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For what it’s worth, this book is dedicated to all the people
who keep fighting, even when it seems hopeless.
We need a lot more of them.
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PROLOGUE



Babloki Letsholo was not easily intimidated. After all, he held an important position, and he had earned it. He had served a term in the BDF, the Botswana Defence Force, and that had qualified him for a job in security when his military service was over. He worked hard in this new job, and he followed his father’s advice: “Keep a smile in one hand and a fist in the other.” Babloki had used both hands with wisdom and restraint, and it had been noticed. His rise had been swift, and now, at the age of ­twenty-­eight, he was a security supervisor at the Keresemose Mine, a large ­open-­pit diamond mine that was one of Botswana’s most lucrative and prestigious.


The man standing impatiently before him clearly expected the smiling hand to be extended, but Babloki was not so sure. The paperwork seemed to be correct, ­but … “You are alone,” he said to the man. “Mister …” He glanced at his clipboard. “Kleinhesselink?”


“Kleinhesselink, ja, Doctor Kleinhesselink,” the man said with unnecessary emphasis. He frowned and pushed up his glasses, battered black ­horn-­rims, with a forefinger. “I should like to get started, if you don’t mind?”


Babloki returned the frown and looked this man over. He was average height and build, with shaggy ­reddish-­brown hair and a beard of the same color, trimmed short, and he spoke with the flat and harsh Afrikaans accent. He was dressed in sturdy but ­well-­worn clothing, and his white skin was battered and weathered, too, as would be expected of a mine inspector. But inspectors did not generally come to the mines alone; they came in a group, half a dozen or more at a time. This Dr. Kleinhesselink had showed up by himself. And he seemed in a hurry, which was also out of place. ­Still … “The paperwork appears to be in order,” Babloki said dubiously. “But where are the other inspectors?”


“They will be here shortly,” Kleinhesselink said. “I wanted to get started, so I came ahead.” He shifted his feet impatiently. “Is there some kind of problem?”


Once more, Babloki flipped through the man’s papers. He could find no fault with them. Even the ministry seal was correct. But something bothered him, something he could not quite name. He looked up at Kleinhesselink again, blinking back at him with his pale blue ­eyes—­and he asked himself if perhaps this was what gave him pause. Was it because this man was so very much Afrikaans, and white? Anyone who knew the history of this part of Africa might harbor resentment for such a man. But Babloki had no patience with prejudice, no matter which way it cut, and he refused to let it color his judgment.


He frowned again and looked up. Dr. Kleinhesselink looked steadily back, and Babloki saw no trace of uneasiness or deception in his glance. He made his decision.


“If you will wait for one minute, please, Doctor?” he said. “I will arrange for an escort.” Kleinhesselink nodded, and Babloki turned and went back inside the small building that housed the security office. He made one very brief phone call, hung up, and went back outside. “Dr. Kleinhesselink?” he called as he stepped, blinking, back out into the bright sunlight.


But there was no reply. Dr. Kleinhesselink was gone.


Botswana is one of the most sparsely populated countries in the world. There is a very good reason for that. Seventy percent of the country is the Kalahari Desert, a bleak, hot land consisting mostly of bare earth and a few sparse patches of greenery. The Kalahari is not a place most would want to live, or even visit, unless there was a truly outstanding reason to do so.


As it happens, there is one.


Diamonds.


Some of the richest diamond deposits in the world have been found here, and so the mining companies have come, too. The Karowe mine, where some of the largest diamonds in history have been ­found—­including one mammoth stone of 1,758 ­carats—­is here.


Belle Journée, a ­French-­owned mining company, is also here, on one corner of the Kalahari Desert. Belle Journée operates the Keresemose Mine, a large open pit surrounded by a few outbuildings and covered by a shimmering haze of brutal Kalahari heat. And although Keresemose was ­French-­owned, it paid heavy taxes to the Botswana government for the privilege of operating here, just as all the diamond mines in the country did. Because of this income, Botswana was now an ­upper-­middle-­income country with one of the ­fastest-­growing economies in the world. In a region that had seen more than its share of troubles, it was a stable and prosperous democracy.


But this piece of Botswana, where the Keresemose was situated, was still a desert. And now, rolling across this bleak landscape and mixing with the shimmer of Kalahari heat was a very loud and persistent alarm. It screamed out across the whole facility, from the front gate to the airstrip. Dr. Kleinhesselink heard ­it—­it was impossible not to. The sound squealed at him with near violence, echoing off the processing equipment and rolling around in the deep pit in the center of the operation. But Kleinhesselink did not respond, beyond looking up briefly before continuing on his way. He moved quickly, without appearing to be in any kind of haste, working his way around the large pit where the actual mining took place, ducking past the huge metallic sprawl of the crusher.


“Hey!” The voice came from above, and Kleinhesselink looked up. A very bulky man in ­work-­stained clothing stood above him on the scaffold that surrounded the crusher. “Don’t you hear the alarm? We’re in lockdown!” the man called. Kleinhesselink just nodded and kept walking. He didn’t go any faster, even when he heard the bulky man clatter down the stairs and run up behind him.


“Who the hell are you?” the man said. “You just hold it ­there—­I’m calling security!” He put a beefy hand on the doctor’s shoulder. He was clearly not expecting the reply he got.


Without hesitation, Kleinhesselink grabbed the man’s fingers and twisted, forcing the man to double over or risk a broken arm. And then he ran the man headfirst into the side of the crusher’s metal stairway. There was a loud BONG! and the bulky man sprawled unconscious on the walkway.


Kleinhesselink nudged the body with a toe and then continued around the crusher to the lip of the pit. There was a sudden flurry of activity coming from the security building, and the inspector picked up his pace as he went around the pit. Halfway around he cut away and hurried in the direction of the mine’s landing strip. Two small planes crouched in the shadow of the tower, a corporate jet and a DC-­3. Kleinhesselink ignored the planes and went past them to a small ­concrete-­block building next to the tower. He walked quickly up to the front door, where two guards were posted.


