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Kirk Ingram — FBI special agent, LA Field Division

Madeline and Lisa — Kirk’s wife and daughter

Richard Depalma — Kirk’s closest friend and colleague

Erin and Nisha — Richard’s wife and daughter

Dave Travis — FBI assistant director in charge, LA Field Division

Reed Michigan — CIA handler

Samuel Fisher — CIA Special Activities Division operator

Frederick Boseman — CIA deputy director

Caliph Deminksi — Russian mercenary

Edward Gunner — Marine archaeologist

Mikhail Basara — Gunner’s student

Carl Landis — owner of the yacht, Sea Breeze

Amanda Gunner — Corporate lawyer and Edward’s daughter

Tim Maurice — Amanda’s ex

Leonel Novack — Captain of a shady salvage operation

Evans and Black — Two of Novack’s crew

James Connor — LAPD homicide detective

Lakisha Tamura — Connor’s partner 

Vincent Medera — FBI informant

Rosalie Palermo — Vincent’s stepsister

Lars Gunther — Chairman, Gunther Trade and high-ranking member of crime organisation Osvetljiv Anđeli in the USA

Boris Zarebski — Gunther’s executive director and agent of Osvetljiv Anđeli

Imer Qerim — Osvetljiv Anđeli enforcer

Fred McKinsley — Chief legal counsel for Gunther Trade

Ibrahim — head of security at Paramount (Gunther Trade property)

Jon Straight — guard at Paramount 

Mark Ricardo — FBI agent

Han Li — veterinarian in Koreatown, LA

Hwang Kim — patrolman in Koreatown

The Gonzalez Brothers — drug smugglers in Panama
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CHAPTER 1
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West Hollywood, Los Angeles

The rain fell in great drenching sheets. It drummed on the roof of the black BMW 5, streaked down the windows. It thundered onto the road, frothed in the gutters lining the road.

Inside, three men waited. They had been waiting for an hour. They were restless. They were watching the doors to Lucques, across the road. 

In contrast to the Mediterranean cuisine offered by Lucques, their dinner was Burger King takeaway. A box of soggy fries sat on the dashboard, beside a half-empty pack of cigarettes. One of the men reached for a cigarette and lit up. The flame cast his features in flickering orange. He took a deep drag, exhaled blue smoke toward the roof. 

The curtain of rain undulated in a gust of wind. On the sidewalk, people were rushing, hugging themselves, meeting the downpour head-on, battling it with umbrellas that threatened to blow inside-out.

An LAPD car pulled up behind the BMW. Its headlights illuminated the BMW. The men tensed. Three pairs of eyes locked onto the rear-view mirror. The man in the back seat touched his underarm holster. 

A police officer with an overflowing belly stepped out into the rain. There was a distinct clack as the nervous man cocked his weapon. The driver shook his head. Ducking against the downpour, the officer ran toward a convenience store. 

The other officer in the car tapped a beat on the steering wheel. Abruptly, she snatched the dashboard radio, spoke into it. Seconds later, her partner burst out of the store. He got into the squad car. The engine growled, the roof bars lit up. The car executed a tight U-turn and raced away, its siren wailing.

The men in the BMW relaxed. The man in the back secured his weapon.

The doors to Lucques opened. 

Their target emerged, holding an evening jacket over his wife’s head and his. Their five-year-old daughter was cocooned between them. She clutched her father’s trousers. The family made its way to a parked Ford Explorer. The Explorer pulled into the road and drove past the BMW.

The BMW followed at a safe distance.

––––––––
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In the Explorer, FBI Special Agent Kirk Ingram glanced at Madeline, in the passenger seat. He was reminded of the time they had met. At thirty-five, she looked as beautiful as on that day. The years had matured her features, like fine wine, increasing her appeal. He looked at Lisa in the rear-view mirror. His daughter was playing with Freddy, the teddy bear she kept in the Explorer. She would grow up to look like Madeline. A smile crossed his face.

“What are you thinking?” Madeline asked. She twirled her hair in her fingers. 

That morning, Ingram had surprised her when he told her that he had applied for a desk job at the Bureau. No more field assignments, he promised her. Madeline was incredulous at his sincerity. She felt immense relief because it meant no more worrying for his safety. It meant more family time. 

“I’m blessed,” Ingram replied, “with two wonderful women.”

She had heard of agents who never adjusted to a normal life. They grew detached, depressed. They returned to the field, the family broke, or both happened. Looking at her husband, his strong features and unruly black hair, Madeline wondered if he could ever give it up. 

