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We know they are lying.


They know they are lying.


They know that we know that they are lying.


We know that they know that we know that they know they are lying.


And still … they continue to lie.


—ALEKSANDR SOLZHENITSYN
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CHAPTER 1


These Russians weren’t fucking around tonight.


One dozen men were arrayed on the 281-foot mega yacht, all armed with new polymer-framed AK-12 rifles, two-thousand-lumen tactical flashlights, and communications gear that kept them in contact with one another wherever they were positioned on or around the huge watercraft. The Lyra Drakos stood at anchor, far out in English Harbour off the island of Antigua in the eastern Caribbean, and the sentries on board scanned the black water with their bright beams, made regular radio checks with the night watch on the bridge, and kept themselves amped up through the dark hours with coffee, cigarettes, energy drinks, and speed.


In addition to the expansive nighttime deck watch, three more armed men slowly circled the vessel in a twenty-seven-foot tender with a 250-horsepower engine. And below the surface, yet another pair patrolled underwater in wet suits, dive gear, and sea scooters: handheld devices with enclosed propellers that pulled them along at up to 2.5 miles per hour. These men carried flashlights, spearguns on their backs, and long knives strapped to their thighs.


The men and women on board the yacht had been at this high level of readiness for nearly two weeks, and it was grueling work, but the man paying the guards’ salaries compensated them well.


The owner of the yacht and his security detail were ramped up like this because of two separate incidents the previous month in Asia. Three and a half weeks earlier, a 96-meter ship called Pura Vida sank off the Maldives in the Indian Ocean. The boat had been linked to a Russian oligarch who had somehow managed to avoid having his offshore property confiscated like most of his fellow billionaire countrymen after the invasion of Ukraine began a year earlier. The cause of the sinking had not been revealed by local authorities, but most of the Russians with boats still in their possession presumed it to be sabotage.


Their assumptions seemed assured just nine days later when a second vessel, a 104-meter yacht with two helicopter landing pads owned by a byzantine collection of shell corporations and trusts but ultimately the property of the impossibly wealthy internal security chief of the Russian president, suffered the same fate in Dubai, sinking to the bottom of Jebel Ali, the largest human-made harbor in the world.


No one had been killed or even injured in either incident, but the destruction of the property itself was more than enough to have the remaining oligarchs with ships afloat both incensed and on alert.


The fear here in Antigua, understandably, was that the Lyra Drakos would end up in the bottom of the bay like the ships in the Maldives and Dubai incidents. The Lyra was a Greek-named vessel registered in the Seychelles to a front company in the UK belonging to a shell in Cyprus that was owned by a blind trust in Hong Kong that itself was owned by another blind trust in Panama. But she was, ultimately and in truth, the property of Constantine Pasternak, a sixty-three-year-old billionaire from Saint Petersburg and the former minister of natural resources and environment of the Russian Federation.


The Lyra Drakos was not as ostentatious as many of the other mega yachts that had been owned by wealthy Russians and seized after the invasion of Ukraine began. With a price tag of 120 million USD and an annual operating cost of just over ten million dollars, she was half the size and a fourth the cost of some of the biggest vessels on the sea. Still, she was currently listed as the 105th largest yacht in the world, and though Constantine Pasternak had hidden his ownership well, he suspected his ship might eventually be a target of whoever was sabotaging Russian-owned property.


All had been quiet in the mega yacht world for two weeks now, but Pasternak and the few men like him who still owned anything that hadn’t been seized or sunk had thrown all their guests off their vessels and then replenished them with well-trained and heavily armed goons. This was survival mode now, and everyone was just waiting either to be hit or, preferably, to catch some group in the act of trying.


Hence the Lyra Drakos was anchored a full kilometer away from any other vessel in the harbor here in Antigua, and constantly patrolled both above and below the waterline. The soft mood lighting that normally ringed the ship had been replaced with glaring floods. The security crew was made up of men from Stravinsky, a Russian military contracting firm, and divers kept their watch, making sure no explosives were attached to the hull of Pasternak’s last remaining prized possession outside the Russian Federation.


These men were former special forces members and they were prepared to repel any attack, and the events in Dubai and the Maldives had only honed their attention to a finer point.


The seventeen security assets on duty tonight presented an incredibly imposing show of force to any would-be aggressor, and to a man, they were utterly and unshakably confident of one thing.


Nobody … nobody … was going to come here and fuck with Constantine Pasternak tonight.


Court Gentry had come here to fuck with Constantine Pasternak tonight.


He knelt on the sandy ocean floor, fifty-six feet below the waterline and behind a cluster of six-foot-tall barrel sponges, peering through his night vision monocular. Five-foot-long tarpons circled him languidly, casually interested in the strange creature who’d encroached on their nighttime feeding grounds.


Soon Court flipped his underwater night observation device up away from his mask and squinted into the bright lights around the Lyra Drakos above him and just thirty yards to the north.


He’d spotted the divers the night before on his first visit to his target location, and again ten minutes ago, immediately after arriving this evening. The men were too far away for him to see them in any detail, but their lights sweeping against the hull of the yacht as they patrolled independently were unmistakable. They were two in number, just as there had been last night, and Court was doing his best to study their protocols, though he knew he couldn’t wait around for long. His bottom time at sixty feet was less than twenty minutes; after that, he’d run the risk of decompression sickness as he headed back to the surface.


Last night he’d been ready to act but decided there was too much security to go forward without a better understanding of their patterns of movement, so he’d returned to his own boat, ready to reboot for another attempt this evening.


Court’s sinking of the Pura Vida in the Maldives three and a half weeks ago had proved to be a relatively easy task. The boat’s security practices seemed to be focused on the surface, and coming up below it and placing three small magnetic charges in critical areas had been no great feat.


The attack in Dubai had been a more difficult job. The Ormurin Langi was a larger vessel, and after the Maldives incident, word was out in the community that someone was gunning for the oligarchs’ big toys. The owner of the Ormurin had upgraded his security; speedboats patrolled the water around the vessel, and underwater cameras had been placed fore and aft. Still, Court managed to avoid the cameras using his night vision monocular, and he minimized tipping anyone off above the waterline to his presence by diving with a Dräger RBD 5000 rebreather as part of his gear, effectively eliminating any bubbles escaping and rising upwards to the surface.


He’d placed three charges on the Ormurin Langi, same as with the Pura Vida, and he cleared the area forty-five minutes before the small but critically placed detonations erupted, damaging the mega yacht and ultimately sending it to the floor of the bay some thirteen hours later.


Now Court was here, on the other side of the world, and just as he’d imagined, security seemed exponentially more robust around this vessel.


The enemy was adapting to his tactics, that was clear, but Court wasn’t worried.


He’d adapt right the fuck back.


Courtland Gentry was American, a former CIA officer, and then a former CIA asset—a contract agent. Now he worked freelance intelligence jobs, only taking contracts he thought to be principled.


He’d been living on his boat down here in the Caribbean, hoping for some action that would leave him feeling like he’d made a difference in this increasingly cold, black world. He was contacted on the dark web by an expat Ukrainian oligarch named Andrei Melnyk, who had escaped the war and now lived in Romania. Melnyk was a thug and a crook, Court had no doubt, but Court worked for thugs and crooks as a matter of course when he believed the mission to be righteous, and the job the Ukrainian offered him seemed both doable and noble, so he accepted.


Melnyk boasted access to one thing Court needed: intelligence product. The Ukrainian oligarch had contacts in the world of international finance who could connect the dots along the way between wealthy Russians and their property in the West.


Now Court worked for Melnyk, ridding the Earth of the last of the vanity luxury belongings of the criminal Russians who served as the enemy of the Ukrainian’s homeland as well as his competition in business.


Court Gentry, in short, had become a professional saboteur.


Currently, the Ukrainian’s list named nine yachts. They were all uninsured because of the threats of them being seized by governments, and the vessels’ Russian owners had been uncovered via high-level forensic accounting. Six more boats after this one meant steady work for Court Gentry, and once he brought down the Lyra Drakos, he had plans to lay low here in the Caribbean for a week or two before heading down to Port of Spain in Trinidad and Tobago and sinking a seventy-two-meter vessel moored there that was owned by the deputy prime minister of Belarus.


Court suffered no illusions that he was changing the world with any of this. This was simply inconveniencing and pissing off some very bad people who had been party to unspeakable crimes against humanity.


He’d much rather be in Crimea or Moscow or Saint Petersburg or Minsk or wherever-the-fuck, shoving stilettos or ice picks or screwdrivers or two-handed swords between the ribs of these bastards—all of these bastards. But his Ukrainian benefactor was a money man who employed money men. He only knew how to follow the money. He did not possess the intelligence capacity, the logistics, or the connections to put Court within reach of anyone of military or intelligence value within Russia or its satellites.


Simply destroying some rich dickhead’s water toy felt like weak sauce to Court, but it was something, and as far as he was concerned, this work was nevertheless an honorable endeavor.


He checked the computer on his wrist and told himself he’d better get to it. He didn’t expect any problems on his ascent, and as long as he could see the two flashlight beams on the hull, he thought he’d have no trouble avoiding the divers while working around a vessel nearly the length of a football field.


He lifted a mesh bag containing three limpet mines from where it had been lying on the sand next to him. Each mine weighed twelve pounds, and he reattached the bag to his buoyancy control device, then added some air from his tank into his jacket. Slowly he began to lift off the ocean floor, the air in the jacket more than making up for the addition of the thirty-six pounds.


He ascended slowly, closing on the yacht at its stern, his eyes shifting back and forth towards the two moving lights he saw bouncing off the hull of the Lyra Drakos. He hadn’t gotten a good look at the divers; he’d only seen their shadows and silhouettes, but he could imagine they would be carrying either spearguns or Russian APSs, gas-powered underwater submachine guns that fired 5.66-millimeter rounds through unrifled barrels.


