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For Elissa, Freddie, and Zach





undermoney [əndər mənē]

noun, obscure, trans. from the Japanese (アンダーマネー) wasei-eigo (和製英語, Japanese-made English)

1: money which is unknown publicly but that controls individuals and events

2: the currency of corruption

3: bribery (賄賂)

See also blood money.






Prelude Rwaished District, Jordan


Five hours out from al-Tanf, Syria, a military base controlled for the moment by the U.S. Army, Staff Sergeant Chappie James walked into the cockpit and handed the copilot a printout. New orders, new coordinates: a change of plans.

Moments later, his superior officer, Major Hank Arnold slipped into his pilot’s chair and pulled on his headset. “This had better be good.”

Capped-out on promotion, relegated to flying transport and biding his time until his pension kicked in, Major Hank could not control much in his life. But nap time, that was sacrosanct. He snatched the printout. When he looked up, his face was red.

“They want us to make the drop and fly straight back to Andrews. We’re not going on to Incirlik.”

Arnold had been looking forward to overnighting at the massive U.S. base in Turkey, sleeping in a bed. Now he’d have to stay in the air for another night and another round of air-to-air refueling.

His day had started fifteen hours earlier when Staff Sergeant James arrived at Andrews Air Force Base in Maryland trailed by two unmarked 18-wheelers belonging to the Federal Reserve Bank of New York, each carrying half of a $2.4 billion withdrawal from a Fed warehouse in East Rutherford, New Jersey—a million square feet, the world’s largest repository of American currency, hidden in plain sight in the Jersey Meadowlands, just across the highway from a Home Depot. Now it would be another fifteen hours before he would see an actual bed. He hated it when stupid people—all people, really—made him do stupid things. Like dumping twelve 463L master pallets of perfectly good American dollars, each weighing almost four thousand pounds, out the back end of his C-17’s massive hold and into a patch of the world’s ugliest desert. He knew exactly where all that money would end up: in the hands of some of the world’s worst people who would use it to buy weapons that would destroy nations that had not attacked the United States and posed no threat to American national security.

Ever since the Coalition Provisional Authority—the legally dubious governmental body that oversaw the festival of chaos, blood, and greed that was post-invasion Iraq—had pioneered the risible strategy of using U.S. dollars as a prime engine of U.S. foreign policy and military strategy, billions of greenbacks, measured by the ton and delivered by long-haul aircraft, had poured out over the Middle East. “Al-mutar lakhdar,” the Arabs called it. Green rain. The equation was simple: cash from above or death from above. A bribe or a drone strike. Take the money and we’ll pretend to be friends. Don’t and we’ll be enemies. And we won’t be pretending.

Major Arnold’s copilot directed his attention to the display on which she had plotted new coordinates for the drop: fifty-five miles south of al-Tanf, a flat patch of sand in the Rwaished District, Jordan. Three miles west of the Iraqi border and a mile north of the Baghdad International Highway, the region’s only major artery, stretching across mostly empty desert from the Iraqi capital, through Jordan, and all the way to the Mediterranean.

Arnold hadn’t seen one of these last-minute diversions in years, not since the cowboy days of looting and shooting after Baghdad fell. No explanation then either. Whoever gave the order had to have some serious stroke.

“Where’s this coming from?” Arnold tapped his fingers.

“Army two-star, Major General Thomas Taylor.”

“Never heard of him.” Arnold crumpled the printout into a ball and tossed it aside. “Reason they’re having us drop our load in the middle of nowhere is they don’t want anyone to see who picks up all that dough. Us included.”

“The guy’s very low profile. Delta Force. Ran JSOC in Iraq and Afghanistan,” James said. “He just moved into some big new Pentagon job.”

Typical, thought Arnold as he settled deeper into his seat, probably more of a politician than a soldier. The cargo manifest identified the source of their shipment as frozen Syrian accounts traceable right back to leaders of the Syrian army, Syrian military intelligence—the al-Mukhabarat—and Asma al-Assad, the stunning, cold-hearted wife of Syria’s dictator.

“Just to be sure, ask for confirmation.”

“Already have,” replied the copilot. “It’s Taylor’s call sign. Looks like it’s his operation.”

Arnold stared out the window, resigned. The new kind of war. Someone else’s country, someone else’s money. But, always, American lives. My last tour.

“Okay then, punch it in. We’re heading for Jordan.”

Three hours later, Arnold took a wide turn over the sprawling refugee camp outside of Rwaished, a small city grown fat on smuggling in the years since the Assad family and the American army had turned the neighborhood into a permanent war zone. He brought the plane down to fifteen hundred feet to take a look: nothing for miles except a few dusty buildings at the Al Karamah border crossing, some camels, and corduroy dunes. And God only knew how many stinger missiles, AK-47s, IEDs, and roving bands of Syrian regular army, Islamic State bandits, Syrian rebels, and local tribes playing all sides against one another.

At the drop point, six Humvees, two semitrailers, and several heavy-duty forklifts. Half a dozen people in the lee of the trucks. A few hundred yards off from the cluster of semis and Humvees, Arnold spotted three GAZ-2330 Tigrs, the Russian equivalent of a Humvee, just sitting there. That made no sense. Russians and Americans kept their distance in Syria, engaging only through deconfliction lines and through proxies. He’d been making these runs for years, and this was a first. So many shadows in a land with so little shade.

Arnold tipped his wings, acknowledging the crew on the ground, and took a wide turn as he descended. At one thousand feet, James opened the rear cargo door. Even after hundreds of drops, it was still a rush—the roar of air, the light flooding into the plane’s dark cabin, the heat rising from the desert, and the earth unrolling beneath them, all framed by the jagged maw of the cargo door.

At five hundred feet, two miles from the target, Arnold gave the all clear and James released the floor brakes. Slowly at first, and then thwack, thwack, thwack twelve times, a pallet every second, followed by a parachute blooming in the desert sky.

Arnold took the C-17 up and turned to catch the view. A lovely, crazy, breathtaking sight. Twenty-four million one-hundred-dollar bills, floating gently toward the hard sand.



Below, standing on the desert floor next to her Humvee, Greta Webb fixed her binoculars on the first pallet drifting down toward her. The landscape shimmered, but she barely registered the vicious heat. Just another day, she told herself, another test, another mission. But one that might divert the course of history—or land them all in Leavenworth for the rest of their lives.

“Beautiful sight.” Don Carter, standing next to her, looked up from his phone and squinted at the merciless blue sky. “Hope we know what the fuck we’re doing.”

Was it only twenty-nine hours ago they had been shredding the sheets at his Georgetown house, falling back into a hole it had taken them both years to crawl out of. Greta lowered her desert goggles and watched Don survey his team, ex–Special Forces, now under contract to Carter Logistics, all of them standing crisply in line, field glasses locked on the descending pallets. The only one she knew was Chip Beekman, a top lieutenant in Don’s old Delta team. Aloof, an Ivy Leaguer who looked and acted it. But you didn’t go to war these days without an IT guy, and Don said there was no one better than Chip at protecting their own cyber networks and penetrating others.

She elbowed Don and tilted her head toward the drop zone. The pilot knew his business; the pallets were landing in a tight cluster. Success would not be measured by what went right, but how they reacted to things that went wrong. She needed both trucks loaded and the whole convoy rolling out across the sand in six minutes. It was two hundred miles to the crossing at Beit She’an. Once they got to Israel, she’d be able to breathe again. Israelis were expensive, but consistent. Until then, no margin for error.

“I was just looking at Ben’s latest tweets,” Don mused, while his team scrambled into action. He spoke calmly, almost distractedly, as if reading a newspaper over morning coffee. “He’s gonna blow his political career if he keeps on about decimating the Pentagon budget.” The last pallet hit the desert floor. Don hardly seemed to notice. “As usual, we’re out here risking our asses for him, and he’s off on his own looking for a burning building to run into. You’d think the junior senator from Nebraska could keep his mouth shut for a few minutes.”

Greta didn’t bother to answer. Eyes forward, she pulled on her helmet and jumped into the Humvee, barely giving Don time to scramble into his seat.

“Forklifts!” she barked into her microphone and hit the gas. Suddenly, every piece was moving: the Humvees, the lifts, the 18-wheelers. They had planned everything down to the second, but were always ready to veer sharply from the playbook and improvise. Without hesitation or mercy, as Tommy Taylor liked to say.

The semis, flanked by the forklifts, moved into the drop zone, while Greta and Don joined the other five Humvees to establish a tight perimeter around the twelve large wood crates. Two hundred yards out, in Greta’s peripheral vision, three Tigrs raced into position to form a second perimeter. Two defensive rings: one manned by Don’s guys, the other by their Russian contractors. Don had no choice but to trust them, but he brought a massive arsenal just in case. The essence of Don, Greta thought, defended to the point of overkill, yet somehow vulnerable to his own explosive nature.

Four minutes later, a forklift loaded the last of the pallets into the first semitrailer, and their men began loading the forklifts themselves into the second. Ahead of schedule. Too good to be true. Then the radio crackled in her ear.

“Squad leader.” It was Tommy. That voice, threatening and reassuring at once, part drill sergeant, part priest. Of course he had an eye on them. Where was he? Langley? The Pentagon? Had to be Langley, since she was the only one on the team still on active duty. Her case officer’s blue badge provided agency cover. She worried that it was the only reason Tommy wanted her on the team.

“You have two Kamaz Typhoons approaching. Six miles northeast. Doing about fifty.” Tommy was speaking a little more slowly than usual, laconic but also urgent, as if he was trying to relax into the chaos he saw coming. She knew that cadence: time to go off book.

“Typhoons are Russian armored personnel carriers.” Chip chimed in over the radio. “Heavy, but fast. Probably Syrian army. Assad buys them by the boatload.”

“How many men on board?” Greta asked curtly. She didn’t need Chip demonstrating how much he knew about Russian military hardware right now.

“Two up front, sixteen in the back. AGS-30 grenade launchers on the roof. Thirty rounds each—range of two thousand meters.” Don leaned into his mic and glared at Greta.

“Weren’t your Russians supposed to keep the flies away?”

Tommy cut in.

“We’ve identified the markings. Presidential Guard.”

Greta took a deep breath. They’d run dozens of scenarios. The Syrian dictator throwing his special forces into the fray might have been the one she dreaded the most.

“Don, your take?” Tommy asked.

Of course he doesn’t ask me, Greta thought.

“Either Greta’s Russian friends are fucking with us, or an enterprising Syrian army commander smelled burgers and invited himself to our barbecue.”

Or both, Greta thought. The levels of greed people were capable of still astonished her. She had promised the Russians $50 million to protect their operation from any surprises. Now they were sending local thugs out to shake her down for more. “They’ll be up your asses in five minutes.” Tommy, again, impatient. “Don, what’s your plan?”

“Can’t outrun them. Our semis aren’t nearly fast enough.”

“I didn’t ask what’s not your plan,” Tommy said coldly. “If you can’t light these guys up, I will.”

Before Greta could bring the Humvee to a complete stop, Don was out the door, dragging an FGM-148 Javelin antitank missile and launcher behind him, and plugging his ever-present camera into the sight. A sharp whistle brought the rest of his team out onto the sand, readying their own missile launchers. A drone strike was the last thing they wanted, especially one ordered from inside CIA headquarters by a two-star general. The electronic signature of American Hellfire missiles, launched from a Predator drone cruising over a patch of sand where American and Russian military deployments intersected, hitting a target inside Jordan—an American ally—would light up half of the world’s intelligence services. Tommy had taken enough risks. They had to keep him off the field. Which gave Don two choices: Erase a couple of trucks full of al-Assad all-stars and blame it on the fog of war. Or incinerate the semis they’d just loaded, get the hell out of there, and wait for another clean shot at a jumbo jet loaded with cash streaking over the desert. Like that would ever happen. Don and four of his men readied their Javelins. All it took was a tap on the trigger and the fire-and-forget infrared guidance system would do the rest. The Syrian carriers would be in range in less than three minutes.

