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To Herbert D. Kelleher
A man who had more friends
than anyone I’ve ever known









ONE


The F/A-18F Super Hornet threaded between hills at less than three hundred feet. Had it been daytime, the craggy terrain would have been a blur, trees and rock rushing past like a Star Wars jump to light speed. As it was, on a clear half-moon night, the hills were no more than fleeting glimpses of shadow in the periphery.

It was enough to hold the attention of both the jet’s occupants.

The pilot, Commander Dan “Gonno” Rhea, was navigating using the thermographic display from their latest and greatest gadget, a forward-looking infrared pod that gave a righteous picture for hand-flying the jet at MSA—minimum sane altitude. He took particular care not to stroke the afterburner. They were flying single ship, and completely unannounced, deep inside North Korean airspace. That being the case, he had no desire to advertise their presence with thirty-foot-long plumes of fire from the twin exhaust cans. Along the same lines, he was careful not to break the sound barrier and throw a sonic boom across the countryside. That would be like ringing the doorbell on air defense networks which had so far remained quiet. The fact that Rhea was committing every synapse to flying his jet was probably just as well—his egress back over the border could prove even more problematic.

“Sir, are you sure about this?” he asked again through the intercom.

“Never more sure in my life,” came the response from the back seat.

Rhea had always thought himself unflappable—as Navy pilots tended to be. Yet this present situation, to put it mildly, had his full and undivided attention. What mystified him was the guy in back. Rhea was sure he wasn’t an aviator, yet he seemed infused with a surreal calmness. His voice was more level now than when they’d been standing next to the briefing room coffee pot. His words were perfectly focused, his responses clear and succinct. Whoever and whatever he was … the guy was in a zone.

Commander Rhea didn’t even know how to address his stand-in weapons system operator. As far as he knew, the man wasn’t a military officer. But he definitely had clout—more than any admiral Rhea had ever seen. The air wing commander had given explicit orders: Give him anything he wants. Emphasis on anything. Unfortunately, what he wanted—and hadn’t mentioned until after they were airborne—seemed like a death wish.

Rhea wished he had more time to think about it. More time to weigh the risk-reward balance of a maneuver that was going to put his career on a fast track: whether it was to aviation legend or Leavenworth he had no idea. But then, it was probably for the best—in the dead of night, at two hundred feet above the ground and 550 knots, there was no time to dwell on his next fitness report.

He couldn’t avert his eyes from the terrain display for more than a second. He stole the occasional glance at the map. A momentary cross-check of airspeed and the time-to-target clock. He’d given up trying to talk his nugget backseater out of what they were about to do. That had been settled definitively ten minutes earlier. Rhea’s eyes flicked again disbelievingly to the standby compass on the far right side of his instrument panel—it was no longer functional, a bullet hole dead center.

“Ninety seconds,” Rhea announced. “We’re gonna pop-up now, slow to the speed we briefed.”

“Do what you have to, Commander.”

“Double-check that lever.”

A pause. “NORM position confirmed.”

“Okay,” Rhea said, because what else could he say? “Thirty seconds.” He pulled the throttles to idle, and the aircraft began to decelerate. Rhea pulled back, the G-forces increasing smoothly until the jet was established in a twenty-degree climb. The deceleration became more pronounced, the airspeed tape winding down as if falling off a cliff. The sudden slowdown caused a slight uptick in the computed arrival time as the nav computer corrected for the lower speed.

“Last chance to change your mind…” Rhea said, more a comment than any kind of advice.

For the first time there was no reply from the back seat. Rhea didn’t know what to make of that. He’d only met the man a few hours ago. He was slightly on the tall side, in very good shape. Sandy hair and unusual gray eyes, a five-day beard to suggest he was either trying for the chic rough-hewn look, or that grooming had become secondary in recent days. Rhea would have bet his pension on the latter. The man’s English was effortless, but there was a hint of an accent Rhea couldn’t quite place. Yet he always found himself coming back to the eyes—they held a surreal intensity. Rhea had the feeling that every word he’d spoken in his quick-fire preflight briefing had been recorded on some kind of hard drive in the guy’s head. Oxygen mask, fast pants, parachute procedures—every detail, notched word for word.

Gotta be a snake-eater or a spook, he decided. Maybe both.

Commander Rhea had seen a lot in his fifteen years in the Navy. Plenty of combat during cruises to the Gulf and Med, two spins through TOPGUN, one as a student, another as an instructor. He’d strafed ISIS strongholds and dodged surface-to-air missiles. But he’d never done anything as dodgy as this. Never heard anyone think about performing such a move. Not over open ocean or a desert training ground. Sure as hell not over North freaking Korea. The maneuver wasn’t in any NATOPS manual. Not really. Then again, as a graduate of TOPGUN, he did see one parallel. It made Rhea think of the tables for a JDAM precision bomb, or maybe a Maverick missile. He was making a weapon delivery of sorts.

“Yeah,” he whispered to himself, “that’s exactly what it is.”

“What?” said the backseater.

“Nothing.” The radar altimeter was passing three thousand feet, airspeed falling through two fifty. Rhea checked the timer, began to trim forward with his thumb. “Ten seconds. Remember the position—spine straight, look forward.”

“Got it.”

“And by the way … best of luck, Killer.”

“Thanks. And thanks for getting me this far.”

Rhea glanced at the bullet hole in his compass. “Two … one … go!”

David Slaton, who was already gripping the yellow handle between his thighs, pulled it sharply upward and hung on for dear life.









TWO


Twelve days earlier

Having committed fourteen years of his life to safeguarding the most prized weapons in the Korean People’s Army, Captain Jung Dong-hwan found it disquieting to stand looking at an open bunker door.

The lighting inside the underground chasm was typically poor. A snaking series of overhead bulbs ran along the ceiling, the wire-encased fixtures dim on the best of days and subject to the power outages that were endemic across North Korea. Tonight, however, the usual deficiencies had been compounded by the visitors who’d taken over the place—a group of men, dressed in simple workers’ coveralls, had severed the light string near the entrance, leaving a fifty-foot tract of darkness as the only connection to the outer world.

Jung strained to see through the open entrance, searching for the benevolent glow of the partial moon. At least the open door gave ventilation, he reasoned, the usual stagnant air stirred ever so slightly by a cool evening breeze. His musings were interrupted by a barked command.

“Outside!”

He turned to see his colonel’s stony face—he was jabbing a finger toward the exit.

“Yes, Colonel.”

Jung turned to his senior NCO, Sergeant Kim, tapped him on the shoulder, and together they began walking.

That their commander was here at three in the morning was notable in itself. The regiment’s mission was to guard a network of eighteen similar bunkers spread across the nearby hills. The colonel, however, rarely ventured into the field, preferring the warmth of the headquarters complex—thirty miles away at Panghyon airfield. Jung typically saw his commander once each week, when he traveled to headquarters for the regular Tuesday-morning staff meeting. To the best of Jung’s knowledge, the colonel had never set foot in this particular tunnel.