Court was armed only with a pair of knives: a six-inch serrated stainless steel Mares fixed-blade dagger in a sheath on the chest of his BCD, and a three-and-a-half-inch titanium ScubaPro Mako with a tanto tip, this strapped to his calf. He couldn’t get into any shootouts tonight and didn’t want to get in any knife fights down here under the waves, so he told himself remaining covert would be key.


At thirty-five feet he heard the buzzing sound of an outboard motor churning above him; he looked up and picked out a large tender lazily sweeping around the stern and heading up the starboard side.


The motorboat in the water was not his concern; it was the divers. But still, he liked his chances. The divers’ job wouldn’t be to scan the black water in all directions for aggressors; it would be to keep an eye on the hull to make sure no devices had been attached. It took each man over ten minutes to circle the vessel, and since they were more or less equidistant, he knew he had five good minutes at each location to place a mine.


At seventeen feet below the surface, he reached out and put his hand on the hull at the stern, just in front of the massive propeller, and he reached into the bag to grab the first limpet. The mine operated with an electromagnet, so he placed it carefully on the aluminum hull and then initiated a secure connection between the weapon and the target. He checked around again for the divers’ flashlights and saw that they were shining on the port and starboard sides but more than halfway up the length of the hull, so he carefully put his hand on the tab connected to the limpet mine’s chemical fuse.


Then he took a couple of calming breaths, using the moment to think about his situation.


For his attacks in the Maldives and in Dubai he’d set his fuses for one hour, but after coming here last night and seeing the divers actively searching for mines, he’d trimmed them down so that they would detonate after only twelve minutes.


With a twelve-minute fuse, even if the mines were detected, it was highly unlikely the divers would be able to remove or disable them before it was too late.


Court hadn’t killed or even injured anyone on the first two attacks, but tonight he knew it was likely that at least a couple of assholes would lose their lives, and he really didn’t give a shit.


These guys worked for Russian oligarchs, crooked beneficiaries of a monstrous regime with targets on their heads.


Fuck these divers, Court told himself as he pulled the tab.


He left the first limpet and advanced forward under the hull, using the small keel at the center as a shield by moving to port to hide from a sweeping light on the starboard side, then ducking under the keel again to hide himself from the light on the port side. It was slow going; while there was a pattern to the divers’ movements, they weren’t perfectly synchronized, so he had to concentrate fully.


When the starboard-side diver made his way back towards the stern, Court himself went under the keel to starboard and quickly attached the limpet on the hull just below the surface, swimming up the side just after the diver passed, heading aft. Court’s operating theory was that it would be five minutes before the diver on the port side made it around here, and once he did, there was a good chance he would miss something almost at the waterline, since he’d be mainly scanning lower down the yacht’s seventeen-foot draft.


With two limpets attached and their fuses initiated, he swam back to port and in the direction of the bow. He could see the port-side diver’s light sweeping, but he’d lost sight of the light from the man at the stern now. He assumed that either the diver back there had gone to the surface to communicate with men on deck, or else his light just wasn’t visible from where Court was positioned below the hull.


Placement of this last device, Court knew, could be lower in the water than the mine on the starboard side, because by the time the man made it up here within thirty feet of the bow, the first mine would have detonated. At that point, anyone in the water this close would be not only severely concussed but much more focused on getting the hell out of the way of any subsequent blasts than trying to disarm any remaining mines.


Court placed the third limpet, pulled the fuse tab, then looked down to his dive computer. It had been over eight minutes since he’d triggered the first mine’s fuse; it would take him a full minute of swimming to ensure that he was clear of the blast radius, so he had less than three minutes to get himself out of here.


He inverted his body in the water and kicked, descending to go back under the keel and then to continue down to the ocean floor and swim away as fast as possible.


He passed under the keel; he was twenty feet below the surface under the hull in the dark area the deck lighting didn’t reach when, from out of nowhere, a bright white beam flashed him in the eyes.


Court was blinded and stunned by the light instantly, but despite the sudden danger and disorientation, he retained awareness of the fact that he had only two minutes and forty-five seconds to get his ass the hell out of there before the mines began to blow.









CHAPTER 2


Instinctively Court spun away from the bright beam. The light would be in the hand of a man with a weapon, and since Court couldn’t tell how far away his opponent was, he worried he’d get shot if he didn’t put something between himself and an attack.


As soon as his back was to the light, he felt and heard a powerful clang off his equipment behind him. From the sound it seemed as if a spear had hit his steel tank and glanced off.


Court knew the shooter would need time to reload his speargun, so he kicked as hard as he could out in front of him, sending himself backwards in the direction of the danger with his tank still between him and the threat.


As he did this, he drew the big knife on his chest and, when he collided with a man under the hull, he immediately spun around and slashed out.


His blade made no contact with his enemy, but the diver’s light spun in the water and began to fall away.


Still partially blinded from getting zapped in the eyes, Court lunged forward with his blade now, stabbing out, but the other diver had himself kicked away to put some distance between the two of them, and Court missed his mark again.


There was so little light here under the hull, and his retinas were still recovering from the sharp beam that had flared them, so Court knew he wasn’t much of an effective fighter at the moment. He reached up and pulled down his night vision monocular, assuming this would give him the advantage he needed, but once he looked through the narrow forty-degree tube, he saw not only the diver racing towards him with a long knife but also a night vision system over the man’s eyes.


Shit. These guys had better kit than he’d planned on.


Through his narrow monocular he couldn’t see the knife coming at him from the diver’s right, but he anticipated the strike and lurched his head back. The blade scratched against Court’s mask, meaning it would have sliced open his face had he been a tenth of a second slower.


Court lunged out with his own knife again, but he’d moved too far back for a counterstrike.


The American tried to kick away, to make some space until he could find the knife swinging back and forth at him at the end of the other man’s arm, but before he could do so, the Russian diver kicked forward and slashed again, and Court felt a tugging impact on the right side of his face.


A shot of seawater down Court’s throat told him the blade had pierced the hose on his Dräger rebreather. He fought panic, lunged forward, and wrapped up the enemy with his arms, letting his own knife drop from his left hand so that it would be free to find and control the enemy’s weapon.


He held his breath as the two men struggled. His night vision monocular took a knock from the other diver’s regulator, dislodging it from his head and sending it towards the ocean floor.


Court’s world went black, but then, as he got his gloved hand around the right wrist of his opponent, his world lit up again, brighter than before. He could see the diver inches from his face, the knife he held extended away from his body, Court’s severed hose pouring bubbles up the right side of his face.


Court had wanted visibility, but now that he had it, he knew this wasn’t good news. This meant someone else, presumably the other diver who’d been patrolling the hull, had been alerted to his presence here and was headed this way.


The other diver would have a weapon as well as a light, and Court’s bad situation just became worse.


And as he fought to rip the mask off the diver he was locked in a death grip with, he had the presence of mind to also worry about the fact that the mines were going to start blowing on the ship above him in about two minutes.


The Russian grappling with him thirty feet underwater was surprisingly strong and skilled. He pushed Court’s hand off easily as the American tried ripping away his enemy’s mask. Court used his left hand now to reach down for his emergency backup regulator, also attached to his tank and stored on the front right side of his buoyancy control device.


He grabbed the emergency regulator—called the octopus—out of his BCD, and he shoved it into his mouth, but just as he did this, the diver he was wrapped up with reached behind his own back and handed his knife off from his right hand to his left hand behind his tank. Court felt the man’s arms go behind him, and he figured out what was happening, so he hurriedly wrapped his legs around the diver’s waist and leaned back and away.


His adversary’s knife shot in from the left now, and it sliced right through the hose of his octopus.


Once again Court inhaled seawater and gagged.


As the diver stabbed out a second time with his left hand, Court contorted away but grabbed the man’s left wrist with his right hand. With his left hand he pulled his enemy’s octopus off the right side of his chest and shoved it into his own mouth, then Court began sharing air with the man desperately trying to kill him.


The Russian diver hugged himself tight around Court’s body. As the men thrashed and spun in the dark water, a spaghetti-like maze of equipment only bonded them more. The American felt their dive rigs getting wrapped up together: hoses, buckles, even Court’s loose pressure gauge console threading under his enemy’s regulator hose.


The American could barely maneuver, and he couldn’t try to swim away, because he needed the air in the tank on the other man’s back to stay alive.


The light shining on them from behind Court brightened as the other diver closed in, and Court knew the man would have likely already shot him with his speargun if he hadn’t been worried about missing and hitting his colleague.


The diver in Court’s face head-butted him, opening the seal on Court’s mask enough for it to fill with seawater. Court didn’t have a free hand to fix it; his right was now clutching his enemy’s left to control the knife, and his left was fighting with the other man’s right hand, which was still trying to yank off Court’s mask or pull back the octopus.


One minute till boom, Court told himself as he struggled.


He shut his eyes to keep out the salty seawater, and he knew he had seconds to get out of this, or he was a dead man.


With his options so limited, the idea that suddenly came to him didn’t get a lot of examination before he began its implementation. With his arm wrapped in the Russian’s regulator hose at the man’s right shoulder, Court let go of the man’s wrist, then reached to the tank on the Russian’s back and began turning the valve knob. He was shutting off his opponent’s oxygen supply, but in so doing he was also shutting off his own. He took one deep breath as the tank closed, just before the Russian managed to pull back his octopus with his newly freed hand.


The other diver understood his predicament as soon as he tried to take a breath but instead registered the terrifyingly sudden lack of air, and he instantly began working to get his valve reopened. This was a two-handed job for the person wearing the gear, so he let go of Court and kicked back, trying to create some space to work safely in.