Dr. Kleinhesselink approached the guards with the confidence natural to his exalted position as an official inspector of mines. “You cannot enter, sir,” the guard on the left doorpost said. “Not while a security lockdown is in progress.”


“Yes, but I must go inside,” Kleinhesselink said. “I have a special order from the minister. ­Here—­I will show you.”


Kleinhesselink opened his battered attaché case and reached inside. “Here—­look at this,” he said. The guard politely bent his head to look. But what he saw was not a document. It was a puff of some kind of mist with a medicinal smell. He jerked his head ­back—­but not before he had inhaled some of the vapor. For a moment he swayed where he was, looking stunned.


“Here! What have you done to him?!” the second guard demanded.


“I did nothing! Look for yourself!” Kleinhesselink said indignantly. He held the attaché case out to the second guard, pushing it right into the man’s face.


“Get that out of my face! You can’t—­ Oh …” A second puff of vapor shot up, and his face assumed the same stunned expression as the first guard’s. Kleinhesselink took a step back and watched as one guard, then the other, slumped to the ground beside the door.


“Sleep well, gentlemen,” Kleinhesselink said softly. “My apologies for the coming headache.” And then he stepped past the unconscious guards to the door they had been guarding. It was locked. He reached again into his attaché case and took out a small black leather pouch. From this he extracted a few small tools and bent over the lock. In a matter of seconds, he had the door open. He stepped through into the dim coolness of the building’s interior.


He moved quickly past the unoccupied reception area and down a hall on the left. Three doors down the hall he stopped. There was only one visible difference between this door and the others. Mounted on the right side of the door’s frame was an electronic keypad. Once again Kleinhesselink reached into the attaché case, this time coming out with a metallic black box, slightly larger than a deck of playing cards. He held it up beside the keypad, pushed a silver button in the center of the box, and waited. A moment passed, and then a beep beep beep sounded. Kleinhesselink smiled and opened the door.


He stepped through the doorway and into a space the size of a small conference room. A beautiful dark mahogany table, with six chairs pushed neatly into it, split the room. Each place at the table had an inlaid square of lighter wood, about the size of a sheet of paper. Each square framed a pad of black velvet. The room’s walls were painted a muted green, and there was a Rothko painting on one wall. In the center of the wall opposite this painting was a large steel ­panel—­a state-­of-­the-­art safe.


This was the room in which the mine’s output of ­high-­quality diamonds was shown to potential customers, and the safe contained ­several million dollars’ worth of stones ready to be shown. Kleinhesselink nodded. It was all exactly what he had expected to ­see—­except for one small detail.


At the far end of the room, at the head of the beautiful table, invisible until Kleinhesselink was all the way into the room, there were four more guards. Another stepped out from behind the door. And they were pointing automatic weapons directly at him.


“We have been expecting you,” the tallest guard said. “Put down the case and put up your hands, please.”


Kleinhesselink raised his attaché case meekly, to show he was dropping it as instructed. For just a second he appeared to fumble with the outer pocket, but then he threw the case to the floor.


Instantly there was a flash of light, a screeching noise, and a huge cloud of thick smoke filled the room. There was a moment of stunned ­silence—­and then guards began to shout and also to curse as they bumped forcefully into furniture as they tried to move through the room blindly.


A thick tendril of smoke poured out of the room and into the hall. And under it, on the floor, Kleinhesselink rolled out of the room, dragging a briefcase. He kicked the door shut behind him. Then with remarkable agility for a mine inspector, he rolled onto his feet and dashed down the ­hallway—­but in the opposite direction from the front door where he had entered. He was at the end of the hall and into the last room, door closed behind him, before the five guards stumbled out of the showroom, coughing.


Inside this last room the inspector paused, took a deep breath, and looked around. He was in an office, beautifully and elegantly furnished. There was a desk, two heavy teak chairs facing it, a potted palm in the corner, and a Vermeer painting on the wall behind the desk. There was also a ­good-­sized picture window. Kleinhesselink’s gaze fell on the window, and in the time it takes to blink an eye, he had stepped forward, snatched up one of the teak chairs, and used it to shatter the window. Two seconds later he was through the window and outside again, in the shimmering heat of the desert.


He did not run out into the Kalahari, however. Instead, he faced the building he’d just escaped and, after taking a step away from it, ran forward, put a foot on the windowsill, and leapt upward. He grabbed the edge of the roof, flipped himself upward, and tumbled onto the tiles of the rooftop.


In the same smooth motion he rolled to his feet and into a stoop and duck walked forward carefully, until he was crouching over the front door.


For a moment, Kleinhesselink peered back across the grounds of the Keresemose Mine. Through the hot, hazy air he could see a cluster of guards. They were headed his way rapidly.


Below him he heard the front door open, and the guards who had surprised him in the showroom clattered out. Kleinhesselink ducked down quickly and crawled back to the rear side of the building. He paused at the edge of the roof. Heading out across the Kalahari Desert was not an option. No one could last long out there unless they’d been raised to do it, like the small and hardy Bushmen who made it their home.


But the sounds of pursuit were coming closer. If he was going to get away, it had to be now.


He turned his head right, then ­left—­to the control tower of the small landing strip. Beyond it sat the jet and the DC-­3.


Kleinhesselink nodded. That was ­it—­the only possible escape. He looked around once more to be certain; yes, that was absolutely the only way out. Decision made, he was off the roof and sprinting for the landing strip. Ducking under the jet, he went past it to the DC-­3.