It was called Bunker 814. The question of whether there could possibly be 813 other such fortifications in the network run by the People’s Strategic Rocket Forces—or for that matter, a thousand or two thousand—was something he and Sergeant Kim had often debated. It seemed incomprehensible that so many tunnels might be carved into the northern hills. Then again, there was no denying the government’s emphasis over the last twenty years. Jung couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen a road or a power line built whose primary purpose was not military. He knew bunkers like 814 were carved into countless mountainsides, burrowed into valleys, and that all of it was connected by thousands of miles of roads and tunnels. Whatever the true scope of the project might be, there was no denying it was a shell game of the grandest proportions.

Jung hoped the imperialists would someday see the folly of their ways. His countrymen were starving, disease running rampant, all thanks to the aggression of America and its deranged leaders. As was often made clear by Chairman Kwon, a strong nuclear capability was of paramount importance. Indeed, as Jung’s colonel so regularly attested, it was the only thing that stood between peace and invasion. He felt pride that Bunker 814 was doing its part.

With their boots crunching over the gravel, the two men passed through the massive main doors. Jung had always thought they looked like something from a bank vault, two great slabs of meter-thick steel. When fully open, as they were now, the tunnel was wide enough to receive a Rodong missile transporter. For years the trucks had come and gone on a regular basis, at least one arriving each week. They typically stayed between two and ten days, the duration of their visits ostensibly a strategic decision, although Jung had come to suspect it might have less to do with any military scheme than the availability of diesel fuel on a given day. At the height of last summer, however, things had changed. The regular visits of ballistic missiles to Bunker 814 came to an abrupt halt. What arrived in their place was a mystery, and a matter of quiet speculation within the unit.

Jung reached the tunnel entrance with Kim at his shoulder, and they were met by a cold and clear night. Dim moonlight filtered through the camouflage netting overhead, and the air seemed alive, chill and fresh compared to the sulfuric humidity of the tunnel.

By design, there were few external traces of the bunker’s existence. Drilled deep into the mountain, the entrance was camouflaged by plastic trees and vegetation. A two-hundred-meter gravel access road weaved through dense forest, the canopy of which was augmented by more netting. That road connected to a nearby paved artery that was opened sporadically to commercial traffic. Sergeant Kim insisted the Americans’ satellites could not be so easily fooled, and Jung thought he might be right.

Kim was a technically gifted young man, and until last year had been posted near the DMZ. The unspoken assumption was that such individuals had great insights into the outside world. Internet connectivity in North Korea was strictly forbidden, but those who lived close to the southern border, and who dared defy the prohibition, found ways to connect. A friend with a smartphone or tablet computer, a hijacked signal. Rumor had it the South Koreans encouraged such connections, and Jung didn’t doubt it. He also believed what he read in Workers’ Party communiqués: that the South fabricated incomprehensible achievements in industry, commerce, and sport, all while erasing news of rampant unrest. Drug use, pornography, greed—as he’d been told since he was a child, these were the enduring products of capitalism.

Jung led his second to a small rock outcropping and paused there.

“Where have the others gone?” Sergeant Kim asked, his eyes searching. The rest of Jung’s unit, a contingent of sixteen men, had been ordered outside an hour earlier when the visiting team had taken over.

“I don’t know—I thought they would be here.”

“Might they have been sent home?”

Jung shook his head. “I never heard the bus,” he said, referring to the rattletrap shuttle that at the end of every shift transferred crews to their barracks fifteen miles away. “Anyway, someone would have told me if our watch was standing down.”

“Perhaps we should ask what is happening.”

He frowned at his senior NCO. Sergeant Kim had a habit of making such suggestions, and Jung took it as a critique of his own decisiveness.

“All will become clear. You heard the colonel—our orders are to assist these men in every way.”

“But when they leave … there will be no one to secure the bunker. How can we manage without our men?”

Jung didn’t respond.

Kim looked at him tentatively. “Do you think they might be closing 814?”

The question had crossed Jung’s mind. And how could it not given what they’d seen? He and Kim had both been on duty that warm night six months ago when a new consignment arrived and was put in their custody. It rode in on the biggest forklift either of them had ever seen—carried on twin prongs, an off-white steel container that was the length of a small car, but narrow and peculiarly shaped with bulges on either end. Based on how the forklift strained and swayed with every turn, it was also tremendously heavy, giving the sum impression of a giant barbell. Together, he and Sergeant Kim had watched it disappear into Shaft 3, going so deep that the sound of the forklift’s engine ultimately faded to nothing.

Jung had never ventured inside that passage, either before or after the delivery—it had always been off-limits. Yet according to the site map—which, as shift commander, it was his duty to commit to memory—Shaft 3 was the deepest in the complex, over twice the length of any other. For reasons never explained, the Rodongs were prohibited from using it. The passage had remained dormant as long as anyone could remember, and until that night had fallen to little more than a curiosity. Jung assumed the shaft suffered from either instability or flooding, which he knew from his headquarters meetings was a problem at some of the other complexes.

The arrival of the big cask put that notion to rest. And whatever it was, the container had become a permanent fixture. Jung and his men were briefed that what lay down Shaft 3 was highly radioactive—perhaps because it was, or perhaps to tamp down any thoughts of a closer inspection. They’d also been ordered in strictest terms to not speak of its presence. As far as Jung knew, those warnings had been heeded. He himself had not gone near Shaft 3 since the mystery container arrived, and he could honestly say he’d never heard rumors that any of his men had done so. More curiously, since that balmy summer day, the visits of the Rodong transporters had ceased completely.

“I am glad they’re taking it away,” said Kim. He was looking at a sturdy flatbed trailer sitting in wait. It had brought in another big forklift, which was presumably now retrieving the container. Three men stood guard next to the truck, compact semiautomatics slung across their chests. Jung had glimpsed at least two others at the top of the road.

“I too am glad,” Jung replied. “I didn’t like so many inspections.”

Since the cask’s arrival, teams from headquarters had been coming on a stepped-up schedule, often unannounced, to inspect 814. They scrutinized security measures and interrogated Jung and his men. Notably, however, not a single inspector had ever ventured into Shaft 3 for a direct look at whatever they were guarding. Like any company-grade officer in the Korean People’s Army, Jung knew being in the spotlight had little upside. He’d always answered the inspectors’ questions truthfully, happy he had nothing to hide. Even so, he’d never been able to shake the unease that whatever lay in Shaft 3 was going to have a bearing on his career. Jung knew it had to be extremely valuable—more so, apparently, than mobile ballistic missiles fitted with nuclear warheads.

“Do you think we have done something wrong?” Kim asked. “What if the inspectors reported our work as being deficient?”

“No. If that were true, they would not remove this thing. It would be far easier to replace us with another brigade.”

The two exchanged an uncomfortable glance. Before either could speak again, a distant rumble stirred from the tunnel. Like a cough from the throat of some waking beast, the reverberation grew. As the forklift neared the tunnel mouth, Jung felt its arrival more than he heard it—the ground trembled beneath his feet.

Finally the container emerged. With the forklift not yet in view, it seemed to levitate through the great steel doors. It looked much as Jung remembered. Under the forklift’s floodlights, he noticed the white outer shell had gone to a dull gray, a result of the dust that accumulated on everything placed in the tunnel for any length of time. As before, he had the impression of a great leaden barbell, an image amplified as every movement was translated to the machine behind.

