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A faithful man will abound with blessings, but he who makes haste to be rich will not go unpunished.
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PROLOGUE





LUZON ISLAND, PHILIPPINES


MONDAY, JUNE 4, 1945


11:54 P.M.





GENERAL TOMOYUKI YAMASHITA TOASTED THE GROUP FOR THE FINAL time. A hundred and seventy-five men stood before him in the dimly lit underground chamber. All engineers. Specially selected. Each having accomplished his task to perfection. They’d performed so well and so fast that he’d ordered a celebration. Fried brown rice, boiled eggs, grilled sweet potatoes, and dried cow’s meat. All washed down with copious amounts of sake. For the past two hours they’d sung patriotic songs and shouted banzaí, long life, until they were hoarse. All the harshness of war had been set aside for a few precious hours.


He’d been reassigned to the islands last October, charged with stopping the rapidly advancing American forces. Prior to that he’d led the Imperial Army during the invasion of Malaya and the Battle of Singapore. Both resounding victories. He took pride in how Churchill had described the fall of Singapore. The worst disaster and largest capitulation in British military history.


But everything here had gone wrong.


Now he was doing nothing more than delaying the inevitable. The war was lost. MacArthur had returned. Japan was isolated. And he was trapped in the mountains north of Manila, low on supplies, with the Americans rapidly closing in. For the past few months he’d been less a military commander and more a miner. And banker. Taking deposits. Building vaults. Securing their presence for future withdrawals.


“For you,” he said to the engineers, his metal cup held high. “And a job well done. Banzaí.”


They echoed his good wishes.


The underground chamber around him was the largest they’d constructed, perhaps as much as twenty meters square, illuminated by battery-powered bulbs. Rectangular bronze boxes, filled with gold bars, were stacked eight-high against the walls, each bar around seventy-five kilograms and individually marked by weight and purity. A little under thirty-seven million total kilograms.


An enormous amount of wealth.


And there were 174 other buried vaults, each containing a similar hoard of treasure. All plundered from Asian countries, starting with China in 1937. More came from Korea, Thailand, Burma, French Indochina, Cambodia, Malaysia, Hong Kong, Timor, Indonesia, and New Guinea. National treasuries, banks, religious shrines, private estates, museums, factories, homes, galleries. Anything and everything had been looted. A grand larceny of wealth that had been accumulated by its owners for thousands of years. A lot of it had already made it to Japan. The rest was to go by sea. But the Americans had stopped that redistribution with a submarine blockade. No way now to ship anything, much less something as heavy and bulky as gold.


So another way had been conceived.


Hide it all in the mountains of Luzon and come back for it after the war.


The plan had been formulated at the highest level, all the way to Emperor Hirohito himself. Several of the lesser royal princes had headed teams of thieves that had fanned out across the conquered territories, but the emperor’s charming and cultivated brother, Prince Chichibu, had supervised the overall plunder, along with its secreting away, naming the entire scheme kin no yuri, Golden Lily, after a poem the emperor had written.


“To each of you,” Prince Chichibu said, his metal cup raised. “The emperor extends his thanks for your dedicated work. He wishes great blessings to you all.”


The engineers returned the toast and offered long life and blessings to the emperor. Many of their eyes were watering with emotion. None of them had ever been this close to someone of the royal house. Nearly all Japanese, Yamashita included, spent their life in awe of the imperial family. The emperor controlled the entire sovereign state, commanded the armed forces, headed the national religion, and was believed to be a living god.


Chichibu stepped close to Yamashita and whispered, “Is all ready?”


He nodded.


Months ago, Prince Chichibu had moved his headquarters from Singapore to Manila and ordered all plunder still on the Asian mainland to be brought to the islands. Thousands of slave laborers and prisoners of war had spent the past few months digging tunnels and fortifying caves with concrete. Each site had to withstand earthquakes, aerial bombing, flooding, and, most of all, time. So the vaults had been constructed like military bunkers. As each was completed the prince had come to personally inspect, like tonight, so there was nothing unusual about his presence.


The men continued to enjoy the revelry, their job completed. The last of the 175 vaults—this one—had been finished three days ago. All of the architectural drawings, inventories, instruments, and tools had been crated and removed. With each vault’s completion the prisoner-of-war laborers had been shot, their bodies sealed inside. Also, some Japanese soldiers had been included with the doomed so that their spirits would help guard the treasure in the years ahead. Which sounded good, but it only masked the real purpose, which was to limit the number of eyewitnesses.


“Is the map secure?” the prince asked him.


“In your car, awaiting your departure.”


Everything had been sped up after MacArthur landed at Leyte. Two hundred thousand enemy troops were gaining ground every day, the Japanese forces slowly retreating ever higher into the mountains. A submarine awaited Prince Chichibu to take him back to Japan, along with the map that led to each of the vaults. Natural markers that worked as pointers had been left across the lush landscape. Subtle. Hard to decipher. Part of the jungle. All of it in an ancient code called Chako. The map would be returned to the emperor, who would hold it until the time for retrieval arrived. They might lose the war militarily, but Japan had no intention of losing financially. The idea was to hold the Philippines through a negotiated peace so they could return and retrieve the gold. How much wealth had they hidden? More than anyone could have ever imagined. Somewhere around fifty million kilograms of precious metals.


For the glory of the emperor.


“Time for us to leave,” he whispered to the prince. Then he turned his attention back to the engineers. “Enjoy the food and the drink. You have earned it. It is private, quiet, and safe here. We shall see you in the morning when we evacuate.”


