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PART 1




CHAPTER 1


Arkady Kuznetsov was tired. It had been a long day on the job, a day with extra strain beyond the usual annoyance of dealing with tourists. He didn’t like tourists. But he had learned to put up with them. He had to. Thousands of them came to St. Petersburg to see the art treasures here at the Hermitage Museum. None of them spoke Russian, of course. Most of them just spoke their own language louder, as if shouting would make foreign words turn themselves into Russian. Arkady was polite to all of them, no matter how loud and stupid. It was part of his job. But a busy day left him very tired.


Not often as tired as he was right now. There had of course been the usual tourists. It was summer, the season when they came here in great flocks from all over the world. But today there was even more to deal with than annoying foreign visitors. Today there had been a “credible threat”—­that’s what his supervisor called ­it—­that someone would try to steal one of the paintings Arkady and his colleagues spent their days guarding. Someone would try to steal a Van Gogh called Ladies of Arles. Arkady could not imagine why. He didn’t like that painting. To him it looked smeared. He preferred a picture to look like a picture. It should look like what it was, not all scrambled like this one. But that didn’t matter. The important thing was that somebody meant to take ­it—­take it from the Hermitage, while he was watching it! As a matter of national and professional pride, Arkady would not let that happen.


So he answered the usual shouted and pantomimed questions as he stood at the door to Room 413, General Staff Building. And on top of that, he had added an extra layer of vigilance. It was a skill he had acquired in his twenty years in the Army, a very high percentage of it spent on guard duty. He had never been strong or smart or skillful enough for anything but regular infantry, and it had taken him fifteen years to rise to the rank of corporal. But he knew how to stand watch and stay alert. And when he had retired six years ago, his service had been just the right ticket to land him this comfortable job, security guard at the Hermitage in St. Petersburg.


But Arkady was feeling his years, and to be honest, he had put on a few pounds since leaving the Army. His back hurt, and his feet were killing him. The flow of ordinary tourists had not slowed down at all. If anything, there were more of the annoying kind today than usual.


Like this one now, the fat Frenchman, standing in his face and lecturing. He had approached Arkady in a reasonable way. The man smelled of garlic and stale wine. His appearance was messy, too. He wore a rumpled ­off-­white suit, which did not hide the bulge of his belly. And it accented the man’s shaggy gray hair and disordered beard. Still, for a Frenchman, he had been polite at first, pointing to himself and loudly mouthing his name, Hervé Thierry. That was all Arkady understood. Arkady spoke no more than a dozen words of French. But he made the mistake of answering, “Plaisir,” which he thought was the right thing to say. Mr. Thierry took this as a sign and had immediately asked a series of questions in rapid French.


Arkady could not stop the flow and Mr. Thierry became more heated when no answers came. His voice got louder, and his fat, sweaty face got sweatier and redder, and that did not increase Arkady’s understanding of the man’s pointed speech at ­all—­which of course increased Mr. Thierry’s frustration. He seemed to grow larger and redder all the time. He began to gesture at the paintings, and the word “France” came with frequency. Arkady figured that it had become a matter of national interest for Mr. Thierry. Probably because most of the paintings here were by French artists or had been taken from collectors who had taken them from France.


Finally, just when Arkady had started to think he would have to encourage the Frenchman to move along, Mr. Thierry raised an index finger in Arkady’s face, as if to scold him. For a moment, Arkady thought he saw a puff of smoke.


When they woke him much later, that was all Arkady remembered.


Ludmila Ukhtomsky was hungover. This was not truly an unusual condition for her, nor for many in her social circle. Normally a few cups of tea would set her right. Not today. She was halfway through her eighth cup of strong black tea for the day, and her head still ached. The rhythmic pounding in her skull still thumped in tandem with her heartbeat, and she had not yet decided if she wanted to live another day.


And then the alarm began to ring.


For a moment Ludmila thought it was another symptom of her hangover. She clutched at her temples, willing the sound to go away. But it didn’t, and then the call came from the security station. A guard was on the floor, unresponsive, either unconscious or dead. That did not matter to Ludmila. What mattered was the ­location—­Room 413. As an assistant curator, she was of course aware that a threat had been made to one of the paintings in that room. She swallowed her rising bile, put her tea on the desk, and hurried out of her office.


When she got to Room 413, the alarm was still ringing, an unreasonably loud and discordant sound. Ludmila pushed through the crowd of gawkers in the doorway and peered anxiously into the room. She was relieved to see that the Van Gogh was still on the wall where it belonged. A ring of guards spread across the room, watching doors and windows. Ludmila turned her attention to the men at the doorway standing above the body of the fallen guard. One of them was Security Chief Loskutnikhov.


“He appears to be merely unconscious,” the chief told her, nodding at the man on the floor.


“Unconscious? In what sense of the word?” she asked. She was aware that her words were phrased oddly, but the alarm made thought nearly impossible.


At least her meaning seemed clear to Chief Loskutnikhov. He shrugged and said, “It is my guess that he was drugged.”


“But the painting is untouched?”


“It appears to be,” Loskutnikhov said. “Certainly it is still in its place and has suffered no apparent harm.”


“Then can ­it—­ Why ­is—­ Damn it, Chief, can we not turn off the chertovskiy alarm?”


Loskutnikhov raised an eyebrow fractionally. He seemed amused at her irritation, as if he knew she was hungover and he himself was above such things. “Of course,” he said. He removed the radio from his belt and spoke into it. “This is Loskutnikhov. Turn off the alarm for Room 413.” There was a pause, and then a reply crackled from the radio. Ludmila couldn’t hear the words, and the chief seemed uncertain, too. “Say again?” he demanded. The reply came again.


The chief frowned but didn’t speak. Then he looked at Ludmila. “They say the alarm is off,” he said.


“But it isn’t ­off—­I can still hear it!” Ludmila said.


“Yes,” Loskutnikhov said. “But not for this room.”


It did not take long to trace the second alarm. The signal was coming from just below them, in Room 302. When Ludmila and Chief Loskutnikhov arrived, two security guards already stood in the doorway, holding back the curious tourists. One of the guards stepped forward. “Chief,” he said. He motioned at a ­dark-­haired young woman, who stepped up beside him. “This is Anna Sokolov. A tour guide.”