These ­propeller-­driven airplanes had been in service longer, and in more parts of the world, than any other aircraft in history. Also known as the Gooney Bird, the DC-­3 could take off and land in a very small space with a surprisingly heavy cargo, and they were utterly reliable, even when shot full of holes. They were also easy to fly. If this one had even a half tank of fuel, it would get him away.


Kleinhesselink raced across the tarmac and under the DC-­3 to the far side. His luck was holding; the hatch was open! Without pausing, he leaped, grabbed the lip of the airplane’s doorway, and pulled himself up into the plane’s interior. For a moment he paused just inside the door as his eyes adjusted to the relative gloom in the cabin area. Then he raised up on one ­knee—­but before he could fully stand, a voice came from the far end of the cabin: “But see, amid the mimic rout, a crawling shape intrude!”


Kleinhesselink froze, then climbed slowly to his feet.


The cockpit was to his right, and he had intended to head directly there, start the engines, and be airborne before the guards figured out where he was. But that plan was now obviously off now. Kleinhesselink slowly turned in the direction from which the voice had come.


The cabin was furnished in surprising luxury for an old Gooney Bird. There was a velvet settee and a scattering of ­glove-­leather captain’s chairs. At the far end was a gleaming steel bar with three stools. Sitting on the left stool, leaning back against the bar, was a man. He appeared to be in his sixties, with silver hair, a nice and even tan, and a patrician face. He wore a suit that said the noble face was not a coincidence, and he was pointing a gun directly at Kleinhesselink.


The inspector blinked and took a half step backward before jolting to an abrupt halt when he felt a second gun poke into his back. He turned his head slightly, just enough to see a large man with a scarred face jamming the gun into his spine and smirking at him. And behind him, hovering in the doorway of the cockpit, two more men who might have been clones of the first.


Kleinhesselink sighed, lifted his hands up, and turned his head to face the bar. The man on the stool was not smirking, but he looked like he was fighting the urge only half successfully, and he stared at Kleinhesselink for a few moments with a nearly tangible satisfaction before he finally spoke.


“Well, well, well,” the ­silver-­haired man on the stool drawled in an accent that was pure Boston Brahmin. “Riley fucking Wolfe. We’ve been expecting you.” And now he smiled. “What a pleasure to meet you at last.”





PART 1





CHAPTER 1



Amahle Khumalo hurried through the hallway of the exclusive, private, very expensive ­extended-­care facility where she worked as a nurse. She was in a near panic because she could not find her phone, and like any modern woman, she felt lost without it. It was a small nursing home, and she was being paid very, very well to look after only one patient. The extra money was badly needed, so she was extremely diligent. She stayed close to her patient, leaving only to go to the lunchroom, the lounge, or on small errands like getting supplies from storage.


So there were only a few places Amahle might have left her phone. She had checked the nurses’ lounge, a room where she spent her time between checkups, since her patient was stable and nonresponsive. The phone was not there.


She was now quite sure she must have left her phone in her patient’s room. She had been working on a crossword puzzle on the phone when she went into the room on her last check. No doubt she had put it down on the little bedside table by the window in order to check vital signs and record them on the chart. And then her friend Lesedi stuck her head through the door and asked for her help with Mr. Van der Merwe, who had dementia and had wandered off again.


Amahle had rushed out to help, and Mr. Van der Merwe had been surprisingly elusive for an old man. By the time they had him back in his room and calmed down, it was time for lunch, which she and Lesedi spent talking as they ate. And so it had been nearly two hours until she noticed that her phone was missing. If she had left it there on the little table by the ­window …


In two hours, the sun had moved across the sky, of ­course—­just enough so that the light would be pouring through the window of her patient’s room. And it would be shining its intense heat and light on that small table by the window. If she had really left her phone there, it would be in direct sunlight. That South African sunlight was hot; hot enough that if you left a metal object in its light for too long, it would burn your fingers when you picked it up. If you left electronic devices in that kind of heat, it could be fatal to the circuits.


As she raced into the room, the sun was pouring in through the curtained window as if it had been released from a large dam. It was relentlessly bright, and it lit up the entire room like a searchlight. The window was closed, of course, and there was a soft flow of ­air-­conditioned air blowing through, but even so, Amahle could feel the heat.


The phone was there, on the table by the window, in the full glare of the sunlight. Amahle crossed the room quickly and picked up her ­phone—­and swore as it burned her fingers. She hurriedly wrapped it in the hem of her scrub shirt, a pale lavender today. She juggled it clumsily for a moment, found a secure grip that was not too hot to hold, and breathlessly touched the screen.


It lit up, showing the picture of her nephew, Gabriel. The phone was not broken. “Thank you, Jesus!” she said.


“… ­What … ?”


The voice that came from behind her was a terrible dry croak, almost inaudible, but it froze Amahle where she stood, because it came from a place where no voice could have been.


Her comatose patient.


The patient who was nonresponsive, and had been for several months.


Amahle turned. The attractive young woman in the bed looked at her with ­wide-­open eyes. She was awake.


Immediately, amazement faded and a nurse’s calm sense of purpose took over. Amahle dropped the phone into the pocket of her scrubs and stepped to the patient’s bedside.


“… ­What—­where, what?” the woman whispered.


“Hush, dear, don’t try to speak,” Amahle said as she hurriedly checked the woman’s vital signs. Blood pressure good; heartbeat ­steady—­a little elevated at ninety beats per minute, but that was to be expected of someone waking up in a strange room with no idea how they’d gotten there. “You are in hospital,” Amahle said. “A private ­hospital—­a very good private hospital.”


“But, ­but … Ha-­how, ­how … where?” the patient repeated in an insistent croak.


“Cape Town, of course,” Amahle said. She turned from the bed and reached for the call button. “Now be quiet and lay still, dear, while I call Doctor.”


“But …”


“I said lay still,” Amahle said with the stern authority all nurses develop. And then, relenting slightly, she gave the woman a tender smile. “Don’t worry your head, dear,” she said. “You are going to be just fine.”