Court quickly lifted the bottom of his mask and blew out through his nose before sealing it again to his face, clearing it of seawater. Now he could see; the Russian closing behind him with the flashlight had lowered his beam for a moment. Court took that as a sign that the man was readying a weapon to fire. He swam towards his nearer opponent, the diver frantically hefting his tank with his left hand from below and reaching for the valve knob up behind his right ear.


But Court was on him before he could reopen the tank. In one sweeping motion, the American asset reached down to his ankle, pulled his three-and-a-half-inch titanium Mako knife, and stabbed the man up under his chin, sending the tip of the blade into his cervical spine.


Court let go of the knife hilt and used both hands to spin the dying man around, and just as he put the diver between himself and the flashlight’s beam, a barbed steel spear fired by the other diver impaled the Russian through the intestines.


Court pulled the regulator out of the dying man’s mouth, shoved it into his own, then hurriedly turned the knob on the tank to reopen the oxygen flow.


As the man died, his body hung there in the water, and Court got behind it, then began pushing it forward towards the flashlight’s beam.


And then the first mine detonated at the stern of the Lyra Dracos. The charge, while big enough to blow a two-meter-wide chunk out of the hull, was too far away from where the two divers were to do more than rattle their eardrums and shake up their insides.


Nevertheless, the detonation did have one very positive effect for Court. The flashlight pointing at him swept hurriedly in the opposite direction, and he could see the other diver swimming away from the ship as fast as his fins would take him. The man still had a speargun on him, but Court didn’t think he was going to waste time reloading it and chasing Court down, since he would have no way of knowing how many mines were locked onto this ship or how long it would be before the next one blew.


Court was about forty feet below the surface now, and he held tight to the dead diver by his tank valve knob and began swimming away, trying to create distance between himself and the yacht. As he swam, however, he multi-tasked by removing the diving gear from the corpse, then switched out the gear strapped to his own body, since both of his regulators were inoperable thanks to the Russian’s knife.


He even took the mask off his victim so he would have the night vision tube, and then, when he had everything he needed from the dead Russian, he pulled the Mako out of the dead man’s neck, then let his body drift away.


Court continued kicking. The big tender was directly above him; they were probably readying more divers to come down here and help their mates, but Court had no plans to wait around to greet them.


He swam to the south as fast as he could, slowly ascending along the way to preserve what little air was left in the Russian’s tank.


Twenty minutes later, well after the detonation of the three mines and simultaneous to the call on board the Lyra Drakos for everyone to abandon ship, a lone figure emerged from the black water at Nelson’s Dockyard Marina, coming up between a pair of pleasure craft tied in adjoining slips.


Court looked around to make sure there was no one out at four in the morning, then climbed up the stern ladder of a forty-six-foot sailboat, all the diving gear—both his and that which he’d borrowed—left behind on the sandy bottom of the marina right below the slip.


It took one minute to remove the lines from the dock, and in another minute he was standing at the helm under the dodger, stripped out of his wet suit and wearing only black swim trunks, seawater still dripping from his body.


Blood on his right arm told him the Russian’s knife had managed to slit him through his wet suit and nick him just below the shoulder, but it didn’t hurt, and there wasn’t enough blood to worry about, so he ignored the wound.


He fired the engine of his motorized sailboat and reversed slowly out of the slip, then turned the wheel till he was facing to the south, away from the marina. He increased speed and began turning to starboard, to the west, then picked his binoculars off the helm and brought them to his eyes.


Off to the southeast he could make out the Lyra Drakos; it was listing to starboard already, and the lifeboats had been launched. He saw no fire, but Court knew the little limpet mines would bring the boat down over a few hours; they hadn’t been designed to blow the ship to smithereens.


Still, it would be a complete loss for Constantine Pasternak, and that made Court smile a little as he headed west around the island, with his ultimate destination his temporary home, nine hours’ sailing time to the north.









CHAPTER 3


Alex Velesky sat alone, eyes fixed on the frozen darkness beyond the light around him, his body racked with implacable dread.


A car door had just opened and then shut on Neumarkt, just twenty meters up an alleyway in front of him. The man he’d come to meet had arrived, and Alex had no idea if he was ready to deal with this bullshit or not.


Wet snowflakes blew through the empty side streets in Zurich’s Altstadt; cobblestones shone slick with ice, reflecting the radiance of gas lamps. This was the old city: narrow, winding streets lined with medieval cathedrals, squares, and colorful stone buildings buttressed against one another, many of which dated from the fourteenth century. The Altstadt absolutely bustled in the summer, but late on a Thursday night in mid-January, the few tourists in town now slept ensconced in the warmth of their hotel rooms.


Shortly before midnight, thirty-five-year-old Zurich resident Alex Velesky sat alone at a plastic table in the walled back garden of a shuttered bistro, protected from the precipitation by a clear plastic awning hanging over a trellis, and only partially warmed by a long wool coat and a gas heater.


Five minutes ago, the chill had bothered him, but now sweat formed on his forehead as he sat perfectly still, staring into the black beyond the lights around him.


It’s business, just business, he told himself again and again as the hollow echo of approaching footsteps grew in the alleyway. You don’t have to like it, you just have to shut your mouth and do your fucking job.


He wished to be anywhere but here. He wished to be at home watching television; he wished to be with his old friends playing hockey or going out to dinner; he wished to be with his family, his beautiful baby nephew in his arms and his worries far away from here, far away from a clandestine meeting in a cold back alley with a man Alex barely knew.


A man Alex utterly loathed.


He pushed his long-dead dreams of happiness away, and with a trembling hand, he poured two glasses of Ornellaia from the bottle opened and then left on the table by the waiter shortly before he’d locked up the restaurant for the night. The establishment was actually located across the tiny square on Neumarkt, and it was closed now, the waiter having left his one guest alone in back of a neighboring building, against house rules, after rolling over a gas heater and securing a two-hundred-euro tip. Alex had promised to turn off the heater when he finished his wine and left the tiny courtyard, but he’d mentioned nothing of a secret meeting with a business associate from abroad.


A figure came into view at the edge of the lights now, and Velesky put the bottle down, then forced a phony smile on his clean-shaven face. He rose, his knees quivering almost as much as his hands.


The new arrival was tall and beefy, with a bushy mustache and silver hair that blew untidily in the late evening’s breeze. Though Alex knew the man was in his early fifties, he appeared much older, shockingly so.


Alex kept the smile frozen on his face as he reached out and shook the older man’s hand. Their eyes met, but then Velesky looked away quickly. Though he was not a violent man, Alex wanted to slam his fists into the bastard in front of him until his face turned to pulp, and he felt certain his utter malevolence would show through the windows of his soul.


But he wasn’t here to kill anyone. He was here with the presumed objective of making a lot of money for his employers, and though it sickened him to do so, he planned on being nothing more this evening than a good company man.


Let’s just get this shit over with.


Alex Velesky had known Igor Krupkin for years, albeit only in a professional sense. Velesky was associate deputy director of digital assets trading at a venerable Swiss private bank called Brucker Söhne Holdings, and Krupkin was a Russian financial planner who had steered billions of dollars of his clients’ money to Velesky’s firm over the past decade, much of it through Bitcoin and other cryptos. But Krupkin normally dealt with those several rungs higher up the ladder than Velesky, and this was but one reason the thirty-five-year-old banker was trepidatious about being called to a meeting late at night with the man from Moscow.


Krupkin spoke English with a heavy Russian accent. “You told no one?”


Velesky shook his head. In a measured tone he said, “You asked me to keep it quiet. Even from my bank. That’s what I did.”


Seemingly satisfied, Krupkin reached into his jacket and pulled out a pack of cigarettes.


Velesky hid his seething revulsion and tried his best to sell the pleasantries. “Have a good flight?”


Krupkin sat roughly and lit a Golden Yava Classic. He shook his head as he waved away smoke. “Airplanes, trains, cars. Moscow to Belgrade, Belgrade to Budapest, Budapest to Zurich. Not the best twenty hours of my life, no.”


Velesky cocked his head as he sat down. “Why the circuitous route? You have dual citizenship, if I remember correctly. You could have made it with only one layover.”


Krupkin smoked, then downed a third of his glass of the Italian red without a proper toast. He didn’t answer directly; instead he said, “I have something to give you.”


“The bank is always at your service,” Velesky replied, a well-practiced line that used to mean something to him. But now his words were hollow. Nothing meant anything to him these days. Alex was a man on autopilot, the residual momentum of his past life propelling him forward through the present and towards the abyss certain to be his future.


When Krupkin did not speak immediately, Velesky felt discomfort in the dead air and snapped back into gear to fill it. “But … I am … I’m quite frankly confused about the reason for this meeting. You’re in the most capable hands at our firm with Herr Thomas Brucker himself, and I don’t normally meet with clients outside of the bank.


“So … why did you call me?”


“Do you believe in serendipity?”


It was a strange non sequitur. “I’m sorry?”


“We’ve known one another for a decade. I’ve always liked you, Alexander. For this reason, it couldn’t be anyone else but you.”


Alex Velesky’s stomach roiled. It was true, he had known the man for a decade; vaguely, anyway. They’d met at Davos and at dinner parties here in Zurich or down in Zug or over in Basel. The Russian had always been warm and friendly, but now Alex determined Krupkin to have a uniquely punchable face.


Alex shook off the violent fantasies and got down to it. “What do you have that you had to give to me?”


The older man looked around, making sure they were still alone, then took something from his wool coat and handed it over to the younger man.


Alex took it. “An iPhone?”


Krupkin nodded. “There’s no mobile service or Internet on it. I even removed the radio transmitter, so there should be no danger of tracking. It’s just, essentially, a portable hard drive with some unique features.”


Alex said, “It’s loaded with cryptocurrency, I assume? There are easier ways to transfer that out of Russia to me, even these days.”