Chief Loskutnikhov raised an eyebrow. “Fascinating. Is there more?”


Flustered, the guard cleared his throat. “Yes, of course. Anna is a witness.”


“Ah,” Loskutnikhov said. “And what exactly did you witness, miss?”


“I was bringing my group in,” she said. “I stopped in the ­doorway—­to introduce the exhibits in this room? And I heard a crash?”


Loskutnikhov nodded encouragingly. “And then?” he said.


“I look in. And there is a ­man—­he has broken open the window. And he leaps out the window!”


Loskutnikhov frowned. “Surely he has a rope in hand? Or does he simply fall to his death?”


“No, not at ­all—­he goes up!” she said.


“Up,” Loskutnikhov said. “You are certain?”


“I saw his feet ­disappear—­at the top of the window. And then he was gone,” Anna said. “Gone up.”


“Thank you, miss,” Loskutnikhov said. He stepped around her and into Room 302, toward the window, where a drape was blowing in the breeze. He could smell the salt ­air—­the Neva River, flowing to the nearby Baltic, was very close, just across the square and on the other side of the Winter Palace.


“Chief!” Ludmila called. “I need to see if anything is missing or damaged.”


“Yes, of course,” the chief said, and Ludmila scurried past him and into the room.


Chief Loskutnikhov followed in her wake. But halfway to the ­now-­open window he paused. A pile of rumpled clothing lay scattered on the floor. It was a dingy, ­off-­white color but seemed to be of decent make. “What is this?” Loskutnikhov said over his shoulder.


One of the guards hurried to his side. “It is a suit, Chief,” he said. “It was here when we ­arrived—­we have not touched it.”


“Hmp,” Loskutnikhov muttered. He nudged the clothing with his foot, revealing some kind of padding buried in the heap, the kind an actor might wear to look fatter. The surveillance cameras would reveal how it had come to be there, but he was quite sure what it meant. “A disguise,” he said. He shook his head and continued on to the window.


There was nothing to see there. Large shards of glass littered the floor below it, but the window frame itself was free of them. Someone could easily have made an exit here, without risk of a cut from the broken glass. But then what? Loskutnikhov stuck his head out. He looked down. No broken body lay beneath the window. Only the usual colorful summer crowd moving across the Palace Square.


He looked up. There was nothing to see there, either. There were no hanging ropes, no sign of anything that might aid someone climbing to the roof. If the man had truly gone up, as the tour guide claimed, he had to be part spider.


“Chief!” Ludmila called from inside the room. He turned and saw her standing beside an empty display case, a look of shock on her face. “It is gone,” she said. “The Rothschild Fabergé Egg is gone.”




CHAPTER 2


I don’t get political. I’ve got enough problems, and honestly? Politics is just too dirty, mean, and corrupt. Give me nice, clean thievery with an occasional hit on some overprivileged asshole who gets in my way. It’s a whole lot more honest, even the hit. Which is mostly on the kind of asshat who thinks a pile of inherited money makes him immune to the shit the rest of us have to slog through every day. I admit it, I like showing them just how wrong they are. And that’s me, ­anyhow—­Riley Hood. Steal from the rotten rich and give to the formerly poor, meaning Me. Politics doesn’t fit in that picture, and so it doesn’t matter.


But every now and then something breaks through my wall of I-­don’t-­give-­a-­shit and gets my attention. Like recently; I usually don’t watch the news, but when the level of public hysteria starts to hit all the high notes for a long enough time so it’s all anybody is talking about, I figure I better tune in. It could mean ­money—­losing ­it—­if I don’t know what’s up, or making some if I can figure an angle.


So when the noise on something specific hits a certain level of manic frenzy, I pay attention. I mean, I walk into a bakery and hear the same shit I heard at the hardware store. I go to the cleaner’s and they’re talking the same smack I heard at the barber’s. If every jukebox is playing the same song everywhere I go, I have to figure it’s a number one hit and I need to learn the words.


And that’s what had happened for the past six months. Everywhere I went, same angry crap. Everybody talking, arguing, even fighting about the same thing.


So I paid attention, I did a little research, and let’s just say I was pissed off at Russia right now. If you know me at all, you know I’m a firm believer in the old ­saying—­I think it’s from Shakespeare? Maybe the Bible? It’s the one that says, “Don’t get mad. Get even.”


Since I was bored anyway, I went to St. Petersburg, and I got even. With an absolute ­eye-­knocker of an old Russian bauble. They were proud of it, ­too—­like on the ­national-­treasure ­level—­which made it even more ideal. And to be honest, a lot more fun. Po’shyol ’na hui, Ivan. Fuck you.


I spent a week coming up with a plan. It looked like a very nice scheme, practically a cakewalk all the way through. I even had a private buyer lined up, which sweetened the deal. I usually take short money and sell back to the insurance company. It’s safer, more certain, and for me it’s not about the ­money—­I mean, as long as there’s enough to keep me in beans and beer. But this time, if I sold the egg to the insurance company, that meant the Russians would get it back, and like I said, I was pissed off at them. I wanted to sting them, make them lose their pretty little treasure.


So I had a private buyer, and I’ll just say that if it had been about the money, this guy would have been my new best friend. It’s amazing how much somebody will pay for one of those eggs. I mean, sure, they’re gorgeous, covered with jewels, have a cool history, all that. And let’s face it, a true collector gets a hard-­on when he has something that ­special—­especially when his other collector buddies can never have it.


This guy was a true collector. What he was paying me was enough to buy two of these Fabergé eggs at auction. And I barely worked up a sweat. It went like a Swiss watch all the way through, which was only a little ironic, since this particular Fabergé egg was partly a clock. Anyway, it was all good. That worried me a little; when things go well, that always means something really bad is sneaking up behind you. But it kept unrolling perfectly, so I took a deep breath and shut out the nagging little voice that said something terrible was going to happen.


I should’ve listened.


No problem at all putting the guard on his ass and setting off the first alarm, which would distract the Russians and cover the second alarm when I took the egg. It was an old trick, but the Russians went for it, I got the egg and made it up to the roof without a hitch.