Amahle patted the woman’s hand reassuringly. Then she left the room to tell Dr. Sipoyo the news. But she did not go directly to find the doctor. Instead, she paused at the door to a supply closet. She looked carefully around to make sure no one was looking. Then she stepped inside the closet and closed the door.


Amahle took out her phone. It was still very warm, but it was usable. She flipped to her Contacts page and called a number there. It rang three times. Then a ­mechanical-­sounding voice said, “Yes.”


Amahle was not sure why, but she was a little frightened. But the extra money was enough to make a very large difference, and she had already decided to do this. So she took a breath and did it.


“She’s awake,” she said.


There was a pause on the other end, then the same flat, metallic voice said, “Good,” and the connection broke.


Feeling slightly dizzy, Amahle put her phone away. She tried to swallow and found that her mouth and throat were almost too dry. But it was done.


Amahle took another, deeper breath and slipped out of the closet to find Dr. Sipoyo.





CHAPTER 2



It was not a pleasure for me, of course. Not at all.


It was a setup from the very start. How had they known I’d come here, to Keresemose? Simple. They knew I had been in South Africa for a while, just sitting around and waiting and probably getting bored. It was an easy guess that eventually I’d want to find something to do, and with me that meant just one thing: stealing something. And in South Africa, where would a bored thief go? A diamond mine, of course. So they put out the word about the upcoming showing to make sure it was this diamond mine. And I had walked right into their trap.


When you look at how it turned out, it seems stupid. But the thing that made me the best ever is doing impossible things, and there’s a really thin line between impossible and stupid. So if I cross the line into pure stupid now and ­then—­well, shit. I usually make it back, and with the score, too.


This time, though, it wasn’t really about the score. I was just bored. And mixed in with the boredom was enough real anxiety to turn that boredom into the kind that makes you jumpy. Like, you’re on edge all the time even though you know there’s no good reason and nothing you can do about it, and the only smart thing you can do is to find a good book and just sit there and read it. And what you really want to do is light your hair on fire and run screaming into the night.


I had good reasons, for both the boredom and the worry. I’d been sitting in South Africa for six weeks, waiting for Monique to come out of her coma. She hadn’t so far, and the doctors were not being really encouraging. And ­Monique—­she is one of the only two people in the world I really give a crap about. I almost trust Monique, which is as near to it as I can get. I trust her enough to work with her, and that’s hard, because trust makes you vulnerable. She’s never betrayed me, though. And I don’t want to work with anybody else, because she is hands down the best art forger in the world. She can make a copy of absolutely anything. Nobody else comes close.


And I like her. I mean, we aren’t in love or anything. We had one night, celebrating a great heist we did together, when we got ripped and jumped in the sack, and it was legendary. For both of us, I’m positive about that. But she insisted that it had been a mistake, a ­one-­timer, and so far it has stayed that way.


Last time out she got dragged into a truly bad thing, and because of me. I got her out of it, but along the way she got smacked on the head by a freakishly strong psycho. I got her to Cape Town, the closest good hospital, and waited for the doctors to bring her around.


Six weeks later, I was still in Cape Town, and still waiting. I wasn’t going anywhere, because I had to be there when she came out of it. She would come out of it; I knew that for sure. Not from what the doctors said. They’d shake their heads and tell me not to be too optimistic, the odds were very long, there might have been brain damage, she’d sustained a serious blah blah blah. I didn’t care. They didn’t know Monique. I did, and I knew she would wake up, and she’d be fine. And I would be there when it happened.


After a week, the hospital waiting room lost its charm, so I rented a house nearby. After three weeks, I’d read seventeen books and ­forty-­two magazines. And after four weeks, I was chewing my teeth and looking for something to hit. I knew if this kept up I was going to do something that would inflict serious bodily harm on myself and others. That is not the best way to maintain a low profile, which is usually a good idea for someone in my line of work. I knew I had to find something to take my mind off Monique and keep me busy for a few days. And what could that possibly be? Well, I am, after all, the greatest thief in the world. I had to believe that if I looked around a little, I could find something interesting to do in my line of work. Something nearby, close to Monique.


So I did something stupid. If you don’t look at it too closely, it made perfect sense. I mean, this is me, world’s greatest thief, and here I am in South Africa. And South Africa is known for what, exactly? Go ahead, guess. Hint: If you’re thinking “Nelson Mandela,” or “vuvuzelas,” or even “That amazing fake sign language translator guy when Barack Obama was there,” you’re on the wrong page. You must have missed the part where I said “world’s greatest thief.”


Because if you look at it from that angle, South Africa is also known as the home of the greatest diamond mines on earth. And do you know what great diamond mines have that no place else in the world has?


That’s right.


And if I need to say that diamonds are worth a lot of money, you probably should stick with the vuvuzela thing.


So I did a quick check around, and I found the Keresemose, just across the border in Botswana. They’d been dragging up some unbelievable stones lately, huge monsters with perfect color and clarity. Even ­better—­they had announced a showing for select bidders in three weeks. That meant they’d have their best stones all clean and pretty in one handy location. That made it a perfect setup for somebody like me.


A little more checking, and I came up with a plan that looked perfect. I would do it in plain sight, in broad daylight, as a mine inspector. I could grab the stones and be away before they knew anything was happening. Boom, perfect, why not.


Getting the paperwork was easy, and so was finding an outfit of suitably beat-­up clothing. The Afrikaans accent took a little work, though. It’s tricky; kind of close to an Aussie accent, which I already had in the bank, but there are enough differences to trip you up easily, and the locals would know if I screwed up. But I worked it, tried it out in a few places around Cape Town, and got away with it. I was ready.