The group offered him a collective banzaí, which he returned, noticing the smiles all around from the men. Then he and the prince left the chamber and made their way to a crude elevator that led back up seventy meters to ground level. Along the way he noticed the dynamite that had been set in the shaft while the celebration had been ongoing. A separate access tunnel had also been rigged to explode, the charges spaced far enough apart to seal the passage, but not close enough to totally destroy the path.


He and the prince left the elevator and emerged out into the steamy tropical night. Three demolition experts waited for them. Once the shaft and tunnel were blown the last remnants of human consciousness, the 175 engineers who knew the precise location of the caches, would be dead. Most would suffocate, but some would surely commit ritual suicide in service to their emperor.


He turned to one of the soldiers and nodded.


The charges were ignited.


Explosions rumbled and the ground shook, the charges detonating in a predetermined sequence, each one bringing down a portion of the excavation. The final charge obliterated the main entrance in a cascade of dirt and rock. Before dawn it would be smoothed and dressed and, within a few weeks, the jungle would replace the lost foliage completing the camouflage.


They walked toward a waiting vehicle.


“What of these soldiers?” Chichibu asked of the demolition team.


“They will be dead by morning.”


Which should end the killing. And with 7,107 islands in the Philippines, even if the enemy knew what had been done, searching for those 175 caches would take decades.


But he had to wonder.


“What of me?” he asked the prince. “Am I to die as well?”


“You are a high-ranking general in the Imperial Army,” the prince said. “Sworn by oath to allegiance with the emperor.”


They reached the car.


“So were all the soldiers and engineers who died,” he said.


The prince opened the rear door and retrieved a leather satchel. From inside he withdrew a Japanese battle flag. A red disk atop a white background, with sixteen rays emanating from it, symbolizing the rising sun.


Chichibu laid it out flat across the hood. “I thought you might be apprehensive. Let us be frank. The war is over. All is lost. It is time now to prepare for the future. I have to return to Japan and work with my brother to secure that future. You have to stay here and hold the Americans at bay for as long as possible.”


Which made sense.


The younger man withdrew a small ceremonial blade from the satchel and pricked the tip of his little finger. Yamashita knew what was expected. He took the knife and punctured his own little finger. Together, they dripped blood onto the flag in a ritual that dated back centuries, one that supposedly bound the participants together in a blood oath.


“We are one,” Chichibu said.


He suddenly felt the same pride that those engineers had experienced. “I will do honor to the trust you have shown in me.”


“You will be needed,” the prince said, “once this war ends and we return to retrieve what is ours. And we will, Tomoyuki. We will be back. Japan will survive. The emperor will survive. In the meantime stay safe, and I will see you then.”


Chichibu climbed into the vehicle. The driver was already behind the wheel. The engine coughed to life and the transport drove off down the narrow, rutted road. One of the demolition experts approached, stood at attention, and saluted. He knew what the man wanted to hear. “Set the traps. Secure the site.”


Every one of the caches had been rigged with explosives and a variety of other lethal, defensive measures. If anyone dared to breach the vaults they would pay a heavy price.


In the distance he heard gunfire and mortars.


It would not be long before the enemy controlled the islands.


Thankfully, though, Golden Lily was finished.
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CHAPTER 1





BASEL, SWITZERLAND


THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 3


9:40 A.M.





COTTON MALONE COULD NOT DECIDE IF THE THREAT WAS REAL OR imaginary. He’d been sent to assess the situation, keep an eye on the target, and intervene. But only if necessary.


Did this qualify?


The streets of Basel were busy. Not surprising given this city of two hundred thousand had been a commercial hub and cultural center since the Renaissance. Six hundred years ago it was one of Europe’s great cities. Location helped. Strategically placed where Switzerland, France, and Germany converged, downtown was divided by the Rhine River into two distinct sections. One from the past, the other rooted in today. Its old town filled two hills that rose against the river’s southern bank. A place full of ivy-clad, half-timber houses reminiscent of a long-ago medieval town, the cobbled paths a mix of pedestrian-only and light-traffic streets.


He stood, bathed in sunshine, beside one of the more congested traffic routes and enjoyed a bag of roasted chestnuts purchased from a nearby vendor. His target was inside a small boutique, on the other side of the street, about two hundred feet away, where she’d been for the past thirty minutes. Windows of fashionable stores drew a continuous stream of patrons. Lots of cafés, shops, jewelers, designer clothing, and, his personal favorite, antique-book stores. Plenty of them too. Each reminiscent of his own bookshop back in Copenhagen. He’d owned it now for several years, the store modest in size, tastefully appointed, and well stocked. He catered not only to bibliophiles, but also to the countless tourists who visited Copenhagen. He’d netted a profit every year, though he spent more time away from the shop than he liked. He was also the current secretary of the Danish Antiquarian Booksellers Association, a first for him as he was not much of a joiner.


But what the hell?


He loved books. They loved books.


People moved steadily in every direction, his brain attentive to the slightest detail that had signaled trouble in his former profession. No one stared or lingered too long. Nothing at all out of sync, except for one car. A dark-colored Saab. Parked thirty yards away among other vehicles nestled to the curb. All of the others were empty. But not the Saab. It contained two people, whose forms he could make out through the lightly tinted windshield. The driver and another in the back seat. None of which, in and of itself, should spark any suspicion in most people.


But he wasn’t most people.


He was a trained intelligence officer who’d worked a dozen years for the Magellan Billet, a covert investigative unit of the United States Justice Department. He’d been one of the first people recruited by his old friend Stephanie Nelle, who both created and continued to run the unit. She’d recently found some trouble with the new American president, Warner Fox, but all that had been resolved and now she was back in command. And though he’d been retired from the Billet for a while now, he continued to work freelance for Stephanie whenever she managed to entice him away from his bookshop. He liked that he was still needed, so he rarely refused her. Sure, there’d come a day when she would ask less frequently and he would become only a bookseller. But thankfully, for now, he still had his uses, though he wasn’t here for Stephanie. This favor was for another friend whom he’d encountered a few months back in Germany.