Ingram sensed her thoughts. He had discovered she was visiting a marriage counsellor. It had prompted him to get a hold of himself. Whatever anyone thought, Madeline included, Kirk loved them dearly.

He leaned over, kissed her lightly on the cheek. “Hey,” he said, “I’m here. Do not think that. I promised. No more assignments. We are going to be great together. You, me, Lisa.”

“I’m sorry; you’re making a genuine attempt and I’m...” She paused. “I’m going to be with you, every step of the way, Kirk.” She would make it difficult for anybody to take him from them. “Yes, we are going to be great.” They intertwined fingers.

Lisa said, “Stacy’s building a tree house.”

“A friend of yours?” 

“You’ve met her.”

“Oh.” He struggled to picture Stacy. Then, “Well then, we’ll get you a bigger one. I’ll start on it second thing in the morning.”

“Why not first thing in the morning?”

“First, I’ve got to fix you a breakfast fit for a princess.”

Lisa smiled and rocked her stuffed toy. Then: “David’s mommy says a lot of people want to kill you, Daddy. Is that right?”

Ingram did not reply immediately. His eyes flicked toward the rear-view mirror and narrowed. I'm being paranoid, he thought, we're not being followed.

“No, Lisa,” Madeline was saying, oblivious to Kirk's distraction, “David’s Mom’s is wrong.” She made a note to call David’s mother while Kirk and Lisa worked on the tree house.

“David says Daddy’s going to get knifed or shot.”

Ingram glanced at Madeline. Who are these people?

“He said that?” Madeline asked Lisa.

“Uh-huh.”

“I don’t want you talking to David anymore, okay?”

“He talks to me.”

Madeline announced with finality, “I’ll tell them both to stop talking to you!”

Ingram’s eyes strayed to the mirror again. The BMW was nearer. Drop it, he reprimanded himself, this is a public road. 

His phone rang. Madeline’s features clouded. He answered. A male voice said, “Listen carefully and no harm will come to your wife and daughter.”
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CHAPTER 2
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The voice continued, “We have enough firepower to obliterate your family. That will happen if you call for help or attempt to escape. If you want proof that I am serious...” 

The BMW’s headlamps flashed thrice. The Explorer’s outside rear-view mirror exploded. Ingram recoiled as shards of glass flew backwards. A ragged hole materialised in the mirror’s housing. 

He glanced at Madeline and saw shock and confusion on her face. Thankfully, Lisa was occupied with Freddy and had not noticed. 

The BMW was close, and the gunsels were ready for evasive manoeuvres from him. The police were out of the question. They would arrive with sirens blaring and lights flashing. The guys in the BMW would panic. They might flee... or make good on their promise to blast his family to molecules.

“Kirk,” Madeline began in a worried voice. He raised a silencing hand.

“What do you want?” he said into the phone.

“Drive to Arakaki Scrapyard!”

Ingram knew the place. Arakaki Scrapyard was in legal limbo. It was abandoned.

“Ingram,” the caller warned, “their lives are in your hands.” The line went dead.

“Who was it?” Madeline asked anxiously. 

“Don’t know.” His voice was tight. Alone, he would have resorted to dare-devilry. But now, his dread of somebody harming his family, was coming true. There was no sense in beating around the bush. “There’s a BMW behind us,” he told her in a soft voice. “They want me to drive to Arakaki Scrapyard or ...”

She understood what he did not say and twisted in her seat, her eyes wide with fear. “Oh my God, Kirk.” Lisa looked up, noting the tremor in her mother’s voice.

“Don’t look back. Listen.” Their eyes met. She took a calming breath. “No police. Take my phone.” He surreptitiously fished it out. “Keep it out of sight. Call Richard Depalma. Tell him to come to Arakaki with backup.”

She held the phone low as she pushed the keys, activated the speakerphone. She slouched in the seat so that the backrest hid what she was doing. The call did not connect.

They were almost at the scrapyard. “Okay,” he said, “I’ll try to stall them. You call Richard again.”

“But –”

“Madeline.”

“Yes, I’ll call him, but –”

“Madeline.” He gave her a reassuring look. “Trust me.”

She nodded.

“Okay, good. Now I want you to get behind the wheel when I step out of the car.”

“Why must I –”

He turned onto the road that led to the scrapyard, “If anything happens to me, drive away. Okay?”