Now here’s where the stupid part comes in. Like I said, bored and anxious, and that made me impatient. That’s a mortal sin in my occupation. In the past, I was always extra careful about details when I planned. Always. Except this time, I wasn’t. I was just so damn antsy to do something, I jumped into it too soon, only half ready. I figured I could get away with it just this once.


I was wrong. And so here I was, looking down the barrel of a pistol.





CHAPTER 3



They didn’t even handcuff me. No rope, no chains, not even duct tape. Nothing. Maybe I should have taken that as a major ­put-­down, like, Hey this guy’s a lightweight. Why bother? But of course, there was the matter of the four ­well-­armed assholes pointing stuff at me, everything from two Tasers to a Heckler & Koch MP5. So I guess the real message was, We are more badass than you can imagine and we would love it if you would try something. Or maybe, We’re all professionals here, why screw around? And all the stuff pointed at me? That was just so I knew they were serious.


Okay, got it. You’re serious. You probably figured, who the hell needs chains? Riley knows the score. And of course, there was also the fact that, only a minute or two after I put my hands up, the old Gooney Bird had lurched up into the sky and started winging away to wherever the fuck they were taking me. I have done a lot of totally impossible ­things—­and yeah, I am always looking for more. But jumping out of an airplane without a parachute is not on the list.


And I did know the score. These guys were clearly professionals. You can always tell by the way they move, the way they keep it just business, no unnecessary sadism, little tells like that. And we were ­already flying at a few thousand feet, which was not ideal ­jump-­without-­a-­parachute altitude. So when you are in the air and surrounded by exceedingly ugly professionals with lots of weapons, it was not the time or the place to go all Jason Statham on them and make your daring escape. That time would come. It always has before, and it always will again. Because there is always a way, and the whole reason I got to be the very best ever is that I believe ­that—­I know ­that—­and I am smart enough to wait for it and know it when I see it.


So okay, they had me. They were being civilized about it and not stapling me to a chair or wrapping me up with duct tape, so fine. I can play the polite and elegant game, too. As soon as we were up in the air and leveled off, I strolled back to the bar. Two of the large ugly guys strolled with me, but I ignored them. I found a bottle of pretty good brandy, poured some in a glass, and stuck my butt onto one of the bar chairs.


“Okay,” I said. I lifted my glass in a toast to the ­silver-­haired guy. “Cheers.” I took a sip. “Now what?”


He nodded back at me. “Good,” he said. “I had heard that you were not prone to pissing into the wind.”


I studied him a little more carefully. Obviously I’d been looking him over and trying to figure out who the fuck he was and what he wanted with me. From the ­custom-­tailored suit to dropping the quote from Edgar Allan Poe, that bit about “a crawling shape intrude,” the picture was definitely I’m smarter and much classier than you or anybody you know. Like us trailer park guys never read “The Conqueror Worm,” or “The Raven,” or any of that stuff. On top of that, his whole attitude was I own everything and I went to Yale so fuck you, and I’d figured he was some kind of billionaire CEO who wanted some weird favor only I could get for him. One glance at his ­born-­into-­it face, with its perfect nose and ­you-­are-­not-­real blue eyes, told me who he was. Strictly hereditary member of the .1 percent, the ­stupid-­rich, inherited money and power assholes who make me want to get them alone some dark night on the roof of a very tall building.


But now he comes out with “pissing into the wind”? It was the kind of thing you say to make sure everybody knows yeah, you’re Ivy League and you own everything, but you’re a tough guy, too, and you don’t mind kicking somebody in the balls. It said, Yeah, I know which fork to use, but sometimes I use it to stab people like you in the eye.


I study people very carefully, all types of people. Not because they’re so damned interesting, but because when I’m working, I need to become all types. So I recognized that this guy had a very definite character trait of a certain kind of person, and “CEO” was not in the top ten. One option was a lot more likely. On the theory that my luck had been kind of shitty today and it was time for it to change, I took a guess.


“So what’s with the old plane?” I said. “Agency budget cuts?”


His lips twitched briefly, telling me I was right. “Pass that bottle over here, would you?”


I did, and he poured out a nice slug of the brandy for himself. Then he leaned over to the bar, grabbed the ice bucket, and dropped two chunks of ice into the glass. And I need to emphasize: ice cubes. Into a glass of brandy. Forget about born into class, the man was a barbarian, no matter how much the suit cost.


He sipped. The ice cubes rattled, underlining what a savage he was. Fucking ice in brandy; is nothing sacred anymore?


“My name is Prescott,” he said. He nodded. “As you have guessed, I am with a government entity.” He swirled the glass. “One of the ‘Alphabet Agencies,’ you would probably say. No need to specify, is there?”


“Not for me,” I said. “They’re all about the same for my purposes.” I sipped. “Carry on.”


“Very good,” he said, swirling the ice again without really thinking about it. “That will save us some time.” He took another sip.


“Oh, good. So now we have more time ­for—­what, exactly?”


He looked at me like he’d never seen something like that before and wasn’t quite sure what it was or what to do with it. And he held the stare, long enough that it got kind of uncomfortable. Finally, he figured he’d built the suspense enough.


“Do you love your country, Riley?”


Oh, boy. That set off a very loud ding ding ding in my cranium, the alarm that goes off when I am about to be fed a line of ­crap—­and, most likely, fed to the sharks, too. Those words were meant to shame me into something really stupid, something with no real hope of my pulling it off in one piece, so they had to go with emotional blackmail. And since this guy was with An Agency, it was going to be some kind of impossible heist against a foreign military ­installation—­and probably for free, too. Which is the worst possible situation. Military bases have very tight security, with lots of guess what? Right! Lethal force! Lots of it, from guys who practice it a lot! Because they’re military! Guys who shoot at you, no warning shots. And of course I’d just love to do it for ­free—­yeah, naturally, because after all, I do love my country, right?