Derrick Koger.


Recently promoted European station chief for the Central Intelligence Agency. Who’d piqued his curiosity with an amazing tale of lost treasure.


Billions in plundered gold.


General Tomoyuki Yamashita, who’d commanded the final defense of the Philippine Islands, along with supervising the secretion of that loot, surrendered to the Allies in September 1945, then was quickly tried and convicted of war crimes in December 1945. Two months later Yamashita was hanged.


Why so fast?


Simple.


The Office of Strategic Services, precursor to the CIA, had learned about 175 buried vaults. Yamashita flatly refused to cooperate with locating them and the last thing the Americans wanted was him still alive, able to tell the world about the gold.


So they hung him.


Once that loose end had been eliminated, and the island of Luzon militarily secured, the OSS moved in and managed to retrieve several of the larger caches, tons of unaccounted-for precious metals, all shipped off to repositories in forty-two countries across the world. All done with the full knowledge and blessing of both General Douglas MacArthur and President Harry Truman.


Why was it taken?


Three reasons.


First, if the recovery of such a huge mass of stolen gold had become known, thousands of people would have come forward to claim it, many of them fraudulently, and governments would have been bogged down for decades resolving ownership.


Second, the sheer volume of the gold, if dumped back on the open market, would have devalued the price. At the time most countries linked their currencies to the U.S. dollar, and the dollar was tied to gold, so an unexpected plummet in value would have caused a worldwide financial disaster.


And finally, once Hitler and Japan had been defeated, the greatest threat to world security now came from the Soviet Union. Communism had to be stopped. At all costs. And hundreds of millions of dollars in secret wealth could certainly be channeled into that purpose.


So, slowly, over time, the retrieved gold and silver were consolidated to one location under the control of what came to be known as the Black Eagle Trust. Where was it centralized? The Bank of St. George in Luxembourg. And there that wealth had sat since 1949, safe behind a wall of secrecy that had only, according to Koger, fallen in the past few months.


Fascinating stuff.


The car with the two occupants cranked to life.


Cotton’s attention shifted from the vehicle to the boutique.


His target had appeared, stepping from the front doorway and turning onto the busy sidewalk. Had the car cranking been just coincidence?


Doubtful.


He’d only seen one photo of Kelly Austin, who was employed by the Bank of St. George. Her job? He had no idea. All he’d been told was to look after her and intervene only if absolutely required. Koger had been emphatic on that last detail. Which was why he’d positioned himself across the street, among people walking here and there, oblivious to anything around them outside of their own concerns.


Kelly Austin walked away from the Saab, which swung from its parking place and crept forward in the street. No cars were behind it, but one was ahead. The one in front accelerated and headed off past Cotton. The Saab, though, never changed speed.


No question. This was a threat.


Austin kept walking his way, on the other side of the street. No head turns. No looking around. No hesitation. Just one step after another with a shopping bag dangling from one hand, a purse slung over her other shoulder.


Oblivious.


He tossed the chestnuts into the waste can beside him and stepped from the curb, zigzagging against the lanes of traffic to the pedestrian bay at the center. There, at the first break in the cars, he crossed, fifty feet ahead of Austin. People passed by, heading in the opposite direction. The Saab kept coming, moving a little faster, now nearly parallel with Austin.


The rear window descended.


A gun barrel came into view.


No time existed to get closer to Austin. Too far away. So he reached back beneath his jacket and found the Beretta. Magellan Billet issue. Which he’d been allowed to retain after retiring out early. The appearance of the weapon sent a panic through some of the pedestrians. No way to keep the gun out of view.


He told himself to focus.


In his mind the all-pervasive background noise common to cities around the world ground to a halt. Silence dominated his thoughts and his eyes assumed command of the rest of his senses. He leveled the gun and fired two shots into the open rear window. The Saab immediately accelerated, tires grabbing the pavement as the car squealed past. The danger from return fire seemed great. So he sent another bullet into the open window.


People scattered. Many hit the ground.


The Saab raced away.


He focused on the license plate and etched the letters and numbers into his eidetic memory. The car came to the next intersection, then disappeared around the corner. He quickly stuffed the gun back under his jacket and looked around.


His lungs inflated in short, quick breaths.


Kelly Austin was nowhere to be seen.















CHAPTER 2





LAKE BAIKAL, SIBERIA


4:40 P.M.





KYRA LHOTA PRESSED THE THROTTLE FORWARD AND POWERED THE boat across the water. The lake’s statistics were mind boggling. Formed from an ancient rift valley thirty million years ago. The world’s oldest reservoir. Containing one-fifth of the planet’s fresh water. Three hundred rivers fed into it, but only one drained out. Seven hundred kilometers long and up to eighty wide, its deepest point dropping fifteen hundred meters down.


On maps it was a crescent-shaped arc in southern Siberia, part of Russia’s great empty quarter near the Mongolian border. Two thousand kilometers of shoreline stretched in every direction and thirty islands dotted the crystalline surface, all of it a haven for the rich and poor. The latter huddled in villages and towns that hugged the pebbly-beached shores. The former occupied the forested high ground inside expensive dachas, the real estate remote and desired, commanding the highest price per square meter in Russia.