“What?”

“Don’t look back. Just drive. Go to the FBI.”

“Kirk, I –”

His tone was fierce. “I can take care of myself, but not when you and Lisa are in danger.” 

There was no time for debate. Up ahead, they saw the scrapyard.
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CHAPTER 3
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The Explorer passed under a rust-pocked, arching signpost. The headlamps illuminated junk cars and scrap metal piled high. Ingram’s eyes searched the mountains of scrap for movement. The rain frustrated his efforts. Behind, the BMW turned broadside, blocking the gate. Madeline was rigid in her seat, her breath coming in gasps. He reached over and squeezed her hand reassuringly. She flinched.

“The BMW’s blocking the way out,” he said, in as calm a tone as he could muster. “But it can’t stand up to a head-on collision with the Explorer.” She did not indicate if she understood. “Madeline?” She nodded.

Noticing the towering junk around them, Lisa asked, “Why have we come here?” 

With dented front grilles, smashed headlamps, shattered windscreens and caved-in roofs, the scrap vehicles looked evil. The rain on the metal sounded like the beating of drums at a cannibalistic ritual. 

“Somebody wants to meet me here, sweetie.”

“Who?” she persisted. Her nose was pressed to the windows.

We’ll know soon enough. Ingram turned the Explorer so that it pointed at the BMW. He slipped off his seat belt, opened the door, stepped into the rain, put distance from the car. Madeline climbed over the gearshift into the driver’s seat.

Ingram looked around. He hoped Madeline was trying Depalma's number. He wiped rain from his face. Nobody stepped out of the BMW. They were waiting. For?

“It’s been a long time, Kirk.”

Recognising the voice from a courtroom threat, Ingram spun. Three figures had materialised behind him. His gaze rested on the shortest figure. Danny Miller. He shouted, “Madeline, get out of here! Now!” He gestured emphatically toward the scrapyard's entrance. “Get out!”

Madeline misunderstood. She opened the door, beckoned him. He saw Lisa's face pressed against the window. He screamed for her to drive. She looked in the direction he was pointing. 

Now, men climbed out of the BMW. Time slowed. Their automatic weapons rose, the metal glinting in the Explorer’s lights. He heard Miller’s cackle taunting him.

Images flashed before his eyes.

––––––––

[image: ]


The raid on Miller’s villa. Armed FBI agents swarming the compound engaging Miller’s private army. Bursts of gunfire, screams, shouts, blood. Miller’s wife and his three-year-old twins were not supposed to be there. She succumbed to crossfire. Ingram would never forget the wild look in Miller's eyes as he beheld his wife. One of the twins tore free of Miller's grip, ran toward her. An explosion knocked Miller back and tore the kid apart. Enraged, Miller dropped three agents in succession. Ingram’s bullet was intended for Miller but took the other child in the chest. The spent cartridge from that bullet spun in the air, bounced on the ground with a metallic clink. 

––––––––
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“No!” Ingram screamed.

The Explorer roared, its wheels spun, throwing plumes of muck. It raced toward the BMW.

The men near the BMW opened fire. 

One of the headlights blew. The Explorer swerved out of control. Its right wheels rode a scrap car that was lying with its bonnet buried in the muck. The bonnet acted as a ramp and flipped the Explorer on its right side. It slid in the muck. The beam from its single headlight shone into the air.

Ingram ran to his family, heard Miller shout. He saw the men converging on him, had a vague impression of something swinging. Pain exploded in his chest. He went down.

––––––––
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“Daddy!”

He looked at the Explorer. The windows were smashed into spider webs. He had to get to her. Blackness crept around his peripheral vision. He had trouble breathing. He felt burning pain in his scalp as he was yanked upright by his hair. He struggled and lashed out with his leg. His captor hit him on the neck with the butt of a gun and he crumpled to his knees. Nausea washed over him and then lifted like a flash storm.

“I promised you,” Miller said. He was near. “I told you I would avenge my family.”

“Your family was a mistake,” Ingram cried desperately.

“Daddy!” Lisa’s voice was distant. Pleading. 

“Lisa!”

“How touching.” Miller kicked Ingram in his left kidney. Ingram coughed blood. “You are going to watch your daughter and your wife die and then you are going to die.” He kicked Ingram in the face.

Ingram tasted blood, spat out a tooth. He watched two men walk toward the car. Miller stamped on Ingram’s back, pinning him down. Ingram felt the cold barrel of a gun touch the base of his skull. 