I could see what was coming, and it totally sucked. Still, you have to play out the hand, right? “Yeah, sure. Of course,” I said. “I love my country.”


“Oh, good, you do. You do love your country. Okay. And we’re talking about the same country? The United States of America?”


“Seriously?” I said. “You want to see my birth certificate?”


“I’ve seen it,” he said. “In fact, I’ve seen three or four of them. And I have no doubt you could show me a few more.”


Well, shit. He truly had my number. So I just shrugged. “Why not?” I said. “They’re pretty cheap.”


“I’m aware,” he said. He sipped again. “So if the first one is ­real—­if you actually are, or were, J.R. Weiner”—­he winced a little, like it hurt his mouth to say that kind of ­name—­“then you are, in fact, a real American. And you love your country. The United States of America, that country.”


“Weren’t we saving time?” I said. I mean, what the fuck. Where was this going? “Can we cut to the chase and go to dinner?”


He nodded. “Very well,” he said. “You, Riley Wolfe”—­he said my name like it had quotation marks around ­it—­“are a ­country-­loving American. So let me ask ­you—­” He leaned forward and looked pissed off. He was pretty good at that. “What the fuck have you ever done for this country you love so much?”


Oh. He was going there, huh. “I never stole the Constitution,” I said.


“Cute. I am laughing on the inside. And because I am so wildly amused, I will abandon this embarrassing topic and move on, is that it?”


“Something like that,” I said. I mean, what else could I say? He got me.


“So the real answer, of course, is that you have never done anything for your beloved country,” he said, and I had to admire the way he packed so much sarcasm onto the words and still kept a straight face. Who says Yale doesn’t teach practical skills?


“This is going somewhere, right?”


“It is,” he said. “It is going to Riley Wolfe, the man who loves his country so much he has never done one motherfucking thing for it. Have you ever even voted, Riley?”


I mean, shit. Have I ever voted? Really? Technically I don’t even exist; how am I going to vote? Oh, sure, I could spend a couple of bucks and get a birth certificate for Riley Wolfe. And guess what? I show up at a polling station, cast my ­vote—­and fifty Feds and cops are waiting for me.


So I shrugged. “It’s not exactly easy for me,” I said.


“Right. Not easy. And you only do easy things.”


That stung a little. It was getting a little close to the bone. “Yeah, sure, just the simple shit,” I said. “That’s why you snatched me, right?”


He sneered at me for a minute, then drained his glass. “I snatched you, as you so elegantly phrase it”—­he poured another slug of ­brandy … and added another ice cube, the ­asshole—­“to give you an opportunity to actually do a job for this country you love so much that you have never even voted.”


“Very generous,” I said. “I’ve waited my whole life for this opportunity. But shouldn’t you be playing ‘Battle Hymn of the Republic’ in the background?”


“Go ahead, indulge your wit, such as it is. But there are a few of us who actually do more than merely say we love America. We devote our lives to serving it. And far too often, we sacrifice our lives. Difficult for someone like you to grasp, I know, but we make that sacrifice willingly. Because we serve a much greater cause. A noble cause, Riley. If that doesn’t embarrass you.”


I drained my glass and reached past him for the bottle. “What embarrasses me,” I said, as I poured, “is listening to ­bald-­faced emotional blackmail at the point of a gun.”


“Four guns, in fact,” he said. “And two more in the cockpit.”


“I can count,” I said, pouring more brandy. A lot more, because I was pretty sure I was going to need some anesthetic even to listen to this.


“And it is only emotional blackmail if you are susceptible,” he said. “If you actually do, in fact, love your country.”


“God bless America, land that I love,” I said. “Let’s hear it.”


He looked at me a little longer, just to make sure I was intimidated. Then he stood up and said, “Come over here. I’ll show you the file.” He turned and walked over to a couple of pilot’s chairs with a table between. There was a stack of paper and file folders on it.


I sighed. I was trapped, at least for now. And this was going to be a ­flaming-­hot shit show, I could already tell that much. The only comfort I had was that, whatever it was, I would figure it out and get it done. And while I did it, at least Mom and Monique were safe.


So I sat down and heard his pitch. And guess what?


I was right. A total flaming shit show.


But the capper really grabbed my attention.





CHAPTER 4



Arthur Kondor was not actually happy. Nothing bad had happened or was happening, as far as he knew. He just didn’t do happy. He had learned long ago that there was no point to it. A long stretch in Special Forces taught him that. An even longer career in less creditable civilian activities drove it home. Happiness was a dangerous distraction. It got in the way, affected your judgment, might even make you hesitate for that half second that gave somebody the opening to end you. And what the hell, happy never lasted long anyway, so why bother?


So he wasn’t happy. That didn’t matter. At the moment, he was satisfied, which was better. He was doing a job for a client he respected. The guy paid quickly, and he paid a lot. And he expected ­first-­rate ­results. Kondor produced them, and that was another source of satisfaction. He was very damn good at what he did. This job was not hard, just keeping an anonymous eye on the guy’s mother. Pretty simple—­she wasn’t going anywhere. She was in a coma and hooked up to a bunch of machines. So no trouble from her, and none from anybody else so far. All he had to do was hang back and watch. If anybody got too close to her, he took care of it and them. He was very damn good at that, too.


So sure, he was satisfied. That was about the best it got for him. Things were going smoothly, the way they should go. Just the way he had planned it.


Of course, even something as meager as satisfaction never lasts long. And it didn’t now.


It started to unravel the moment he got out of his car, a ­brand-­new Dodge Challenger SRT Hellcat. That was courtesy of the last job he had done for this client. Kondor loved muscle cars. This was one of the best to come along in years. So when he got out, he locked the car carefully, clicked on the aftermarket alarm, and stood up.


That was when he saw the guy leaning on the car in the next space. The guy was watching him. That was bad enough. But when he realized the guy was somebody he knew, that was worse.