“It’s not crypto,” Krupkin said.


“Then … what is it?”


The Russian just stared at Velesky for a long moment, then stamped out his cigarette, drank more of the wine. Without looking at the man across the table now, he said, “You are Ukrainian.”


This came out of left field, and Alex Velesky felt bile burn in his stomach. He sat up straighter. He balled his hands into fists under the table, the cuffs of his Turnbull & Asser white cotton dress shirt strained at his forearms. Rubbing his hands together quickly and stifling his emotions, his voice cracked as he replied. “I … yeah, I am.”


Krupkin instantly switched into Russian. “Dual citizenship with Switzerland, just like me, but you are Ukrainian, and I am Russian.”


Velesky never spoke Russian these days, but he’d grown up with it along with Ukrainian. He himself slipped into the language, though it was the last thing in the world he wanted to do tonight. “What does the nation of my birth have to do—”


Krupkin interrupted. “You are Ukrainian,” he said for the third time, “an expert in private banking data and … delicate … accounts, as well as your bank’s leading expert on cryptocurrency. You are perfect for my needs, the only man in Switzerland I trust with the information that is on that phone.”


Information?


Krupkin shrugged, refilled his glass, and looked around quickly. “I didn’t know if I’d make it here tonight. They already know what I did, so they’ll be close behind me.” With a heave of his shoulders, he said, “I had to take measures in case I was captured before I met with you, so I sent an identical phone to an attorney in the Caribbean.” He added, “He’s an honest man, I think. Too honest for my liking, but that’s neither here nor there. But … he’s missing two attributes that you possess, so I am putting the vast majority of my faith in you.” He pointed a thick finger at Alex’s heart.


“Faith? What are you—”


“You have the access that he does not possess, and you have one other thing he does not possess.”


“What is that?”


“Motivation. I trust you to do what needs to be done, Alex.”


“You barely know me.”


Krupkin looked around again. “I know two things about you, and that’s enough. One, as I said, you come from Ukraine. From Staryi Krym, just north of Mariupol.”


Velesky’s heart pounded now.


The Russian leaned forward. “And two … I know that they’re all gone. All four of them.”


The Swiss-Ukrainian closed his eyes now. Rage gave way to pain, and then pain mutated into shame. Tears fought to force their way out through his closed eyelids.


The Russian spoke more softly now. “Your mother and your father. Your sister, Oksana. Your infant nephew, Dymtrus. All dead.”


Velesky’s eyes opened slowly, Krupkin’s visage blurry through the tears. Why was this motherfucking Russian prick invoking the names of his dead nephew, his dead sister? He tried to speak, but no words came. He was on the verge of crying when Krupkin added, “Unspeakable crimes.”


Velesky looked off into the snowy night now. Any pretense of a normal business meeting was gone, so his demeanor had changed accordingly. “What the fuck do you want from me, Krupkin?”









CHAPTER 4


The silver-haired Russian seemed to take no offense. “I want you to open that phone. The password is ‘Dymtrus.’ It has a two-terabyte hard drive, and it is nearly full.”


Velesky continued to sweat as he stared into the night. “Full of … of what?”


“Secrets,” Krupkin said as he lit a fresh Yava.


“Secrets?” Alex was confused.


The Russian blew fresh smoke. “State secrets. A blueprint, a daisy chain, if you will, showing how Russian national wealth is funneled through one man in Moscow, and then from him to dozens of shell companies across Russia. It’s all mapped out for you.” He paused, then said, “The data shows how all of this wealth has been routed into Brucker Söhne via cryptocurrency transfers.”


Krupkin reached out and touched the phone with the hand holding the cigarette. “It’s money Russian intelligence sends to its accounts in the West, where it is then doled out to its agents, its officers, the recipients of its bribes. It’s used to pay for safe houses and weapons, for private armies and law firms, for corrupt government officials and for police. It’s used for who knows what, but it’s used by Russia for illegal Russian interests around the world.”


Alex’s mouth dropped open.


This was extraordinary. Russian oligarchs, especially those closely tied to the State, went to astonishingly great lengths to hide their offshore wealth. Velesky knew that Krupkin handled the money of some of the most notorious oligarchs in Russia, high-ranking state officials and mafia goons who’d raped the nation and then squirreled away their money abroad.


The very men who had kept President Vitali Peskov in power as he pummeled Ukraine over the past year.


But to compile this data, to link it to Russia’s intelligence services and to sneak it out of the country to hand it off to a foreigner—this was an incredible undertaking, and certainly something that would get the man across the table from him killed.


Alex’s body shook more now. He didn’t dare reach for his wine, lest he reveal his emotions. He just asked, “Why?”


“Use that information, Alex. Show the world who’s on the take from Russian intelligence, show them who is attacking the West … the West that doesn’t even acknowledge that it’s being attacked.”


“I’m a banker, Herr Krupkin. I’m not a journalist, or an intelligence agent, or any—”


“Journalists and intelligence agencies can’t do anything with the information in the files on that phone. It takes someone with access to transactions at your bank. Yes, my information shows how much was transferred into the accounts by Russian intelligence, and there are scans of signed documents and audio files proving who sent what to Brucker Söhne, but it doesn’t show where the money went after that. My information is all but worthless without the records from inside your bank. You have the power to get in there, to go through the numbered accounts, to find the actual names of the owners and tie this to the information I’m giving you. If you unravel it, you can expose the path of every single ruble from the Kremlin to the criminals abroad.”


Velesky cocked his head. “How do you know all this?”


“Because the person at the top of the entire operation is Daniil Spanov. Do you know who that is?”


Velesky admitted he did not.


“He’s the director of the Security Council. Former Russian military intelligence, former head of the GRU. He works and lives in the shadows, but he’s President Peskov’s right-hand man.


“I’ve been working for Daniil Spanov for four years, exclusively, as he funnels money out of Russia to pay off foreign assets around the world. I am the single financial conduit between Russian intelligence and Brucker Söhne, and almost all of the money goes right through your bank, Alex.”


Krupkin smoked a moment in silence, then said, “The power to stop it all is now in your hands.”


There was confusion, fear, the remnants of anger, in Velesky’s voice. “Why are you doing this?”


Krupkin took another drag, and while doing so, he seemed to ponder the question, as if for the first time. Finally, he said, “If you look at me and think I’m too old, have done too many bad things to suddenly grow a conscience, I would have to say I agree with you. But everything my nation built over thirty years since the end of the Soviet Union, it was all pissed away by the madman in charge, and I now know I have no future.”


He hesitated, then said, “No future, but I can still have a legacy.” He pointed to the iPhone. “That’s my legacy.”


Velesky slowly shook his head. “No. There’s something else. You’re giving up your life for this, and you know it. There must be another motivation.”


The Russian’s bushy eyebrows rose; he seemed impressed at Alex’s powers of deduction. Then the eyes below the brows went glassy. Tears formed quickly. He sipped wine with the hand holding the cigarette, then he said, “My son … Yuri. He was a major in the 11th Guards Air Assault Brigade. Deputy commander of a reconnaissance battalion. Deployed to Ukraine last spring.” Krupkin waved his hand again. “Far away from Mariupol. In Makariv, west of Kiev.”


Velesky sat there, silently hoping this story ended with the death of this motherfucker’s piece-of-shit son.


“He was injured,” Krupkin said. “Not severely. A broken leg and lacerations. Shrapnel from a mortar, I’m told. He was taken to a field hospital, treated there. He called me, he seemed stable. He told me he was being transported to Belarus, then would be flown to a hospital in Russia.


“No new information came to me for four days, and then I got a call. My boy had died of his wounds.” Krupkin added, “In Ukraine. He never made it back over the border to Belarus, much less Russia.”


Velesky took his own glass of wine and drank deeply. He didn’t care that his hands shook visibly.


“We got his body back after a month, had a funeral. It nearly killed his mother. I was heartbroken, but life went on. For nine months … for nine months, I heard nothing more. Then a captain in his unit emailed, asked if he could meet me for tea in Moscow.” Krupkin pointed at Velesky. “There I heard the truth.”


“What truth?”


“The field hospital that treated his wounds was using medicine and bandages and equipment that dated back to 1983. From the Afghan War! Antibiotics that had expired decades ago were applied, bandages from the time of Andropov were used. Pain pills for my boy’s agony were older than he was.


“And, to top it off, all the trucks used to transport the wounded in the region had rotten tires that failed after no more than one hundred kilometers, so he sat on a gurney in a field hospital until he drew his last breath.”


Velesky did well to stifle a cruel laugh.


Krupkin did not notice. “I didn’t want to believe, but the captain had taken pictures of my boy, photos showing the expiry dates on the fucking medieval equipment they were using on him.” Krupkin shrugged. “I looked into purchases made for the medical forces of the 11th Guards myself. How could this be? Military spending has been increasing year after year after year. We should have the best care for our soldiers.”


Krupkin puffed and blew smoke, then coughed. Finally, he said, “Graft. The money had been stolen, bit by bit, year by year, by the siloviki, the connected men in the military and intelligence circles who surround President Peskov. Money for field hospitals ended up buying yachts and whores, country homes in England, skyscrapers in New York, racehorses in Kentucky, and Formula One cars in Germany.”


The older Russian looked off into the night now. “I could say ‘they’ killed my boy, and they did. But ‘they’ had a lot of help.” He made fresh eye contact with Velesky. “Help from me. I’ve been moving money out of Russia for twenty-five years, money that the State allocated for critical military and social needs, but money that functionaries of the State took for themselves. I killed Yuri, as certain as the Ukrainian soldier who dropped the mortar in the tube that shredded his legs.”


Velesky didn’t know what to say, but he understood Krupkin’s motivations now.


