to be the child he still was beneath the disciplined exterior.

“You’re back,” he stated, the simple observation carrying understated
emotion that Serj had learned to recognise over their months to-
gether.

“As scheduled,” Serj confirmed, his own response similarly measured
while acknowledging the connection between them. “Operational
timeline completed without complication.”

Tatiana made a soft sound of disapproval. “We’ve discussed this, Serj.
Normal human language in this house, especially with the children.”

“Sorry,” he amended, the adjustment coming more naturally now
after months of her persistent corrections. “The work went well. I
finished everything I needed to do.”

Anya approached with less restraint than her brother, her small arms
wrapping around Serj’s waist in a gesture that had initially created
tactical uncertainty but now registered as established protocol. His
hand rested briefly on her head, the contact representing appropriate
acknowledgement of her greeting rather than emotional demonstra-
tion.

“Did you bring anything?” she asked, looking up with expectation
that balanced childish hope with careful restraint—never demanding
but always hopeful.

“Yes,” Serj confirmed, reaching into his pocket to extract a small
carved wooden figure—a bear standing upright, its features stylised
but recognisable. “From New York. Traditional Adirondack carving
technique.”

Anya accepted the gift with solemn appreciation, fingers tracing the
wooden surfaces with careful attention. “Thank you,” she said sim-
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ply, the response carrying genuine gratitude despite its brevity.

For Mikhail, Serj produced a book—not a child’s story but a sim-
plified text on astronomy, the cover featuring remarkable images of
distant galaxies captured by space telescopes. “English language,”
he noted. “For your language development. Technical vocabulary
but accessible content.”

The boy’s eyes lit with unmistakable interest, hands accepting the
book with careful reverence. “Thank you,” he said, already opening
the cover to examine the contents with methodical attention.

As the children moved to the other room to explore their gifts, Ta-
tiana gestured toward the kitchen. “Tea is ready. You look like you
need it after travelling in this cold.”

They settled at the kitchen table, the same comfortable routine es-
tablished during his previous visits. Tatiana poured tea with prac-
tised efficiency, the subtle scent of herbs rising with the steam as she
placed a cup before him.

“You completed it,” she stated after several moments of silence, no
question in her tone but certainty based on professional assessment.
“The operation is finished.”

“Yes,” Serj confirmed, understanding the multi-layered meaning be-
hind her simple statement. “All elements neutralised. The network
completely dismantled. No remaining operational threat to the chil-
dren or Russia’s legitimate security.”

Tatiana nodded once, professional acknowledgement rather than emo-
tional response. “Good.” She studied him over the rim of her cup.
“And now? The Agency you mentioned in your last visit?”

“Initial operational engagement established,” Serj replied, the tea’s
warmth registering as physiologically beneficial after the journey
through winter conditions. “Parameters aligned with established
principles. Protection rather than elimination as primary objective.”

“Hmm,” Tatiana responded, the sound neither approval nor rejection
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but thoughtful assessment. “And you’re certain these people can be
trusted? That their operations won’t eventually compromise the
same principles you’re trying to maintain?”

The question represented legitimate tactical consideration rather
than emotional concern. Serj had anticipated it during his journey to
Malinovka, his response calculated with characteristic thoroughness.

“Trust verified through operational demonstration rather than ver-
bal assurance,” he explained. “Continued association dependent on
maintained integrity parameters. Regular assessment implemented
to prevent operational compromise.”

Tatiana’s expression softened slightly, professional assessment giving
way to something more personal. “You’re learning, Serj. Not just
to speak more normally, but to question before accepting. To verify
before trusting. Good.”

From the other room came the sound of Anya’s laughter—a bright,
clear sound that still carried the unselfconscious joy of childhood
despite all she had experienced. Mikhail’s voice followed, his tone
animated as he apparently explained something from his new book
to his sister.

Serj’s attention shifted briefly toward the sound, tactical awareness
registering the children’s continued recovery as operationally signifi-
cant. Their psychological stabilisation represented successful mission
outcome beyond physical protection—not just survival but develop-
ment, not just safety but growth.

“They’re doing well,” Tatiana noted, correctly reading his assessment.
“Mikhail still has nightmares sometimes, but they’re less frequent.
Anya asks about her parents, but she’s starting to build new memo-
ries that don’t revolve around loss. They’re resilient, both of them.”

“Like their grandmother,” Serj observed, the personal assessment un-
usual but tactically accurate.

Tatiana’s weathered face revealed momentary surprise before a hint
of smile touched her features. “Was that a compliment, Serj Ro-
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manov? Perhaps there’s hope for your social skills after all.”

“Tactical observation based on demonstrated capabilities,” he clari-
fied, though something in his tone suggested understanding of her
humour. “Your operational approach with the children shows re-
markable effectiveness.”