So I was feeling pretty good about myself when I slid down from the rooftop of the Winter Palace and out onto the pier that’s across the street. I had a boat waiting. It was a ­forty-­footer, built for the hideous weather they get up there in the Baltic. The engines were running, and there was a guy at the wheel, Arvid, who knew his stuff. And I knew him. I’d used him on a couple of jobs before this one. Arvid was Swedish. His father, grandfather, ­great-­grandfather, and who the hell knows how many more ­great-­greats had all been fishermen in the Baltic and North Atlantic. They knew the waters and the weather the way only ­old-­world craftsmen can know their turf. And it turns out that part of the turf when you’re a Swedish fisherman can also mean being a smuggler now and then.


Totally understandable. Fishing for a living is very dicey. The fish come and go, the weather works overtime to screw you, and market prices are never in your favor. So for more generations than I can count, Arvid’s family had been bringing things across the Baltic without paying a whole lot of attention to technical formalities like import duties and taxes. Wine, brandy, silk, English wool, whatever people wanted and thought they paid too much for. It was all supply and demand, a pure lesson in market economics. And for the last two generations, that meant drugs, too. The money was too good to ignore.


It also made the enforcement get more serious. And that meant Arvid’s family boat was fast. It had to be to outrun the assorted national and international patrols. The boat looked like a beat-­up old ­trawler—­grease stains, fish blood, nets hanging off the side, ­old-­fashioned round ­portholes—­but Arvid had put a couple of great big brutish diesel engines in it and modified the hull, and he could outrun just about anything the cops had.


Arvid could practically fly if he had to. Which smugglers have to do every now and then. And times being what they were, he didn’t mind making a few ­off-­the-­record trips for me. I paid him really well, ­too—­like, two years of fishing income for a couple of days of ­shut-­the-­fuck-­up-­and-­drive-­the-­boat.


I prefer to work alone. It’s a whole hell of a lot safer, which counts for a lot. But if I need ­somebody—­like to fly a chopper or ­whatever—­I always pay well. Riley’s Fourteenth Law: If you have to have help, pay them too much and promise them more later.


In the past five or six years, Arvid had made a shitload of money off me, and he figured to make more in the future. And I’m talking ­early-­retirement-­in-­Tahiti money. I never mind spending too much if it gets the job done right. Arvid did just that. Anytime I needed a boat in that part of the world, he was my go-­to guy. He knew what he was doing, which is rare enough. Plus he had always been ­reliable—­and kept his mouth ­shut—­and he always came through for me. So when I got on board his boat and he steered us down the river toward the Baltic, I relaxed.


Stupid. I mean, I know that. But in spite of the fact that I really do know better, I kind of trusted Arvid.


Hindsight is always 20/20. But in retrospect, I should have remembered Riley’s Eleventh Law: Trust is what you’re doing when the knife comes down. Maybe I should have that tattooed on my hand, where I can look at it anytime I’m feeling stupid. In my line of work, stupid is always the lead-­in for the fat lady singing. And sure as shit, that’s what happened.


Arvid didn’t use a knife. And he waited for me to pay him, which shows he had a whole lot more sense than I do. He just counted his cash, looked up with this goofy grin, and pointed a pistol at me. Before I could even say, “What the fuck,” he pulled the trigger. I heard a loud PPFFFUTTT! and felt something sharp jab into my chest. I took one step toward ­Arvid—­I was definitely going to heave him over the side and let him swim ­home—­and ­then… 


Nothing. No lights or music or ­dreams—­just deep, dark nothing.




CHAPTER 3


Until suddenly my eyes opened. My mouth was dry and tasted like ancient sewer. I had a headache, and the bright light coming in through the porthole didn’t help. There was no way to know how long I’d been out. I was still on the boat. I didn’t smell the usual fish and diesel stink of Arvid’s boat, but I could feel the strong and steady thrum thrum thrum of the boat’s engine and the slow pitch and roll as we plowed through some big waves. So we had to be out in the open sea now. The Baltic is mostly smaller, sloppy chop, but it can roll big when it wants to. It wanted to now, and it did. And it was cold, a lot colder than it should have been for July.


I closed my eyes again. On top of the headache, I was feeling like I might vomit. I don’t get seasick, so it had to be because of, ­of… What? I couldn’t remember what had happened, and that worried the shit out of me. I had been on Arvid’s boat, right? And we were headed out to sea ­and—­


And Arvid shot me.


I opened my eyes. I couldn’t see any holes in my shirt. So had I imagined it? I touched my chest and found a tender place. I pulled up my shirt and looked. There was a purple circle on my chest. It had a small red spot in the middle, a puncture, like a bad nurse would leave when she gives you a shot.


So Arvid really did shoot ­me, but obviously not with a ­bullet—­a dart? Like they use to put animals to sleep? Yeah, had to be. And that explained the headache and nausea, too. Aftereffects of the tranquilizer.


Okay. Arvid knocked me out with a tranquilizer dart. Why?


I frowned. That made my head hurt even more, so I stopped. I mean, I can think without frowning, right? Except at the moment, I couldn’t think at all.


I took a big breath to clear my head. That turned out to be a mistake. I barely managed to turn my head to one side and then I was vomiting violently. That lasted for a minute, but when I was done I felt a little better, and my brain seemed to be working a little. Plus, Arvid was going to have some puke to clean up, and that cheered me up. So I put my brain back to work.


Question One: What the fuck was going on?


It seemed like a safe bet that Arvid had shivved me. Why?


Obvious Answer: Money.


Arvid liked money. I mean, who doesn’t? I always paid him well. It was supposed to keep him tame. Could somebody pay him more to go wild on me? Sure, why not? It would have to be a lot, but it could be done.


But ­wait—­even with a lot of extra money, Arvid would know he had to stay cool with the deal he made with me. Word gets out, and if it got out that he’d betrayed me, he’d be fucked. Plus, he had to know I would match the offer. If not straight out, then with future work.


So there was another reason, something that would overrule all that shit, and that was an easy guess, too.


Fear. Fear of somebody who was scarier than me and had enough money to throw around that it took the sting out of losing his lucrative side job. And somebody who could combine fear and money would be very tough to turn down.