From the start, Don thought it was a mistake to bring in the Russian security contractors. That had been Greta’s idea. She had convinced them, a year earlier in Ben’s Senate office, when they first started talking about the heist. Everyone agreed that the logic of grabbing the money was unassailable: Why let it disappear into the Syrian desert, where it would only be fuel for more corruption, more killing, when they could use it to actually help their own country? They would keep it somewhere safe for a few years, until Ben decided he was ready to run for the presidency. The strategy was to use the money to prime the pump, dominate the first round of primaries, and become the front-runner, not beholden to anyone: the people’s candidate. And then to march steadily to the nomination, laying waste to anyone who stood in the way, a political campaign conceived with the failure-is-not-an-option discipline of a military offensive. These days, that took billions.

Greta had insisted that they would need help getting the cargo out of Syria and Jordan. Quiet soundings had led her to the Parsifal Group, one of a new, entrepreneurial breed of Russian private military companies that sold what they termed “in-theater services” to almost anyone, as long as the price was right. Off-budget and out-of-sight, and offering lethality, reliability, and deniability. The three most valuable and expensive commodities in modern warfare.

She had argued that no one navigated Syria’s unstable political landscape more surely. If anyone could provide safe passage through the gauntlet of al-Assad’s forces, tribal militias, Al Qaeda, and ISIS, they could. The cost was high, but it would be much higher if they got sideways with Parsifal.

But can we trust them? Ben had asked. Greta wouldn’t guarantee success; she said the risks were manageable. Parsifal had done a couple of jobs for the Agency. They knew that there would be more business to come. Why would they mess that up? Think of it as insurance.

Whatever doubts Don had, Chip dispelled them. She hadn’t expected that. Her ideas usually elicited only patronizing lectures from Chip, but he seemed more enthusiastic about the Russians than she was. Parsifal was the best, he had said. They were Russian, but as solid as they come. His old friend from Princeton, Vadim Ivanov, was the number-two there. Chip could make the introduction. Parsifal would provide all the insurance they’d need. Ben and Tommy were convinced.

As Don and his team assembled their weapons, Greta knew exactly what he was thinking: that the only insurance policy he trusted was one that could pierce tank armor. Don, already on autopilot, knelt into position and hoisted the heavy Javelin launcher onto his shoulder.

“Wait,” she shouted, hoping he was still able to hear another voice besides the one in his head. “I need to talk to Ivanov first.”



“Vadim, tell me again how you got your American girlfriend to pay so much?” Fyodor Volk, the Parsifal Group’s charismatic founder, was sitting in the passenger seat of one of the Tigrs.

Ensuring safe passage for a high-value convoy through a war zone was Parsifal’s bread and butter. A job that involved only escorting a few trucks through the desert wasn’t usually enough to draw Fyodor Volk from the sixty-meter, carbon fiber sloop he called home, docked these days for reasons of location and legality, in the barely tolerable Cypriot port of Limassol.

Volk had flown in that morning because he was curious about the American client Ivanov had landed, this woman Greta Webb who had presented herself as a war-theater contractor for an undisclosed government, and then had agreed to pay $50 million for what seemed like a simple job. He also worried that Vadim, who was getting more and more comfortable in Brioni suits, might be out of his depth. Vadim wouldn’t like the intrusion, but if problems arose, he might benefit from his presence.

They had been baking for hours in the hot sun, air-conditioning on full blast, to no effect.

“Once she said that it was an airdrop—and so close to their base at al-Tanf—I figured the cargo was something special. I named what I thought was a stupid number. She just nodded.”

Through binoculars, they picked up two large dust clouds on the flat horizon: the Syrians.

“Looks like mademoiselle has discovered this might be more difficult than she thought.”

Volk put down his field glasses and fixed his cold blue eyes on his number two.

“What are you up to, Vadim?”

“Just my job, sir.” Ivanov shifted in his seat. The boss’s standing orders were clear. No freelancing. Vadim may have learned how to work the corridors of power in Moscow and Washington, but he didn’t think like a soldier anymore. Out here, his job was to play it straight. Provide the escort. Gather intelligence. Get paid.

“Don’t bullshit me, Vadim. Who’s out there in the Typhoons?”

Ivanov tried to maintain his composure.

“We’ve spread a lot of money around to create a bubble for the Americans out here. Maybe Suleimani couldn’t resist having a look.”

Qassem Suleimani, the diminutive and enigmatic leader of Iran’s Quds Force, a man who could make trouble—or stop it—anywhere in the Middle East, but who cast a particularly long shadow in Syria. Not likely, Volk thought. Suleimani would never be so obvious.

He drew his binoculars back up to his eyes and let silence linger. One beat. Two beats. Long enough for Vadim to get the message. And then, matter-of-factly, he asked, “Why would my friend Qassem get between me and one of our clients?”

Ivanov turned to Volk.

“It was an opportunity—create a little noise. See what these Americans are made of. Shake them down, take whatever we can get. Maybe even hijack the whole cargo.”

Without warning, Volk’s hand—with the weight of his arm behind it—shot out and struck Ivanov beneath his left eye. In the confines of the Tigr cab, the slap across Ivanov’s face sounded like a thunder clap. A welt began to rise where Volk’s heavy, gold Federal Security Service—FSB—ring had caught Ivanov’s cheekbone. Volk’s thin upper lip disappeared into a tight saurian smile.

“I don’t know exactly what you’re up to, but this is not how we do business—it’s dumb. Makes us look incompetent—not to mention dishonest.”

Ivanov accepted his punishment without reacting. Impressive, thought Volk, and well trained. The young man was not easily rattled.

“Sir, I’m almost positive they are operating without official sanction. The girl’s name is Greta Webb. I don’t know much about her, except that her father was Iranian and she works for the CIA—”

Volk cut him off.

“Who are the guys with her?”

“You’d expect an active-duty team. That’s how the Americans do these things. But those guys were rented. Very expensive—former Delta, Green Berets. Kontraktniki. The way we do it.”

“So you decided that, if they’re going off the books, you would too?”

“I wanted to find out what was being dropped. I thought if I tipped off a couple of Syrians—”

“Vadim, they’ve been dropping pallets like these all over the Middle East for more than a decade. How many did you count?”

“Twelve, sir.”

“Yes. And do you know what’s inside each one? Two hundred million dollars. That’s more than two billion in American dollars over there.”

Ivanov did a double take. It hadn’t occurred to him the boxes were full of cash.

“And we’re going to let them drive away with it?”

“Exactly.”

“That’s crazy. It’s free money. I made a deal with the Syrians to split whatever we found in the trucks down the middle.”

“Vadim, if you take the money, all you get is money. Smarter, I think, to watch where it’s going, figure out who these people are. If they can execute an operation like this, there’s no telling what else they are capable of. It would be a shame not to be part of their project, no?”

“Ivanov,” Greta interrupted sharply over the radio, speaking Russian. “Tell me what those Typhoons are doing here.”

Volk hit the mute button on Vadim’s microphone. “Tell your girlfriend we’ll handle the Syrians.” Volk’s voice was much softer. Volk drew his hand back.

“I was just about to alert you,” Ivanov said into the mic. “We’re heading out to intercept them now.”

“Don’t bother.”

They saw jets of flame and, even from their distance, felt the pulse of heat as five Javelins emerged from the Americans’ shoulder-mounted launching tubes. The inelegant rockets, which had the contours of stubby pencils with flippers stuck to their back ends, hovered momentarily in midair, blunt noses dipping slightly, before their rocket motors ignited and they shot upward parabolically: the “curveball” shot. At five hundred feet, the missiles paused again while their infrared seekers searched for a heat signature. Once the five missiles locked onto the Syrian army vehicles below, now just three miles away, they pivoted and plunged downward in tight formation, piercing the lids of the troop carriers. Seconds later, angry black plumes erupted on the horizon, sending geysers of smoke and flame a thousand feet high, pulverizing metal, ceramic armor, and rubber. Vaporizing the souls of a few dozen men.

“We’re heading out.” Greta, speaking to Ivanov, all business. No mention of the mayhem she had just ordered up. “I want one of your trucks out in front. The rest bringing up the rear. We’ll settle up when we get to the Israeli border.”

Ivanov noticed the tension drain from Volk’s body. “I like that girl. No hesitation.”

The convoy fell into line, with Russian Tigrs leading and following. Ivanov took up the rear.

Volk settled back into his seat. “Whoever these Americans are, they’re enterprising. Good job connecting with them. But they will learn, I am sure, that that much money, acquired through such means, can quickly become a burden. An albatross. Perhaps even a noose.”






Part One: Spring, Three Years Later







1 The Pierre Hotel, New York City


In a world of excess, nothing exceeded expectations like Elias Vicker’s Fire Rites of Beltane, the legendary stag party he held every year on the first Tuesday of May, just as spring buds were bursting into the brightness of just-opened leaves, lending midtown streets a transitory illusion of innocence. For years, the hedge fund centibillionaire, dubbed by Forbes New York’s richest man and by the New York Post its most odious clown, had taken over The Pierre Hotel on Fifth Avenue to cultivate a couple hundred carefully curated denizens of the hedge fund, finance, and political elite. To avoid an uproar, Vicker went to extraordinary lengths to make sure that the details of the party, as well as its guest list, remained closely guarded secrets. It was the perfect Elias Vicker event: no expense spared, perhaps defiant of the prevailing mood, but, really, just tone deaf. If someone took offense, Vicker seemed incapable of understanding why he should care. Nonetheless, grandees who should have known better showed up every year. Not simply to be part of the bacchanal, but, particularly after memories of the pandemic had faded, to be seen, to be chosen, to be part of the elect. They knew better, but, somehow, when the summons came, they couldn’t help themselves. Not being there seemed a greater risk.

The fifteen public rooms of the hotel had been transformed to make them feel like deep woods, part of a Celtic ritual, celebrating life, fertility, and the power—and danger—of fire. Hundreds of trees had been trucked in to cover every wall and ceiling. The rooms, the halls, even the elevators, felt like clearings in a dense forest. Embedded in the foliage were dozens of forest nymphs wearing nothing but body paint. Only their eyes moved. The whites of their scleras—in sharp contrast to the sylvan tones of the brown and green body paint that covered their skin—followed the flow of millionaires, billionaires, and covetous politicians, promising, posturing, and pandering.

Under the sure hand of his majordomo, Pete Stryker, Vicker quietly invited the finalists from international beauty pageants that consistently attracted the most alluring women on earth: Slovenian Beauties, Magyar Stars, Miss Teen Poland, Miss Ukraine, Caucausus Debs, Girls of the Russian Steppes. The girls were treated to two weeks of theater, fashion shows, ballet, educational programs, and dinners with men that Vicker sought to cultivate and compromise. Given that the girls were housed at a Times Square tourist hotel, packed five to a room, and given a measly five hundred dollars a day, they soon figured out that, if they wanted to eat at Le Bilboquet and shop at Bergdorf’s, they needed friends.

The hungry beauty queens roamed the hotel, scantily clad, each wearing a gold Cartier bracelet discreetly engraved with a number. Nothing spoken or required, and, well, there was not much to be said about what happened between consenting adults. The fantasy that Vicker created was so compelling that it was almost as if a fog had settled over them all, the minds of his guests clouded not so much by tequila as by a more toxic brew. The combination of otherwise unattainable beauty, proximity to Vicker’s enormous wealth and power, and a distorted sense of community with other aggressive men caused them to swat away any moral impulse. Succumbing to a collective delusion, his guests became willing to indulge the inexcusable, to thumb their noses at behavior that could easily immolate them on a pyre of public humiliation and well-deserved damnation.