“That’s almost worse,” Tatiana replied, shaking her head with what
appeared to be genuine amusement. “Children aren’t operations,
Serj. They’re people. Little, developing people who need guidance
and safety and love.”

The last word created brief tactical pause, not rejection but assess-
ment of unfamiliar operational parameter. “Emotional attachment
creates potential tactical vulnerability,” Serj noted, the observation
reflecting his training rather than immediate judgment.

“It also creates unparalleled strength,” Tatiana countered, her tone
carrying the weight of experience beyond tactical training. “Why
do you think Viktor created that diversion? Why did Elena fight
through a gunshot wound until she could get her children to safety?
Not tactical calculation, Serj. Love. The most powerful operational
motivation that exists.”

Serj considered this with characteristic thoroughness, tactical assess-
ment processing the observation without immediate acceptance or re-
jection. The examples provided tactically valid evidence—both par-
ents had demonstrated operational capabilities beyond their training
parameters when protecting their children.

“Parameter acknowledged for continued assessment,” he stated fi-
nally, the response neither embracing nor dismissing her perspective.

Tatiana smiled then, genuine rather than performative. “That’s all
I ask. Keep watching, keep learning, keep assessing. You might be
surprised what you discover.”

The children returned eventually, Mikhail with careful questions
about astronomical concepts from his book, Anya with simple delight
in her wooden bear. Serj addressed each with appropriate response—
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technical explanation for the boy’s scientific inquiries, patient atten-
tion for the girl’s imaginative scenarios involving her new toy.

As evening approached, they shared a meal together—simple, but
substantial food prepared with Tatiana’s practical efficiency. The
conversation flowed with remarkable naturalness despite Serj’s
limited social experience, Tatiana guiding interactions with subtle
prompts when needed while allowing space for each person’s
communication style.

Later, as the children prepared for bed, Tatiana regarded Serj with
thoughtful assessment. “How long will you stay this time?”

“Three days,” he replied, the timeline established during previous
visit planning. “Operational schedule allows brief deployment win-
dow before reporting to New York location.”

Tatiana nodded, accepting the parameters without challenge. “They
look forward to these visits, you know. More than they say. Espe-
cially Mikhail. He sees something in you that resonates with him—
the careful way you approach everything, the precision, the reliabil-
ity.”

Serj processed this information with tactical thoroughness, calculat-
ing its significance beyond immediate operation. “He demonstrates
remarkable capabilities for his age. Tactical awareness, analytical
thinking, methodical approach to complex problems.”

“Like someone else I know,” Tatiana observed, something knowing
in her expression. “But remember what I told you before—don’t
encourage him to be a soldier before he’s had a chance to be a child.
He needs both examples in his life—discipline and joy, precision and
spontaneity.”

“Understood,” Serj acknowledged, the response containing genuine
recognition rather than mere acknowledgement. “Operational bal-
ance maintained during interaction.”

Tatiana sighed, though her expression suggested resignation rather
than frustration. “We’ll work on that. Now, the children will want
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you to participate in their bedtime routine. Anya will ask for a story,
and Mikhail will pretend he’s too old for such things while listening
to every word.”

The observation proved precisely accurate. When Serj entered the
children’s bedroom, Anya immediately requested a story, her expres-
sion hopefully expectant despite her obvious fatigue. Mikhail sat on
his own bed, ostensibly reading his astronomy book but positioned
to hear whatever narrative might unfold.

“What kind of story?” Serj asked. He started to add “appropriate
for your developmental parameters” but caught himself, the words
halting before they fully formed.

“One about stars,” Anya suggested, glancing toward her brother’s
book. “Like Mikhail’s.”

Serj’s brow furrowed slightly, his hands flexing once before settling
on his knees. He opened his mouth, closed it, then tried again.

“There is a—” He stopped, the technical briefing on celestial navi-
gation already forming. Tatiana’s voice seemed to echo in his mind:
“They’re children, not tactical operatives.”

He started over. “There is a story about stars,” he began, his voice
finding an unfamiliar rhythm, slower than his tactical briefings but
retaining his natural precision. “About how ancient people used
them to find their way home when they were lost.”

As he continued, he caught himself reaching for technical terminology
and deliberately substituted simpler words. Mikhail noticed one such
correction and smiled slightly—the boy was becoming attuned to
Serj’s adjustments, perhaps even appreciating the effort behind them.

When the story concluded, Anya was nearly asleep, her small face re-
laxed in ways that suggested successful security implementation—not
just physical protection but psychological safety establishing proper
development conditions. Mikhail remained more alert, his expression
thoughtful as he processed both narrative and underlying concepts.
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“Uncle Serj,” he said as Serj prepared to leave the room, “will you
teach me more about navigation tomorrow? How to use the stars if
electronic systems aren’t available?”