“Hey, Artie. How’s it going?”


Kondor stared at him. His right hand drifted toward his Glock in its waistband holster. That face was from a bad time, and he didn’t like seeing it now. The name came back to him. “Blanda,” he said. Then he waited. He knew this was not a happy coincidence, two old friends meeting by chance. There was no such thing as coincidence, not in Kondor’s line of work. And Blanda was not a friend.


Blanda waited, too. But he couldn’t outwait Kondor. Finally, he nodded and said, “Okay, sure. Just business, right? That how you figure it, Artie?”


Kondor moved. He was incredibly quick for a large man, and he had a hand on Blanda’s throat before the other man could do more than twitch. “Don’t call me Artie,” Kondor said. “Or I will hurt you.”


“I wouldn’t do that,” Blanda croaked. “Take a look at your chest.”


For a moment, Kondor refused to take the bait. But Blanda looked so goddamned smug. There had to be a reason for that. So he looked.


There were three red dots on Arthur Kondor’s chest. The kind of red dots laser sights make.


He blinked.


“There’s a couple more on your back,” Blanda rasped.


Kondor looked up at Blanda.


“Could you maybe let go?” Blanda choked out. “This is really uncomfortable.”


Kondor squeezed, just a little more, just enough to make Blanda’s eyes bug out. Then he dropped his hand. And for just a moment, ­looking at Blanda coughing and gasping, he felt a final little bit of satisfaction.


Then he shook it off and took a step back. Blanda being here at all told him everything he needed to know. He was in a bad spot, about to be forced into a bad choice. He had no idea what it was, but he knew that much. And he knew that Blanda’s agency thought it was impor­tant enough to track him down, which was not easy and not cheap. They had deployed a team including five snipers. That was expensive, too. A lot of time and money, all to force him to listen.


It could have been much worse. At least they were giving him a chance, instead of killing him outright. And some kind of opening would come up later. As long as he lived through right now.


So Kondor shrugged off satisfaction and all other emotions. This was not the time for anything but that hard choice.


He nodded at Blanda. “Let’s hear it,” he said.


Well, then,” Dr. Sipoyo said, standing up and giving his patient a very good, very bright smile. It was the kind of smile doctors always give patients when they want to reassure and encourage. It was seldom a totally genuine smile. But the sheer wattage of Dr. Sipoyo’s version of the smile seemed sincere. And why not? This woman had been unresponsive for quite some time. And now she was conscious. As a physician, that made him very happy.


But of course, with a traumatic brain injury, there was a great deal more to the picture than consciousness. Dr. Sipoyo was a leading expert in the field, and he was quite well aware that a full mental recovery was a very rare thing.


“Your vital signs are all quite good, considering,” the doctor said. The woman looked back at him without comprehension. “But there is a very long road ahead of you, young lady.” Dr. Sipoyo dropped his smile and adopted a serious expression. “You have suffered a very serious injury to your brain. You may not understand words—even when you are saying them. Or you may say things that are not appropriate.” He nodded. “This is perfectly normal. And so is laughing or crying for no real reason, hm? I think you will recover, but it will take a great deal of ­time—­and a great deal of work.” He did not tell her that the odds of recovery were slim. “You must begin a very strict regimen of therapy. And there are many tests we must run. Above all, you must avoid exerting yourself too strenuously. Give your brain time to heal.”


The young woman began to look alarmed, and Dr. Sipoyo relented. He sat back down on the side of her bed and took her hand. “But please do not be unhappy. You have already beaten the odds, just by waking up. And we are all very proud of you.”


“What what,” the woman rasped. “What what ­where—­what where why what ­what—­” She broke off in confusion, a look of panic spreading across her face.


“Now relax; as I said, this is very normal,” Dr. Sipoyo said reassuringly, patting her hand. “It will be some time before words make sense to you. Even your own words.”


She shook her head. “But ­but—­but I but ­but—­” She stuttered to a stop, looking even more confused.


“Don’t try to talk just now,” Dr. Sipoyo said. “Words will not mean what they should, they will come out in the wrong order, and they will not come to you as easily. This may frighten you, but it is normal,” he repeated. “Perfectly normal,” and he emphasized the word. “It all takes time, but we have time for you. And you have made a wonderful start.”


Dr. Sipoyo gave her the very bright smile again and stood up. “For now, you must rest, and tomorrow we will begin ­to—­”


There was the sound of shouting in the hall, and then a few very odd ­sounds—­some thumps and grunts and feet scuffling on the high polish of the hall’s floor. This should not be; the regulations said this area of the hospital must be kept quiet, and no visitors were allowed. Frowning, Dr. Sipoyo turned toward the door. Nurse Amahle was backing into the room with her hands raised. And beyond her, stretched out on the floor and bleeding from a head wound, was one of the janitors, a newly hired Zulu man Dr. Sipoyo did not know.


While Dr. Sipoyo was still staring in disbelief, Amahle, obviously pushed hard, stumbled all the way into the room and turned to face him. “Doctor?” she said, her voice trembling. Behind her, two strange men stepped into view.


Really, Dr. Sipoyo thought, Nurse ought to know better than this. “What is it, Nurse?” he said.


“These men are, ­ah …” Her eyes were wide, as if she was frightened. “Please, Doctor, you must talk to these men.”


Dr. Sipoyo stood up. “I will gladly talk to them,” he said. “And I will tell them that they must leave.”


One of the men pushed roughly past the nurse. He was in his forties, and in spite of a good suit, he looked like a very tough customer. He was also nursing a split lip and looking displeased. “Sure, we’re gonna leave, Doc,” he said. His accent was American, and the bleeding lip leaked blood onto his teeth, so his smile was not pleasant. “But we’re taking her with us.” He nodded at the woman in the bed, who was now sitting bolt upright and looking well past pure terror.