Within that miasma, Pete worked the room, placing an arm around socially inhibited quant geniuses, whispering morsels of gossip in the ears of influential senators, and smoothing the feathers of hedge fund guys whom Vicker had pissed off. At every step, he introduced his sometimes charming, sometimes reticent boss casually, but purposefully. Senior bankers, political pundits, and erstwhile competitors were, none too subtly, encouraged to join forces with Elias Vicker rather than pick a fight. To a man, they knew full well that Vicker’s fund—Industrial Strategies—dwarfed the $500 billion sovereign wealth funds generally considered to be the lions of the money jungle. And he liked nothing better than to unleash the dogs of law on anyone who got in his way. In the face of Vicker’s legion of combative attorneys, only the very richest and most ruthless adversaries could hope for a fair fight.

“Senator Conway.” Pete sidled up to Senate Majority Leader Frank Conway of Tennessee, a jowly potentate who ruled the center-right with an iron hand. “Do you have everything you need?”

Conway looked around as lissome elves slid through the crowd ferrying flutes of champagne and trays of blinis topped with Beluga caviar. “You’ve really stocked the pond this year, son,” Conway purred, in his soft drawl.

Pete registered the barest reaction. He prided himself on knowing what made people tick, particularly powerful men like Conway who required elaborate care and feeding. Considering the range of perversions that he made it his business to know, the majority leader was plain vanilla: stock tips, sweetheart real estate deals, and pretty girls. Pete handed the senator a key card for the Presidential Suite, more than five thousand square feet, comprising the entire thirty-ninth floor.

“You have the best room in the house.” Pete held out a small bag containing numbered poker chips, each one matching the number on a bracelet. Conway gave Pete his famously lascivious grin. “It’s always fun matching the chip to the girl. But, listen up, Pete. Come see me real soon. We’ve got a real problem. Rachel can’t hold off those pinkos in her cabinet much longer. They want to tax you hedge fund boys out of existence, and they’re convinced they have the votes.”

There was no greater proof of the strides women had made over the decades than the fact that a reassuring nonentity like Rachel Bridges had ascended to the White House. Nothing in the energetic seventy-five-year-old’s biography said “first woman president.” She’d burned no bras, broken no barriers, shattered no glass ceilings. Her appeal was that, in a time of turmoil, she liked to keep things just as they were. Or as close to it as possible. She wore bright headbands and approached politics as if her main responsibility was to make sure everyone was comfortable and well-behaved. Even though she’d been in the Senate for more than forty years, no one had a clear idea what she stood for, and no one much minded. She was kind and calm. In the moment, that was what mattered. As the country hovered on the edge of chaos, culture war grievances regularly erupting into spasms of violence and lunacy, she projected the comforting illusion that there were no differences that couldn’t be resolved with a gin and tonic and a handwritten thank-you note. The right didn’t completely hate her. The left viewed her with suspicion, obsessively parsing her every word and gesture for proof she was about to sell them out. The millions in the middle clung to the anxious hope that she could keep things from spinning out of control. It seemed like the best that anyone could hope for.

As president, she’d proven to be adept at delivering difficult news to the American people with empathy and a certain resigned good sense, whether it was downplaying the impact of strict new pronoun regulations that had passed Congress after a bitter fight, or apologizing for the FBI’s botched raid on the Baker County Oathkeepers compound in Eastern Oregon, where thirty-eight people died, half of them children and young mothers. As president, Bridges didn’t actually want to soak the rich, but, shrugging her shoulders almost apologetically, claimed she didn’t have much choice. Her increasingly restive party demanded it, as much for retribution as for revenue.

“Don’t worry, we’ll get her. My oppo guys are on her twenty-four/seven.”

Conway looked disappointed.

“I keep telling you. It’s that son of hers. That funny business with the Indian casinos. You nail that down, and we’ve got both of ’em. But it’ll be expensive. Vicker and his buddies are going to have to dig deep.”

As Pete tried to break away, Conway bore down on him, raising an index finger, poking him in the chest. “I’ve been looking for your buddy Ben Corn. I thought I told you to make sure he showed up tonight. Cost me a lot to get that boy on the finance committee. He needs to be out here bowing and scraping. Pretty boy thinks he’s above it all.”

Notwithstanding the efforts that Pete made to build a veil of secrecy around Vicker’s annual bacchanal, there was no way Ben Corn would risk showing up—or that Pete would let him.

“His daughter had a dance recital, Senator. You know he wanted to be here.”

Conway snorted. “I don’t know that, Pete. But what I do know is that he’s making mistakes all over. This business about canceling aircraft carriers is bad enough. You know what else he did? Just the other day, he went out to the Pentagon and told a roomful of admirals the entire U.S. Navy is obsolete. You think they like hearing that? From an army guy?” He wagged a long pink finger in front of Pete’s face. “You better rein your boy in.”

Conway shook his white mane. “Dance recital my ass.”

He gave Pete’s arm a friendly squeeze. “You know what I always say, son. Can’t trust a man who won’t commit at least two of the deadly sins right before your very eyes.”

It was no secret to Pete that Ben’s carefully cultivated public image of piety—his Boy Scout act—rubbed Conway the wrong way. Just as Conway was gearing up for another rant, an elf approached. “Oh hello, little lady.” The senior senator grabbed a glass from her tray, and then turned back to Pete. “We can talk about this later, I’ve got to attend to some business.”

To his relief, the senator drifted off. Chances are, Pete thought, he won’t even remember the conversation. As he headed to the bar to get himself another glass of Badoit, he bumped into a bear of a man in a chalk-stripe suit and looked up to see the flushed, rubbery face of Jason Renton, the Wall Street columnist for Roundelay magazine, a venerable glossy that had been reinvented as a purveyor of high-end gossip and score-settling hatchet jobs masquerading as investigative journalism. A one-time high-flying bond trader whose career had spun out in a tornado of cocaine, six-figure bills at Scores, and a misguided bet, shorting puts on gold futures, Renton had gone through rehab; written a best-selling memoir, Snorting Bull: Confessions of a Wall Street Wildman; and reinvented himself as a droll truth-teller spilling the secrets of the temple. He had brought down venerable brokerage firms and exposed all manner of insider trading and Ponzi schemes. But he was hardly the fearless journalistic predator he made himself out to be. In fact, Pete thought of Renton as one of the most useful people in his bulging contact list. Because as much as Renton wanted to strike back at the world that had written him off, what he really wanted was its attention. Whenever Pete needed to bring someone down a notch or two, all he had to do was wind Renton up, point him in the right direction, and, a few times a year, fly a courier down to Panama City to deposit a cashier’s check into his numbered bank account.

“Thanks for the invite, Pete.”

“You know this evening is closed to the ‘press.’ ” Pete said with mock seriousness.

“No worries. I left my notebook at home. I’m here to observe these strange creatures in their natural habitat—and maybe live like them for a few hours. Helps me understand them better.”

“Well, I’m sure they’ll appreciate your sacrifice.” Pete craned his neck, checking the room. “I noticed that you called this afternoon. Sorry I didn’t get back.”

“It was nothing really. The column I’m working on just crashed and burned in fact-checking. These young kids. So serious. They’re now telling me I have to record everything—is it my fault that I get my best stuff on private jets? It’s a real problem. All you get is engine noise.”

“Remind me never to invite you on Elias’s plane again.” Pete enjoyed sparring with Renton. He was one of the few people he dealt with who knew their place.

“Anyway, I have a deadline in two days and no column. I’m collecting the private newsletters that guys like Elias send to investors. I want to write about them. I know that I can’t quote from them without permission, yada, yada, yada, but all the guys I’ve approached so far—Citadel, Two Sigma, Baupost, Pershing Square—have given me the go-ahead. Think the E-man would be okay with it? His are really interesting.”

“Yeah, I don’t see why not. Elias is really proud of those letters.”

Right then, Pete noticed a striking young man—early thirties he guessed, European, blond, model handsome—emerge from a copse of spotlit birch trees and knife his way through the pillowy buzz. Every year, a few crashers managed to slip past security, and were quickly evicted. But this guy was ignoring the elves and the champagne, and heading straight for Pete. Probably best for a reporter, even one Pete owned, not to see this. Pete fished a numbered poker chip from his pocket.

“You’ve been a good boy this year, pal.” Pete slapped it into Renton’s hand. “Don’t tell anyone where you got this.”



“Can I help you?” Pete gently took the man by the elbow and maneuvered him behind a table that held an ice sculpture of a satyr mounting a forest nymph from behind. Whatever this man was doing here, he dressed the part: Anderson & Sheppard suit, Belgian shoes, Charvet tie. Pete used to think the obsession with high-end tailoring was just a foppish affectation of the very wealthy. But after being around Elias Vicker for a few years, he realized it was the opposite. A $20,000 bespoke suit was not clothing. It was armor. It sent a message that you were ready for things to get bloody.

“Mr. Stryker, apologies for the intrusion. Sven Rask.” The young man extended a hand.

Stuck-up British accent, thought Pete, reeks of entitlement. Eurotrash probably. But there was a hardness to his eyes that Pete found disconcerting.

“Mr. Rask. This is a very private party. May I ask how you got in?”

The man ignored his question while maintaining eye contact. “I do not intend to stay, Mr. Stryker, but I represent one of Mr. Vicker’s largest investors. My principal has a matter of some urgency to discuss with him.”

“Here’s my card.” Pete reached into his pocket. “Call anytime. Feel free to grab a glass of champagne on your way out.”

Rask, acting as if he did not even notice the proffered card, impatiently scanned the room. Whoever this asshole is, thought Pete, the last thing we need is a scene.

“Is that him?” The stranger pointed to an elegantly dressed man, late fifties, fit, six feet tall, with a thick, precisely styled mane, standing against the far wall, hunched over an iPhone, oblivious to the hubbub.

“Yes, it is, but Mr. Vicker appears to be attending to some important business.”

“I understand that you are doing your job, but I must insist.” As Rask strode off, Pete rushed nervously behind him.

Elias Vicker looked up as they approached and gave the intruder his trademark look, a blank, only slightly aggressive scowl that, in the lexicon of Vicker’s body language, passed for friendly. Or, at least, not openly hostile. “Elias, I’d like to introduce you to Sven Rask. He says he represents one of our investors.”

“Oh, now they’re our investors.” He looked up. “Who’s this?”

Rask gave Vicker the barest nod and handed him a small calling card that read, simply: STICHTING ESKANDARFOND. Vicker tried to pocket it before Pete could see it, but, with years of experience in reading upside down on other peoples’ desks, he managed a glimpse. Vicker raised his hand to crack a few knuckles, then shooed Pete away.

“Mr. Vicker.” Rask spoke through his stiff upper lip. “We have a matter of some urgency. Wennerström sent me.”

“Rask? Don’t recognize the name. Have we met somewhere?” Vicker, spooked, tried his best to sound curt and imperious.

“No, sir, and please, call me Sven. I really cannot apologize enough for dropping in without an appointment.” Rask enunciated, as if explaining something complicated to a tourist. “But, given the time pressure, Wennerström asked me to approach you soonest.”

“Then please come by my office tomorrow.”

Vicker stepped away brusquely. Whoever this Rask was, he was out of line. For years, there had been wild speculation about how Vicker had gotten his start—about who his original investors had been, and who his biggest investors were now. The answer, then and now, was Stichting Eskandarfond, SEF, a secretive, stateless investment fund that had been collecting assets since its founding in the 1600s by Amsterdam traders who pioneered the use of opaque legal structures to hide fortunes made moving slaves from Africa and tea from Ceylon. Even within Vicker’s own firm, the relationship was treated like a state secret. Any dealings with SEF were shrouded by complex offshore corporate structures and trusts—no meetings, no calls, no emails, no memos. All communication with his silent investors came through his mentor, Lorenzo Gonzaga, vice chairman at Allard Frères et Cie and the man who had made the original introduction decades before. Until that moment, Vicker had never met anyone from SEF. Nor had he been terribly curious. Lorenzo saw to whatever caretaking they required.