The Russian continued. “Four years ago, I started working for Spanov. Billions of dollars, and I got the impression almost immediately it wasn’t all going to real estate in Malta or Miami … it was moving into the West for operational purposes.”


Alex knew nothing about intelligence work. He only knew crypto and private banking, and though he wouldn’t admit this even to himself, he knew how to launder money.


Russia was a kleptocratic political system, and it would only work with outside enablers. Alex Velesky had been one of those enablers since he got out of college, and it was all he knew.


The heavyset man said, “Over two decades ago, we Russians gave up liberty for security, and that was a disaster, both for us and the world around us. Now the world around us has had enough, and the end is here.” He smiled a little, his first time doing so. “I am a rat leaping off a sinking ship, but I’m bringing the captain’s log along with me, just to make sure the crew can’t sail away on a lifeboat as if they were the victims.”


Velesky waved the phone in his hand. “So … now, with this information, I am a target?”


“Just as your family in Mariupol was a target last year.” Krupkin took another drag and blew smoke.


Velesky shut his eyes tight again. He thought about hockey, his only reference for violence, and he thought about skating all the way across the ice and body-checking this bastard into the boards, face-first. With menace in his voice, he said, “I really need you to stop bringing up my family.”


Krupkin replied, “Pashalusta.” Sorry. He then said, “The difference is … you stand a chance, Alex.”


The Swiss-Ukrainian opened his eyes slowly. “What do I do?”


“You know what you have to do. You have to take all the information to Altman.”


Alex lurched back in his chair, reacting as if he’d been punched in his face. “Altman? You’ve got to be kidding.”


“Ezra Altman is the best forensic accountant working on sanctioned Russian wealth transfers in the world. He’s got Brucker Söhne in his sights, and he alone has built the database of offshore accounts that will be the key to unraveling all this.”


“Yeah,” Alex said, “and he’s been trying to have me arrested by Interpol for three fucking years!”


“When you give him what you have, believe me, you won’t be of interest to him any longer. This is so much bigger than you. So much bigger than me.


“Take it to Altman.” Krupkin held a finger up. “Take it, physically, to him. The data on that phone can’t be copied or transferred. You try to do that, and you’ll encrypt everything. That was how my phones and computers were set up by the GRU for my use with Spanov and his people. I could move data only between them, nowhere else, or the data would evaporate into a code I could not break.


“The physical device has to be taken to Ezra Altman in New York, and it should be taken by you, with the Brucker Söhne data you will steal from your bank’s computer.”


Alex’s head reeled with the implications of it all.


Krupkin continued. “But you’ll have to work fast. I threw my pursuers off with the trip to Belgrade, but surely they already know what I took, and they’ll figure out where I went with it soon enough.”


Velesky nodded slightly.


“And there’s something else. You know about the summit in New York next week?”


The banker did know about the summit. Everyone in his office was talking about it, even if he refused to get involved in the conversations. Over a dozen Western nations would be meeting in the city to sign accords petitioning the World Trade Organization to return most-favored-nation trade status to Russia, something they’d taken away a year before. The recent cease-fire in Ukraine, although shaky and potentially temporary, had immediately caused countries feeling the pain of no Russian oil or gas exports or other trade to call for a resumption of relations, and the cease-fire, in Velesky’s estimation, was being used for political cover for a West that wanted to get back to business, damn the Ukrainians and their suffering.


It all made Alex sick. Russian war crimes were still occurring in the eastern fourth of his nation, specifically in Donetsk Oblast, where he was from. A high-level summit with the foreign minister of Russia and other world leaders in New York City was a slap in the face to his people, to his own flesh and blood. The prospect that all would be forgiven and forgotten for economic gain in the West was an entirely different level of disgrace.


Velesky felt nauseated, but when Igor Krupkin stood suddenly, he recovered and followed him up. “Where will you go?”


The older man just looked around. “Where can I go? Nowhere.” He sighed. “No matter. I quite like it here. I think I’ll just find a hotel, go have a late dinner, and wait around till they come for me.” He cocked his head, looking at Velesky. “Do you suppose it will hurt?”


Alex Velesky knew nothing about such things, but common sense told him that the moment the GRU caught up with Krupkin, it would, indeed, hurt very much.


The Russian reached out and put a hand on Alex’s shoulder, startling the Ukrainian with the gentle gesture. He said, “First thing tomorrow, go to work, get copies of transaction activity. Every numbered account in the file. Take it from your bank and take that, and my phone, to New York. Do this for Oksana and Dymtrus. Do it for your parents, for yourself.” He shrugged. “Do it for my Yuri. He wasn’t a bad boy. He just believed in a cause that was shit, because people like me turned a blind eye to criminality in the name of nationalism.”


Krupkin pointed again, the last of his cigarette dangling from his mouth as he talked. “Just like me, you’re tainted by taking money from criminals. Trust me, it feels good to do something to wash off a little of that stain. Forget about your country. You aren’t working for your nation now.” With a rueful smile he said, “You are working to salvage your very soul.”


He looked around, as if worried he was being listened to. “And do it before the accords are signed in New York and the sanctions are lifted. If this information gets out into the world, it would destroy Russia’s attempts to rebuild their reputation as an honest partner.”


“The summit is in four days,” Alex said softly.


“Then you’d better get moving. Your eternal salvation is at stake, if you believe in such things.”


Alex did believe in such things, once upon a time, but his faith had been severely strained.


Krupkin turned away, then called out as he began walking back towards the alleyway. “Good luck, Alex. You can make a difference if you’re smart and fast and ruthless.”


Velesky was smart, this he knew. He wasn’t sure if he possessed the other two qualities Krupkin mentioned.


And then the Russian was gone.


Alex sat alone again, but everything felt different now.


After a full minute’s hesitation, his brain almost shutting down after the influx of information and emotion that had just assaulted it, he slipped the phone into his jacket pocket, gulped the last of the wine, turned off the heater, then left the courtyard.


His life had ended almost a year earlier when his family members had been taken from him. He’d been a shell of a man ever since. But now his life seemed to be abruptly changing a second time. He wasn’t happy … he imagined he’d never be happy again.


But he was reinvigorated, charged with a mission, a chance to do something.


For many years, he’d used his talents to help the Kremlin and the devils who worked there, and now he would use those same talents to bring the devils down.









CHAPTER 5


The forty-six-foot ketch rocked gently in the bay off the western side of Virgin Gorda, a few hundred yards offshore of one of the largest of the British Virgin Islands. The old boat wasn’t anything special to look at, virtually indistinguishable from many other similar-sized single-hulled craft in the water here.


It was a 1977 model that could stand an overhaul, but the white hull and sails kept it from sticking out in a crowd. Even the vessel’s name, Serenity, was the most commonly registered name for a private sailboat.


The man standing on the bow of the Serenity was himself similarly forgettable. In khaki board shorts, a white wide-brimmed hat, and sunglasses, his feet and chest bare, he looked like any other thirtysomething Caucasian boat captain as he raised his binoculars and oriented them toward a seventy-two-foot catamaran at full sail behind him, still a quarter mile away but approaching rapidly.


The binos stayed on the boat for thirty seconds, and then they lowered as the man on the smaller ketch scanned 360 degrees, looked over a twin-engine turboprop aircraft as it rose into the warm sky from the airport at Beef Island, examined the rock-and-scrub-brush-covered shoreline to his north and the sleepy marina to his east, and then quickly assessed a couple more smaller catamarans running under engine power into Saint Thomas Bay.


But soon his glass was back to his eyes, and he had returned his attention to the approaching seventy-two-footer. He saw a captain at the helm, a woman seated beside him, but he saw no one else on deck.


The man with the binoculars quickly assessed that a catamaran of that size could hold twenty or so fully kitted men hidden belowdecks, and the speed at which the big craft closed on his smaller anchored vessel remained a cause for concern.


He backed up a few feet in the direction of his helm, but he kept his eyes on the closing threat.


The big cat began to slow, and then it veered to starboard. When the vessel had completed its turn to the south, the captain of the ketch saw kids on the rear deck of the larger vessel, a mom in a bikini, a deckhand passing out drinks.


This boat was no threat to him. Another false alarm.


Courtland Gentry finally lowered his binoculars, satisfied that the boat approaching on his stern wasn’t filled to the gills with a team of CIA Special Activities Center Ground Branch paramilitary operations officers, ready to board the Serenity and put a bullet in his brain.


Gentry was paranoid, but not without reason. The world was full of people who wanted him dead. From Mexican cartels to Chinese intelligence officers, from German private military corporations to dictators, despots, and human trafficking organizations.


And the CIA. Always the fucking CIA.


If the threat this afternoon had been real, then Court had a plan. He liked to tell himself he had a plan for everything. If the catamaran had made it to within two hundred meters, he would have armed himself with the old MP5K submachine pistol he kept hidden under his berth below, and he would have cinched one of his three bug-out bags to his chest.


At one hundred meters he would have lowered the Falcon rigid-hulled inflatable tender, fired the engine, and raced to the nearest shoreline.


The bug-out bag had burner phones, a handgun and ammo, cash, clothes, medical gear, and a couple of passports that might do in a pinch, as well as food and a water purification device that would allow him to live for days in the weeds and scrub if he had to. There were small swim fins and a mask-and-snorkel set in case he had to sneak out and commandeer a boat on the water.


Ultimately he’d make his way to Road Town on Beef Island, where he kept a tiny seaplane gassed and ready in a marina, and he’d use this to make his escape.


He was ready for trouble, especially after sinking the Lyra Drakos down in Antigua two nights earlier, but so far all had been quiet.


He’d spent today waiting for word from his benefactor about his next target, but he’d not been idle. He’d done a little free diving and spearfishing for lionfish and other sustenance; he did push-ups on the deck, dips on the companionway down to the salon, and pull-ups on the main sail. He ran on the beach this morning at dawn, and he rock-climbed a cliff on Virgin Gorda at the water’s edge this afternoon.