The request created brief tactical assessment—balancing Tatiana’s
guidance about allowing childhood with practical security knowl-
edge that might prove valuable. The boy’s interest appeared gen-
uine rather than performative, his analytical mind naturally drawn
to systematic understanding of his environment.

“Yes,” Serj confirmed, decision apparently reached. “Basic principles
appropriate for your age and skill level. Practical application when
weather permits.”

Satisfaction touched Mikhail’s features, not excitement precisely
but appropriate appreciation for knowledge acquisition opportunity.
“Thank you,” he said simply, settling back against his pillow with
the astronomy book still clutched in one hand.

Later, as the house settled into nighttime quiet, Serj conducted stan-
dard security assessment—perimeter verification, access point inspec-
tion, surveillance parameter check. The routine was tactically neces-
sary but implemented with consideration for residential environment
rather than operational facility—careful movement preventing unnec-
essary disturbance while maintaining comprehensive coverage.

When he finished, he found Tatiana waiting in the kitchen, tea freshly
prepared despite the late hour. “You don’t need to check everything
every three hours,” she noted, though her tone suggested understand-
ing rather than criticism. “My security protocols are quite adequate.”

“Standard operational procedure,” Serj replied, accepting the offered
cup with measured acknowledgement. “Parameter verification main-
tains tactical discipline regardless of environmental assessment.”

“Some things don’t change,” Tatiana observed with what appeared to
be resigned acceptance. “But others do. You’re different than when
you first arrived with the children. Still methodical, still precise, but
somehow… more present.”
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Serj considered this assessment with characteristic thoroughness, tac-
tical analysis calculating potential validity based on observed op-
erational adjustments. His interaction protocols had evolved dur-
ing repeated visits—communication patterns adapted for civilian pa-
rameters, response mechanisms calibrated for developmental require-
ments, tactical language modified for appropriate comprehension.

“Operational adaptation to environmental requirements,” he stated,
though something in his delivery suggested recognition that the ex-
planation might be incomplete.

“Perhaps,” Tatiana acknowledged, neither accepting nor dismissing
his assessment. “Or perhaps something more fundamental. The
children have that effect—they pull you into the present moment,
demand genuine engagement rather than tactical performance.”

The observation created tactical consideration without immediate re-
sponse, Serj’s analytical mind processing potential validity without
predetermined conclusion. The children did create unusual opera-
tional parameters—their interactions requiring adaptations beyond
standard protocols, their development representing objective success
distinct from conventional mission metrics.

“Parameter acknowledged for continued assessment,” Serj stated fi-
nally, the response containing neither confirmation nor rejection but
genuine consideration.

Tatiana’s smile suggested approval of this approach. “Good. Keep
assessing, keep adapting, keep engaging. The perfect operative con-
tinues his most important operation.”

As Serj considered this characterisation, his tactical mind processed
its significance with methodical precision. The protection of Mikhail
and Anya represented not just operational obligation but principle
implementation—the foundational parameter that had triggered his
independent operational status continuing to define mission objec-
tives beyond immediate security requirements.

These children, whose targeting had established the boundary he
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could not cross, now represented ongoing mission parameters beyond
physical protection. Their development, their recovery, their future
security—all elements requiring continued operational attention with
methodology adapted for their specific requirements.

Not just the mission that had begun his independent operation, but
the mission that continued to define his operational principles.

The perfect weapon had evolved—not through emotional conversion
or psychological break, but through principle implementation and
methodical adaptation. Still precise, still disciplined, still tactical in
his approach. But now serving parameters established by principle
rather than command, protecting rather than eliminating, building
rather than dismantling.

The mission remained the mission. But the mission now served some-
thing greater than itself.

Moscow, February 2015
General Vladimir Stepanovich moved through the presidential ad-
ministration building with measured steps, his uniform immaculate
despite the bitter winter conditions outside. At sixty-two, he carried
himself with the distinguished bearing of someone who had risen
through military ranks through competence rather than connection,
his career spanning the transition from Soviet to modern Russian
military command.

His current position—head of the newly established Defence Procure-
ment Integrity Commission—represented both professional culmina-
tion and significant political risk. The Commission had been created
following revelations of systematic corruption within military pro-
curement channels, its mandate extending beyond investigation to
comprehensive structural reform.

The office assigned to the Commission occupied the building’s east-
ern wing—practical space without ostentation, appropriate for both
the function’s significance and its temporary operational timeline.
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Stepanovich had insisted on minimal renovations despite budget al-
lowances, his approach emphasising functional efficiency over admin-
istrative comfort.

Inside, his small but carefully selected team worked with focused
purpose—military officers with proven integrity, financial analysts
with specialised forensic training, legal experts with both military
and civilian expertise. Each selected for specific capabilities rather
than political connection, each vetted through multiple independent
channels to ensure operational integrity.