Before Vicker could turn his back, the interloper wrapped a large hand around his forearm. Rask squeezed tightly. “I thought it more discreet to avoid your office. We are partners in a little project in the Berlin office with your nephew Oscar, and Oscar has become… shall we say… difficult.”

Partners? Oscar? Vicker willed himself to think hard, and fast.

“You have me at a disadvantage. If I knew more, I could speak with Oscar. Then we could have a constructive meeting.” Vicker knew he shouldn’t, but he couldn’t help cracking his knuckles methodically. He tried to pull away, but Rask held on. Vicker looked around to see if anyone had noticed.

“Mr. Vicker, there is time pressure.” Rask squeezed even tighter. Vicker’s hand was now numb. “Your nephew committed to open a letter of credit in support of a transaction in which my principals are investors. Unersättlich Vereinsbank—UVB—has still not issued the letter.”

“But there’s nothing we can do tonight is there? It’s three in the morning in Berlin.”

“With respect, my principal insists. He’s outside. He does not like to be kept waiting.”

Vicker hesitated.

“Perhaps we should call Wennerström.” Rask reached for his phone. Vicker was stunned. Wennerström ran SEF. Gonzaga had always told him to be happy that he didn’t have to deal with Wennerström’s people directly.

“Fine.” Vicker felt tightness in his chest. He needed space and air, and would say anything to get out from under Rask’s grip. “Let me speak to a couple of people. I’ll be with you shortly.”

“Perhaps I did not make myself clear.” Rask, holding on to Vicker’s arm just as tightly, turned Vicker’s wrist sharply enough that he almost lost his balance. “Shall we?”

Vicker, not wanting to risk an awkward scene, complied. Rask led him to a blacked-out Suburban parked directly in front of the hotel on East Sixty-First Street. He opened the back-seat door for Vicker and climbed in after him. The limo had been kitted out with four facing swivel chairs. Inside, an elegantly dressed, wizened man, with a nose that seemed as if it had been honed to a sharp edge, waited for him. In the front sat two silent hulks, ex-Israeli commandos, Vicker guessed. Top of the line, not your average pudgy ex-cops.

“Mr. Vicker, may I introduce Dottore Ferdinando.”

Ferdinando extended the firm, slightly calloused hand of a sportsman, making Vicker self-conscious about his own doughy palm. The Suburban began to move.

“But before we start. Mr. Vicker, may I have your phone please?”

One of the front-seat bodyguards turned around, eyeing Vicker like a lazy pachyderm. Vicker reached into his jacket pocket and handed over his phone. Rask dropped the phone into a Faraday bag, which blocked all signals, including GPS tracking.

“Forgive what must seem a rather abrupt introduction,” Ferdinando began, speaking softly in the stiff-lipped RP accent characteristic of English royals, public school boys, bad American actors, and almost no one else.

“Dottore,” Vicker advanced, giving the man his honorific. “As I suggested to your colleague, I have no idea—meaning no disrespect—who you are and whether you are an investor in my fund, much less whether we are partners in some project involving my nephew. I agreed to step into your… parlor because Mr. Rask invoked the name of one of my largest investors, but shouldn’t we simply schedule a daylight meeting?”

Ferdinando sank back into his chair, elbows on the armrests, fingertips together and drawn to his lips. “Fair points, Mr. Vicker. Very fair points, but Eskandarfond has its own way of doing things.”

Vicker receded into himself, trying to make sense of the turn his night had taken. He was embarrassed to think how little he knew about SEF, even though SEF’s investment in Industrial Strategies amounted to more than half of the firm’s total value. SEF was rumored to control a couple of trillion dollars. Some said even more. Gonzaga had told Vicker never to ask: to simply be grateful that SEF had put him in business—and kept him in business. What he did know was that he alone managed almost $300 billion of their money—so their total assets were probably much, much greater. There was, by design, no way to find out. A stichting was an ancient legal fiction—neither a company nor a trust, nor a foundation, nor a partnership, neither visible nor completely invisible. Very like a church—an entity with no obvious owner, self-perpetuating, unregulated, with no public management structure. A giant cloud of money that seeped into everything, financing everything, controlling vast industrial empires, and, for all he knew, entire countries. Nearly the stuff of myth or legend, but with the capacity, as Vicker was discovering, to materialize from the abstract miasma of finance into corporeal form, malevolent when provoked.

“Ah. Judging from your expression, you have understood how unusual SEF is.”

“Of course, Dottore Ferdinando, I’m quite aware that SEF has its own ways of doing things. This is just… well, completely unorthodox.”

Vicker tried to imagine what it sounded like to be accommodating and contrite, while feeling frightened, sick, deflated, his anger rising—but with no place to vent it. Inside the safety of the elaborate bubble he’d constructed around his daily life, he reveled in what he saw as his toughness, his capacity for brutality, and his penchant for humiliating others. The briefest sneer flickered across Ferdinando’s upper lip. The Suburban continued moving slowly south and west on dark Manhattan streets.

“We are not constrained by the social mores or the orthodoxies of others, Mr. Vicker. However, what is unorthodox is that a board member such as myself would find it necessary to meet one of our managers.”

“What can I do?” Vicker capitulated.

Ferdinando nodded toward his younger associate.

“Your nephew, Oscar, has been financing an operation, a European used-car business.” Rask consulted a tablet on his lap. “Providing trade finance through a letter of credit intended to be issued by UVB and guaranteed by your firm.”

“I’ve never even heard about this, and I’m certain that I’ve never heard of this Unersättlich Vereinsbank.” Vicker frowned, truly perplexed. “What’s the problem?”

“The problem is that we have sixty-eight acres of used cars—seventeen thousand five hundred of them—sitting at the docks in Durres, the port outside Tirana, Albania. Nippon Yusen Kabushiki Kaisha—NYK—has a six-hundred-fifty-eight-foot Panamax car carrier anchored in the harbor waiting to load. Oscar pulled the credit support yesterday, and he won’t answer our calls.” Rask looked up, squarely at Vicker. “The demurrage runs two million dollars a day. That’s the problem.” Delaying a ship cost money, demurrage was the penalty rate.

“Financing car shipments? We’re not in that business.”

“Mr. Vicker,” Ferdinando interrupted, irritated, “this is the sixth cargo that Oscar has financed for us. Each one worth three hundred million dollars. It’s been very lucrative for him.”

“The sixth shipment? What are you paying us?”

Ferdinando looked at Rask.

“Thirty million per letter of credit?”

“Give or take.”

“No one pays that kind of money for a ninety-day loan,” Vicker snapped. Rask raised a cautionary hand. “Mr. Vicker, I am certain that you did not mean to impugn Dottore Ferdinando’s veracity. Perhaps the simplest idea is to get Oscar on the phone.”

“Gentlemen.” Vicker, snide now, eyed the door release, even as the truck kept moving. “It’s three a.m. in Berlin. Let’s get together again tomorrow morning. It’s been real.” He reached for the door latch and pulled. Nothing happened. Trapped. Vicker couldn’t resist cracking his knuckles. Was that a smirk on Ferdinando’s face?

Silence in the car, which Rask broke.

“Oscar is enjoying himself at The KitKatKlub right now. My people tell me that his nose has been getting quite the workout.”

Jesus Christ, thought Vicker. Who are these people?

Rask retrieved Vicker’s phone, and five rings later, Oscar’s voice boomed from the van’s speakers over the sounds of thumping bass, clinking glasses, and women laughing in the background.

“Uncle Elias, it’s the middle of the night here, what’s up?”

“Oscar, I’m visiting with a few—four—gentlemen who seem a bit miffed about a trade that seems to have gone sideways. Something to do with a Unersättlich Vereinsbank letter of credit and a guarantee from Industrial Strategies?”

The background noise receded a bit. Oscar must have moved out of the fray.

“Oscar. I need you to tell me a story, and use all these words: Unersättlich Vereinsbank, letter of credit, seventeen thousand used cars, Albania, our partners in the trade.”

“Uncle Elias—”

“Oscar, don’t fucking ‘Uncle Elias’ me.”

“Am I on a speakerphone? Is someone there with you?”

“Oscar, the goddamn story. Now.”

“Okay. Okay. About eighteen months ago, a British banker, a friend of my friend, Percy Kirkham, approached me at my club. He told me that our investor, SEF, suggested he be in touch. Said he had a Russian client, some guy named Volk, engaged in sourcing used cars in Europe for export to Tunisia, Jordan, Vietnam, South Africa—all over. They needed someone to guarantee an evergreen letter of credit so that Unersättlich Vereinsbank could advance funds to the seller while the ships were in transit. We would provide the guarantee with the cars as collateral, and UVB would issue the LC. Our partners were offering to pay ten percent of the nominal amount—thirty million dollars—for paper that would only be outstanding for sixty to ninety days. Unbelievable rate of return on an annualized basis.”

“Unbelievable. Exactly. In other words, too good to be true! You never asked where’s the hair on this? You never thought that it couldn’t be that simple? And, Oscar, I don’t recall ever hearing about this trade. Where is it booked?”

Silence on the line.

“Oscar?”

“This is the sixth revolver. The first three shipments are closed, two are on the water. They’re booked as short-term overcollateralized corporate commercial paper in our Emerging Markets ledger.”

“Last I looked, you can’t sign for more than ten million dollars without me.”

“I booked them as back-to-back transactions with UVB, so the risk-weighted exposure was only three percent of the nominal amount of the letter of credit.”

“So, you lent three hundred million against used cars, but booked it as a loan of nine million. Do I have that right?” Vicker snarled. “And if two ships are still in transit, that means we’re exposed for six hundred million. Before this ‘sixth’ transaction?”

“Uncle Elias, all three earlier trades went fine. We made ninety million bucks. With no risk.”

“No risk? Really, Oscar? Then why am I sitting in the back of a black SUV, missing my own party, with a kindly old gentleman telling me there is a problem?”

“It’s just this new compliance guy at UVB. He wanted to make a due diligence trip with me to look at the collateral. I figured he just wanted a boondoggle, so I rented a jet and flew him to Albania—like Albania is anything close to a boondoggle. I figured that compliance stooges don’t get out much and take what they can get, especially a couple of legs on a private jet.”

“Why would the bank start due diligence now, if you’ve done this trade five times?”

“I booked this one in my personal account,” Oscar answered, sheepish, nearly inaudible. Ferdinando barely blinked. The Suburban turned onto the West Side Highway.

“And?”

“When we got to Tirana, we were met by this guy Turhan Krasniqi, a tatted Albanian in a leather jacket.”

“Tatted?”

“Covered in tattoos—knuckles, face, neck. Anyway, he was nice enough, spoke decent English, showed us the cars—all late models, BMW, Audi, Mercedes, Ferrari mostly. Barely used by the look of them. But the UVB guy got freaked because most still had their license plates—Dutch, German, French, Italian. He sent scans of random plates to his head office, they all came back as stolen. Then he googled the name ‘Krasniqi,’ and it turned out Turhan is a brother of Saimir and Bruno Krasniqi, who are in jail in the U.S. for robbery, arson, kidnapping, murder, trafficking narcotics, weapons possession—”

“More to the point, the bank discontinued the trade.”

“Yes,” Oscar whispered.

“Allow me to summarize: Some guy comes up to you in a bar, offers a deal that’s too good to be true, and neither you nor the bank do any due diligence. You use my cash to backstop the trade, then you decide to cheat me and Industrial Strategies by trying to make it a personal trade involving this criminal mafia, and I get accosted by some folks who, from the sound of it, have a right to be angry, even if they are crooks.”

Rask muted Vicker’s phone.

“Mr. Vicker,” he said softly. “We need the transaction funded by ten a.m. GMT.”

Vicker nodded, grim, and motioned for Rask to open the mic.

“Oscar, you need to fund the damn trade with cash, in full, ASAP. By ten a.m. your time.”

“Uncle E, it’s not so simple, UVB is freaked.”