These islands were beautiful, comfortable, and seemingly safe, but he was alone, and that weighed on him like never before in his life.


He thought about visiting the bar in the marina, but that would entail risks, and he did his best to fight off his loneliness and stay disciplined regarding his personal security.


Paranoia was much more than a full-time job. It was a job that forced its employees to work nights and weekends, as well.


There was a solution to his loneliness, or at least he hoped there was. There was one woman on this planet who meant something to him, though he had no idea where she was. His objective in his life at present consisted of first sinking some dumb Russian boats and then finding Zoya Zakharova, seeing her face, speaking to her, explaining why he had to run so fucking far and so fucking fast, and begging her for forgiveness.


And maybe one more chance.


He looked at his watch, then at the setting sun. He told himself he’d have dinner and a drink at a quiet dockside bar here at the marina. They had a strong Internet signal, and he could sit there with a cold beer and thumb his phone, looking for hints of Zoya in the news or other open source intelligence.


And he would also look for her on the dark web.


Court had access to a site where freelance intelligence operatives offered their services and those needing to hire someone made their offers. Court wasn’t in the market for the services of an operative, but each and every day he went on the site and looked over the solicitations of others in his field, hoping to see something that would lead him to believe Zoya Zakharova was the one putting up the cryptic contact information.


He had no knowledge that Zoya was working as an asset-for-hire like he was, but he thought it was possible. She was on the run, as was he, and he knew she could make good bank working for the shitheads who frequented the dark web.


He’d scan the new listings tonight, like he did every week or so, but he didn’t expect today to be any different.


Going to the dockside bar would still be a lonely experience for him, even dining among others. But being in the middle of a little crowd would be better than lying on the deck of the Serenity and looking up into the stars for yet another night.


He decided he’d surveil the marina from afar until the last of the sun’s glow left the sky, and then he’d head to the aft deck to lower his little RIB into the water.


Court Gentry—professional saboteur, private assassin, and international fugitive—brought the binos back to his eyes and scanned the marina.









CHAPTER 6


The small and spartan fifth-floor apartment in the heart of Milan had one thing going for it: it was just a few quiet blocks away from the beautiful Piazza del Duomo, the gargantuan gothic cathedral there, the miles and miles of winding streets full of shopping around it. But the sole occupant of the flat on Via Morigi wasn’t availing herself of the heart of Milan tonight. It was January, cold both inside the flat and out, and the dirty floor-to-ceiling windows were covered with dusty floor-to-ceiling drapes to hold in some of the warmth of the tiny electric heater.


Though there was a cheap sofa and a couple of plastic chairs in the living room, the woman living in the apartment sat on the floor, a smartphone in her hand, her eyes glazed with sadness and with drink.


Empty cardboard pizza boxes from the restaurant downstairs, empty foam cups, their ice long melted and their straws jutting up, and empty vodka and wine bottles adorned the laminate coffee table next to her.


Zoya Zakharova didn’t think of herself as an alcoholic, but if she took the time to ruminate over it at all, she would have had to acknowledge that she’d been drunk for virtually every waking moment of the past three days.


But she didn’t care. She didn’t care about much of anything. She watched TV, looked at her phone, slept, drank, and ate food delivered to her door, passing money through the mail slot so that the delivery person wouldn’t see her face.


The bottle of vodka on the floor between her splayed legs was Contari, an Italian brand, and different in taste from the good Russian vodkas like Imperia and Stoli Gold that she preferred. But Zoya wasn’t reviewing it, she was drinking it, and the Contari seemed to work much the same as Russian vodkas.


She took another swig, then placed the bottle back between her legs.


This was depression; she was self-aware enough to see it, even if she wasn’t going to do anything about it. She had no purpose, no mission, no objective. She worked as a freelance intelligence asset, but the few jobs she’d taken over the past several months had been soulless, and they’d only contributed to her despair.


Criminal-versus-criminal shit, with Zoya planting bugs, stealing documents, even hijacking a truck full of luxury cars stolen in Germany to be sold in Moldova, then delivering the goods not back to their rightful owners but instead to a rival gang of car thieves in Bucharest.


This wasn’t anything that she believed in. To her, this was just mindless busywork a trained monkey could perform.


And yet still she was somehow managing to fuck up this easy gig.


Her phone hadn’t rung in weeks because the two most recent times she’d received a call out, she’d been unconscious in bed. Her handler, a Frenchman named Broussard, had let her know the last time they spoke that he was tired of her shit.


She didn’t blame him. She was tired of her shit, too.


She thought about Court now, as she always did when her blood alcohol level soared. She was pissed off at him half the time and searching the depths of her heart to acknowledge that she was in love with him the other half.


At present her thoughts about him were positive, but this only led to deeper sadness. A good man had walked out on her. She saw no reason for this other than the possibility that she was not a good woman.


And she had other evidence to support this hypothesis.


Namely, she was Russian.


A former operative in SVR, foreign intelligence, trained to lie and cheat and manipulate, trained to steal and to kill. She’d defected to the U.S. two years earlier; she had no more ties with the Russian government, but that hardly mattered to her. She was still Russian, and her nation was now a pariah.


No one was more disgusted by the actions of Moscow than Zoya; she felt sickened by all that had taken place in the last year.


She spent hours each day doom-scrolling social media, using fake accounts and searching through distributed virtual private networks to avoid detection, not that her own personal security was much on her mind these days. On Twitter she read story after story of the war, watched videos of the horrors. She read between the lines about Russian troop movements and intelligence operations, occasionally realizing she knew some of the players.


A general she admired as a child when he was a captain in her father’s unit had been killed in Kherson. An FSB man she remembered from a training class in Moscow had been captured in Poland. A unit of Spetsnaz Alpha Group, men she had worked with on and off for years in her role as an SVR operative, had been credibly accused of war crimes, delivering Syrian troops into villages and setting them loose upon civilians while the Russians stood back and watched.


It was all so goddamned insane. She’d had no idea the nation of her birth would, could, do anything this horrible on this scale, and it sickened her to the point of utter demoralization.


And the fact that all signs indicated they would get away with it depressed her more. The summit in the United States and then the vote in the Security Council and in the WTO. It was theater, as far as she was concerned. A way to return to business as usual between Russia and the West.


As if tens of thousands of men, women, and children had not been systematically slaughtered by Moscow, to say nothing of the millions forced from their homes or subjected to rule by their oppressors.


She closed her drooping eyelids and tears dripped onto her cheeks. She laid her head back against the seat of the sofa and dropped her phone on the floor next to her as she struggled to reach the vodka bottle without looking.


And then her phone rang.


Her eyes opened; she wiped her cheeks with the forearms of her sweater, then picked the device up off the floor. Though she was a Russian national, she answered in English with a vaguely midwestern American accent, her voice scratchy from not having spoken at all in many days. “Yeah?”


The man on the other end of the line spoke English, as well, but with a decidedly French accent. He was older, into his forties, she imagined, though she’d never met him. “Transit?”


It was her handler, Broussard, calling her by her code name.


“Yes, Trompette, it’s me.” His call sign was “trumpet” in French, and by saying it through the phone, she affirmed her identity.


“Are you in service?” The man’s tone expressed no small measure of doubt.


She fought off a wave of nausea brought on by heavy drinking and fast food. After only a short delay, she said, “Of course. Totally.”


“A situation has come up.”


“Where?”


“Zurich.”


She rubbed her eyes hard now, looked over her shoulder, and tried to focus on the clock in the tiny kitchenette behind her, but she couldn’t make it out. “When?”


“I need you there now. Right now.”


Zoya wondered if she could even stand up. She’d managed to make it to the bathroom an hour or so earlier, but she’d probably downed three more shots since then.


The man on the other end said, “Might be two … three days’ work. A bank in Zurich had a data breach today. Our client is a bank in Geneva who wants the Zurich branch’s pilfered data. They are asking us to find the employee who stole the files in Zurich and babysit him so that no one else can get the information before they do. That’s all.”


No one contracted Zoya for babysitting services. Still, this sounded a little more interesting than the things she’d previously been hired to do, and it sounded a lot more interesting than sitting here looking at Twitter or watching bad TV in a language she hadn’t studied in years.


She was still trying to figure out how she was going to pull herself to her feet, to say nothing of getting to Zurich and then executing a recovery and protection mission in her condition, when the man spoke again.


“You know what? Forget it. I don’t sense any enthusiasm from you. I have a man in Frankfurt who can handle it. You are closer, but he’s more reliable. Get some sleep, you sound like shit.”


“Broussard!” Zoya barked out, almost frantically. “Wait. No. I can be there.”


“How soon?”


She had a car, a four-door Opel, but she was in absolutely no condition to drive it.


“I’ll get on the first train. Be there before dawn.”


“Why not take a car?”


“It’s … it’s a long story.” She paused, then said, “I’m intoxicated.”


“That’s actually a pretty short story, isn’t it?”


She sniffed and rubbed her eyes, desperate to regain at least a portion of her wits. “I can do it. I … I need to do it.”


She heard Broussard tapping keys. After a moment, he said, “There’s a late train leaving Milano Centrale in twenty-six minutes. Three hours twenty minutes to Zurich. You are either on that train or I’m calling Frankfurt.”


Zoya made it to her knees, scooted back against the sofa, then sat down on it. Forcing her eyes to open wide, she flipped on a table lamp, bringing light other than the television or her phone to the room for the first time in over a week.


After clearing her throat, she said, “I’ll see you in Zurich.”


“You most definitely won’t. I don’t do fieldwork.”


“Right.” If she’d been anywhere close to sober, she would have realized that.