“General,” his aide acknowledged as Stepanovich entered the main
office area. “The preliminary report is ready for your review. Anal-
ysis of the specialised documentation has been completed according
to your specifications.”

“Excellent,” Stepanovich replied, accepting the folder with profes-
sional appreciation. “Any particular findings requiring immediate
attention?”

“The pattern extends further than initially assessed,” the aide noted,
voice lowered despite the secure environment. “Not just the Kazan
network but systematic vulnerability throughout the procurement
structure. The documentation suggests institutional failure rather
than isolated corruption.”

Stepanovich nodded, the information confirming his private assess-
ment rather than revealing unexpected developments. “The briefing
with the President is scheduled for 15:00. Prepare the essential find-
ings with supporting documentation, emphasis on structural reform
recommendations rather than individual prosecutions.”

“Yes, sir,” the aide acknowledged, professional understanding evident
beneath respectful military protocol. “There is one other matter—
a communication received through specialised channels rather than
standard protocols. The messenger was quite insistent that you re-
ceive it personally.”

Stepanovich accepted the sealed envelope with tactical caution,
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its unmarked exterior suggesting non-official origin despite deliv-
ery through administrative channels. Such communications had
become increasingly common since the Commission’s establishment—
whistleblowers, concerned officers, and occasionally those attempting
to influence proceedings through unofficial pressure.

Inside his private office, Stepanovich examined the envelope with pro-
fessional thoroughness before carefully opening the sealed edge. The
contents surprised him—not written communication but data stor-
age device, small and specialised, with no identifying marks beyond
operational security features indicating military-grade encryption.

The accompanying note contained only four words:

For Russia, not corruption.

Stepanovich studied both device and message with tactical assess-
ment refined through decades of military intelligence experience.
The delivery method, encryption standard, and messaging ap-
proach collectively suggested operational experience beyond civilian
parameters—professional methodology indicating military or
intelligence background rather than conventional whistleblower.

After careful consideration, he connected the device to his isolated se-
cure system—a specialised workstation not connected to any network,
maintained specifically for evaluating potentially sensitive materials
without exposure risk.

The contents exceeded professional expectation—comprehensive doc-
umentation of the defence procurement fraud extending far beyond
previously secured evidence. Financial transfers linking additional
officials to diverted funds. Communication records authorising ac-
tions against investigators. Most significantly, operational timelines
establishing systematic pattern rather than isolated incidents.

Evidence that would transform the Commission’s work from inves-
tigation to comprehensive reformation. Documentation establish-
ing institutional vulnerability requiring fundamental restructuring
rather than targeted prosecution.

406



For several minutes, Stepanovich studied the materials with methodi-
cal thoroughness, military discipline maintaining professional compo-
sure despite the implications. The evidence origin remained unspec-
ified, but the collection methodology suggested specialised capabili-
ties beyond conventional investigation resources—operational access
indicating intelligence background rather than civilian discovery.

As he prepared for the presidential briefing, Stepanovich’s tactical as-
sessment calculated optimal presentation approach—balancing com-
prehensive transparency with appropriate discretion, institutional
correction with necessary accountability. The materials would funda-
mentally reshape Russia’s defence procurement system, establishing
parameters designed to prevent similar corruption regardless of per-
sonnel changes or political developments.

The anonymous provider had demonstrated remarkable operational
discipline—delivering critical evidence without seeking recognition,
advancing institutional integrity without personal advantage, serv-
ing Russia’s security interests without compromising operational sen-
sitivity.

Stepanovich inserted the specialised device into his secure briefcase,
its contents now integrated into the Commission’s official findings
without compromising the anonymous source’s operational security.
The evidence would serve its purpose—systematic correction rather
than isolated prosecution, institutional reformation rather than tem-
porary adjustment.

As he departed for the Kremlin briefing, Stepanovich’s professional
assessment acknowledged the tactical significance beyond immediate
operation. Someone with specialised capabilities had systematically
dismantled a corruption network, then ensured the evidence reached
appropriate authorities capable of implementing lasting correction.

The perfect operative had completed the perfect operation—not just
eliminating threats but ensuring systemic reformation, not just dis-
mantling corruption but establishing foundation for legitimate secu-
rity operations. The mission had served Russia’s true interests rather
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than personal vengeance or political advantage.

Stepanovich checked his watch—14:47. The briefing would begin in
thirteen minutes, transforming evidence into action, information into
reformation, tactical operation into strategic implementation. The
corruption that had compromised Russia’s defence procurement for
years would be systematically corrected through institutional refor-
mation rather than isolated prosecution.

The mission that had begun with one operative’s refusal to eliminate
children would conclude with comprehensive protection of Russia’s
legitimate security interests. Not through compromise but princi-
ple, not through corruption but correction, not through personal
vengeance but professional implementation.

The perfect conclusion to the perfect operation.
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