Summer was fading, autumn always short-lived, a long winter not that far away. This was also the stormy season and soon the freezes would come, transforming the lake into one continuous block of thick blue ice solid enough for trucks, cars, and railroads to move across.


But not today.


The surface remained wet and frothy.


Kyra marveled at the overwhelming sight of water and sky, both deep and saturated, each slightly different in hue, the blue colors blanketing everything with a mystical sense of calm and order. A stiff north breeze chopped the surface, which had little effect on the thrust from the triple outboards against the fiberglass hull. She’d rented the speedboat at a marina on the southern shore, one that catered to high rollers who loved to use Lake Baikal as their personal playground. Hers was a little over ten meters long and came with enough power to send the boat streaking across the surface at nearly fifty knots.


She stood at the center console, the wheel tight in her hands, and spotted another long narrow muscle boat about half a kilometer away. She yanked back on the throttle and brought her engines to neutral, then switched them off. Their roar faded until the only sound was the distant hum of the other boat. She grabbed her backpack, found the smoke grenades, and pulled two pins. They ignited, sending a dark plume up into the late-afternoon sky. From everything she’d read about the occupant of the other boat he should react to the sign of a fire. Part of his egotistical gallantry.


But the other vessel kept going.


She added a third grenade that generated more smoke.


The other boat turned and sped her way.


Finally. As predicted.


She prepared herself, unzipping her leather jacket and allowing it to hang open, revealing her tight toned body. More of her intel pegged the target as a rich narcissistic playboy who’d managed to make billions off copper mining with dabbles into agriculture, construction, and telecommunications. In Russia that success meant this oligarch had political connections, ones that surely reached deep into the Kremlin.


Which advised her to proceed with caution and make no mistakes.


The other boat approached and slowed, pressing against its wake and easing up alongside. The lone occupant matched the photograph she’d been sent of Samvel Yerevan. Medium height. Coils of coal-black hair atop a muscular frame. An Armenian who’d relocated to Russia after the fall of the Soviet Union. There, he’d become enormously rich then reconnected with his Armenian homeland, buying a seat in the national parliament for his brother, eventually elevating him to prime minister. Net worth? In the five-to-eight-billion-euro range. A few international magazines labeled him the richest ethnic Armenian in the world. A title he reportedly cherished. He lived outside of Moscow in a palatial estate. Married, with five children. But that did not stop him from enjoying a variety of mistresses.


Women were his weakness.


And she’d dressed for the part.


A black neoprene bodysuit showed off her petite body’s every curve, her blond hair tied back into a cute ponytail.


“Are you having trouble?” Yerevan called out in Russian.


She raised her arms in confusion and kept to his language. “The motors started to smoke, then died. Can you take look?”


He nodded and began to ease the powerboat closer, tossing over mooring lines, which she attached to hull cleats. She made sure to position herself between him and the grenades, which were still spewing out smoke, obscuring the engines from view. Yerevan was an avowed thrill seeker. He owned fast boats, cars, and planes, along with a huge dacha not far away that overlooked the lake. No doubt he was heading there before she’d interrupted the journey. The intel she possessed had informed her that he spent a lot of time in Siberia, as some of his mines were located nearby.


She’d learned that the easiest way to entice someone was to keep things normal. Nothing odd or questionable. Just the expected, which provided her with the advantage of being one step ahead. She was good at her job, which was why her services commanded such a high price. The client that had contracted for these possessed some of the deepest pockets imaginable, so she’d seized the opportunity and altered her fee from a flat rate to a commission.


And not in dollars or euros.


Bitcoin would be her payment.


One percent of the amount she recovered.


And if the intel was right, that would mean around seventeen million euros for this day’s work. There’d been some pushback on her terms, which she’d expected, but she reminded the client that the victim possessed connections not only to the Kremlin but also to the Russian mob. There could well be retaliation, so part of her task was to make sure she left nothing that could lead anyone anywhere. And that added protection the client had been willing to pay for.


Yerevan finished securing his boat and powering down his outboards. He then hopped up on the gunwales and was about to step over onto her boat when she leaped up and joined him. She noticed his nose, broken long ago and never set properly, which added a touch of hardness to his face that some women might find attractive.


She used her index finger to signal for him to come closer.


Which he did.


She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him hard. He did not seem the least bit surprised or intimidated, and pressed his lips into hers, willing to accept whatever this stranger might offer.


She pivoted and swung them both around, then pushed off with her legs and propelled them over the side and into the freezing water. She was ready, having worn neoprene to insulate her pale skin.


He was not.


Her arms were already wrapped around his neck and, during the plunge over, she swung herself around so that her spine hit the water first, her hands and arms changing to a vise grip on his throat. They submerged and she kicked, keeping them under. He struggled, trying to free himself, but weightlessness evened the score and gave him no leverage.


She tightened her hold.


His hands tried to break her grip, but she clamped even harder. The water temperature was well under twenty degrees Celsius, which would quickly affect Yerevan, who wore only a bathing suit and light jacket over a bare chest. She kicked and popped her head up above the surface and grabbed another breath, not allowing Yerevan the same luxury. Back down they went and she could feel his grip on her arms lessen, his body going limp, and finally no movement at all. To be sure she kept the hold in place a few more seconds, then released and kicked to the surface.


Yerevan was not moving.


She checked for a pulse.


Nothing.


Good. One more thing.


She found the gold chain that she’d seen before the attack, the one Yerevan wore night and day, and yanked it free of his neck, her grip tight on the small steel cylinder that dangled from the loop.


She then swam away from the body, which floated facedown. Back at the two boats she climbed aboard hers. The smoke grenades had played themselves out. A quick glance around in every direction revealed no one else in sight. They were toward the lake’s center, kilometers from the nearest shore, with dusk rapidly approaching.