So, okay; who would do that? Well, that was a little tougher to nail down. There was a long list of people who would part with very big dollars to get their hands on me. And a lot of them had the kind of operational profile you don’t put on Facebook.


So now the question was, which one of them? It had to be somebody who had the resources to track me all the way to Russia, find Arvid, and convince him to flip on me. Besides a lot of money, that meant an organization with a lot of ­high-­skill ­people—­and it also meant somebody who could bring a lot of pressure. The kind of pressure that Arvid would believe would change his ­life—­or end it.


Who fit that description? When you make a living like I do, the easy answer would be somebody like Interpol or the FBI. And a very big percentage of my enemies were cops, too. It’s only natural. But they didn’t work this way, not by getting another crim to boink me with a tranquilizer dart. They would bring a team, surround me, holler through a bullhorn to put my hands up, all that by-­the-­book bullshit you’ve seen on TV a million times. And anyway, all their money was in resources like boats, planes, people. Not cash. They couldn’t outspend me with Arvid. And they wouldn’t trust him to put me out with a dart. No way.


So, not the cops. That still left a pretty healthy number of people who would love to dance at my funeral. But most of them would probably want me killed, not doped. I know it’s all over the movies and TV that the bad guy wants to take the hero alive and make him squeal for a ­long-­ass time, and then kill him. But it doesn’t work that way in real life. Not in the big leagues, where I play. If somebody wants you dead, they do it the quick, no-­chances way. That’s what my enemies would do. And the same for my business ­rivals—­they’d all pull the trigger with a big smile on their ­face—­the bigger the bullet, the bigger their smile. But knock me out and take me on a long boat ride? I didn’t think so.


So, okay; not cops, not enemies, not rivals. Probably revenge, then. Who did that leave? It was still a long list, but none of the names made sense.


I went all over my life for the past fifteen years, and I dug up a lot of names with reasons to pursue an active dislike of me. None of them really made any more sense than the others. Either they were out of ­commission—­prison, graveyard, like ­that—­or they wouldn’t know how to organize something like this.


So finally, I figured, okay. I give up. I’ll ask Arvid. He owes me that much. And if he doesn’t see it that way, what the hell, the worst he can do is not tell me. So I figured I’d go up on deck and ask him. Or if the cabin door was locked, which seemed pretty likely, I’d pound on it until he came down to talk to me.


I stood up and took a step toward the door. Anyway, I tried to.


It turns out you can’t step anywhere when there’s a great big fucking chain locked to your ankle with the other end bolted to the hull.


I had been too woozy until now to do anything but lie there. So I hadn’t noticed it before. I sure as shit noticed it now. One step and it yanked me straight back. And now my ankle hurt worse than my head.


I reached for the door. Even leaning and stretching as far as I could, I was about four feet away. So I sat back down and checked out the chain. It was a solid professional job. I could probably get it ­off—­if I had an hour and a couple of tools. Which I didn’t. So that kind of narrowed down my options. Mostly to sit and wait.


I sat. I waited.


It was around an hour before anything happened. Then I heard footsteps on the deck above my head. They clumped down a flight of stairs to my door. Arvid was coming down at last. I stood up and watched the door swing open. Which it finally did, ­but—­


It wasn’t Arvid.


I’d never seen this guy before. Whoever he was, he was big, ­nasty-­looking, and dirty. He had a face like an Army surplus combat boot. It was covered with stubble that wasn’t long enough to be a beard but was too long to be anything but ­who-­gives-­a-­fuck. He had a big hooked nose that looked like it had been broken more than once, and the kind of angry sneer that made you want to break it again. He stood there in the doorway and poured the sneer on me.


“You are awake,” he said. A weird high voice and a French accent.


“Not me,” I said. “I’m sound asleep.”


His face didn’t change at all. Like either he didn’t understand me or he just didn’t give a shit about anything I might say or do. I was pretty sure he understood me.


But he just nodded and said, “Soon we are there.”


“Good to know. Where exactly?”


His face twitched into a small smile. It was the kind of smile a psycho gets watching puppies drown. “I will show you,” he said.


He stepped forward, and while I was looking for some kind of ­opening—­some way to make a move on ­him—­he launched a kick at my crotch. I barely saw it ­coming—­but I sure as shit felt it.


If you have ever been kicked in the balls, you will know that there’s not a whole lot you can do for a couple of minutes. To say it hurts a lot doesn’t come close to covering it. So let’s just say that I was busy moaning, retching, and wishing I was unconscious again.


By the time I could stand up straight and see things again, my new best friend had the chain off my leg and my hands handcuffed behind my back. He reached behind me and grabbed the cuffs, yanking up until I thought he was going to pull my arms off. Then he ­frog-­marched me out of the little cabin and up onto the deck. It wasn’t Arvid’s boat, either. From the little I could see of it, it was a lot newer, sleeker, and cleaner, in spite of Frenchy’s personal filthiness.


It was also obviously a working boat. There was a heavy crane mounted on the gunwale, with a big hook on the end of a steel cable. It stuck up ten feet above the deck. The cable was wound all the way up so the hook wouldn’t swing with the motion of the boat, which was smart. Aside from being heavy, the hook looked kind of sharp. On the deck below the crane, lashed to a series of cleats, were some large shipping crates. So I wasn’t the only cargo, wherever we were headed.


I didn’t get a whole lot of time to admire the boat. Frenchy yanked me up the ladder to the pilot’s station on the flybridge. There was a bench at the back of the bridge where a passenger or two could sit. I didn’t get to use it. Frenchy jerked me over beside the wheel and dropped the chain on my cuffs over a big steel hook screwed into the wall. The hook was almost shoulder height, which put all my weight on it and meant I couldn’t unhook myself.


But at least I could see ahead, presumably to wherever we were headed. “Look,” he said.


I looked. Big surprise: I was pretty sure this wasn’t the Baltic, either.


Straight ahead of us, maybe a mile away, an island loomed up. Calling it an island was being polite. It looked like a big chunk of dark rock. There was some green showing on it, but it didn’t look like happy, ­let’s-­have-­a-­picnic green. More like some kind of unhealthy mold that would give you a wasting disease if you touched it. And no trees or beaches or anything like that. Just jagged black rock that rose up out of the water, and big waves crashing into it, and no way I could see to land on it without smashing the boat. And just to make an absolutely perfect picture, there was a crust of ice on top of the whole thing.