Yet for all its ponderous appearance, there seemed something strangely innocuous about the outer shell. In spite of the briefings they’d had, Jung saw no radiation labels or stenciled warnings. Were he to see such a container traveling down a road on a truck, he would presume it to hold fertilizer or some kind of industrial solvent.

More armed men emerged from the tunnel in the forklift’s dusty wake. Like the others, they were dressed in simple coveralls—a uniform of sorts, but lacking any rank or insignia. They were followed by Jung’s colonel. Everyone watched in silence as the cask was loaded. The trailer groaned beneath the container’s weight. Once it settled completely, a pair of men began securing heavy tie-down cables. The forklift disappeared up the road, where Jung assumed another trailer was waiting. There also had to be a troop carrier or bus for the visiting contingent.

The truck fired to life and began crawling up the access road. It was then, as he watched the mysterious cask disappear down a tunnel of wintering trees, and as the moon fell obscured by a passing cloud, that Jung was struck by what was missing. A number of the visiting squad, probably a half dozen, were no longer in sight. He wondered if they’d departed with his own men, whom he’d still seen no sign of since coming outside.

Once the big truck was gone, the commander of the visiting detail appeared from the tunnel. A round-faced man with severe black eyes, he pulled Jung’s colonel aside. He’d said his name was Park, and in spite of the fact that he wore civilian clothes, Jung had heard one of his own men address him as “General.” This seemed odd—every general Jung had ever seen wore their hard-earned stars like a second skin. Whatever he was, Jung saw clearly the deference his own colonel paid the man. The two locked in a private conference, Jung’s commander nodding as Park spoke. At the end he bowed tamely, which for a full colonel in the Strategic Rocket Forces was saying something.

The colonel motioned toward Jung and Kim. “Come back inside,” he ordered.



Jung quick-stepped toward the entrance, his sergeant following. He noticed a man from the visiting contingent falling in behind them. He was average in height but extremely muscular, and his close-cropped black hair had a strangely angular part across the top of his scalp. Like most of the others, he carried a compact semiautomatic across his chest. Another man, carrying a spool of wire and a crate, took up the rear.

They were all passing through the blast doors when Jung heard a distinct crackle in the distance. He saw his colonel, who was in front with General Park, glance once over his shoulder.

Jung knew what he was thinking. As army officers, they’d all been to the firing range a hundred times, and so they knew the sound of distant gunfire. It began as an extended barrage, multiple guns on full automatic shattering the calm night like so many strings of firecrackers. Next came a series of distinct single-round pops. Jung exchanged a look with Kim. His normally steady second was clearly unnerved. He found himself tallying the single shots. Seven … eight …

When the count reached sixteen, Jung found himself holding his breath. Hoping they would continue. He heard nothing but five sets of boots crunching over gravel.

Ten paces inside the bunker, General Park suddenly pushed Jung’s colonel against the curved stone wall. The big man behind them shuffled to one side and raised his weapon.

“What are you doing?” the colonel demanded in his brusque commander’s tone—the one Jung knew all too well. Raising his arm, he stepped toward Park as if preparing to dress down a slack cadet in a formation. The muscular man intervened, unleashing a burst with his weapon that struck the colonel squarely in the chest. He seemed to vibrate from the impacts, then fell face-down in the dirt, his arm raised in eternal protest.

Jung took a step back, stunned. In the final seconds of his life, he wished he had the courage of Sergeant Kim. Without hesitation, Kim rushed the gunman. He didn’t cover half the gap before he was cut down in a hail. The sounds of the shots reverberated like thunder in the tunnel.

Jung stood frozen. He looked at the round-faced general, and saw not a trace of mercy in his oil-black eyes. In his final moments, Jung thought of a son he would never see again. Of a dear wife who had been sleeping gently when he’d left home four days ago. He closed his eyes, and felt a surprising moment of tranquility.

Smoke from the machine pistol was still swirling toward the roof of the tunnel when the great blast doors were run closed. Ten minutes later, a large and carefully crafted explosion brought the complete collapse of the outer tunnel.

And with that, the darkness inside Bunker 814 was made final.









THREE


“Gone,” David Slaton repeated, staring at the empty slip where his boat and family had been two hours ago. “I can see that, but where did they go?”

The Scotsman on the cabin cruiser in the adjacent berth, a lanky ginger-haired man, was coiling a line near the stern. He stood framed by one of the most recognizable backdrops on earth—less than a mile distant, the iconic sentinel that was the Rock of Gibraltar. “I couldn’t say,” he replied. “I was below when they left. I presumed you were with your wife and lad.”

“No, I don’t know where they went.”

When he’d first seen the empty slip, Slaton’s concern was muted, recalling what the dockmaster had told them when they’d arrived. We’re busy this time of year, but I have a slip that isn’t reserved for the next four nights. If you stay longer than that I may have to move you.

Slaton walked his eyes up and down the piers, then out across a forest of masts and rigging. It was an expansive marina, but his wife and son had to be here somewhere. He pulled his burner phone from his pocket. He and Christine each carried one when they were apart, the sacrosanct rule of their irregular lifestyle. He saw no missed calls. Slaton tried her number. With each unanswered ring his unease rose a notch. After ten he killed the call. As a matter of security, they never left voice mails.

“So you were below deck when they pulled out?” he asked.

“Aye. I heard the engine, saw the cabin easing back,” the Scot attested. “I did go above a few minutes later and caught a glimpse of a mast rounding the breakwater—mind you, I can’t say it was your boat.”

“The breakwater?” Slaton repeated.

His discomfort went to full-on alarm. He squared his shoulders, set down the two canvas sea bags he was carrying. They contained his morning’s work: a flush motor for the head, expendables for the engine, a few provisions from a nearby grocery. Less conventionally, they held two fresh burner phones, still in their blister packaging, a modest brick of cash, and a gallon of black paint to be used in their monthly alteration of the boat’s name—the necessary evils of life on the run. Slaton looked seaward for the first time that day. He scanned what little he could see of the choppy bay for the forty-four-foot Antares catamaran they called home. He didn’t see its distinctive shape.

“I talked to your wife last night,” the Scot said. “She mentioned you’d been working on the reefing gear. I told her she should give it a trial before settin’ out to sea. Perhaps that’s where she’s gone.”

“No, she wouldn’t have done it without me.”

His vagabond neighbor nodded, either to say he understood or that he wasn’t going to argue the point. “Sorry I can’t be more help,” he said, disappearing into the cabin of his boat.

Slaton was sure Christine wouldn’t have gone out with Davy only to check new rigging. He wished it were so simple.

Old impulses took hold. He scanned the parking lot for unremarkable vehicles. The wharves for people who didn’t fit in. Marinas were, by definition, transient places, and so on the height of midmorning there was no shortage of either. He found himself scouring distant rooftops and windows. On their first day here, he’d noted cameras at the head of every pier, part of a security system to keep a record of comings and goings. He wondered where the control center was. Inside the nicely furnished marina office? Or perhaps at the headquarters of some security company in a faceless building across town? He should have already known that. Should have worked it out ahead of time. The all-too-familiar recriminations began to percolate.