She’d timed her move well.


She untied Yerevan’s boat and allowed it to drift away. The assumption would be he went for a swim and drowned, the cold water erasing any evidence of strangulation. A tragic accident. For which no one was to blame.


She took a moment and gathered herself.


Only the gurgling of the water beneath the hulls disturbed the silence.


Part one done.


She powered up her engines.


Now for part two.















CHAPTER 3





LUXEMBOURG CITY


GRAND DUCHY OF LUXEMBOURG


10:00 A.M.





CATHERINE GLEDHILL ENJOYED THE FIRST THURSDAY OF EACH MONTH. She was in her twenty-sixth year of employment with the Bank of St. George, one of the oldest financial institutions in the world. It had started in Italy and first received deposits and made loans nearly a hundred years before Columbus crossed the Atlantic. By the 17th century it was heavily involved in the maritime trade, financing kings, queens, and emperors along with such concerns as the Dutch East India Company. Unlike most of its competitors it withstood the centuries, possessing a sense of greatness and destiny, weathering financial panics, wars, and revolutions. After Napoleon invaded Italy he suppressed independent banks, which led to its closure in 1805. But not its eradication. The bank moved west from Genoa to Luxembourg and, after Waterloo, restarted its business, becoming one of many private financial institutions the duchy harbored.


There were no shareholders or regulators. A special Luxembourg law allowed the bank to freely communicate internationally, like an embassy, and it was exempt from local taxation. The institution was capitalized, in perpetuity, with private equity. Its customers were few and special, all by invitation only. Some individuals. Most corporations and institutional investors. A smattering of governments. Royalty. Even other banks. Nothing retail, though, like checking or savings accounts. Everything was done at the wholesale level, providing services such as asset management, the buying and selling of foreign exchanges or precious metals, and selective loans and credit extensions, most to finance ultra-high-risk projects, which all accrued an above-market return on investment. Its business model was a delicate balance of risk and reward for clients who could afford to play, and pay, for those high-stakes games. They had one long-standing customer, though, which they’d spent the past seventy-five years quietly satisfying.


The Central Intelligence Agency.


But all that was about to end.


“Are we prepared to begin?” she asked the six others, each settled comfortably in a black leather chair around the long oval of a glass-topped conference table.


They each bore the title of consul. One for every continent, with the South American desk also handling Antarctica but, as of yet, no investment opportunities had materialized there. Each was highly successful with varying degrees of international finance experience. Two counts, one French, the other Spanish, heavy with inherited fortunes. Three others were former heads of competing financial institutions who retired early to take the positions. Another the retired creator of a European hedge fund known for high risk and equally high returns. She was the seventh member, the first consul, chosen by the others, not representing any particular territory but instead acting as board chairman and chief operating officer. They all resided in Luxembourg, a requirement for membership, but most retained dual citizenship.


Nothing about the bank’s operations was ever publicly discussed. It worked in total secrecy behind closed doors. She was the third generation of her family to serve. Her grandfather had been first consul too. But her father made it only to North American chair, understandable given his propensity for alcohol, which eventually killed him.


“I call the September meeting to order.”


She sat upright in the leather chair, her graying blond hair coiled tightly in a bun to the back of her head. She wore a gray silk blouse and charcoal skirt that clung to her thin frame. Both Chanel. No jewelry, save for a small pendant. A gift from her grandfather. St. George atop a horse. Fitting.


And symbolic.


The room around her reflected the solemnity of the gathering. Mahogany paneling with the matted patina that wood acquired after decades of polishing. Thick ornate draperies. Tasteful antiques. The only touches of modernity came from the glass conference table and a monitor that constantly scanned for electronic devices. She’d always liked the feeling of accomplishment the room oozed, the walls decorated with framed photographs. No captions or titles. Only successes that they all knew. The current batch included an offshore North Sea oil platform. A natural gas facility in Ghana. Italian textile mills. A British motion picture studio. And a German automobile plant. Three times a year the photographs were changed to display the most current of their investments.


They moved through the eight-point agenda, dealing with various scenarios from around the globe, some showing promise, a few not so much. Rarely did the bank become entangled in a failure, given its rigorous underwriting requirements. Sure, they took risks. But never foolishly. The main check and balance on recklessness was the fact that the seven around the table were compensated solely on the bank’s overall performance. So any losses would, quite literally, come out of their own pockets. It took a little less than an hour to deal with the agenda. The monthly meetings never lasted long. She closed the leather portfolio in front of her, the Cross of St. George embossed into its cover, foiled in red.


“I now need to update everyone on what’s currently happening,” she said. “Everything internally is secure.”


And it was.


The bank controlled, at last count, 4,556,298.67523984 bitcoin, procured over the past decade by a variety of means. Some legal, most not so much. Unknown to the world the bank was by far the largest possessor of bitcoin on the planet, now owning about twenty-three percent of the entire total. Those coins existed anonymously within the cyberworld inside 4,312 separate electronic wallets, each protected by a twenty-four-digit access code.


A private key.


The keys were encrypted and changed every few days on a random schedule to ensure the highest level of security. No paper record of the 4,312 keys existed. All of them dwelled inside a special server, not connected to the internet, that stored them behind a complex computer code designed to thwart any intrusion. Hence the label air gap. Only five people could access the server. She was one of those. Three more were currently inside the bank, at work. The last was Kelly Austin. But she had left yesterday for a previously scheduled holiday in Switzerland.


“And Samvel Yerevan?” one of them asked.


“That is being handled, too. As we speak.”


Another task that also involved private keys.