“Île des Choux.” The voice startled me. Not just because it was so high and raspy and weird sounding but because I’d been kind of lost, staring at the rock we were steering toward. And I was startled enough that I whipped my head around and looked at Frenchy and just blinked for a minute without a clue about what he’d said, before I remembered that I speak French. I knew what Île des Choux meant. I just didn’t get why.


“Cabbage Island?” I said.


He gave me one of those ­whole-­body shrugs that only the French can do.


“We’re going there?” I asked him.


He went back to his default expression, the sneer. “Your new ’ome,” he said.


I had a lot of questions about that. I mean, “home” sounded better than “grave,” even with the French accent leaving off the h. On the other hand, from what I could see of the island, if I was stuck there it would turn into my grave in about two weeks. So was that why he was bringing me here? Just so I could die on a cold and empty rock? Or was there more to Cabbage Island than you could see from a mile away on a boat?


That last question was answered pretty quickly. As we passed a bright orange buoy, a shrill beeping started up from the control panel, and a red light began to blink. Frenchy leaned over the red light and stuck a key into a panel below it. He twisted the key and the face of the panel swung down, revealing a keypad. He punched in a string of numbers, at least ten digits long. Maybe more; he worked fast and I wasn’t really counting. Whatever, the beeping cut out and the light stopped blinking.


Frenchy straightened and looked at me. “Put the wrong number, put no ­number—­BOOM!” He smiled, really happy, and flipped his hands up to show me what “BOOM” looked like in French.


“Boom?” I said. “From something named Cabbage Island?”


He nodded and made the hand signal again. “Boom,” he said. “The cabbage has many teeth.”


He seemed pretty pleased with that, and he turned back to the wheel, smiling. I let him have his happy moment and just watched the island as we got closer. A cabbage with teeth. I wondered if it had fingernails, toes, maybe even an elbow or two. I was pretty sure I would find out soon enough.


Keeping us about a half mile off, Frenchy circled the boat around to the far side of the island. I wondered if that was to avoid more teeth. In any case, when we got to the far side, he spun the wheel and pointed our bow straight at a huge and jagged outcropping of black rock. And then he held us steady, aimed right for the biggest, sharpest spot.


I was pretty sure he wasn’t going to run us onto the rocks. Why would he bring me all this way just to kill himself with me watching? But as we got closer it occurred to me that I didn’t know a thing about this guy except he was ugly. I mean, he might not even be ­French—­what if he was Belgian? So maybe he was some kind of sick twitch who didn’t mind dying if he took me with him. Because he wasn’t turning, he wasn’t slowing ­down—­and as we got even closer he gave me that nasty smile again, like he knew I was worried and that made him happy.


Just a few seconds before we would definitely smash into the rocks, he turned the wheel sharply to the left. The nose of the boat swung around, Frenchy throttled ­back—­and we were pointed into a gap in the rocks that was invisible from anywhere but right here. Built into the rocks right above was something that looked like a missile battery. Cabbage teeth. We went right under it and into a channel between two walls of rock. It was wide enough for our boat to get through with a couple of feet to spare on each side. The channel made two quick turns, and then we headed into a cave. Or maybe it was a tunnel. The deeper into it we went, the more you could see that the walls had been carved away by human hands. There were dim lights hung at intervals of around thirty feet.


We cruised slowly along the tunnel for three or four minutes, the sound of the engine burbling back at us from the walls. Then we swung through one last sharp turn to the right, and ahead of us the lights got brighter. Up against a back wall a concrete pier stuck out into the water. And standing on the pier was a group of six men wearing black paramilitary clothing and carrying automatic weapons; my welcome wagon.


There was something about the way these guys stood that told me all I needed to know. I don’t know how to explain it. But if you have ever seen a group of elite professional soldiers, you will know what I mean. Just the way they stood there, like they were ready for anything and expected to kick its ass when it came, whatever it was. And the way they cradled their weapons, like a ­short-­order cook holding a spatula. It just said an automatic weapon was no big deal, just a utensil they used every day.


More than that, and maybe more ­important—­at least to me, which was all that mattered right ­now—­it said that I was in a world of trouble. Any tiny hope I had that I might get out of whatever this was flickered out. I tried to fan it back up. I repeated my mantra, There’s always a way. And I would keep looking for some small opening, some tiny little advantage, that would give me a way out. I told myself I’d always found that way, and I’d been in some pretty deep shit. But myself talked back. It said I’d never before been inside a black, cold rock in the middle of an unknown ocean surrounded by missiles and highly trained professional killers and who the fuck knew what else. At the moment that sounded a lot more convincing than blind optimism.


Frenchy backed the engines and eased us close. Two of the men in black stepped forward and snagged the boat, bow and stern, and secured it to cleats on the pier. There was a final growl as the engines raced in reverse. The boat slowed to a stop and kissed the pier, and the engines died.




CHAPTER 4


I was right about the guys in black.


I have been dragged into a lot of cells in my time, from backcountry lockups to ­maximum-­security prisons. So when I say these guys knew what they were doing, you can take my word for it. There’s a number of tells an amateur might show that can give you a chance. Like, if they’re needlessly cruel or kind of sloppy, or if they talk a lot or try to show you how tough they are. Just little things, but they leave a lot of holes for somebody like me to crawl through. Maybe you wouldn’t see it, but to me they’re definite signs. When the guy holding the gun shows you one of these, it means he’s not a pro, and you have a chance.


These guys didn’t show any of the tells. They didn’t say or do anything they didn’t have to do to get the job done. They moved efficiently, on the balls of their feet, eyes on everything at the same time. When they spoke at all, it was terse orders in French. There didn’t seem to be any point in pretending I didn’t understand them. I did what they said.