“I don’t care if we have to write a check for the whole three hundred million. If this isn’t done by ten a.m. GMT, I will personally call the Bundespolizei and BaFin and tell them that you and Unersättlich Vereinsbank were complicit in financing a gang of Albanian thieves and that you, you piece of shit, and your piece of shit banker buddy tried to defraud me and IS. Got it?”

“Yessir,” replied Oscar, sarcastic.

Rask clicked off. The Suburban had come to a stop at the West Thirtieth Street heliport. The rotor of a Sikorsky S-92 turned slowly.

“Gentlemen, are we now square?” Vicker asked.

“Progress, Mr. Vicker, progress,” Ferdinando replied.

“Sven and I will be leaving you now. Our colleagues will keep you company, until the funds are released. Feel free to select drinks and snacks from the mini-fridge. Arrivederci, Mr. Vicker.” Ferdinando and Rask climbed out onto the tarmac and boarded the chopper without a backward glance.

As the bird spun away, the Suburban started to move, beginning what would be a long nighttime crawl down I-95. For hours, as the van moved steadily south, Vicker alternately berated Oscar and cajoled bankers in New York and Berlin he roused from their beds. By the time dawn broke the funds had been moved. A depleted Vicker nodded off in his seat, but, just to be sure, one of the minders injected a chemical assist. When Vicker finally awakened from that deep, nearly comatose sleep, he found that he had been deposited, indecorously, on the National Mall in Washington, D.C., two hundred twenty-five miles south of New York City.






2 Kalorama, Washington, D.C.


Wearing nothing but an old pair of shorts, Ben Corn was pounding the treadmill that faced his rear garden in Kalorama. He’d been running for nearly an hour when the rays of the sun poked through the hedge. Wiry, just shy of six feet, solid enough not to be skinny but too lean to be thick, he ran barefoot—the same way he had trained for high school football, in all seasons, all weather. Maybe a little slower, but just as strong. And tougher. The army and politics did that to you. Sweat poured off him, drenching his hair, which he wore a little longer since moving to D.C. A slightly hipper, sexier, L.A. version of his former hayseed self. Custom suits, five-hundred-dollar haircuts so perfect and precise that from one angle he looked like a small-town high school principal, from another, a French banker.

Ben had long since discovered that, at the sixty-minute mark, when he kicked up his heart rate to 150 beats per minute, the dopamine hit and his mind soared. Natural endocannabinoids were the closest thing to what he felt from the Hindu Kush he had discovered on his first tour in Afghanistan, though in some ways the high was deeper and richer. Since being elected the junior senator from Nebraska just shy of two years earlier, he had given up weed, but its aftereffects had served him well. During his campaign, when his opponent leaked a picture of him in uniform smoking a joint, the only impact was to give him a bump with younger voters.

Morning Joe played on the flat-screen, sound turned down—Washington wallpaper. He thought of it more like recon. If an ambush lay in store on a given day, hints generally surfaced during Joe and Mika’s amped-up Punch-and-Judy act.

He looked up as they flashed a photo of him walking on a beach in Malibu, bathing trunks low around his waist, surfboard tucked under his arm. Okay, he thought, incoming snark. That was the photo Kimmel and Colbert always used when they wanted to mock him. Serious news shows usually had him in a suit. He put in his earbuds and turned up the volume.

So, Mika, doesn’t Senator Six-Pack know that first-termers are supposed to be seen and not heard? Especially after that thing with the Legos.

He was referring to a video Ben had posted on his YouTube channel during his campaign in which the then-candidate had used Lego warships to explain how the navy was blowing over half a trillion dollars on a fleet that would be useless in confronting America’s looming adversary, an expansionist China with unstoppable DF-26 hypersonic missiles. Eight million views later—half of them churned by Chinese bots—Corn had found himself as the nation’s most visible critic of a Pentagon procurement system that was more about corruption and pork than national defense.

I don’t know, Joe, Mika chimed in. That Mr. Smith Goes to Washington act gets me every time. I just hope he knows what he’s doing.

As he was making a mental note to email a thank-you note to Mika, he heard the crack of breaking glass on the other side of the room and watched in confusion as Elias Vicker stuck his hand through a shattered pane of the French door that led to Corn’s garden and let himself in. Like he owned the place.

“Jesus, Ben, someone leans on your doorbell, breaks your window, and you don’t even notice until they’re already in your house? Delta no less. No wonder we can’t win a fucking war.”

Vicker shook his head, in seeming disbelief. Ben pointed to a chair and kept running, his feet slapping the wet track, slick with sweat.

“Gimme a sec to cool down, Elias. Take a seat.”

As Ben dismounted the treadmill, wiped his face, toweled his hair, and pulled on a Cornhuskers T-shirt, Vicker jabbed impatiently at his phone. He grabbed a bottle of Perrier from a nearby wine fridge, took a long pull, and tossed another bottle to Vicker, who bobbled it before salvaging the catch.

“What would happen if the cousin-fuckers back home caught you drinking fancy French water—au revoir, Spamboy.” Vicker sneered. As his heart settled back to its resting rate, Ben quietly let out a deep breath.

“Good morning to you too, Elias.”

Spamboy. If that’s how Vicker chose to underestimate him, Ben was fine with it. It had been a steep ascent—and an even steeper learning curve—for a boy from Fremont, Nebraska, population 25,024. The home of the factory where Hormel turned pigs into Spam. A steady, seemingly preordained path had taken Ben Corn, the charming and ambitious quarterback and valedictorian of Fremont Senior High, to an Odyssey Scholarship at the University of Chicago, a Rhodes at Oxford, and then a young-man-in-a-hurry gig at McKinsey in New York. The road ahead was clear: a C-suite-level job, beautiful wife, even more beautiful children, the Maidstone Club every summer, and a couple of weeks heli-skiing in the Canadian Rockies every February. Seats on boards—both corporate and presidential advisory. Endless money and the kind of quiet influence that not even endless money can buy. But when Ben looked ahead, those lush fairways looked like a dead-end.

So he quit and joined the army, no one’s idea of a slick career move back then. That was the late nineties army of peacekeeping missions and no-fly zones, a lone-superpower afterthought that handed out fat pensions and chests full of meaningless ribbons while America’s real alpha dogs were engineering math-geek financial instruments on Wall Street or scaling up virtual empires on the West Coast. But Ben had sensed—hoped—that for those with the right instincts and qualities, and the right rabbis to guide them, another army existed deep within that status quo–defending bureaucracy, a true meritocracy based on character, skill, and courage, not family legacy, test scores, or the whims of administrators. The men who learned the secret handshakes of that other army were the ones who shaped history. He was determined to be among them.

Captain Ben Corn had just been coming into his own when the Towers fell and the call came from General Tommy Taylor, a JSOC up-and-comer with a reputation for surrounding himself with the best of the best. Over the course of deployments under his aegis, Tommy gathered a small, disciplined, cohesive band, with Ben at its center, and ensured that the bonds they formed went well beyond the camaraderie of eating the same dust, and depending on one another as they risked their lives. With Tommy as their tutor in stoicism, they built a furious case against the senseless waste of lives that defined the American war machine—a rage that turned messianic after their friend Teddy Buckfire was blown to pieces by an eight-year-old suicide bomber in Afghanistan. As they waited for the chopper to retrieve what was left of Teddy, Tommy was consumed by a rage as pure and deep as they had ever seen. He was bone-weary of seeing American soldiers die for all the wrong reasons, in ill-conceived wars launched without forethought, compelling national interest, or clear definition of victory. And he was even more tired of bitching about it. As the chopper came over the ridge to take away the remains of yet another young man of great promise, Tommy looked at Ben Corn and said: You, sir, are going to become the president of the United States, and we are going to get you there. Almost like it was an order. At least that’s how Don, Ben, and Chip took it. From then on, Tommy had never let them lose sight of that vision. He would get them there; they just had to trust him.

Ever since, Tommy had made certain that Ben’s ticket got punched, first in a series of elite combat roles—Special Forces in Iraq, Ground Branch in Afghanistan and Pakistan—before graduating him into the institutional ranks of the army’s war machine. He served as a liaison to the Israelis, the Saudis, and the Indians and earned plum gigs briefing influential elected officials. As Ben excelled in each of these roles, and as Tommy climbed the Pentagon ranks, the feelers began coming in. From kingmakers at home, from bigwigs in the party, from Tommy’s seriously rich and clandestinely conservative colleagues at MIT, from McKinsey partners offering introductions to the corporate money circuit. Tommy had predicted it all. Ben was irresistible, the perfect package. A man of proven integrity, grit, and courage, not to mention movie-star looks. The urban and coastal elites saw him as a man of rare intellect. Heartland voters connected with him as a minister’s son and a decorated vet.

To donors he seemed a breath of fresh air, too good to be true: a man of eloquence and idealism, but also eager and deferential. Someone who could be counted on to listen patiently and not to move too fast. But there was something else about him. A quality of mystery that allowed those who did not know him well to project onto him their own thoughts and hopes.

Ben looked closely at Vicker. They had met many times at political events large and small, but had only rarely been alone together, which made the seven a.m. visit even more perplexing. Why him? Why now? But more to the point, how could he make use of whatever stress had brought Vicker to his back door, because the Vicker sitting five feet from him was not a Vicker he had ever seen before: nervous, off-balance, vulnerable.

“You missed a great party, Ben. Really should’ve been there, bunch of guys I wanted you to meet. Great food, great crowd. Sexy party favors.” Vicker shifted about in his chair, knee jiggling. He almost seemed to be vibrating.

“Aren’t you going to offer me some coffee?”

“Sure thing. In the kitchen. Come on up.”

Vicker followed him upstairs, uncharacteristically docile. Ben poured two mugs and gestured for Vicker to take an overstuffed chair in a sunroom drenched with morning light.

At first, he could not remember how Vicker knew his address, but recalled that they had met there once before, when Vicker had asked him to arrange a discreet get-together with the head of the Committee on Foreign Investment in the United States (CFIUS). Vicker wanted to know if the committee, an obscure unit in the Treasury Department with power to kill any foreign investment that might compromise national security, would allow the Chinese to purchase a Silicon Valley start-up that was developing 6G chipsets. The meeting had been a disaster, Corn had been surprised at Vicker’s ham-handedness. Instead of posing subtle inquiries and knowing how to parse a convoluted, bureaucratic answer, Vicker asked his questions directly, like he was soliciting an inside stock tip in a golf club locker room. The director had been polite but had spoken around his question with so much evasive policy talk that she might as well have been laughing in Vicker’s face.

“You owe me two hundred bucks for the broken window,” said Ben, with a laugh.

“Put it on my tab. Or just call Alison.” Alison Winger, his long-suffering assistant. “She’ll take care of it.”

He doesn’t even get that I was kidding, Ben thought.

“Listen, Ben, I really need your help.”

“Anything, Elias, name it.”

“I’ve had a little incident. And I’ve decided that I need to upgrade my security. It’s got to be industrial grade. Like what the Secret Service does for the president. I figured with your background, you’d know some people.”

That’s it? Ben thought. That’s why he barged into my house at dawn? “I’m sure that Pete can help you with that, he runs in those circles.”

“Pete’s a little soft for this kind of work—might get his manicure chipped. I’m looking for Special Forces types. Guys you used to run with—just not one of those PTSD psychos. I don’t want to scare Piper.” He paused, thinking about his trophy wife, Bronte “Piper” Thornton, a Daughter of the American Revolution and lineal descendant of Matthew Thornton, signer of the Declaration of Independence. Then he smiled. “Also, they need to have the good sense to say no when she wants them to fuck her.”

Fueled with a bit of coffee, the Vicker that Ben knew snapped back into focus. Imperious and ingratiating at the same time. Trashing his wife and his best guy. Drawing you into his circle of spite, Ben thought, that’s what passes for intimacy with Elias Vicker. Thank God his own wife, Peggy, and the kids were traveling. She would have thrown Vicker out in a second.

“Of course, I’ll do whatever I can. I know lots of guys in that business.” Ben probed.