He studied the slip where Sirius had been moored. Her original name was Windsom, but a regular change had proved a necessary accommodation—in the age of shared data, the names of vessels could be tracked from port to port all too easily. So their nautical home had acquired a rotating identity, much like the names they themselves used through expertly forged passports. He and Christine had chosen the name Sirius on a cold night, somewhere south of Sicily, as the two of them lay splayed on the afterdeck gazing at constellations with a superb bottle of wine. Next month they would choose something new. Perhaps Hydra or Auriga.

Next month …

He studied the immediate dock area, but it gave up nothing. He saw no scuff marks from boots, no empty equipment carts or abandoned lines. Slaton was well schooled in the art of not leaving traces. Ten years in the employ of Mossad, as an assassin no less, instilled the art of coming and going invisibly as a kind of second nature. Unfortunately, dealing with the aftermath of that existence was equally well practiced. Killing wasn’t the kind of job one walked away from easily. Targeted organizations reappeared, bent on settling scores. There were visitations from the friends and family of his victims, no allowance given for how deserving the dearly departed might have been. How many missions, long thought finished, had already risen from the dead like operational zombies?

“I don’t expect they’ll be out long.” The Scotsman was back on deck, his voice disrupting Slaton’s scattershot thoughts.

“What?”

The man pointed across the bay, toward Algeciras and the brown hills at the foot of the Iberian Peninsula. The skies above were nearly black, thick with the promise of rain and wind.

“A gust front,” said the Scot. “I’ve been watching it on my radar. She’ll sweep through fast, but it’ll be a wicked thirty minutes.”

For Slaton, a patch of rough weather barely registered. “Yeah, I’m sure they’ll be back before it hits. Tell me, how long ago did they leave?”

“I remember it being near the top of the hour.”

Slaton checked his watch, ran the math. Sirius had been gone roughly forty-five minutes. In that amount of time a sailboat could only go so far. Ten miles tops in the current wind, even with the help of the motor. Probably closer to five. He saw two immediate options. The first was a fast climb up the Rock of Gibraltar. As had been the case for millennia, it offered a commanding view of the surrounding waters. From there he could survey the sea in every direction: across the bay to Spain, south to Morocco, and on the east the boundless Mediterranean. From that high ground, with a set of binoculars, he was certain he could spot Sirius. But that was all he could do, and seeing his family wasn’t enough. His second option lay bobbing aimlessly behind the Scotsman’s boat: a twelve-foot inflatable with a good-sized outboard.

Slaton crafted the most carefree tone he could muster. One that was completely at odds with the churn in his gut. “I’ve got a favor to ask…”



Five minutes later Slaton was steering the little inflatable through the gap in the twin breakwaters. The seas met him firmly, a steadfast swell driven by the storm reaching across the bay. His first turn, south toward open water, was a precaution against the most trying scenario: if Sirius had taken that tack, she might soon be lost. Any other course would keep her in the bay, a contained search box Slaton was sure he could manage.

He pushed the runabout to nearly twenty knots, the bow launching over the crest of every wave and battering down the backside. Within minutes his street clothes were drenched in cold spray. He used a sodden shirtsleeve to wipe the brine from his eyes.

Where the bay widened to meet the sea, he turned east and kept that heading long enough to get a good look around Gibraltar’s southern tip. He saw no sign of Sirius’ intimately familiar shape. Certain he’d reached a point beyond which she could have sailed in an hour, Slaton reversed course toward the Atlantic. He went through the same drill to eliminate a westerly departure. Currents in the narrow passage ran rampant, and rising winds added to the turbulence. He saw great tankers and merchant ships, most anchored close to shore, but a few under way. A British Navy frigate plowed past indifferently, the Union Jack snapping smartly astern. Nowhere did he see the silhouette of an Antares 44 catamaran.

With comforting logic, he reasoned that Sirius had to be somewhere inside the bay—thirty square miles of sea, more or less, along with a handful of marinas and coves. It would be no small feat to search, but far less daunting than all the world’s oceans.

The storm was closing in. A shelf of clouds, as black as night, seeming to tumble over itself, rolling like the top of a breaking wave. The first raindrops were heavy, great pellets of water slapping his face. He imagined how Christine might be handling Sirius at that moment. She would have the storm jib raised, the main reefed in, and was probably making for sheltered waters—if she wasn’t there already.

He scanned back toward the marina, then the mole near the tiny airport. Might the Scot have been wrong? What if Sirius hadn’t left the harbor at all? What if she was snug in a new slip, riding out the blow. He imagined Christine at the stove preparing lunch, wondering where her husband had gotten off to. Imagined Davy sitting on the floor sorting plastic dinosaurs. He again used a sleeve to wipe the rain from his eyes—the distracting images went with it.

At the mouth of the bay Slaton decided to veer east. By concentrating on the shores closer to Gibraltar, he would keep the storm at bay a bit longer. He was almost abeam the great rock itself when a shape appeared on the northern horizon. It came like an apparition, a hazy silhouette materializing out of the heaviest downpour. Slaton first saw no more than a sleek hull and mast. Then the cabin gained definition, and finally the appendages. Antennas, solar panels, dodgers—the kind of intimate seafaring details that set any two boats apart.

There was no doubt—he was looking at Sirius.

Slaton pushed the outboard’s steering arm to the right and twisted the throttle wide open.









FOUR


From a mile away Slaton knew something was wrong.

The first thing he noticed was that their dinghy, which should have been tethered to Sirius’ stern, was nowhere in sight. The sails remained stowed, yet one blue cover had come loose and was flapping in the wind—a sloppy display of seamanship Christine would never have tolerated. He saw no anchor line, and the engine exhaust appeared quiet. The boat was simply adrift, forsaken to the coming squall. None of those details alone were damning, but together they reinforced the most glaring inconsistency—there was no sign of Christine or Davy on deck.

Slaton reckoned the nearest shore to be half a mile distant. There were no other boats nearby. The city carried on without remark, lost in its self-centered turmoil and oblivious to a lone catamaran bobbing offshore. When he was a hundred yards from Sirius, Slaton had to make a decision. If he throttled back now it would provide a stealthier approach. Yet it would also take two minutes longer. It was the easiest choice he’d faced all day.

He kept the little inflatable running at full speed, and reached Sirius’ stern in a shower of whitewater and noise. He killed the engine at the last instant, letting momentum carry the last few yards. In those interminable seconds, as he edged closer, impatience took hold. Slaton moved to the bow, alert and ready, straining to see inside the cabin. He saw no movement. With the motor silenced, the white noise of rain on the sea predominated. Whatever resonance might have been added by the distant city was driven away by the gathering wind.

The dinghy was coasting toward the swim platform on Sirius’ stern. From there, an integral set of steps led up to the main deck. Slaton was picking up the bow painter, taking in every nuance before him, when it struck him that he ought to be armed. He saw two immediate possibilities: a wooden paddle and a small mushroom anchor. He chose the anchor. It was not much larger than his fist, but the dense mass was undeniably comforting.