They pulled me off the dock as a couple of other guys in black unloaded the big crates from the boat. Frenchy stood on the bridge and worked the crane from a set of controls, beside the wheel swinging the crates up and onto the dock. Before the first crate made it onto the pier, I was steered into a dimly lit passage carved out of the rock of the island. The walls were smooth and unpainted and radiated the kind of permanent coolness you feel from cave walls. We went down a long, circular stairway, maybe as far as forty feet down. It dumped us out into another hallway, the twin of the one we’d taken from the pier. After walking along this passage for a couple of minutes, we took a ­right-­hand passage, and we were in a short hallway. It had six steel doors, three on each side, set into rock walls. The doors had small, ­high-­set windows, covered by thick steel grills. Below that was a slot just big enough for a food tray.


I knew the look. ­Maximum-­security lockup.


I was pretty sure we’d gotten to my new ’ome.


One of the men in black opened the last door down on the left. They led me through and into a small cell. I’d seen worse, but only in comic books. The room was about eight feet by eight feet, bare stone walls, bare stone floor and ceiling. One dim light hung from the ceiling inside a ­steel-­mesh cage. Opposite the door there was a shelf carved out of the stone. It was just big enough to lie down on. Just so I didn’t have to figure it out by myself, there was a thin blanket folded on the foot of the “bed.” And hanging from the wall above it there were two chains. On the floor below were two more. I didn’t have to guess what they were for.


In two minutes my hands and feet were locked into the chains and I was sitting on the stone bed.


That’s pretty much all I did for a truly ­long-­ass time. I think it had to be three days, but it’s impossible to be sure. The one light in the ceiling never flickered. It was always the same dim no-­time in the cell. There were no sounds, no smells, nothing. Six times the door opened and two guards came in. They stood at either side of the door, weapons at the ready, while a third guard dropped a tray on the floor where I could just reach it if I stretched out all the way. Then they left.


Each tray held a bottle of water and a paper plate. On the plate it was always the ­same—­a ­gray-­green glop that looked like something they’d scraped off the walls. I ate it anyway. It wasn’t awful. I mean, compared to eating dog shit or rotten squid it was sort of tasty. But I figured they weren’t planning to kill me with the food, so I had to stay alive and as healthy as I could, just in case. I ate it all.


So like I said, I was pretty sure it was three days. I knew the whole arrangement was all set up to fuck with my head, make me unsure about time and everything ­else—­steady dim light, no external sight or sound, all that. It’s a popular ­old-­time technique. Stick you in a cell with light always on, no way to tell if it’s night or day. They change the feeding intervals, keep you isolated from absolutely everything, and make you just sit there. There’s no way at all to tell how much time is going by, or anything else. Nobody to talk to, nothing to listen to, no way to move more than a few inches. After a while your brain ­short-­circuits. Two minutes seems like an ­hour—­or three hours can feel like a couple of minutes. Like I said, it fucks with your head. And if it goes on long enough you can even start to hallucinate.


I could take it. I’d been there before. My head has gotten pretty hard to fuck. And I actually started getting optimistic. The longer it went on, the more certain I got that they were softening me up for something. Sure, that probably meant something heinous was coming at me. But it also meant there was going to be some way out, even if it was tiny. There’s no reason to soften up somebody to kill them. You do it to get them to jump at some truly stupid, lethal idea that looks like a great way out when you’re softened enough. But if they really wanted me dead, I would be already.


So I stayed cool. I didn’t talk to myself, hallucinate angels, or flip a finger on my lips and go, ­buh-­bee, ­buh-­bee. I sat and waited. I was going to get through this. Somehow, some way, I was going to survive. They might make it hard, but I was used to that, and I always find a way.


I kept that thought with me all the time. I would make it. And as long as I was alive, there would be some way, somehow, some time, to get out of here. I hung on to that, and it kept me calm.


I mean, I’m not Batman. Nobody can keep focus 24/7. So there were plenty of times when I wondered if I was kidding myself. I didn’t really know that somebody wanted me alive for some reason. After all, I didn’t even know why I was ­here—­or even where here was. I could be the Count of Monte Cristo, and I’d be out in a few days. But I might be the Man in the Iron Mask and I was here until I died. Why? Who knows? There could be some weird irrational reasons I couldn’t imagine. Maybe it was a cult and they were just keeping me until the full moon, and then they’d sacrifice me to a goat god or something.


And every now and then I thought about being forty or fifty feet below sea level, chained to a stone wall. Floods happen all the time. And it wouldn’t take much of a flood to put me plenty far enough underwater to drown. Or just as likely, think about the fact that I was guarded by a bunch of paramilitary dudes. The fact that they were here meant whoever was in charge had enemies. So what happens if the enemies invade this rock, kill all the guys in black? And they don’t know about ­me—­why would they? So they kill everybody and go home, and now I’m left to slowly starve to death. Maybe the flood was better. At least drowning is quick.


I thought up lots of other really cool ways I might die, with lots of time to get the details right. So there was plenty to keep me entertained, in between fits of stupid optimism.


On what I figured was the third day, the optimism got a little stupider. And a whole lot harder to call up.


I had just finished a delightful, sumptuous meal of slimy green glop, accompanied by a full bottle of a superb vintage of water. I’d tossed the empty plate on the floor and settled back on my luxurious stone bed when I heard footsteps. The sound was ­different—­like, the feet making them were smaller, lighter, and not wearing boots. I didn’t know what that meant, but it was different, so I figured I better pay attention.


I sat up. The door swung open. Slowly. And then a woman came in. She had blond hair that showed dark roots, and it was pulled back into a tight bun, like ballet dancers wear. She moved like a ballet dancer, too, and she had a body to match, except that there was a whole lot of muscle showing that looked more MMA than ballet. She stared at me like I was a piece of furniture, probably a worn footstool, and turned slowly, surveying the entire cell. That gave me a good opportunity to look again and check her out. She was no footstool. Her face had probably started out as beautiful as the rest of her. In profile, the right side was close to perfect. Classic high cheekbones, a cute little button nose, and those dark green eyes. True ­beauty—­on the right side. But the left ­side… 


Once upon a time it had probably been just as perfect as the right side. But somebody had hacked the left side of her face with something big and sharp, probably a large knife. Just for the hell of it, they’d hacked a couple more times. Okay, maybe a whole bunch of times. That side of her face was a mess. It looked like a ­raised-­relief map of the Grand Tetons. It was dominated by a couple of parallel scars that looked like the cheek had fallen off and a drunk tailor had sewed it back on. Those two scars ran all the way down her cheek, from the eyebrow to the chin.