“Anything in particular you want protection from?”

“I had a little problem last night.” Vicker rubbed the back of his neck with his hand, breaking eye contact. He showed up here impulsively, thought Ben, and now he’s trying to decide how much to trust me. “Some people ambushed me during my party in New York, drugged me, and dumped me by the Washington Monument.”

“Come again?”

“Kind of spooky, but… well… here I am having breakfast with you.”

Vicker had been kidnapped from his own party? The event that Pete planned all year? And now he was making light of it, at the same time that he wanted to be protected like he was the president?

“Not a big deal. I just… I just don’t want anything like that to happen again. Ever.”

“Do you know who they are? The kidnappers?”

Vicker was silent, which Ben took as a yes.

“Not exactly. Look, Ben, it’s not about these people. I just don’t want anything like that happening again. That’s all.”

“Elias, I can have the FBI here in five minutes.” Ben feigned outrage. “These people need to be apprehended.”

“Ben, stop.” Vicker held up his hand, palm out. “We are absolutely not, no way, calling the cops.”

Vicker had regained control over most of his body. His face reset into the benign mask that he usually wore. The superrich are different, Ben thought, or at least they become different. Arrogant even when they were pretending to be nice.

“Can you do this? Or not?”

Before Ben could answer, an enormous smile broke across Vicker’s face. Ben felt a soft hand on his shoulder.

“Well, well, well. I guess it’s true, they literally are in bed together—politics and the media.”

Five years earlier, Maggie had been an intern on the Washington Post’s suburban news desk. Now, in her late twenties, she wrote an obsessively parsed Politico column that half of Washington fought to stay out of, and the other half fought to get into. Simply the way she mentioned your name on her weekly Morning Joe appearance could determine if you were a hero or a punch line that news cycle. The daughter of a D.C. cop, she’d gone to Sidwell Friends on a free ride, where she studied her well-heeled classmates—and their mothers and fathers who had turned dealings with the federal government into lucrative careers—with anthropological obsessiveness. Ben would have thought she knew better than to insert herself into his business, much less to reveal their relationship. But here she was. In her bare feet, wearing Peggy Corn’s favorite pink jeté de fleurs D. Porthault robe, which hung half open. It had been years since Peggy walked around the house like that.

“What an unexpected pleasure,” Vicker exclaimed. “Two of my favorite people. Well done. Both of you.” Vicker reached out and gave Ben an attaboy nudge. “You’re officially forgiven for snubbing me last night. Guess there’s one part of your life you don’t need Pete’s help with.”

Vicker patted the armrest of the chair next to his. “Maggie, come sit.”

She closed her robe, but just slightly, and gave Vicker a peck on the cheek before taking a seat across from him, drawing her signature mane of strawberry-blond hair behind her neck.

“Now here’s a story,” she began. “New York’s most ethically challenged billionaire stopping by for a predawn chat with Washington’s straightest arrow.” Maggie took a delicate sip of green tea from an Amari cup. “A girl would do anything for access like this.” She adjusted the lapel of her robe to show a flash of cleavage, turned to Ben, and giggled. “But it looks like I already have it.”

Maggie smiled, faux-demure. “Oh, did you think this is off the record? You’re supposed to tell me that before the interview begins. But don’t worry, I’ll let it slide this time.”

Ben didn’t say a word, and Maggie took the hint. Once she left, Vicker visibly relaxed, as if the thrill of discovering another man’s peccadillo centered him.

“So, Ben. Where were we? Are you going to help me? Or not?”

“Count on it, Elias. I have just the guy, if he’ll take you on. Ex-Delta. He’s handled some of the hairiest shit you can imagine. I’m sure you read about the family that got kidnapped in the Red Sea. By Eritrean pirates?”

“The hedge fund guy from Miami? Konstantinidis?”

Ben figured that Vicker would know Tasos Konstantinidis. The incident had spooked all the big Wall Street money guys. For years, marauders had been operating out of a seaside Eritrean village—everyone living there was in on the business, getting rich attacking and hijacking passing ships—most of them freighters but also the occasional superyacht cruising in the Indian Ocean.

“Don handled the extraction. It was a lot worse than what you read about. They nabbed his daughters too. Ten and twelve. That made Don angry. He got a little, I guess you could say, emotional.” When Don was done, nothing—no one—was left. Men, women, children: Don brought in his own air force to take the village out.

“He’s your best bet for physical security. Digital too. His people are all former Army Cyber Institute—and Ground Branch.” Ben paused. “But he doesn’t just play defense. He can go on offense as well.”

Vicker tugged an ear. Ben knew he had taken that in: offense always interested Vicker.

“Trustworthy?”

“Don Carter? Wouldn’t be here without him. I’ve put my life in his hands. In rougher places than this.”

“Good, set it up. And call me a cab.” The old Vicker, dismissive, peremptory. For the next few minutes, waiting for a car, Vicker hunched over his phone, typing furiously. He ignored Ben so completely that it was as if Ben, not he, was the uninvited guest.



Moments after Vicker left, Maggie sashayed back into the room—hair wet, stark naked—and expertly knelt between his legs. A few moments later, as Ben approached climax, she pulled away.

“So, aren’t you going to tell me what Elias Vicker was doing here?”

Ben, eyes closed, leaning back on the chair, his body tense, shook his head. “Ah, nothing really. We just have coffee from time to time.”

“At dawn, with him wearing last night’s party clothes?”

“What can I say, he’s a weird guy,” Ben said weakly. “Don’t stop.”

Maggie raised her arm, as if looking at her watch.

“Well, in that case, I’d better get to the office and find a story for today.” She pulled up Ben’s shorts and snapped the waistband against his throbbing penis. “Time to put that thing away.”

After she left the room, Ben picked up his phone to call Pete. “Hey. Did you lose your boss?”

“Why? You find him? Some Swedish guy crashed the party last night. When I turned around, they were gone.”

“Let’s say he found me. How quickly can you get your ass down here? We need an all-hands meeting. I think I may have found a way in.”






3 Jūrmala, Latvia


I love this job, thought Greta Webb, as she half sat up in bed, elbow on a down pillow, head resting in the palm of her hand. Bright, late-afternoon Latvian sun filtered through voile curtains. Reflecting off the water, the light drew fuzzy shadows on Persian rugs and played across rare antiques. The entire villa, at the edge of the Baltic Sea in Jūrmala’s best neighborhood, was furnished with the sort of objects—sideboards, mirrors, sconces, tables, credenzas, couches, chairs, and ottomans—that came up for sale only when a European royal died and the heirs needed cash. But it was the art that surprised her more. Someone had an eye. Money too. But it was the eye that interested her. Math and economics had come easily, but art had been her passion since she was a child. A gift from her father, who whispered Ruskin’s words in her ear: “Great nations write their autobiographies in three manuscripts: the book of their deeds, the book of their words and the book of their art.” Art as a way to see reality and illusion, and to see how others understood the world. And here, on every wall, at every turn, was another Netherlandish master—Frans Hals, Jacob van Ruisdael, Frans Snyders, Osias Beert, Rogier van der Weyden. Drawings by Rembrandt and Dürer. And that haunting, finely rendered portrait in graphite, perhaps by Ilya Repin. Not flashy, just… perfect. A scholar’s collection: each one exquisite.

An empty champagne bottle sat, upended, in a silver bucket, its butt end pointing toward the fourteen-foot ceiling like a toy cannon. Their other empties—too many—lay on the floor. Clothes everywhere. She remembered tearing at the buttons of Mara’s black silk Yves Saint Laurent shirt, but was a little foggy as to how it had ended up hanging from the ballroom-size Baccarat chandelier like a leftover New Year’s Eve decoration. She looked down at her sleeping lover, and at the bruise on her own shoulder from where Mara had thrown a shoe. Making love to Mara was a narcissistic fantasy, like making love to herself—svelte, strong, long black hair. Mara knew how to push it; she had a sense of danger and a willingness to take risks that matched Greta’s own. What had begun as a purposeful, professional seduction had become something else. Fun, for sure, but also a connection of sorts, not easy to find—or allow—in her line of work.

It was just as well that Mara had been asleep when Tommy called a couple of hours ago. Typically cryptic and imperious, he told her he was bringing her back home, effective immediately. He was on his way to Ben’s office and didn’t have time to talk; just pack your bags and he’d explain Sunday afternoon at that place you like in the Loire Valley. What she had thought would be just another weekend of roughhouse sex in some mysterious oligarch’s weekend house was now suddenly a farewell fling, maybe the perfect way to end things.

Mara was not her first central banker, but the first one that she had actually enjoyed getting into bed with. Even asleep, Mara looked like she was plotting something. Or maybe it was just the way her lips relaxed into a delicate half smile in repose. The girl had the skills and training for her job, but seemed improbably young and high-spirited to be the governor of Latvia’s central bank. Greta had watched her stride down corridors across the continent, heels clicking along expanses of polished marble from Zagreb to Düsseldorf, trailed by gray men with grabby hands, surrounded by the ever-present clatter and stench of stale, fearful, endlessly corrupt European Union economic power. Until six months ago, that was as close as Mara let Greta get. But then, after the last quarterly public meeting of the bank’s board, in its grand conference room, Mara greeted her as if they were actually friends. By the next day, they were already talking about places they could meet without being seen.

Greta drew the sheet back gently, slowly uncovering Mara’s lovely full breasts, her stomach, bite marks along her inner thigh. Greta did not give much thought to her sexuality. Men. Women. She used them both, as needed. Sex was an itch, a drive, an instinct. An adventure. Goose bumps rose on Mara’s skin as Greta traced small circles around her nipples with an index finger. She leaned in to flick one with her tongue. When Mara didn’t react, she clamped down with her teeth. Still nothing, so she bit down harder. Mara purred, arched her back, stretched, and opened her eyes slowly, not quite waking, not seeing. Closing them again.

“Don’t stop.”

Greta stopped.

“Presumptuous of you.”

“Please, don’t stop.” Mara arched her neck, reaching up, drawing Greta’s lips to her own, kissing her dreamily, eyes still closed, running her fingers through Greta’s hair. “More… please.”

Greta put her hand around Mara’s throat and applied gentle but unmistakable pressure. Just how they taught at the Farm: what to do when you wanted to be absolutely certain that you had someone’s attention. She squeezed a little harder. Mara’s face flushed red and she started to writhe, but not hard enough to free herself. She pushed her hips into the air, trying to rub up against Greta, who released her grip.

“Tell me about your friend. The one who owns this place.”

Over the two years Greta had been based in Riga, officially seconded by the U.S. Treasury to help the central bank combat money laundering, she had actually been working for Tommy and the Agency. She had the background for the Treasury job—she’d studied economics and finance and had worked at a Wall Street investment bank and in management consulting. But she knew that her cover fooled no one, least of all Mara. Their dalliance had been defined by the secrets they sensed in each other but were forbidden to reveal. She and Mara shared wild abandon when no one was looking, but little else in the way of intimacy. In public and, for the most part, in private, they stuck to their scripts. The pursuer and the pursued, their roles ever shifting, never stable or clear which was which. Greta played the part of serious analyst intent upon helping the Latvian government clean up its act by combating organized crime. Mara, swimming in the fishbowl of Latvian politics, projected the image of a stylish, but tamped-down, technocrat. Composed, unflappable, and, to all appearances, earnest in her attempt to help her homeland become a modern, rule-abiding European nation.

Initially, Greta bridled at the assignment as boring and bureaucratic, and it had been, until her seduction of Mara. But, through Mara, Greta had been able to develop a much deeper understanding of how kleptocrats and oligarchs in Russia and its client states looted their national treasuries and concealed the proceeds. The former Soviet republics, ruled for decades by strong men who preferred weak institutions, had become petri dishes for criminal experimentation. Had Tommy called her back six months earlier, she would have been elated. Now his order hit her harder than she would have expected. Only a few hours left. She had to make them count.