At its heart bitcoin was nothing more than ones and zeros amid a computer program that generated mathematical challenges, requiring some of the fastest and most powerful computers in the world to solve. But if solved by people who cleverly called themselves miners, that same computer program sent a reward in the form of bitcoin. At present, that success was achieved, and 3.125 bitcoin were issued, every ten minutes. Four hundred and fifty a day. Was the whole thing strange? Odd? Not really. Little different from the other miners who once scoured the earth, or panned a stream, in search of gold. Both actions generated wealth. One traditionally, the other through something new and different.


But nonetheless valuable.


Gold was heavy, bulky, and difficult to transport. Bitcoin dwelled in the cyberworld, easily stored and capable of moving around the globe at the speed of light. At present, twenty million or so coins existed within over three hundred million online wallets, each accessible only through that owner’s unique twenty-four-digit alphanumeric private key. Have the private key, and you have that person’s bitcoin. The current value of the bank’s holdings? A little under 220,000,000,000 euros, all safe and secure.


But Samvel Yerevan’s bitcoin?


For him, those were in dire jeopardy.


Over the years the bank had acquired bitcoin through covert mining, front-running purchases, and trading. But stealing had, of late, become the fastest and easiest way. It was actually quite easy, provided the person doing the stealing was bold, competent, and knowledgeable. Which perfectly described Kyra Lhota.


“We should be able to transfer Yerevan’s wallets to us by the end of the day,” she told the other consuls.


Nods signaled all was good.


And she agreed.


On to other matters.


“The event in Morocco will happen, as planned,” she told them. “Everything is being prepared. So we all fly there tomorrow. I look forward to seeing each of you there. I’m also anticipating some good news later this evening from Mexico, and will alert you once that happens.”


“And the CIA?” one of the consuls asked.


That was the wild card in all that was about to happen.


“Surely they know that our relationship is at an end. But I have a plan to make that point absolutely clear.”















CHAPTER 4





GENEVA, SWITZERLAND


10:40 A.M.





CASSIOPEIA VITT WALKED DOWN THE CORRIDOR. THE WALLS AROUND her were stainless steel and shiny to the consistency of a mirror, the floor a polished gray terrazzo. Every ten meters windows of double-thick glass provided a view into dimly lit refrigerated rooms. The underground facility had first been built in the 1970s with stone walls a meter thick, surrounded by heavy support pillars to protect against earthquakes. It had served as a repository for Swiss banks, the perfect place to safely store large amounts of gold bullion. But that business ended years back. Now the whole thing had been converted into something unique, one of only a handful of such places in the world.


A wine vault.


Dedicated to aficionados worldwide who wanted a safe and secure place to store their precious bottles. Her research, done before coming, told her that, at present, there were forty-one thousand bottles, with room for fifty thousand more. Wealthy collectors, bankers, diplomats, and corporate executives made up the bulk of the clientele. Some owned as many as two thousand bottles. The fee? A mere quarter of a Swiss franc per bottle, per month. Quite a bargain considering the underground space came with zero temperature variations, controlled lighting, little to no vibration, and a constant humidity.


She kept walking.


She’d never been much of a wine fanatic, despite living in southern France among world-famous vineyards. True, she enjoyed a glass now and then, but never would she sink tens of thousands of euros into something to drink.


Not her idea of an investment.


But to be honest, business was not her forte.


Her parents had left her sole ownership of one of Europe’s largest corporations. Terra. Her Spanish grandfather started the business in the 1920s, when he began to import coal, minerals, precious metals, gems, and gold from all over the world. Her father grew the company even more and today that output was used in everything from high-end electronics to parts for planes and missiles. Demand never seemed to cease. He also hired the right people to run things, a practice she’d continued after his death. Which allowed her time to focus on her rebuilding project, which was progressing. The idea was to erect a French castle, from the ground up, using only 13th-century materials, tools, and techniques. Daunting, for sure, especially for a passion project, but she was about a quarter of the way complete, though a few setbacks of late had definitely cost time and money.


She’d been working at the construction site three days ago when the call came from Cotton. He’d been asked to help out an old acquaintance, Derrick Koger, with something in Basel, Switzerland. Simultaneously a repository in Geneva needed to be visited. Time was of the essence. Why? That had not been explained. Which was not unusual when favors like these were requested. Little information seemed the norm. But when Cotton asked if she was in or out her decision was never in doubt.


If you’re in, I’m in.


Truth be told, she’d do pretty much whatever he asked.


The intel she’d been provided indicated that the wine was actually a front for another vault, one left over from the facility’s former days, one that should contain a staggering amount of bullion. Part of Yamashita’s gold, unearthed in the Philippines after World War II and secretly brought to Europe, eventually consolidated and managed in what came to be known as the Black Eagle Trust. The ownership of the wine vault itself was connected through a series of shell companies to the Bank of St. George in Luxembourg, which had maintained a long-standing covert relationship with the CIA, the organization that had initially created the Black Eagle Trust. Did the gold still exist? That’s what Koger wanted to know, so he’d provided her with a confidential password that should gain access to the hidden vault.


Which had worked.


When she’d given the password to the attendant back at ground level she’d been immediately shown to the elevator and told to descend to this level and walk past the cold vaults to a steel door at the end of the hall. There she should enter her personal code, which would release the lock. Only the owner of the vault knew the code.


She turned a corner and spotted the steel door.


Everything about this intrigued her. How could it not?


In 1945, with the emperor’s blessing, Japan had hidden tons of looted wealth underground across the Philippines, part of an operation known as Golden Lily. All of that wealth had but one ultimate purpose. To enrich the imperial family. Neither the Japanese government, nor its people, would ever see or learn of any of it.