I would have felt sorry for her, until she turned her eyes back on me and just stared.


I’d been wondering why anyone would come here alone, way down in the dungeon with a dangerous thug like me. But then she came soundlessly across the stone floor to me and stood close. She looked right into my face, and I didn’t wonder anymore.


She put two green eyes on me that were colder than the bottom shelf of the deep freeze. Green eyes do not generally do cold very well. I don’t know if you’ve noticed this, but if you haven’t, take my word for it. Blue eyes can be North Pole cold, brown eyes can fry your ass, but green eyes are always warm, welcoming. Always.


Until this woman came along. These green eyes were way beyond what blue can do. Cold, but way past that; they were dead, but at the same time filled with something that looked like endless pain and a burning need to share it. She made me squirm, just by looking. I mean, I have stared down some hard cases. Most of the time it’s either you know what they’ll do and you’re ready, or you can see they’re not taking it any further than a ­stare-­down. With this woman, I stared back for fifteen seconds, and it opened up a deep, dark pit underneath me. I couldn’t tell what the fuck she might do, or why, but I knew it would be a small slice of hell.


And it wasn’t smart and it wasn’t something I planned, but I looked down real quick and stared at my feet. I could still feel her eyes on me, but she didn’t do anything, didn’t say anything. We did this for a really long minute. She still didn’t talk or do anything else. Just stood there. It was enough. She was scaring the shit out of me without doing a goddamned thing. Something seemed to come off her, maybe pheromones or something, I don’t know. All I know is I was more scared than I’d been for a truly long time. I told myself it was because I was chained to the wall, but it wasn’t. It was her.


It never entered my mind to try anything. I didn’t even want to look up at her. But I did. And when I did, she smiled. It was worse than the stare. If her eyes had been an invitation to Hell, the smile said never mind, Hell was right here already. It actually made my stomach turn over. And while I was still swallowing bile, she reached down, took my left hand, and held it in hers.


It was such a weird thing for her to do, I just let her, and gaped at her. She turned my hand over, looking at it like she was checking for fleas or something. And then she turned it palm down, grabbed my little finger, and locked those terrible green eyes on mine. She watched me like she was looking for something, nothing really amazing or important. Just more like she was going to turn over a stone and wondered what might come out. And while I was still trying to figure out which end was up, she gripped my little finger ­tighter—­and pulled it savagely backward.


The world went dark. Somewhere in the distance I heard a snapping sound. Then a wave of pain crashed into me and I came back into my body just in time for it to take me over.


It hurt. I mean, a lot. It was so sudden and so painful that I couldn’t even scream. I just sort of squeaked and then, just barely in time, turned my head to the side and threw up, a big wet fountain of secondhand green goop.


She didn’t let go of my broken finger. She waited for me to stop barfing and turn back to her. Then her smile got a little wider and she pulled the finger even farther back, until I thought I was going to faint. She held it there for a minute, and then, just when I thought the lights would go out again, she let go. She took a step back, nodded like she’d just finished a minor chore, and turned away.


In the doorway she paused. She turned around and looked at me for a moment with the kind of smile you get from a cat standing over a ­half-­dead mouse. Then she turned and walked out of the cell with that same weird ­ballet-­dancer grace. And I was left sitting in a puddle of green puke, cradling a busted finger, and wondering what the fuck had just happened.


Another day went by, maybe a day and a half. It was hard to think about things like that, because the pain in my broken finger didn’t get any better. It swelled up, and it throbbed like an evil metronome. But you get used to that kind of thing. I mean, it hadn’t killed me, and it sort of confirmed that they were keeping me alive, softening me up for something.


So I kept breathing, which was usually a good idea. And like I said, it wasn’t too long before we moved on to the third act of Softening Riley.


I was sitting on my bed, listening to my stomach growl and thinking it had to be time for a meal. And I was kind of looking forward to it. I know it sounds stupid, weird, considering what that meal was going to be, but it was the only thing I had to look forward to, and I did.


I heard footsteps in the hall, nice heavy combat boots, for which I was grateful. Not just because it meant food but also because it meant that the Queen of Evil wasn’t coming for another finger.


I was wrong about both things.


The door opened, and the two guards took their stations beside the door. But this time the third guy didn’t bring in a tray. Instead, he carried in a chair and set it down, just out of reach of the farthest I could possibly stretch my chains. Then he went out. The other two guards stayed.


Nothing happened. I looked at the chair. It was very nice. If it was real, it was a Louis XVI and worth a couple of grand. It was probably something I was not supposed to put my ragged ass into. It was way too nice to stick in a stone cell with a reprehensible reprobate like me. Especially since there was no way I could stretch my ass far enough to sit in it. So I figured I was about to find out why I was here, straight from somebody important. Maybe Mr. Big himself. I wondered if I should brush my teeth.


I was right. Not about brushing my teeth; about Mr. Big. A couple of minutes after the chair ceremony, I heard feet in the hallway. Then two more guards came in and stood against the walls on either side of me. All four guards stood up straight, kind of at attention but still focused on me. No more than half a minute after that, my dear friend Our Lady of the Finger came through the door.


She glanced around the cell one more time, then turned to the guard on the right side of the door. She murmured something to him I couldn’t hear, and he practically fell over agreeing with her. The woman nodded and went out, and I went back to waiting. Compared to looking at the woman with the scar, it was a real vacation.


A couple of minutes after that, two more guards appeared in the hall and took position beside the door outside my cell. And then a man strolled into my room and sat in the very nice chair. Scarface came back in and stood behind him, hands behind her back.


He just looked at me for a couple of minutes, so I looked back. Maybe it was too soon for another ­stare-­down, after the nightmare I’d had with his girlfriend. But this guy was relaxed, smooth. He had a kind of bland look on his face, and I could see he thought he was king shit, and that always gets me going. So I met his eyes. No biggie. I mean, I’ve run into a lot of people who think they’re important. Most of the time, they’re the easiest to take down. I’ve done plenty of them. I’m hard to impress. If this guy was trying to make me tremble with awe, he should have left it to the woman. I studied him back like he was just another dork with a Napoleon complex.