The inflatable’s bow nudged the platform and Slaton leapt aboard. He wrapped the painter once around a cleat, his senses reaching for any sight or sound. A gust of wind rushed through the rigging, stays and shrouds humming like the strings of a cello. He would later critique his next moves, realizing he should have been more cautious. In that moment, however, and in a behavior that was entirely uncharacteristic, Slaton let emotion overcome reason.

He rushed headlong over the aft deck, past the helm, and burst into the main cabin. He saw no sign of his family. Hope fading, he checked each of the three staterooms, every closet and compartment. Each step came quicker, each breath more shallow. He called out their names, more in torment than hope. Only the pelting rain answered, drumming over fiberglass and canvas in an unrelenting din.

With a mounting sense of dread, he pulled out his burner phone and tried Christine’s number again. Still no answer. It occurred to him that he didn’t hear her phone ringing in their stateroom. He rushed to the bedside drawer, where she usually kept it, and confirmed it was gone. In that awful moment, he couldn’t decide if a missing phone was good or bad. He saw an unmade bed, a toothbrush on the sink. Everything around him became noise, an avalanche of information that somehow crushed any logical process. After a brief hesitation, he checked the opposing nightstand—his side of the bed—where the only weapon they kept on board, a 9mm Beretta, should have been. That too was gone.

Slaton staggered back to the main cabin. In the center he stopped cold and spun a full circle.

He grasped for some reasonable scenario to fit what he saw, if only to suppress the building madness. Was it possible someone had tried to steal Sirius while Christine and Davy were ashore, then abandoned their plan? He looked around and saw a laptop computer, a high-end sat-phone, a rack of valuable nav gear. Not plausible. Could Christine have motored into the bay for some reason, then returned to shore using the dinghy after Sirius had somehow fallen disabled? It hardly made sense. It was a sailboat after all, and his wife was a seasoned captain. Just to be sure he went to the helm and cranked the engine. It fired right to life. He gave the wheel a half turn. The rudder felt free, nothing jammed or frozen.

He was grasping for miracles. Coming up empty.

More wild theories raged, and he jettisoned them as quickly as they came. There was simply no possible solution that didn’t fail on one count: Christine wasn’t answering her burner. That was the death knell to anything innocent. Their phones were an absolute, the last-ditch tether that always connected them.

Never to be broken.

Surrendering to reality, Slaton climbed back out on deck. He made a despondent survey of the sea all around. Rain was coming in torrents now on the squall’s leading edge. The entire hemisphere to the northeast was obscured, and elsewhere he saw only featureless sea.

It was a rainy day on the Bay of Gibraltar.

In the city nearby, business as usual.

On the docks, a day to stay below with a cup of coffee.

And for Slaton: it was the day his wife and son went missing.









FIVE


Earlier that same morning, long before Slaton stood drifting on a catamaran near the western terminus of the Mediterranean, five men had set out across the arid reaches of central Turkey. It was a region where the passage of small groups had fallen to a cliché. War refugees, asylum seekers, economic migrants. As contrasting as their motivations were, all had one thing in common: a desperate urge to leave the ravaged homelands of their ancestors. Indeed, the region once referred to as “the cradle of civilization” had, in little more than a generation, become something nearer its grave.

The five travelers began their journey, in the faint predawn light, when a pair of guards at the Suruç refugee camp turned their heads right on schedule. As jailbreaks went, it was hardly notable. The camp’s security had gone lax as the war in Syria abated. There had never been strict confinement, and no one could say whether the original halfhearted curfew was aimed at keeping local thieves and smugglers out or refugees in. Whatever the intent, everyone still went through the motions: the gates were locked each night from midnight to six in the morning.

Slack as the watch might be, the leader of the group of five was a thorough man. The day before he had given inducements to the guards to turn a blind eye. The night shift commander had in fact been left slack-jawed, knowing the man had overpaid severely. The desired effect, however, was had: the departure of the small band, who had arrived at the camp separately over the course of the last week, caused barely a ripple in the cool morning air.

After clearing the main gate, the faux refugees rendezvoused in a derelict rooming house a mere hundred paces to the north. Three top-floor hovels had been procured in advance, and in the tiny shared bathroom each of the five men bathed and shaved their beards. They took turns giving each other haircuts, and later convened for tea at the first café to open. There, at a quiet corner table, the leader went over the plans for the next two days. He mostly addressed contingencies in case their respective travel plans were interrupted, but there were also subtle critiques—like the suggestion that two of the men get some sun to cover the lighter skin where their beards had been shaved away. He reiterated the need to avoid Turkish police checkpoints, and even more importantly, those of local militias in the villages—both had elements who preyed on refugees, and who would gladly lock a man up for no cause but to see how much money his family could wire.

After tea, they split up and entered the souk that had risen in the camp’s shadow. It was a busy and nervous place. Overhead a riotous tangle of phone and power lines webbed between buildings like a living thing. At its peak population, the Suruç camp had hosted eight thousand refugees—Syrian mostly, with a few Iraqis, Afghans, and Somalis thrown in the mix. At the height of the war, vendors with pushcarts had done a brisk business with the guards, and a better one with the constant flow of transients suffering worn shoes and empty bellies.

Now, with the conflict winding down, there were fewer merchants, but enough that each of the five men had no trouble acquiring a new wardrobe in something near their size. As the leader had instructed, they kept to Western clothing, all of it gently used: denim and khaki pants, light jackets, casual shirts. They sported the emblems of European football clubs and famous Italian designers. By the time they walked away from the souk, with the sun nearing its midday peak, the five men were fully transformed—at a glance, indistinguishable among the hundreds of thousands of exiles who’d passed through in recent years.

Yet there were subtle differences from the usual human flotsam. Chief among them was in their pockets. Each man carried a passport that was perfectly legitimate, albeit originally drafted in the name of another. The documents had been acquired by one of two methods: either appropriated from foreign ISIS fighters who’d joined the war and perished, or confiscated from locals during the course of the caliphate’s occupation—an administrative spoil of war. Every passport so obtained was carefully vetted by the caliphate’s “record specialists.” Those not flagging on terrorist watch lists, not reported as stolen or missing, and issued by a country that didn’t employ biometric marker technology were given the highest grade. From that group, it was simply a matter of matching each man to a “donor” whose picture, age, and physical characteristics were a reasonable match.

Each of the bogus refugees also carried a modest sum of cash. This was commonplace for those trying to reach Europe, although the amount involved, type of currency, and denominations had been carefully considered—not too much to draw attention, but enough to bribe a border guard or modify travel plans. Melding into the westbound river of humanity was a necessary diversion, and relatively simple. Yet there was one hidden commonality that distinguished the five from the usual bands of migrants: the highly unusual destination they shared. At the edge of town, they all shook hands and exchanged best wishes before dividing—two groups of two, and one man going solo. The next time they saw one another, God willing, they would be very near the North Korean border.

The two designated martyrs began walking north along the main road. The porosity of the Turkish frontier had long been established, and it was even more sievelike now that things were easing in Syria. After clearing the patrolled areas, the pair shifted to a secondary road and rendezvoused with a prearranged car. The car would take them as far as Istanbul. From there the plan was to split at the airport, one aiming for Doha on Qatar Airways, with a follow-on flight to Beijing. The other would try for the same destination by way of a connection in Frankfurt on Lufthansa. By midday all was going to plan.