“You mean Fyodor?” It was the first time Mara had volunteered a name. But Mara had dropped enough clues for her to understand that, whatever his name was, this—Fyodor—was more than a friend. A lover? Perhaps. But likely more: a mentor, a force, a presence in Mara’s life. Clearly a man of taste and a good person to know: normal Latvians did not hoard old masters or own massive villas in backwater resort towns.

“You’ll meet him later, at the party.”

Spring and summer in Jūrmala were an endless party, revolving around Laima Rendezvous, the annual music festival staged by Laima Vaikule, Latvia’s timeless platinum-haired pop diva, which would be getting under way in a few hours. The weekend had become an excuse for overlapping elites to mingle, neutral ground for the bosses of every faction: FSB, Russia’s powerful spy agency, successor to the KGB; luminaries from Russian military intelligence—the GRU; oligarchs; cabinet ministers; members of parliament; and, above all, organized crime. The takeover of the Jūrmala festival had occurred organically, as friends invited friends—and as American and, to some extent, European economic sanctions limited the number of venues where the elites of the Russian kleptocracy could meet and speak in relative privacy.

Mara drew Greta’s hand down toward her crotch, but Greta simply allowed it to rest there. Feeling oddly restless, a little reckless. Her last night in-country.

“You’re torturing me, Greta Webb. Is this what they taught you at Abu Ghraib? How to make poor innocent bankers miserable?” It was Mara’s perennial joke, poking at Greta’s cover story. “Of course, you’re CIA, Greta Webb. Real Treasury analysts are four-eyed cows with tunnel vision.” Greta began to thrust her hand, gently. Mara responded, moving her hips to meet Greta’s fingers.

“Promise that I’ll get to meet him?”

“Yes, yes, yes I promise. Just… don’t… stop.”

Mara took a deep, shuddering breath, releasing a deep moan as she came and rolled over to fold herself into Greta’s arms. She dozed fitfully, her way: so intimate, and so distant. Neither of them knew much of each other’s lives. She wondered what Mara had been like as a teenager. Greta—like half the world—had seen the pictures of Mara, the chess prodigy. Tournament after tournament—in Helsinki, Madrid, Singapore. The skinny sixteen-year-old, with pigtails and a grin full of braces, slaying chess masters, men two or three times her age. And not just winning, but destroying them with a game that was almost cruel in its relentless precision. Clever little Mara Bērziņš, darling of the international press. And then, retiring from the game board to study at Oxford and Princeton, math and economics. A prodigy in whatever she took up. Somehow, out of nowhere, she had become Latvia’s top banker, welcomed without obvious protest by a cadre of gray men who had been waiting years for their own turns. It was clear to Greta that the Kremlin had deemed it essential that every lever of power in Latvia be held by hands that were just as pliable as they were glamorous or competent. As a member of the European Union, the European Central Bank, NATO, and a participant in the euro, Latvia had become Russia’s useful backdoor to the West, an unofficial portal into the international financial system, and, some said, a thin blade of Putin’s wedge. Despite its announced goals of breaking free of Russia’s orbit, Latvia instead became the perfect vehicle to move Russian money—and, really, dirty money from anywhere in the world—in and out of the EU. Which meant, as the CIA had long suspected, that Mara had to be nothing less than a committed apparatchik, approving, from her perch atop the central bank, every significant foreign currency transaction and privy to the full detail on the flow of funds into and out of the nation: the source bank, the ultimate beneficiaries, the destination. Sanctions be damned.

In a good year, half a trillion dollars, mostly in cash, skated into the country. Control of Latvia’s central bank offered the Kremlin a solution for the most difficult form of money laundering of all: channeling large amounts of cash, either stolen or acquired, through large-scale criminal activity, into the financial system. Few Western banks would accept suitcases of money; fewer still could convert oddball currencies like Mexican pesos and Turkish lira, flown in on cargo planes, into euros and dollars. But for certain Russian banks, and for a favored few in Latvia, truckloads of bills presented no difficulty. Just an opportunity to be of service.

Greta was unsure exactly how Mara’s friend Fyodor was wired into all that. Mara, perhaps proud of her connection to so powerful a man or, in a more sinister interpretation, leading Greta on, had dropped a trail of bread crumbs suggesting that the previously unnamed Fyodor was someone who made things happen.

Greta nudged Mara.

“Let’s go, Mara. Getting late.”

Mara stretched languorously.

“They’ll wait for us. I told Fyodor you’re coming. He’s very excited. He loves meeting mid-level bureaucrats.”

“Why?” Greta sat up. “What have you told him?” She leaned in until her face was just inches from Mara’s.

“I didn’t have to tell him anything. Riga is a small town. People talk. Fyodor has his fingers in everything—he owns the best hotel in town, one of the biggest banks, and thousands of acres of timber. You know damn well he’s heard about the Russian-speaking supermodel the U.S. Treasury sent to help us clean up our filthy banking system.” Mara opened her eyes wide in feigned surprise. “And you haven’t exactly kept a low profile. Especially once you started palling around with me.”

Greta got out of bed, tugged Mara into the bathroom, and turned on the shower. “Did Fyodor help you get your job?”

Mara just laughed. “You don’t think I got to where I am by being the better chess player? You two will have a lot to talk about. You’re always so curious about how cash moves, and no one knows more about moving large amounts of cash than he does.”

Surprising to the very end, thought Greta. For months, they had danced around how much Mara—and how much the central bank—knew about money laundering and movements of the proceeds of organized crime. Now, suddenly, she seemed willing to pull back the curtain. They stepped into the stream of water, kissing, washing each other. Mara took Greta’s face in her hands and ran them through her wet hair. In the end, just part of my job, thought Greta. But why not enjoy it?

As they dressed in the bedroom, there was a discreet tap on the door. Sometimes Greta almost forgot that they were never alone. Mara grabbed a robe and jogged into the suite’s living room while Greta watched Mara open the door to a smiling pillar of muscle with a shaved head with three prison tattoos. Greta recognized the two eight-pointed stars on the man’s collarbones, signifying high rank in Russia’s criminal hierarchy. The dagger-tattoo on his neck oozed drops of blood: one for every person he had killed, an advertisement that he was for hire. Mara chatted with him briefly and skipped back into the bedroom.

“That was Yuri, Fyodor’s valet, bodyguard, chauffeur. He’s so sweet. He offered us a ride to Dzintari, but I said we’d walk. It’s a straight shot along the beach.”

“And the light is lovely. I’d much prefer that.” Greta pulled on a demure flowered-print Chanel dress, black with camellias, that fell just two inches above her knees, and slipped into black Ferragamo ballet flats. She and Mara were almost twins, in simple dresses, damp hair pulled back into ponytails.

Mara took Greta’s hand and led her down to the beach, where they took off their shoes to walk in the warm sand. The beach and cafés along the strand were thronged with Rigans, lounging, sipping wine, swimming, sunning, just happily watching the light the long winter months would soon take from them. After a few minutes, the bustle gave way to grand weekend homes belonging to some of Latvia’s most successful—most politically connected—entrepreneurs.

“Lots of stories on this stretch.” Mara pointed to two of Jūrmala’s most coveted villas, Villa Adlera and Villa Marta.

“Valery Kargin owns Adlera. The other is owned by his partner, Viktor Krasovitsky.” The Russian duo had parachuted into the city, in 1991, after managing to obtain the first foreign exchange trading license issued by the Kremlin. While their monopoly lasted, people from all over the former Soviet Union made pilgrimages to their storefront in Riga, desperate to swap useless rubles for precious dollars. Soon they were rich enough to start their own bank, Parex Bank, and they never looked back. “I’m still cleaning up the mess that they made when depositors and creditors staged a run on Parex. If the government hadn’t bailed it out, the entire Latvian economy might have collapsed. Scary times.”

Mara squeezed Greta’s hand tightly and stopped walking, drew her close, and frowned, giving Greta an intense look, something she did frequently, but mostly when she thought that Greta wasn’t looking.

“This is where Nikolai Kirillov, a Russian biznesman, was shot dead a few years ago. Right here, in broad daylight. With his twenty-four-year-old girlfriend of the moment.” The theory was that Kirillov had been involved in smuggling—no one knew what, exactly: guns, girls, cars, drugs, cash. Probably cheating his partners. “Nobody was caught, because no one even bothered to look.” Biznes as usual.

“But that’s not why I wanted to walk.” Mara seemed nervous. “I need to ask you something. Were you serious when you talked about the two of us disappearing to that beach town in Brazil—Búzios?”

Greta looked at Mara in mild confusion.

“Yeah, you were pretty drunk.” Mara’s eyes softened into the beginning of disappointment. “You asked if I’d ever thought about disappearing. I assumed that you meant with me. You said you were afraid of turning into someone you wouldn’t recognize.”

It started coming back to Greta, not so much what she’d said, but how it had felt to share a private thought with someone she cared about, or at least thought she did in that drunken moment. By the time Greta had fled Tehran by herself at the age of seventeen, first by car, then on horseback, and finally on foot to the Iraqi border, where she’d applied for asylum, she had mastered her two core competencies: the inner strength to never rely on another human being and an uncanny ability to turn any door into an exit. What other people thought of as loneliness, to her was safety. Letting Mara in like that was sloppy, and sloppy was dangerous.

“Oh, I was just thinking out loud. I never saw myself making a career at Treasury.”

Greta dropped her flats in the sand and reached up, cradling Mara’s head in her hands, stretching her fingers under her hair.

“Well, I’m completely serious,” Mara said. “I don’t know who you really are, and I wonder if you do either. But I’d like to find out.” Mara shook Greta’s hands loose. “And I have a feeling it would be easier to figure out in a country with no extradition.”

“But…”

“You see all this.” She gestured at the narrow road that ran back toward the center of town, jammed with Ferraris and Bugattis. “When I was a little girl everyone was poor. Now most of us are still poor, because these people steal everything. It’s not what I signed up for. I wanted to make a difference in my country. But now all I want is to get out. And I think you do too.”

Greta felt weary. The woman Mara was reaching for, perhaps was in love with, did not exist. She was a fiction, dreamed up in a small room in Langley and in the cold, plotting imagination of Tommy Taylor. And now she was about to disappear without saying goodbye.

“We could do it. New names. Brazilian passports. My ‘friends’ here, they’d never find me.”

Poor Mara. That could never happen. Greta knew it. Mara had to know it too. Mara had joined a mob and risen to a position high enough to have learned its secrets. The closest thing to a way out would never be a clean break. Maybe following some soft, respectable path, to an endowed chair at the Harvard Kennedy School or a sinecure at the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies. But she’d still have to report to the FSB, the GRU, or whichever Russians handled her, and she’d continue to be seen as a threat to them for many years, until she aged out of her real-time knowledge. Mara would be an old woman by the time she was free.

Getting no response, Mara looked away, making an effort to smooth out her dress. “That’s where we’re headed.” She pointed at a contemporary open-air structure, Jūrmala’s largest venue, the Dzintaru Koncertzāle. “Paid for with donations by our permanent ‘guests.’ Not just Russians, but anyone who needs a European Union passport—in their own name.” Greta reached for her hand, but Mara pulled it away. “I’ll wait, Greta. But not forever.” She wiped her eyes.

Mara stole one last tender glance at Greta. Now it was back to business. Fyodor had been adamant that she bring Greta along this evening and equally adamant that she not mention his full name. She wondered if Greta had any idea what the night held in store. Mara hoped it wasn’t something she’d have trouble forgiving herself for as their game played out.






4 Hart Senate Office Building, Washington, D.C.


Don Carter punched the accelerator on his brand-new electric Porsche Taycan Turbo S—his only concession to success—and merged with a silent blast of torque and power onto the traffic-swelled Memorial Parkway. He was headed out to the Pentagon for an eleven a.m. meeting to finalize a multimillion-dollar, multiyear contract to handle protection for a fleet of liquified natural gas carriers. In the real world, it would be a ten-minute Zoom call. But DoD officials didn’t care about your time. He’d probably be stuck out there all day.