He was in his midforties, with dark hair and light brown eyes that seemed a little too big for his face. He didn’t blink, which can get on your nerves pretty quick. He was thin, with cheekbones that stuck out and thick black eyebrows. He wore a suit that was so perfect it almost made me dizzy. I mean, I’ve got a bunch of Savile Row suits, custom tailored for me, that go for almost as much as a new Chevrolet. This one made them look like somebody parked a new Bugatti Divo next to your Chevy.


The shirt and tie were in the same class, and his shoes, too. What he spent on his outfit would feed a family of eight for fifty years, and pay for their gas, too.


But I kept coming back to his eyes. Aside from being big and brown, there was just something about them that made you want to scurry under a rock and hide. Or if you couldn’t hide, stand at attention and say “sir” a lot.


That pissed me off. I don’t bow down to anybody, and the more they expect me to, the more I don’t. So I kept my eyes on him, daring him to show me something that would impress me and betting he couldn’t.


“Mr. Wolfe,” he said at last. His voice was measured, commanding, and he had no accent I could ­hear—­but it was the kind of no-­accent that comes from practice, from getting rid of an old accent. It told me nothing. Neither did the tiny little smile. But then he said, “I am Patrick Boniface.”


Okay, I was wrong. He impressed me. I knew that name, and I knew what it meant.


I was fucked.




CHAPTER 5


In this mean and dirty world there are many dangerous people. Drug lords get the most publicity. I think it’s because of the so-­called War on Drugs. The badder we make the cartels and kingpins, the worse we all think drugs are. And as a side benefit, if we think they are all really and truly terrifying evil boogeymen, it’s a lot easier to understand why we can’t put them out of business and win the so-­called war once and for all.


Which means nobody has to think about the real reason we can’t put drug dealers out of business. Sure, they’re bad. Bad to the bone, mean, ruthless, violent, all of that. But the fact is, they don’t really need to be to stay in business. They just have to keep providing dope. Because people want drugs. And as long as people want to get high, get mellow, get a fix, and don’t even mind getting ­addicted—­and that means ­forever—­there’s going to be drugs, and drug dealers. It’s pure supply and demand. People will always want it, so other people will always supply it.


There’s one other thing people will always want. Weapons. And not just pissant toys like pistols and rifles. I mean ­big-­time stuff that can take out a city block, wipe out a few hundred people at a pop, turn a band of guerrilla fighters into an army of resistance.


Drug dealers really are plenty bad. But a ­big-­time arms dealer makes them look like kids playing Power Rangers. It just stands to reason. Drug dealers sell to people who want to make money or people who want to get high. But arms dealers sell to violent people who want to be even more violent, and efficient about it. These customers would not hesitate to keep the money and kill the dealer, just take the weapons, and the only reason they don’t is that they can’t. Because the arms dealer scares the crap out of them, too.


And of course the scary arms dealers would just as soon be the biggest weapons seller on the block. They wouldn’t hesitate to knock off all their competitors and corner the market and make ten times as much money. Which they try to do every now and then, because when you are a violent, amoral person who is all about making money, it just makes sense to kill a few dozen people so you can make more. So if you are one of the big, badass weapons sellers, you are always looking over your shoulder. You sleep with one eye open, and you surround yourself with people who don’t mind killing anybody you tell them to. Because sooner or later, one of your peers is coming for you, and he has a bunch of hired killers just as good as yours. He wants what you have, all of it, and to get it, he’s very happy to kill you and a few hundred of your closest friends. The thought of all that extra cash makes you an irresistible target. Sooner or later, one of your competitors will take a shot.


Unless, of course, you are an arms dealer who scares the crap out of the other arms dealers, who scare the crap out of everybody else. There are two or three of those ­top-­dog dealers I know about, guys who nobody would dream of fucking with. And there was one guy so far above all of them that even those kingpins would be scared to fuck with him. One guy who was so big, bad, rich, ruthless, and powerful that he was totally untouchable. One guy who had clawed his way to the top of the heap with ruthlessness and violence so extreme that it absolutely terrified everybody else. A guy who showed time after time that he didn’t negotiate, didn’t back down, didn’t mind killing anybody or everybody, and he was happy to wipe out twenty people just to get the one he was after.


His name was Patrick Boniface.


Yeah. The guy looking me in the eye and sitting in the Louis XVI chair. Which I now figured, by the way, was probably real. Boniface had a reputation as a guy who demanded truly fine things. He was just as ruthless latching on to artworks, too.


I did not actually say, “Oh shit I’m dead and fucked.” But I must have thought it so loud that he heard me anyway. He gave me two millimeters of smile and one small shake of the head. “You are in no danger, Mr. Wolfe,” he said. “For the time being.”


I tried to swallow. It didn’t work. “I’m happy to hear it,” I said. “So grabbing me like that, and the chains and the guards, four goddamn days chained to a ­rock—­that was just for practice?”


“Three days, actually,” he said. He glanced behind him at Scarface. “Bernadette thought it would soften you up.” He cocked his head slightly to the left. “I don’t think it has, though.”


“No,” I said. “I don’t soften.”


“Forgive me if I disagree,” Boniface said. “I can assure you that a few days with Bernadette would work wonders. I’m quite sure she could persuade you of almost anything. And she would love to have a chance.”


Bernadette put her hands on the back of the chair and leaned forward with a smile that could ­short-­circuit a pacemaker. Ridges of hard muscle popped out on her arms.


“Thanks,” I said. “I already got her warm-­up.” I held up my left hand, which by now was purple and about the size of a basketball. Bernadette smiled, just a girl remembering one special dance at the prom.


“We’ll have that looked at,” Boniface said. He raised one eyebrow. “Unless you’d like to get better acquainted with Bernadette?”


“I think I know her too well already,” I said. “And I don’t think she’s my type.”


“Nor anyone else’s type, I think,” he said. He reached back and patted her hand, and she straightened back up.


“Well, a date to go dancing is out,” I said. “So why all the ­spy-­movie bullshit?”


His smile went way the hell up to three millimeters. “I find that negotiations go much easier if I strengthen my position.” He raised an eyebrow. “I think I have done so?”
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