The two technicians were close behind. Both were in their early thirties, and because each was vital to the operation—one a bomb-maker, the other as close to a scientist as existed in the caliphate—their travels had been strictly tailored. For the same reason, they had been issued the most convincing documents of the bunch, perfectly valid EU passports, along with the attendant visas to match their itinerary. They began by walking west, and found an SUV waiting in the recesses of a work shed outside the first village. The driver whisked the pair north, and by late that afternoon they arrived at Fatsa, a small fishing village on the hip of the Black Sea. There they took passage on a small fishing boat, a fast run north toward Ukraine. Once ashore, the plan was to cover the remaining ground to Kiev via bus, followed by a nonstop flight on Air China.

They too got off to a good start.



The last man to leave Suruç retained the most freedom of movement. His name was Kasim Boutros, a native of Iraq, and he was the commander of the mission. Since Boutros was firmly established on EU watch lists, and because facial recognition software was increasingly a problem, he began his journey with an easterly vector. He first crossed into Iraq, skirting the Kurdish strongholds with practiced deftness. South of Mosul, he fell back on old Baathist connections. The first of these: an uncle with a taxi.

“It has been a long time,” Boutros said.

“Six years, I think,” Uncle Hakeem replied. He was leaning on the fender of his beaten Toyota sedan, the bright red paint having gone to dull orange. They bantered for a time about family, a bit more about the war. Preliminaries complete, the pair were soon in their respective seats and heading south, a rooster tail of dust trailing behind.

“The roads in this area are safe now,” Hakeem said. “But the Shiite militias have checkpoints outside both Ramadi and Fallujah. They are bastards, each group beholden to their own cleric. The government in Baghdad has no control outside the city.”

“Can we get around them?”

Hakeem smiled. “That is how I make my living.”

Boutros knew better than to ask for specifics on his uncle’s initiatives, and Hakeem returned the favor, not questioning why his nephew needed a surreptitious passage to Baghdad. Even among family, the wary crosscurrents of the new Iraq ran deep.

Hakeem threaded his way expertly through territory that had twice in Boutros’ lifetime been the front lines of combat. First the Americans had invaded, and later the Islamic caliphate. As he watched the familiar tawny hills roll past his window, the irony did not escape him that he had served in both conflicts, first as an officer under Saddam, and later in the army of God. That he had been on the losing side in both campaigns seemed predestined.

And here I am once again, he thought. In that eternal bed of conflict.

His new mission would be undertaken far from these arid lands. But then, when he’d served under Saddam his expertise had also been utilized elsewhere, far to the south, in surroundings far removed from this land of his youth. It didn’t matter. Boutros knew the sands around him remained central to everything. The refrain of his ISIS commanders, of course, never wavered: only when the West was driven clear could the law of Allah return. Boutros had always nodded in agreement, never mentioning the truth of the matter: that his own relationship with Islam was far more indirect.

He doubted anyone really cared. A motivated soldier was worth his weight in gold. And the source of that motivation?

That, he was sure, could be left for God to judge.



They reached Baghdad in midafternoon, and arrived at the airport uneventfully. There Boutros rendezvoused with one of his old Republican Guard commanders, the sort of man who always seemed to land on his feet, and who’d taken a post as the airfield operations chief. The one-time major had been expecting him, and he already knew where Boutros wanted to go—a tentative passage to Belarus.

They shared the embrace of old comrades, and after a few reminisces, and a bit of cautious fencing about present situations, the ex-major got down to business. “Minsk, is it?”

“A business matter. We all have to get by.”

A knowing smile. “You are in luck, my friend. Our airfield is less busy than usual today, but I have found the exact connection you need!”

He pointed to a massive airplane across the tarmac.

“It’s very big,” Boutros remarked.

“Unfortunately, an Antonov,” the major said with some caution.

“Is that a problem?”

“They are safe enough, but have a tendency to break. Once the pilots get her into the air … then you will be fine. The better news is that the crew are Kazakhs.”

Boutros was encouraged. The Kazakhs had long been a rebellious lot, dating back to the sixteenth century when their homeland in Central Asia was overrun, in turn, by the Persians, Mongol hordes, the British Empire, and finally an emergent Russia. It was precisely the kind of history that bred contempt. So too, the kind that fostered bonds amid vanquished brethren.

Boutros was introduced to the captain as the big jet was being loaded with fuel and cargo. They struck up a conversation in English—his grasp of the language was decent, and he knew aircrew were required to speak it. He learned that the man was a vagabond aviator and, more relevantly, a casual Muslim who’d spent the bulk of his life running freight in and out of war zones. Even more encouragingly, he displayed the anti-Russian leanings typical of those born on the shoulders of the Caspian.

They talked an insurgent’s shop for nearly half an hour: which shoulder-fired missiles had proved most effective for shooting down Russian airplanes, how many Chechens had volunteered in Syria. At the end, with a guarded rapport established, Boutros showed the captain documents that were perfectly in order. Six thousand U.S. dollars changed hands—terrorist camaraderie went only so far—and he was directed to the great jet’s cargo bay.

At the top of the rear cargo ramp he was introduced to his host for the next half day—a taciturn loadmaster whose dominion involved everything aft of the cockpit door.

“Where would you like me to sit?” Boutros asked, once again reverting to English.

The loadmaster said in a gruff voice, “No smoking, no drinking … but then, I’m sure I don’t have to say this to a soldier of Allah.” Clearly the man had been given a briefing. He studied Boutros closely, his dark eyes and stubble-framed lips forming a silent query. Trying to reconcile his new passenger with the standing image of a battle-hardened jihadi.

He was not the first to wonder.

On appearances Boutros was not cut in the typical mold of an Islamist field commander. Rail thin, he was of average height, his face a bit too round for intimidation. Although the loadmaster could not know it, Boutros was not uneducated, amiable when he wanted to be, and a bourbon drinker of some repute. In casual situations he exuded a thoughtful, almost academic nature, notwithstanding that he’d had neither the chance nor the means to attend university. His bookish disposition, however, vanished the moment bullets began flying. What Boutros lacked in size, strength, and gravitas, he more than made up for with a ferocious fighting nature. He’d survived some of the most vicious battles of the caliphate’s war, along the way earning more than a few scars and, more critically, the unwavering respect of his men. Most curious of all was that his training in the Iraqi armed forces had nothing to do with desert firefights. It was that special qualification, in concert with his fierce reputation, that had made Boutros the singular choice to lead this mission. A mission that, if successful, could alter the tide of battle for the foundering Islamic State.

“This way,” the loadmaster said. He led Boutros to the forward cargo area where a handful of webbed seats lined either sidewall. “Starboard side,” the Uzbek said, not gesturing either way.

Boutros veered to his right and took a seat, knowing he’d passed the man’s test.

“If you need something, don’t call me,” the man added. With that, the world’s worst flight attendant ambled aft and disappeared behind a stack of crates.

Twenty minutes later the old Antonov was airborne. Boutros sat staring at crates of motor oil and car parts, all of it lashed firmly to the deck. At the last minute a second suspicious passenger had boarded the Antonov, an unsmiling young man who looked more frightened than purposeful, and who’d belted into a seat on the opposite side of the cargo bay.