The man hesitated; she worried he was about to call her off. Instead, he said, “I’ll send instructions to your box. There’s a ticking clock. You’ll need to hit the ground running.” Then he added, “Others will be after this man and his information. Be ready for anything.”


Zoya was most definitely not ready for anything, but she acknowledged, and ended the call, then used her hands to steady herself as she moved behind the sofa, then stumbled into the little kitchen. Opening the pantry, she reached into the back corner, past a mop and a broom, and pulled out a garbage bag full of towels. Throwing this onto the floor behind her, she went back in and hefted a black backpack that had been hidden there in the corner.


Stumbling back into the living room, struggling with the pack and her precarious equilibrium, she returned to the coffee table and dropped the bag next to it.


Twenty-six minutes till the train leaves, she told herself. The station was fifteen minutes away. Eleven minutes. A five-minute walk through the station to her platform. Six minutes.


Five to be safe. She had to leave her apartment in five minutes.


But instead of slinging her pack over a shoulder and heading for the door, she sat back down on the hardwood floor.


She unzipped a small pouch on the top of the pack by the carry handle and removed a plastic vial. Hurriedly she opened it and poured out the contents onto the table in front of her.


She sniffed hard to clear as much congestion out of her sinuses as possible, pulled a soda straw from a fast-food cup, then blew through it to ensure there wasn’t any liquid left inside.


She used the straw to push the powder into two equal lines on the table in front of her.


After a long sigh, she leaned forward, slipped the straw into her right nostril, and quickly and efficiently snorted two lines of coke.


Three minutes.


The powder burned, her eyes watered more, and she started to cry.


She tossed the straw, zipped the pouch on her bag closed again, then fought her way back to her feet, more tears streaming down her face.


The coke hit her like a bolt of lightning a few seconds later. It felt more like anxiety than energy. It didn’t sober her, but it certainly awakened her, and her crying stopped as the new sensation took over.


In the kitchen she poured herself a glass of water from the tap, something no self-respecting Italian would ever do, and she drank it down. She downed a second glass while leaning against the sink, and then a third.


One minute.


She hit the bathroom, urinated quickly, then shot across her little living room, snatching up her thick black down coat. She put it on, then pulled a black watch cap over her dark brown hair. She hadn’t worn makeup in months, and she knew the big coat and her heeled boots would make her look like a man from any distance.


Good, she thought. She was a master of disguise, and she could alter her appearance even more while on the train to Zurich.


She grabbed her keys and purse by the door, then exited, locking up behind her.


Heading down the hall for the stairs, she told herself she wasn’t in any condition for this, though she had no idea what she’d be asked to do in the next few hours. Nevertheless, she convinced herself she’d shake it off on the train to the north.


She had to. Zoya wanted to feel alive again, to matter again, to respect herself again.


The war, the booze, Court Gentry: they had all taken a vicious toll on her psyche.


Zurich wouldn’t save her, but it would keep her away from the flat on Via Morigi for a couple of days, and she knew that, more than anything, she needed to get out of the house and back into the game.









CHAPTER 7


Twenty-four hours after Russian financial advisor Igor Krupkin handed over a mobile phone to a man in Zurich’s Old Town, the middle-aged Russian lay dead on a cold concrete floor in a horse trailer factory in the town of Embrach, just north of the city proper.


He’d been stripped to his underwear, his body battered and sliced and burned, and four of the five men standing around and looking down at him were worried that his death would get them in serious trouble with their boss.


The fifth man standing on the factory floor did not share the misgivings of the others.


The other men were private military contractors from Russia, brought in because they were as merciless as they were available.


But even though the fifth man was Russian, as well, Luka Rudenko wasn’t a mercenary.


He was something else entirely.


The other men wore leather jackets, they had shaved heads and beards, and their arms were wrapped with tattoos. Rudenko, in contrast, wore a cream-colored cable-knit sweater, Tom Ford jeans, and a Burberry peacoat. His hair was short and blond and spiked, and he looked simultaneously older and healthier than the other four. He was just over forty; his broad shoulders and muscular build showed him to be exceptionally formidable physically.


Rudenko had only arrived minutes ago, long after the beating had begun and just moments before an already mortally wounded Krupkin drew his last breath.


The instant he’d arrived, Rudenko realized he only had seconds to get information out of the man before he died, so he pulled his Steyr A2 pistol, screwed on a long suppressor, aimed at a stack of trailer tires against the wall, and fired six rounds from the weapon.


As the Russian contractors near him swiveled their own guns around in surprise, frantically searching for threats, Rudenko took the white-hot suppressor of his pistol and pressed it against the side of Krupkin’s face. Another three rounds through the gun a minute later, an application of the hot steel to Krupkin’s privates, and the dying man began talking, his voice raspy due to his lungs being labored with pressure from the blood pouring out of the damaged veins inside him.


Krupkin talked and talked, and then the confession ended.


Internal bleeding was the COD in Rudenko’s professional opinion.


The life had left Krupkin’s body just two minutes earlier; Rudenko stood there impassively while the four younger tough guys freaked out, thinking it likely they would be in hot water for his death.


And then the door to the factory opened, and a new man entered.


He approached slowly across the large, mostly barren factory floor; he was brown haired and in his late forties, handsome and healthy looking, although he walked with the aid of a cane, favoring his right leg.


The new arrival regarded the Russian security men and the dead body, and then he finally looked to Rudenko. In English he said, “Follow me.”


While the bearded contractors stood wringing their bloody hands, still worried about beating a man to death when they were only supposed to rough him up, Rudenko and the man with the cane walked a dozen meters away. Here the older man continued speaking English, his Swiss accent obvious.


“Spanov sold you to me by saying you’re the best of the best. But your orders were to keep him alive until I got here.”


“I didn’t kill him. Those dumb fucks did. I just arrived from Helsinki.”


The older man let it go. “Tell me you got something out of him.”


There was no indication of pride or satisfaction in Luka’s answer. Just cold delivery. “I got everything.”


“Enlighten me.”


“Krupkin somehow created a blueprint of banking transfers out of Russian intelligence coffers and into the West.”


“How?”


Rudenko shrugged. “He was a financial conduit for Russian intelligence. The man who made Kremlin money look like regular old boring oligarch money when he sent it out of the country.”


The older man sniffed. “I suppose that’s why the chief of the Russian Security Council called and offered me a private plane to get me back here from the Azores and a blank check to fill out as I wished.”


Rudenko said nothing.


The Swiss man added, “If we fix this problem for him, quickly and quietly, I’m sure he’ll reward you, as well.”


Rudenko sniffed. “I don’t want a blank check, I want a promotion.”


“He told me you were a major.”


“I am, and I want to be a lieutenant colonel.”


The man with a cane cocked his head. “That’s all? Why?”


“My director is in Moscow in his top-floor office, while I’m here in Switzerland with a bunch of shithead military rejects burning a man’s nuts off. Does that answer your question?”


Now the Swiss man chuckled. “You want your boss’s desk?”


Luka Rudenko shook his head as he looked back to the body across the room. “I want a desk.”


The man followed his gaze. “Very well. What did Krupkin say he did with his file?”


“Yesterday he had a mobile phone with the encrypted data on it couriered to a man on the island of Saint Lucia, in the Caribbean. It will arrive there later today, local time.”


“What man?”


“His name is Eddison John. He’s a lawyer, apparently.”


The older man nodded. “He works in offshore banking. He’s helped Russians launder billions of dollars. He served as a straw man for decades, putting his name on property owned by oligarchs, but he lost his zeal when the war started. Won’t touch Russian accounts anymore.” He thought a moment. “I imagine John will be well protected, but getting to him shouldn’t be any problem. Anything else?”


“Yes. Krupkin gave another mobile phone to a man here in Zurich.”


“What man in Zurich?”


“A banker named Alexander Velesky.”


The older man’s eyes narrowed and looked off; it was clear he wasn’t familiar with the name.


Luka remarked about the tell. “Spanov told me you know everyone worth knowing here.”


“I thought I did, but I don’t know a Velesky.”


“According to Krupkin, he works in crypto at an investment bank called Brucker Söhne Holdings.”


“Shit,” the older man said now. More softly, he said “shit” again.


Sebastian Drexler did, in fact, pride himself on knowing everyone worth knowing in this nation, and although he didn’t know the name the Russian had just given him, he most definitely knew the man’s bank. “Shit,” he said a third time. “When did Velesky get the phone?”


“Last night.”


“Twenty-four hours ago.” He gave off a smile, but he wasn’t happy at all. “All hell’s going to break loose. My guess is the file from Russia will match up nicely to transaction data at Brucker Söhne.” He thought over the ramifications. “Spanov will be displeased to learn this.”


Rudenko took it a step further. “Spanov will burn down Zurich to get that data back.”


The older man said, “I guess your desk in Moscow will have to wait. What else?”


“Velesky lives in a flat in Oberdorf, in the Old Town. He’s our target now?”


Drexler said, “If Velesky has a brain, he won’t be at his home, but we have to start somewhere. Take these guys, check it out.”


Luka looked over at the men still standing over the body. “I take it they’re private contractors?”


“Stravinsky,” Drexler said as an answer. “Mercs. They were the first men Spanov could get here. They’d been working in Serbia when he called them today.”


“I don’t like Stravinsky guys. They’re cowboys. Undisciplined.”


Drexler didn’t even look back over his shoulder to regard them himself. “Well, then, it’s good we have you here to keep them in line.”


The Russian with the spiked blond hair didn’t seem appeased by this, so Drexler added, “Daniil Spanov gave me operational control over them, which means he will have them killed if they don’t do exactly as I order them to do.” With a faint smile he said, “Believe me, they are more highly motivated to succeed than either of us are.”