But none of that happened.


Japan lost the war, along with the Philippines. And in 1946 a portion of the gold was unearthed by American intelligence. The rest? Most likely still in the ground. Though some say Ferdinand Marcos obtained chunks of it during his twenty years in power, and that treasure hunters here and there had found even more. But here? In Switzerland? According to what she’d been told, the vault on the other side of the steel door should contain the bulk of what the Americans had retrieved of both the Nazis’ and Yamashita’s gold. Which seemed a misnomer. As the Japanese general had never possessed a speck of ownership over any of it.


She stared at the keypad.


The password had worked so maybe the code was spot-on too.


Six letters. Which she’d memorized.


She tapped the screen.


A red light changed to green, accompanied by a click that signaled the electronic lock had released. Apparently, Koger’s intel had been correct.


She opened the door.


Fluorescent lights in the windowless room flickered to life. The space was about ten meters square with the same shiny steel walls and polished floor as the corridor.


And empty.


Not a thing there.


An alarm sounded.


Loud. Blaring.















CHAPTER 5



KELLY AUSTIN STOOD INSIDE THE BAKERY. SHE’D RETREATED THERE AS the shooting started, catching only a fleeting glimpse of the car with the window down. Somebody on the street had been firing at the car, but amid the chaos she’d not been able to see who. Nor had she waited around to learn more. Instead, she’d rushed in the opposite direction and darted into the first doorway she’d encountered.


More people followed her inside and she caught the concern on the faces. Which she echoed. Fear had settled in a ball of burning pain right in the pit of her stomach. She’d never contemplated the danger of what she was doing, thinking it all under control. But if the person on the street had not fired, she would have been dead.


She’d left Luxembourg City yesterday on a supposed five-day holiday. Nothing unusual there. She’d taken many over the course of her years with the Bank of St. George. Her title was director of special technology, which meant she’d created and managed some of the most sophisticated computer systems in the world. Though the Bank of St. George prided itself on a deep heritage, the backbone of its modern existence turned on cutting-edge technology.


Most of which she’d created.


She eased her way past the others in the bakery and stepped close to the front windows, keeping to one side. The car was gone. The person shooting from the sidewalk? Nowhere to be seen. Dozens of sirens converged outside. Who had just tried to kill her? The bank? That made no sense. For a variety of reasons.


So who?


Only one culprit came to mind.


A quick scan beyond the window and she saw no more obvious threats. No one was headed her way. No one searching around. She caught a quick glimpse of her own reflection in the plate-glass window. Her face was rattled. How could it not be? Inside the bakery no one appeared threatening. But how good were her instincts? She’d never seen that car coming.


She tried to breathe slower, but each inhale came like a mouthful of broken glass. The sweet scent of fresh bread and chocolate confectionaries filled her nose. One of the reasons she’d chosen Basel for her holiday was for the sweets. She loved them.


Always had.


She’d come a long way from a small town in southern Illinois. Her dad had been blue collar and worked in a tractor factory. Her mother, a housewife, mainly ignored her and focused on her two brothers. To survive she’d immersed herself in sports and computers, both of which allowed an escape from reality and a chance to compete. She spent her teenage years on the lacrosse field, honing her skills and testing limits—or at a computer, teaching herself how to code in Pascal, COBOL, Fortran, Python, and C++. She developed into an impressive athlete. During her sophomore year in high school Big Ten and Pac-12 schools came calling and she eventually realized her dream of playing college lacrosse.


She obtained a degree in computer science and went to work for the United States government, first with the military, then with the National Security Agency. Her life changed forever at age twenty-eight, one Saturday night, when a deer darted out from nowhere and caused the car she was driving to plunge over an embankment. It took an hour to cut her out with the Jaws of Life. During the ensuing emergency surgery she lost twenty-one pints of blood. Her spinal cord had been severely damaged, and she spent two years in a wheelchair. It had taken an intense amount of physical therapy and multiple plastic surgeries to rebuild her face and get her walking again. At one point she actually died on the operating table and experienced some sort of out-of-body phenomenon, floating overhead, perched on the edge of a wall looking down at the surgeons as they worked to save her. The face staring up, her face, had been like a waxen mask, the skin dull and lifeless, her eyes closed and distended. A bright light warmed her right side, and sitting beside her had been an angel. Are you ready to go home? the apparition asked. She’d shaken her head. There’s more I need to do. The angel smiled and vanished. Then she was resuscitated, her heart shocked back into rhythm.


She took two things away from the experience.


First, angels were badass. And second, from that day forward she sought and understood absolute truth. Her superpower. One that had served her well. One that, weeks ago, told her something had to be done.


So she’d called Langley.


Two police cars arrived out on the street, lights flashing, sirens blaring. Uniformed officers emerged. She thought about enlisting their aid, but the bank’s reach was enormous. Catherine Gledhill knew a lot of people who knew even more people. No. Better to stay put. No one on the street, other than her, realized she’d been the target.


Or maybe not?


Who’d been shooting at the car? Was that in her defense? Or just fortuitous. Time to find out.


She stepped over to an empty corner, set her shopping bag down, and rifled through her purse, finding the phone Derrick Koger had supplied to her. She hit #5 and the unit dialed the preset number.


“There’s a problem,” she told Koger in a whisper, facing the corner.


“Talk to me.”


She’d only known Koger for a short time, their first encounter coming during the early-morning hours at her house, in Luxembourg, nine weeks ago. Koger was tall, with sparse, ash-blond hair and candid brown eyes topped by bushy eyebrows. He toted a bit of beer gut, though he’d told her he was trying to lose it. He also liked to flash a cheeky smile that seemed designed to disarm. When she’d made contact with the CIA she had no idea who would come. But the European station chief? That was higher than she’d imagined. Still, she was glad he was on board—he seemed a straight shooter.