As the big jet climbed smoothly and turned toward the Zagros Mountains, an ever-thoughtful Boutros found himself ruminating on the chances of success of their mission. Merely getting his squad to the staging point was the first order of battle, and no small task. He’d opted for an admittedly shotgun method of moving his unit, but thought it the best strategy. If he had learned anything as a commander in ISIS, it was that victory and defeat came in degrees, neither absolute a realistic outcome.

He had allowed from the outset that one of his team members might be detained somewhere along the way, either sent back from where they came, or delayed to the point that they would not arrive in Beijing on schedule. The Chinese themselves were not party to the mission, but Boutros had been assured they would not interfere. Someone, apparently, had connections. At a minimum, he prayed the two technicians would get through—if either was delayed, the mission would have to wait. His own presence was also required. The martyrs were less essential—in truth, little more than a convenience.

The airplane jostled under turbulence, and Boutros gripped his seat. As he did, a grim derivative of his commander’s calculus lodged in his mind. On this mission, he relented, we must all be prepared for martyrdom.









SIX


The storm abated quickly, and in less than thirty minutes Slaton had Sirius back in the harbor. Her bow split the twin jetties, and soon she was in the slip where she’d begun the morning. The Scotsman next door was nowhere to be seen, which was fine with Slaton—he didn’t want to waste time concocting a story about where his family had gone.

While he secured the boat, his eyes kept sweeping the piers and shoreline—dying hope that it was all only some great misunderstanding. He saw people going about their business. Tourists strolling, boat detailers scrubbing, waitresses on the way to the lunch shift. None of them could imagine the crisis he was facing. He briefly weighed playing detective, canvassing the pier to ask if anyone had seen or heard anything suspicious. There was a chance he would uncover leads about what had happened. More likely: he would raise suspicion and waste precious time. Slaton felt a cresting sense of urgency, as if Christine and Davy were slipping farther out of reach every second.

At the very least, he decided he could search the boat. He began by looking for differences from his recollections of that morning. The coffee pot was half full, and an unwashed mug sat in the sink. Toys scattered across the floor suggested Davy had been awake—and that they’d departed without the customary cleanup. With aching vividness, he remembered stealing a glance at them both on his way out. Christine had been rustling in bed, Davy sleeping soundly in the adjacent cabin. Slaton was overcome by the grim notion that it would be his last vision of them.

He pushed the thought away. Beating himself up was a waste of time.

He focused on the electronics suite. Nothing new had been entered into the navigation system—in particular, no course plots to suggest where Sirius had been headed. He powered up the sat-phone, which was strictly an emergency backup due to its susceptibility to tracking. Nothing in the call log. He spun a circle in the main salon, and his eyes settled on their laptop. It was right where he’d left it, shut down after acquiring directions for his morning errands.

He was weighing whether to boot it up when the phone in his pocket vibrated. He wrenched the handset clear and saw not an incoming call, but a text. He tapped on the screen, hoping for a message from his wife that would explain everything. What appeared, he would later reflect, was precisely the opposite.

It originated from Christine’s phone. Yet the leading line, one word in bold letters, caused his stomach to lurch: kidon.

He felt as if the floor beneath him had been pulled away.

It was the term used by Mossad to refer to its assassins.

What Slaton had once been.



His finger hovered over the bubble, ready to call up the full message.

Slaton felt like the frontman on a bomb squad, cutters poised over the final wire. Part of him wanted answers. Another part didn’t, fearing what they might be.

He tapped down and the full message flashed to the screen. Slaton was surprised by the compactness of what he saw. There was no salutation, no narrative. Only a short series of bullet instructions.


Kidon

Vienna, Wednesday evening, 8:15

Target photo attached

Danube Island, north shore semicircle

Three benches, three trees

Do what you do best

After confirmation, expect contact here regarding safe return of family



He tried to hold steady, yet found his free hand clutching the chart table. It was the worst possible scenario, the one from which they’d been running for so long. A living nightmare condensed to a few lines of bland prose.

Christine and Davy had been taken. And for the worst possible reason.

Do what you do best.

That could have only one meaning. Someone knew about his background, and they were compelling him to return to his old life … for their own dubious ends. Whoever it was, they were capable enough to find him. Capable enough to seize his family and appropriate their one secure means of communication.

Clearly not secure enough.

Slaton realized he’d let his guard down. His family had been taken, and while the details were unclear, he recognized the hallmarks of a competent operation. The Scotsman, only a few steps away, hadn’t noticed anything amiss. Slaton himself saw virtually no trace of how his wife and son had been taken. Nothing at all regarding where they might be now.

Any hope of finding them quickly was lost. They could be a hundred miles away on an airplane. Aboard any of the two dozen freighters he’d seen on the back side of the cape, or even a British Royal Navy frigate. Perhaps they were secreted away in a false compartment in a delivery truck hurtling through Spain. Slaton had seen many such conveyances play out—in truth, he had devised more than his share. Terrorist financiers extracted from Europe. Militant leaders targeted for rendition. By virtue of that experience, he knew there was little chance of intervention. Not when things were planned and executed properly.

And this, by all appearances, was a proper abduction.

The more Slaton thought about it, the more traces he saw of a state-sponsored operation. The execution of a double snatch on foreign soil was no easy thing—allowing that the tiny principality of Gibraltar was itself off the table as a suspect. The naked use of a pirated messaging account suggested a measure of cyber skill. Israel was the most likely suspect, the United States a close second. In recent years he’d had dealings with the intelligence services of both nations. They knew his vulnerabilities, and both had the assets to find him and manage a complex extraction. Yet on another level that didn’t make sense. If either of those countries wanted to hasten a prospective target’s journey to the afterlife, wouldn’t they deal with it directly?

Perhaps.

State-sponsored assassinations were delicate business, and certain targets were untouchable by the usual means—a drone or a Spec Ops strike. For a target that had to be kept at arm’s length … What better cutout than me? he thought. An assassin long thought dead. A man without a country. And best of all, a shooter who didn’t miss, and who had a knack for disappearing without a trace.

Then Slaton was struck by a more elemental truth: by virtue of his lack of ties to any nation or cause, he was also uniquely expendable.

He readdressed the phone’s tiny screen, memorized the instructions word for word. He looked at the unopened photo attachment. Who would it be? he wondered. Someone he knew? A face recognized around the world? A head of state or underworld kingpin? A rogue agent or intelligence chief? Whoever it was, their identity would hopefully provide a hint as to who was coercing him to undertake an assassination.

The idea rose that he might be dealing with an organized crime syndicate, or even some terrorist element. He hoped that wasn’t the case, because it implied even greater risk for his wife and son. He stared at the final line of the message, the suggestion of their safe return. Having long lived on the dark side of such bargains, he knew the playbook. Operate by their rules, and there was a chance he would see his family again.

The only alternative: to set his own rules.

Slaton considered the location specified in Vienna. He had been there many times, yet saw no particular relevance in either the site or the timing. All the same, he would research both in great detail, hoping for any fingerprint as to who was responsible. The most telling clue, however, remained in hand: the attached photograph. Identify the target, he reasoned, and the patron of his or her demise might become clear.