Luka said, “Speak for yourself.” He barked something in Russian, and the four men followed him out the door of the warehouse, where they piled into two vehicles.


Sebastian Drexler hobbled out to his own car, a BMW 5 Series, and sat down roughly behind the wheel. Rubbing his leg a moment to stanch a bit of the pain there, he fired up the engine, but his mind remained on his knee.


He couldn’t help but think about his knee, because it hurt all of the time.


Sebastian Drexler was a fixer for hire, used primarily by Swiss financial institutions on extremely delicate matters. Not long ago he’d become a consultant for the Syrian government, until that job ended badly when the Syrian president was assassinated, the president’s wife was killed right in front of Drexler, and then Drexler himself was shot through the kneecap by the rogue hit man known the world over as the Gray Man.


Drexler had made it out alive, however, albeit with a permanently wrecked knee, and now he was back at work, in this case taking a crucial assignment to retrieve compromising material circulated by one of the most well-connected financial consultants in Moscow.


The well-connected financial consultant now lay dead in the factory in Drexler’s rearview, and as he drove through the night, he wondered what his next step should be.


It had taken Drexler just a couple of hours to find Krupkin at the Dolder Grand hotel, from where Spanov’s goons took him to a location Drexler had secured north of the city.


Drexler himself had gone to his suite at the Storchen Zurich, in the Old Town, manning his phones with his team of technicians, speaking with Spanov multiple times, and working on getting one more asset to the scene.


Spanov made it happen immediately. Luka Rudenko was a forty-one-year-old operative in the GRU, Russian military intelligence, but Rudenko was special for another reason. His parents had moved to Helsinki in the 1980s, and he’d lived the first fifteen years of his life in Finland.


Luka could pass as a Finn, and he’d used this throughout his career to avoid scrutiny when operating in Western Europe.


Drexler knew Luka would have incredible skills and no conscience whatsoever, and he was happy to have him to augment his sketchy force of rough-and-tumble private military contractors.


The Swiss man knew that Spanov could get whatever official resources he needed to recover the two iPhones full of data. Russia was, in Drexler’s opinion, just a big gas station run by gangsters, and other than the Russian president and his most inner circle, there was no one more powerful than Daniil Spanov.


The information Krupkin had snuck out of Moscow could, quite literally, cripple hundreds of Russian intelligence operations in the West and reveal their crimes to the world. To avoid this, Drexler had to get the data back from a man here in Zurich, and he had to get an identical copy of the data back from a man in the Caribbean.


He had the identities of both men, but they had a head start.


It was going to be a difficult mission, to be sure, but no one hired Drexler for the easy, clean jobs.


He drove in the direction of his hotel, ready to spend the nighttime hours working with his team here in the city and calling his contacts developed over decades of operating in the deep shadows of dirty banking.









CHAPTER 8


The sun had just touched the horizon line when Court Gentry emerged from the salon of his sailboat and stood on his deck in bare feet, shorts, a plain white T-shirt, and a baseball cap. His clean-shaven face was tan from the sun here in the British Virgin Islands, his brown eyes hidden behind sunglasses he wouldn’t need for long. He lifted his binoculars, ready to take one more long, slow scan of the marina area here in Virgin Gorda before slipping into his sandals and taking his little rigid-hulled inflatable boat to shore to have dinner at a bar and grill one block inland.


But his binoculars never made it up to his eyes. The sound of a small boat rumbling in the water came from his right, from farther to the south of the bay, and he turned to look.


A wooden-hulled skiff with an outboard motor moved leisurely over the placid water, heading his way. Its bow was full of boxes and crates of produce and other items, and cases of beer and soft drinks and booze were stacked just aft of this.


These vending boats could be found on the water everywhere in the Caribbean; on board would be a salesperson/ captain who offered food, drinks, sundries, and the like to the leisure boats moored in the marina. Their prices would be higher than in the stores on land, but these boats peddled convenience. It was much easier to buy a case of beer or a bag of ice off someone who came right alongside a vessel than it was to go ashore and look for supplies.


Court found nothing threatening about this at all. He could see a couple of people in the back who both appeared to be locals, and all the groceries and other essentials he’d expect to find filling the deck.


“Hey, man!” a cheerful young captain called out, one hand controlling his outboard while he waved with the other. He wore shorts and no shirt, his sinewy body showing Court he had spent his life heavily engaged in manual labor.


Next to him at the stern sat an extremely attractive Black woman, perhaps a decade older than the captain, dressed in a faded pink T-shirt and off-white jeans. She smiled pleasantly and waved, as well.


Court quickly decided he’d buy a case of Cooper Island Lager, a local brand, and a crate of eggs if these two had any for sale.


He reached for his wallet and walked to the edge of his deck. The captain threw a line out and Court caught it.


“You guys are working late today,” Court said as he tied the line off on a cleat on the deck.


The captain answered in a thick local dialect when he saw the man’s wallet. “If you want to buy something, I’m happy to sell it, man, but I’m done working for today. I’m just here as a taxi service right now.”


Court cocked his head. Taxi service?


The Black woman stood up from her seat at the stern. “Good afternoon,” she said with no hint of anything other than an American accent. “Hope you don’t mind … I asked this gentleman for a lift. Wondering if I could come aboard and talk to you about chartering your boat.”


Court slipped his wallet back into his shorts and looked her over, the pistol wedged in the small of his back suddenly comforting, if not comfortable.


“I don’t take charters, ma’am.”


“I’ll make it worth your while. Let’s just talk about it before you say no. All I ask is ten minutes of your time, and then maybe a lift in your dinghy back to shore.”


And then she did something that in his nearly twenty years as an intelligence operative he’d never seen anyone do. She winked at him. It wasn’t done provocatively; rather, it was surreptitious, as if she were imploring him to play along.


He sensed no danger from her, but he also had enough experience to know that he could be dead wrong and she could be some sort of a threat.


The captain of the boat looked back and forth at both of them, sensing some unease from the white man now. But finally Court said, “You’re welcome aboard, ma’am.”


The woman pulled out a couple of bills from her pocket and handed them to the skiff captain, and then she hefted a small leather backpack from the deck and slung it over her shoulder.


Court stepped back a few feet as she boarded.


Soon she climbed onto the deck, the skiff was released, and the captain cruised away with another wave of his hand as Court’s head moved as if on a swivel, looking all around for more obvious threats to materialize.


She started to speak, but Court put a finger to his mouth, watching the wooden boat leave. When it was fifty yards or so away, he turned his attention back to her.


The woman standing on the deck with Court seemed relaxed, perfectly at ease, and this made no sense to him. She was clearly on the job; this wasn’t about a charter. She’d been sent here by someone with a message or a threat or an offer of employment, of this he had no doubt. But if this were the case, he felt certain she would know all about him and the fact that he was an incredibly dangerous individual.


The woman extended a hand.


“Angela Lacy. Pleased to meet you.”


Court took her hand, shook it once. “Nice to meet you.” And then his voice lowered. “Just so we understand each other, know this. If you reach a hand into your backpack, I’ll slit your fucking throat.”


Her eyes widened in surprise and terror. “What?”


Court didn’t know what was going on, and this made his defenses kick into high gear. He pulled her by her wrist, spun her around, and pushed her down face-first against the low cockpit dodger.


His Benchmade knife was open now, in his left hand and against her neck.


The woman’s body began to shake, but she said, “Calm the fuck down, dude.”


He pulled the pack off her back, unzipped it with his right hand, and dumped the contents out onto the deck.


A phone, a charger, lipstick, and a few other odds and ends. No weapon, no obvious intelligence tradecraft paraphernalia other than the phone, which was all anyone really needed.


While he was looking everything over, she stammered, “I’m … I’m a friend.”


He didn’t look up. “I don’t have any friends.”


Next he frisked her quickly from head to toe. Finding nothing of note, he said, “Go down to the salon. Sit at the chart table.”


Her voice unsteady, she said, “I don’t know what that is.”


“The bench by the radios.”


She climbed down the companionway and, still shaking, sat down on a bench next to the marine radios and navigation equipment built into the wall there. Court followed, leaving the contents of her bag on the deck, but he stayed on the second stair on the tiny companionway so he could both keep an eye outside the boat and see her down inside the salon.


He said, “All I want to hear right now is who sent you and why.”


Her voice quivered. It seemed to Court as if she had been completely taken off guard by his actions. “I … I was sent to speak with you. I was … just told where to go and what boat you were on. I … I don’t know anything about you, and I’m certainly no threat.” She added, “We’re on the same team.”


Court’s eyes narrowed. “Tell me, Lacy. What team are we on?”


“The company, of course.”


This meant CIA.


Court drew his pistol from behind his back. His entire body went tense, and he looked out over the water again, almost certain he’d find an American Navy Cyclone-class patrol boat barreling down on him. He scanned all compass points, but there was no Navy.


“Six,” the woman said now, invoking his old call sign within the Agency’s Special Activities Division. “Put the gun down. Please. I don’t know what you think you’re—”


“Who, specifically, sent you?”


She stared at the pistol; it was down at his side. “The special assistant to the DDO.”


“Name?”


She furrowed her eyebrows, seemingly taken aback that he had to ask this question. “Suzanne Brewer.”


Well, shit. Suzanne Brewer had been Court’s handler when he ran in a sub-rosa Agency outfit called Poison Apple. That program ended a year ago, as far as Court knew, anyway, and he had every reason to believe the CIA was out to kill him … again. Court had never trusted Brewer for many reasons, but one of those reasons was that Zoya Zakharova had told him Brewer tried to shoot him in the head in Scotland. He didn’t know if Zoya was right or wrong about this, but the fact that Brewer served as a high-ranking employee of an organization that had targeted him for termination didn’t exactly make Angela Lacy look like anything other than a threat at present.
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