Miller's men climbed the underside of the Explorer, wrenched the driver door open. They hauled Madeline’s limp form out, dumped her to the ground. One of the men reached in and got Lisa out. She was crying, kicking. 

Ingram pleaded, “Please. Take –” He felt the gun being taken off his neck. 

Bang!

Lisa’s body twisted grotesquely. He watched her small body spin forever, fall to the muck and lie there, never to move again. 

He screamed – a wild animal scream. He thrashed as Miller’s men pulled Madeline upright. Her head and arms were limp. Tears flowed down his cheeks. “Miller!” His voice cracked. 

Miller aimed at Madeline. He fired thrice. Madeline’s body jerked with the bullets. 

An engine roared. All heads turned. Bright headlights blinded them. A Honda Civic raced for them. Gunshots rang out from the Civic and two of the gunsels near the Explorer fell. The third man ran for cover, firing at the intruder. 

The Civic screeched to a halt, bullet holes in the windscreen. Another shot and another of Miller’s men fell. Miller and his men retreated from the clearing, urged on by the assault from the Civic. 

Insane rage consumed Ingram. His world turned red. 

He spun over onto his back, found himself staring into the barrel of Miller’s gun. He moved as Miller squeezed the trigger. The muzzle flash was like a supernova; the explosion was deafening. The bullet grazed his ear. There would not be a second chance. He buckled his knees, fired his feet into Miller’s midriff. Miller staggered; the gun flew from his grasp. Ingram pounced, straddled Miller’s chest. His hands enclosed Miller’s neck, choking the life out of him. 

Miller clapped his palms over Ingram’s ears. The air pressure nearly burst Ingram’s eardrums. Ingram released his stranglehold on Miller. Miller heaved him aside and grabbed the gun that lay near one of his fallen goons. 

As Miller raised the gun, he saw a man getting out of the Civic and aim at him. Both men fired at the same time. The man from the Civic missed. Miller did not. 

––––––––

[image: ]


Agent Richard Depalma ducked behind the wheel on the far side of the Civic when his companion died. If he did not do something, Ingram would join the body count. From where he was, Depalma could see the bodies of Madeline and Lisa lying near the Explorer. He fired over the bonnet. His shots sent Miller running behind the junk. Taking a deep breath, Depalma stood behind the car and panned his weapon in sweeping arcs. 

Nothing. Only the sound of the rain. 
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CHAPTER 4
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“Kirk, are you okay?”

“Lisa...”

His eyes darting all over the place, Depalma ran out of cover, to Ingram. He grabbed the fallen agent’s gun as he ran past the body.

He crouched beside Ingram. “Backup is on the way.” He helped Ingram to sit and shoved the gun into his hand. “We were nearby when Madeline called.” 

Ingram was oblivious to his friend's words. “He killed them.” Ingram's voice was devoid of emotion. He stared through Depalma, at where his family lay. “He killed them. He –”

“I know,” Depalma said, nodding, squeezing Ingram’s shoulder. He blinked rain from his eyes. “Stay here. I’m going to see if they’re still around.” He patted Ingram on the back before leaving him. 

Ingram looked at the bodies littering the yard. He did the math subconsciously: two goons, including Miller. In this yard, they were a lethal combination. 

––––––––
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Depalma spied a pair of figures dodging among the cars. He gave chase. The pair split. Not good. He went right, into a path between the cars, slowing to a cautious trot, weapon ready. The junk presented innumerable hiding places. He heard a shot and a bullet ricocheted off a door with a metallic zing. Depalma ducked and spun as another bullet ploughed into a tire. He ducked behind a tower of metal. 

––––––––
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Ingram closed his eyes, willed himself to focus. His hands trembled; he bit his lip with the effort. When he opened his eyes, he looked different. He was not a man who had lost the two people he loved most in this world. His eyes were slits, aflame with vengeance. Blood dripped from his lips mixing with the puddles. The rain plastered his hair to his scalp. His jaw was set in cold determination giving him a grim, foreboding appearance. 

In a detached part of his mind, he understood Danny Miller's revenge.

He stood, looked around, feeling the weight of the gun. He touched the cold metal to his skin. He breathed deeply.

“Miller! Your wife and kids deserved to die!” he screamed over the noise of the rain. “You hear me! They deserved everything that happened to them!” A pause. The rain drummed. “Miller!”