As he settled back into the caterpillar-paced traffic, a snippet of the Police’s “Every Breath You Take,” the song he’d chosen as Tommy’s ringtone when he was annoyed with his former CO’s constant hovering presence, burst from the speakers. Don braced himself. Tommy, now a three-star general in charge of coordinating covert activities between the three branches of the intelligence community, had not reached out in months. He knew Tommy had quietly pushed behind the scenes for Carter Logistics to land the LNG contract, but that wouldn’t be why he was calling. Tommy kept things like that at arm’s length.

Don waved his hand to answer.

“How soon can you be in Ben’s office?” Even in the Porsche’s 3D surround sound system, Tommy’s noteless monotone was as unreadable as ever.

“I’m heading out to the Penta—”

“Good. See you in half an hour.”

Not even a hello or some gentle teasing about Don’s new $185,000 ride. Don knew this day would be coming. But so soon? Questions began to flood his mind—timing, logistics, finances. As he began to sort through them, they resolved into the dark pit of his real issue: Greta. Would she be there too? He hadn’t seen her since Paris, after they stashed the pallets. That had been three years ago. Last he heard, Tommy had her bouncing around the Baltics, tracking Russian criminal financial networks. If the campaign was launching in earnest, she’d have to be there. He got off at the next exit and circled back toward Capitol Hill.

As he parked his car across the street from the Hart Senate Office Building, he had to suppress the urge to bolt. Don had promised himself that after that last operation in the sands of Jordan, he was done. Did he really need this now?

Just across from the entrance, he saw an old friend, his former staff sergeant Jack Kunze, sitting in a small grove of trees near the entrance, surrounded by old newspapers and a ring of bodega candles Jack burned in memory of the thousands of lives lost in America’s forever wars. Jack’s dog, Freddie, lay in his lap. A few feet away, uniformed soldiers milled about, each outfitted in combat gear and carrying an M-16 and an arsenal of lethal and non-lethal weapons hanging from their belts. Jack inhaled deeply on a joint, and as, as he exhaled, extended a fist to Don.

“Capitol Hill. Greatest concentration of active-duty military personnel anywhere in the world. Can you fucking believe it?” Jack asked, military patrols having become an everyday sight, not just in DC, but in tinderbox cities across the country. “Course, if Rummy had flooded the zone in Baghdad like this, we would have been out of there in six months.”

Don felt the burn of rage. And shame. Not toward Jack, a brave, kind man, but at the raw deal the army had given Jack—and thousands of other vets. Jack had more deployments than just about anyone Don knew. After the last one, where he miraculously survived a blast outside Kabul that took out the other two members of his unit, the army just spit him out, told him he was fine—see, look how nicely the leg healed—and sent him on his way. But all the fighting, the noise, the killing, the fear, and the deaths of men he had been responsible for had eaten away at the foundations of Jack Kunze’s psyche. We’re no different, Don thought. We just hide the damage better.

“How goes, Major?”

Don sat down next to him in the dirt and crisscrossed his legs, not thinking about the $300 jeans and Hermès loafers a recent girlfriend had convinced him to buy. Jack passed him the joint.

“Never better, Jack. You?”

Jack motioned for him to take another toke, which he did. “This week? Not bad. The new meds are better. Ben hooked me up with a private doc, not another VA hack. She’s nice.” Jack touched his right temple. “Still there, but not screaming. At least not all the time.”

“Anything you need?”

“They’re out to get Ben.”

“Who’s out to get Ben, Jack?” Some days Jack’s hold on reality was tenuous.

“Major, I read the funny papers.” Jack gestured at a pile by his side—the FT, the Washington Post, the New York Times. The trash cans were full of them every morning.

“You mean this thing with the carrier?”

Jack nodded. “The generals. Lockheed. Electric Boat. Boeing. They own Frank Conway. Ben has to be very, very careful.”

“I’ll tell him. Anything else?”

“I could use a new jacket.”

Don peeled off his bright orange Norrøna fleece and handed it to him, along with all the cash he had in his pocket. Jack took off his tattered camo, folded it carefully, and reached up to reclaim the joint as Don took one more hit before turning to head up the stairs.

“Make sure you tell him.”



An aide ushered General Tommy Taylor into a sitting room adjacent to Ben’s Senate office. Tommy was struck, not for the first time, by the opulence: twelve-foot ceilings, burnished walnut paneling, crown molding, antique Persian rugs, leather sofas, a huge flat-screen, MSNBC on mute. He picked up a remote from a two-hundred-year-old Duncan Phyfe table, on loan from the Smithsonian, and turned up the sound. Maggie Hoguet was interviewing Senator Robbie Plumptre, a slick Virginian from a well-known political family who, eighteen months ahead of New Hampshire, posed Ben’s most serious threat to the party’s nomination. Tommy stared up at the senator. White collar and French cuffs on a blue shirt, the swamp uniform. He wasn’t worried.

Just outside, in the main office, Tommy could hear Ben joshing with his staff, quietly asking questions. And then, with an athletic lunge, Ben bounded into the room and dropped into the chair next to Tommy.

“Hadn’t expected you to be early, sir. All good?”

Tommy stood up and pointed to the screen. Maggie was biting her lip while Senator Plumptre, making a call for military sacrifice, teared up while talking about his newly married son, deployed overseas, separated from his gorgeous young wife.

Ben pointed at the screen. “Military sacrifice my ass,” Ben said. “That guy’s basically an arms dealer, except I think he takes a bigger cut. Grosses me out.”

A soft knock on the door, and Ben’s chief of staff poked her head in. “Major Carter is here, are you ready for him?”

Tommy held up his hand.

“We need a minute, Audrey.”

The door shut. Tommy stood up, drawing himself close to Ben. He gestured toward the screen. Maggie was finishing up her segment. “If you want to just hand it to Plumptre now, let me know. Save me a lot of time and effort.”

Ben flashed a leave-me-alone grin.

“And no, Mr. Senator, it’s not just a matter of being more careful. When you sit down for your interview with Maggie Hoguet, I need her looking at you like she wants to fuck you, not like she’s already fucked you and wonders what the hell she was thinking. We’re about to enter the no-mistakes zone. Knock it off.”

“Oh, come on, General,” Ben said, miffed. “And stop spying on me. It’s just recon.”

“You may have nine lives. I don’t have that luxury.”

Tommy had grown up in the notorious Robert Taylor Homes on the South Side of Chicago, one of America’s least-promising addresses. Arrested for dealing crack when he was fourteen, holding his own on streets ruled by real criminals twice his age, the judge saw a kid with grit and brains and offered Tommy a deal: if he maintained an A average and committed to going to college, he could avoid juvie. Tommy took the admonition—and the copy of Marcus Aurelius’s Meditations the judge gave him—to heart. He barely looked up from a book until he proudly said yes to a full-ride from Yale three years later.

The door flew open and Don strode in, followed by Chip Beekman. Audrey followed, apologetic. “I’m sorry, sir, I couldn’t stop them.”

Don looked around in wonder, relieved—at least he thought so—that Greta wasn’t there. “Jesus, Ben, who let you in this place?” Don rummaged in the trash and pulled out an empty water bottle to use as a spit cup. “Pretty nice for a dirtbag who didn’t take a shower the three whole months we were in Banyam.”

“I thought you were too stoned to notice.” Ben jumped up, took Don by the shoulder, and pumped his hand. Chip hovered behind them, businesslike. “Or maybe I was.” He shook his head. “Black Afghan kush.”

“You sure smelled like shit back then,” Don sank into the couch. “But at least that weed made you more fun to be around.” He wondered if Ben and Tommy noticed the odor on his breath. He must reek.

“Man, I loved it there. Sometimes, when I can’t take this place, I fly back home to Fremont to go hiking in the Wildcat Hills and pretend I’m in the Koh-i-Baba.”

“Natural beauty, living off the land, friends, fresh mountain air, calling in airstrikes,” said Don.

“Wasting bad guys at a thousand yards.” Ben sighed.

In their reveries, they had all been superheroes. But recently, Don had begun to question that. They had been anything but heroic. More like feral, frightened animals—jacked up on adrenaline, hash, and uppers—getting by on firepower, cunning, and ruthlessness. Killing without thought, surviving. Making mistakes, sometimes pushing much too far.

“Afghanistan was simple compared to this cesspool. Out there, we got up, got out of bed. Blew shit up. Capitol Hill is a hundred times more dangerous.”

They had a lot of theories about politicians: how they had no core beliefs, catered to big donors, and sent young people to die on foreign battlefields because they didn’t have the brains or balls to manage disputes peacefully. But Ben had discovered that in Washington the rot was deeper and more advanced when you saw it from the inside. The typical lobbyist was vastly richer, better organized, more venal—and more dangerous—than any Afghan warlord.

“We didn’t know the half of it.” Ben looked at Tommy. “The arrogance, the narcissism, and the self-aggrandizement defy description. Everything we trust them to care about, the big things—our lives, our security, our financial well-being—are just chips that get traded for campaign donations. Our real enemies are here—and we don’t have the right weapons to fight them.”

“I thought it would take you a few more years to become this cynical,” said Don.

Ben eyed Don’s spit cup. “I don’t want to steal Tommy’s thunder, but we’re accelerating the timeline.”

Don looked to Tommy. “Didn’t we agree on next year? I’m just about to sign that tanker security deal you lined up for me.”

Audrey appeared at the door again. She was smiling and holding a small box of Teuscher truffles with a drawing of a forest nymph on top.

“Excuse me, Senator, Mr. Stryker is here.” She shook her head. “At least I think he is. He might need a Bloody Mary to prop himself up.” She shot a look at Don, who was dribbling tobacco-stained saliva into the bottle he’d fished from the trash. “But at least he’s house-trained.”

Pete gave Audrey a friendly peck on the cheek and collapsed on Ben’s leather couch, suit wrinkled, tie loose. He had bags under his eyes and his face was ashen.

“You look like shit, Pete,” said Ben.

“It was a long night, and a whoremaster’s work is never done. Have to keep the customers happy.” Pete turned to Ben. “What’s so urgent that I couldn’t go home and change my clothes before getting on the shuttle?”

“Just that Elias Vicker crashed through my patio door at sunrise this morning.”

Tommy signaled for a time-out. “I don’t have a lot of time.”

“I’ve never been in a meeting where that wasn’t the first thing Tommy said.” Pete laughed.

Tommy nodded at him, smiling but impatient. Tommy’s attention span was calibrated to the fifteen- and thirty-minute intervals of a man who lived his life giving or receiving briefings. “I’m flying to Brussels later this afternoon for the North Atlantic Council meeting.”

The council was the top of the NATO food chain, the primary decision-making body for the alliance. For more than seventy years, its weekly lunch meetings had been the place where the real business got done.

“What’s President Bridges giving away this week?” Ben asked.

“Rachel has decided to let the Europeans count the money they spend on refugee assistance as meeting their military spending requirements. In return, she wants them to withdraw their warning radars from Poland, our one truly solid ally in Eastern Europe, because the Polish president doesn’t share her views on abortion.” Tommy drummed his fingers. “Her kind of grand bargain. Two lousy ideas in one. I’m trying to salvage what I can.”

Tommy glanced at Don. “At least it’s not far from the Loire Valley. I’m swinging down there to meet Greta for a day.” He paused just long enough after mentioning Greta’s name to let Don squirm for a moment. “I’m bringing her back in. After France, she’ll be based here—or New York. Depending on what we decide today.”

They all snuck uneasy glances at Don. Don didn’t flinch.

“Let’s get on with it, before we lose Tommy,” said Ben.

Ben related the story of his strange encounter with Elias Vicker that morning—leaving aside any mention of Maggie Hoguet.

“It’s not Elias’s style to slide off by himself,” Pete said. “He can barely cross the street without an entourage.”
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