“That is impossible, dangerous, outrageous,” Dr. Sipoyo said. “This woman cannot be ­moved—­she has just come out of a coma!”


The other man looked at his partner. The two of them shared a smirk. Then he turned back to Dr. Sipoyo. He held out some papers and nodded at them. “You best take a look at this,” he said.


Dr. Sipoyo looked at the papers, then at the man holding them. “But that’s—­No, I must insist, this ­is—­”


“Read it, Doc,” the man said. He was no longer smiling, and suddenly Dr. Sipoyo understood the nurse’s frightened look, because he was feeling afraid himself.


Without saying anything more, Dr. Sipoyo took the papers and began to read.





CHAPTER 5



I’d like to tell you a story,” Prescott said. “But let me ask you: As a man who loves his ­country—­” That again. The bastard wouldn’t let go of it. “—­have you heard of something called the Cold War?”


“No, not me,” I said, fighting to keep a snarl off my face. So typical of all these overprivileged assholes. How could I know things? I hadn’t gone to Yale. “I never even heard of the Soviet Union, the Red Menace, the Cuban Missile Crisis, none of that. And I have no idea why December of 1991 means anything.”


“All right,” Prescott said. “Don’t get snarky, I’ll start to feel like you don’t like me.” He frowned and looked away. “The eighties and nineties were a wild time.” Almost to himself, he recited, “There was much of the beautiful, much of the wanton, much of the bizarre, something of the terrible, and much that inspired disgust.” Quoting Poe again, almost. He mangled the line, though. “All the players had come to know each other, and even like each other sometimes.” He shrugged. “There’s a lot of common ground, after all. But all of us were scrambling. We could tell it was winding down, coming to some kind of conclusion, so there was a lot ­of … Both sides formed ­certain …”


Prescott made a vague gesture with his left hand and looked away out the plane’s porthole. I looked out my window, just to be sure I wasn’t missing anything. Nope. Still over the Kalahari. So Prescott wasn’t really seeing what was out there below us. He was seeing his vanished youth and innocence. Too bad I didn’t have a violin to accompany him.


Don’t you just love it when people go pensive on you? I was pretty sure it was part of the performance, but what could I do except wait for him to get on with it?


So I waited. After a couple of minutes, he looked back at me. “Fuck it,” he said. “It was a wild time. I was young, eager, full of bullshit idealism.” He gave a snort of ­not-­funny amusement. “That didn’t last long.” He shrugged again. “Everything is very different now. ­But—­this might sound peculiar, but those were good times,” he said. “It was an utterly clear struggle, good versus evil, and I was on the side of the angels.”


“I’m sure they were grateful for the help,” I said. I mean, how long was I supposed to hold it in?


He made a face but plowed ahead with it. “I was in the Baltic Soviet satellite countries, working a string of operatives,” he said. “My first big job in the field. And one of these agents was producing some remarkable results.”


He reached for his glass, saw it was empty, and went to the bar, bringing the bottle back and pouring more into his glass. With more ice, of course.


“My prize agent was GRU, and we had flipped him,” he said as he sat back down. “Russian military intelligence. He assured us he hated communism, despised the Soviets, was eager to help us.” He shrugged. “They all say that crap. Like it’s from some sort of traitor’s manual.” Snort. “But I kept setting the bar higher and higher, and he kept clearing it, bringing more and more absolutely ­top-­shelf intel. I rode him all the way to the ­end—­collapse of the Soviets, reordering of Europe, all that. It made my career.” A thin smile. “He did well out of it, too. One thing about black ops. There’s always plenty of ways to make a lot of money. It’s part of the tradecraft, because it’s the only way we can afford to operate. So he was selling intel, too. The agencies look the other way. The only real trick is to get enough money so you ­can—­”


He looked up, like he was surprised at something he’d heard. He covered it with another sip. “When things began to collapse, it was utter chaos. Everyone trying to figure out the new teams, the new rules, where the advantages would lie. Ivo took another route. He still had ­money—­a lot of it. He took it home to Lithuania, bought himself a small island off the coast. A special island.” Prescott nodded wisely. “It looked perfectly normal, a small lighthouse and a cabin. But”—­he raised a finger to show me that he was making a ­point—­“very few people knew it, although of course Ivo ­knew—­but there was a Soviet missile silo hidden under the lighthouse. One of their top secret advance launch sites. The Soviets had naturally done all they could to make it inaccessible. Of course the missiles left with the Soviets, but Ivo improved on their out-­of-­date security measures until he had a very nice little place no one could approach without fatal results.”


“A Fortress of Solitude,” I said. Just to show I was still here.


Prescott shook his head. “Not quite solitude. Ivo used some of his leftover operating capital to hire some of the old Spetsnaz troopers. The collapse had left them high and dry, and they were happy to have a job, particularly with an old tovarich. And there he sat.” He nodded, looking as satisfied as if he’d said something special.


“Fascinating,” I said. I mean, I know I had to listen, but couldn’t he cut to the chase?


He ignored me. Why not? I was a peasant. “I was perfectly content simply to leave him there,” he went on. “He was no threat, and we’d done well by each other. But.” He raised his finger again. Annoying as hell, but he liked it. “A few years later, a new order emerged from the chaos, and with it, a new and very ugly threat.” He raised an eyebrow at me. “Putin.”


“I’ve heard of him,” I said.


He nodded. “Putin wanted to restore Soviet glory.” Prescott snorted. “An oxymoron if ever there was one. But he began to make rather bold moves, spreading his tentacles outward. And frankly, we began to worry.” He sipped. “Then I began to hear ­things—­just rumors, but rather persistent. Some kind of new and devastating weapons system. Something that would give Russia a huge edge if it was deployed. So I had to find out whatever it ­was—­absolutely had to.
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