An old counter-sniper adage came to mind. Track the prey to find the hunter.

Slaton tapped down on the screen to find out who he was supposed to kill.









SEVEN


The image that arose was a candid shot, taken in what looked like an office setting. Slaton saw a man in his thirties framed by an empty white board. He had a serious face and dark, almost delicate features. A face, Slaton had the impression, that might once have been prone to smiling, implied by certain lines around the mouth and eyes. Here it seemed captured in reflection, and perhaps a trace of melancholy. The man was small in stature, thinly built, with black hair that fell over his collar in unkempt waves. Unshaven stubble darkened his chin and cheeks. Not a conformist by nature.

He pored over the rest of the photograph for clues. He noticed a pair of glasses on a table, and a pen in the man’s hand. Quite deliberately, Slaton closed his eyes, then opened them again and looked at the picture anew—an old shooter’s trick to acquire a second “first impression.” The more he studied the man, the more he was nagged by a vague notion: this was a face he’d seen before. Distant and indirect, yet someone from his past. He racked his brain, but the identity escaped him.

He wished he had access to cutting-edge facial recognition technology—great strides had been made in recent years, and databases were expanding daily. Unfortunately, that would require going to either the CIA or Mossad for help, either of whom might be responsible for the whole affair. It was an inescapable dilemma. Until he knew more, he had to operate alone, the only files available those banked in his head.

He drew a deep breath and turned away from the phone. His eyes fell to a Lego-block boat on the floor. He and Davy had built it last night, a marathon session to keep his son occupied while Christine mapped out the next leg of their never-ending voyage. When she finished, they’d put Davy to bed and gone over the itinerary. From Gibraltar the plan was to sail southeast, ten days, more or less, and spend a week in the Canary Islands. From there, Cape Verde, followed by a right turn to Brazil. Only a few short hours ago, that had been their near-term life plan.

And now?

He picked up the Lego boat and set it on Davy’s bunk. As he did so, a single block detached, falling onto a comforter decorated with whimsical animals. Slaton retrieved the yellow rectangular brick, which they’d declared to be a lifeboat, and carefully reattached it.

Precisely as it had been.

He cleaned the mug in the sink and emptied the coffeemaker. It had nothing to do with housekeeping. Everything to do with imposing order on his thoughts.

Slaton had succumbed to the darkness once before, predating his years with Mossad. That devastation had come when he was twenty years old, still in university and not yet tarnished by intelligence agencies or Special Forces training. Still unknowing of the dark arts he would come to master.

Slaton had married early, a girl who’d swept into his heart like a summer breeze. Two years into that marriage, with graduation pending and a beautiful young daughter named Elise, his world had been upended in one terrible moment. The tragedy that stole them from his life could not have been more indiscriminate. Nor could Mossad have been more manipulative in how it leveraged his misfortune.

To this day Slaton remembered the pain, the feeling that his soul had been torn away. Only later would he realize how his grief had made him the perfect recruit. Mossad planted the seeds of revenge, played his psyche brilliantly. With one recurring lie, they had molded him into the most lethal of assassins. Slaton had long done his best to keep that part of his past locked away. On most days he managed it, probably because, after so many turbulent years, he’d recovered some semblance of a normal life. Yet now he felt the blackness coming again. Descending like a crushing weight. The mere thought of losing Christine and Davy awakened demons he’d long thought slayed.

He spun a slow circle in the main salon. He needed to make travel plans, begin his research. Instead he found himself staring at the new curtains on the port window. The carpet was also a recent upgrade, as were the dishes in the cupboard. Christine’s campaign to feather their nautical nest. He recalled suffering similar disruptions years ago, in those long-forgotten days. A year of getting junk mail that was jointly addressed. Finding his wife’s exercise mat under the bed. He’d left his daughter’s clothes in her laundry basket for months, treasuring the last traces of her sweet scent.

He forced his eyes shut, desperate for order. Demanding it. If I can’t act rationally, I can’t save them. When he opened his eyes again, equilibrium had returned.

He retrieved a screwdriver from a drawer and went aft to the engine compartment. Slaton opened the portside access door and pried loose a panel to reveal a watertight box concealed in the recesses of the bay. It wasn’t a particularly stealthy hiding place—nowhere on a forty-four-foot sailboat could be—but it had so far held against a series of lazy customs inspections.

A check of the thread-thin security seal told him the box had been opened—someone, he was sure, had accessed it this morning. He pulled the lid of their get-well kit and took a quick inventory. One stack of five thousand euros in various denominations—there had originally been two—along with a spare smartphone, and two false passports with his picture. Two other passports, high-quality forgeries designed for Christine and Davy, were missing.

He considered the implications. Because half the money and his own documents remained, it followed that Christine had accessed the box. It also suggested, very loosely, that she’d not been under duress at the time. Or were these the very thoughts someone hoped him to have? Someone who could flag and follow the passports, who could track the spare phone?

He pinched the bridge of his nose. How easily the old ways, with their circular logic and storming insecurities, came rushing back.

He pocketed the cash, the phone, and after a brief hesitation, added the false identities. He decided the odds were fair that none of it had been compromised. Either way, there was no time to procure new documents. He needed to travel, needed to move. One of the passports, a Canadian item, was paired with a driver’s license and valid credit card. He had diligently kept it all current—last-ditch insurance against an unforeseen crisis.

Today certainly qualified.

He next addressed the boat. Electronics off, bilge pumps checked, shore power connected. New curtains drawn. He locked the companionway hatch, and as he was stepping to the dock for a final check of the mooring lines, the Scotsman appeared at the gangway next door.

“Looks like you’ve found your boat!” he said.

Slaton forced a grin that he hoped appeared casual. “It was all a big misunderstanding. We’re heading to Spain for a few days—going to do some sightseeing. Would you mind keeping an eye on her?”

“Happy to! I’ll be in port another two weeks, then it’s off to Greece. You should give me a phone number where I can contact you.”

“Actually,” Slaton said, “I’m in the process of switching phones. Could you write yours down for me?”

The Scot went below, and moments later came back up with a slip of paper. He handed it over a weathered lifeline.

“Thanks,” Slaton said, pocketing the number. “Hopefully I can return the favor someday.”

“What goes around comes around,” said the Scot.

Slaton nodded pensively, his gray eyes a blank. “Yes … I was thinking that very same thing.”




OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title Page



		Copyright Notice



		Dedication



		One



		Two



		Three



		Four



		Five



		Six



		Seven



















































































































































































Guide





		Cover





		Start of Content













Pagebreaks of the print version





		Cover Page



		3



		5



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/images/9780765391544.jpg
“Sure to entertain fans of Daniel Silva and Robert Ludlum . . . builds with
authenticity and suspense toward a riveting climax of pure action.”
— Mark Greaney, #1 New York Times bestselling author

238 30

!
3
§
=
3
=
=

\§\\

=





OEBPS/images/NewsletterSignup.jpg
Sign Up





OEBPS/images/asterisks.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
ASSASSIN'S
REVENGE

WARD LARSEN

o

A TOM DOHERTY ASSOCIATES BOOK
New York