––––––––
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Movement behind him. Ingram spun, dropped to the ground, raised his weapon, and squeezed the trigger twice, in fluid motion.

––––––––
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Miller sprinted into the clearing, firing. He dodged Ingram's volley and hit the ground rolling. He came up on one knee, pivoted behind a car, his back to its door. 

––––––––
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Ingram regained his feet, moved sideways, circling around Miller, squeezing the trigger. Normally, it was wasting ammo. But he was past normal.

––––––––
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The window above Miller's head exploded. Glass rained on him. He began slinking toward the front of the car. He peered under the front bumper and spied Ingram making his way around the other side. 

He leapt upon the bonnet and then onto the roof. He had a clear advantage, but he slipped, and his aim faltered. 

––––––––
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The bullet that would have killed Ingram grazed him in the thigh. As Ingram fell, his gun went off, expending its last bullet. Miller tumbled off the roof, striking his head on the rear bumper. Ingram’s freak shot missed his head by an inch. 

––––––––
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The two men regarded each other with hate-filled stares. Both raised their weapons at point blank range and squeezed the triggers simultaneously. 

Loud clicks. 

They tossed their useless weapons. Both surged forth. Ingram landed a punch that dropped Miller. Ingram stamped, intending to crush Miller’s throat. Miller rolled, snatched a two-foot spike lying nearby. He swung it at Ingram. The spike's razor tip ripped Ingram's shirt. Ingram backpedalled. With a deadly hiss, the spike cleaved the air again. Miller feinted. He made as if to swing at Ingram’s head. But in the arc of the swing, he lowered his attack. The spike struck Ingram’s leg. Ingram collapsed on one knee. Miller raised the spike. His lips curled in a demonic snarl.

A vision of Madeline and Lisa made Ingram hesitate. They appeared peaceful. Madeline beckoned for him. Large drops of rain fell from heaven above into his eyes and open mouth. 

The spike hurtled toward him.

––––––––
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Miller’s body jerked. His eyes bulged in surprise. He stopped his downward plunge, swayed, then toppled forward, still holding the spike.

Ingram had a blurred impression of Miller’s lifeless body falling upon him. The spike pierced into Ingram. He heard Richard Depalma’s scream of anguish, far away. 

And then, Kirk Ingram’s scream merged with Depalma’s. Then everything went black.



10 months later
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CHAPTER 5
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Vladivostok, Russia

The sky was blue with a touch of grey. Clouds swept overhead like the contrails of a jet fighter. The mountains channelled a breeze from the north into the old town. 

Dr Alexander Reich’s beige oversize coat billowed about his frail physique. Wisps of steel-grey hair peeked from under a beret. He nervously piston-chewed his breakfast. He sipped black coffee, stared at the sparse Sunday traffic through rimless spectacles. He glanced at the clock above the entrance to the café, beneath the red-and-white striped awning. And prayed the man he was supposed to meet did not show.

His prayers were not answered.

Right on time, a man sat at a table near his and signalled the waitress. She weaved through the tables, toward him. The newcomer ordered coffee, black. When the waitress departed, he unfolded a newspaper, pretending to read it, and asked Reich, “Do you have it?”

“Listen, I’ve been thinking...”

The newcomer interrupted him. “In forty-eight hours, you’ll be a rich man on a tropical island.”

“If Caliph Deminksi finds out...”

The newcomer hissed, “Stick to the plan!”

“I think —”

“If you double cross me or back out there won’t be anyplace I won't find you!”

Reich gulped. The newcomer relaxed when the waitress brought his coffee. She turned to ask Reich if he would like something more. She paused on seeing his pale countenance. “Are you feeling all right, sir?”

Reich nodded. “Yes, yes, I’m fine. Thank you.” 

She lingered a moment, then left. 

“Can we get on with it?”

From his coat Reich withdrew a sheet of paper, folded twice, into a square and passed it across.

The newcomer unfolded the sheet. A tiny locker key was secured within. He regarded the paper with satisfaction. The paper was refolded around the key, and it disappeared into the newcomer’s pocket. “Well done, doctor.” A manila envelope crossed over to Reich’s table.  

Inside, Reich found an American passport with a photograph of himself. There was also ten thousand US dollars in cash. Reich returned the passport and money to the envelope. 

“The remaining money?”

“Wired to your account when I return from Kronj with Citex.”

“What will you do with Citex?” 

The reply was evasive. “Look at it this way: with Citex in our hands, the world will be a safer place.”
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