She told him what had just happened.


“I thought you said the bank was unaware of us?” Koger said. “You were careful, right?”


She knew what he meant. Their contacts had been intentionally minimal and all through burner phones Koger had supplied. Only the one face-to-face. Their first meeting. She’d quietly taken all of the necessary steps at the bank before leaving on holiday, which had been routinely scheduled for over two months. Nothing should have aroused any suspicions.


“I was extremely careful,” she whispered into the phone. “I’m not an amateur. And, news flash, the problem here is not the bank. It’s on your end.”


And she did not like the lingering silence that greeted her suggestion.


“Okay,” he said to her. “I’ll check.”


“You do that. What now?”


“I have a man on the scene.”


Who may have just saved her life.


“Tell me where you are and I’ll send him your way.”


She did.


“Stay put,” Koger said.















CHAPTER 6



CASSIOPEIA REALIZED IMMEDIATELY THAT SHE’D WALKED INTO A TRAP. There really was no other way to view the situation. Koger had said that this vault should be filled with tons of gold bullion. To identify it he’d provided her with the lettering and specialized marks that had been stamped into each bar long ago, denoting its ownership and purity. The newly formed CIA had supervised all that in 1949. His intel was good, he’d assured her. But he’d been wrong. What did Cotton like to say? It’s never fun being the fox in the hunt.


No kidding.


The alarm stopped blaring.


She turned from the door and headed back down the corridor between the wine vaults. There were two ways out. An elevator and the stairwell. She came to the elevator and saw cameras mounted high in the corners, then her gaze locked on the floor indicator. The elevator was coming down. Her way. She positioned herself to the left of the doors and waited for the car to arrive. No telling how many people were on it or whether any were armed. This was Switzerland, after all, and guns were rare, even for the police.


Ding.


The doors opened and two men stepped out.


Uniformed. Guards she’d seen above.


She pounced from their right, clipping the legs out from under the nearest man, then pivoting and kicking the second back into the elevator. The guard slammed into the metal wall hard. She reached in, hit the button for the second floor, then allowed the doors to close and the car to rise. She then turned her attention back to the first uniform who was trying to stand, planting her boot into the side of his face. Breath and spittle spewed out, then the guy slumped to the floor, not moving. She realized the attack had been witnessed by the cameras, so she would not have the element of surprise again. Disturbing was the fact that the guard toted a weapon at his waist, the safety strap unbuttoned. She’d apparently made her move before he could withdraw it. She freed the gun, chambered a round, then fired twice. One bullet into each of the two cameras, obliterating them.


At least they were blind now.


She opened the stairwell door. Risers led up and down. Going up was definitely the way, but there would surely be more guards waiting. And she couldn’t shoot them all.


So she opted for down.


She descended, wondering where this was going to lead. At the bottom was another elevator entrance and a metal door, opening into what appeared to be a storage room. Lots of furniture, shelving, and equipment.


But no way out.


Here she was again. Right in the middle of trouble. She and Cotton seemed to stay in the mix. Truth be known they both loved the rush, though neither one of them would ever openly admit it. Their relationship had certainly been a rocky one, plenty of ups and downs, but they’d been in a good place for some time now. She loved him. No question about it. And he loved her. Once they both admitted that fact and realized it was no weakness, things had become much easier. There was no one on the planet she trusted more. Where were they headed? Hard to say. Marriage seemed to scare them both, so it was a subject they shied away from. They enjoyed spending time together, alternating between her château in southern France and Cotton’s bookshop in Copenhagen. And there was the occasional joint endeavor—like here. They worked great together. A team. Watching each other’s backs. Unfortunately, Cotton was currently 250 kilometers north in Basel. She and Koger were supposed to connect with him later today.


She stood in the storage room and waited for a new wave of guards to find the two from above. It would not be long before they arrived.


Then what?


She still held the gun, but it seemed unlikely she would use it. No sense making matters worse. Besides, she was surely going to be outgunned. True, the vault was empty, but there was an overabundance of security around just for wine. Cameras, high-tech sprinklers, alarms, and armed guards. Sure, there were some pricey bottles, but nothing to warrant this level of protection. Koger was nearby, waiting for her, but of no help at the moment. Whoever sprang this trap had done so with precision. She knew herself to be a woman of instinct, surviving in a world where today’s friend became tomorrow’s enemy. And she’d always utilized those instincts to overpower the doubt that sometimes crept into her thoughts.


Like now.


She stared at the only way out.


Not a sound from the stairway. Odd. What was taking so long?


She stepped over and opened the door. All quiet.


Okay. Why not.


She climbed the stairs back to the wine vault level and looked inside past the steel door. The guard she’d dropped to the floor was gone.


Strange.


She decided to avoid the elevator and continued up the risers to ground level. There, she carefully eased the exit door open. The small elevator lobby from earlier came into view. No one in sight. Cameras filled the corners here too. Once she stepped out, she would be under surveillance.


No choice.


She exited the stairwell and gave one of the cameras a quick glance, then walked back to the main foyer.


Waiting for her were five men.


Four had weapons trained on her.


The fifth stood behind them. Slightly plumpish with a round balding head.


“We saw no need to further pursue you, since there is only one way in and out of this facility,” the fifth man said. “Please drop the gun.”


Like she had a choice.


She slowly bent down and placed it on the marble floor.


“Now,” the man said. “Come with me.”
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