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A luxury residence outside a small Virginia town called Fairfax Station 8pm Mid-March 2018

Returning home from his office, multi-millionaire Cameron Moore had no reason to suspect how much his life was about to change. The successful investment guru found two expensive vehicles in his drive. A white S Class Mercedes and a black Toyota Sequoia parked so as to obstruct all three bays of his garage. Curious, but not concerned, he parked his car to one side and let himself in the front door. He shared the enormous five-bedroom house with his wife Amanda and seven-year-old twins, Hayley and Elton. Normally, he would have expected to be excitedly greeted by at least one of his children, or more commonly, his wife admonishing him for being late for dinner, but there was nothing, only silence.

“Mandy?” he called.

“We’re in the family room,” she called, her voice sounding strained.

Leaving his attaché case by the door, he stepped through to find his terrified family seated on one of the sofas, with two armed men standing behind them. 

“What’s going on?” he asked fear obvious in his voice.

“Good evening, Cameron,” said another man, who was sitting in what would ordinarily have been his own chair.

“Who are you?”

“Do you really not recognize me, Cameron? I have to say that I find that mildly offensive, after you’ve spent the last fifteen months developing an elaborate plot to defraud me of over three million dollars.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“My name is Pavel Antonov, but you probably know me as Gerald Fox.”

A look of comprehension and dread spread across Moore’s face.

“Look Gerald, I know you must think that you’ve had a raw deal, but these things happen. It’s a risk everyone takes when they invest money.”

“I’m not stupid Mr Moore, I’ve been investing large sums of money around the world since before you left high school. As such, I’m happy to take the rough with the smooth. What makes me unhappy is when I find myself in a game where the odds are stacked in one direction. Unless I’m the one stacking them, of course.”

“Everything about that investment fund is legitimate Mr Fox. I had a good deal of my own money in it. I lost out too.”

“Cameron Moore may have lost two-hundred-thousand dollars, but Reed Anderson made over six million. Three and a half million of it was mine.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Moore weakly protested.

“Reed Anderson, the person who owns this house, your car, and your holiday home in Destin, Florida. Then there’s your winter home in Aspen, currently registered in the name of Ryland Stone, another name that you use in your illegal activities. The telephone directory of your aliases is quite extensive, isn’t it; and between them you hold an impressive portfolio of assets. How much is it worth now? About ninety million by my reckoning. Is that about right?”

“What’s he talking about Cameron?” Amanda asked.

“I spread my money around for tax advantage,” he said to Fox. “Everybody does it.”

“Of course they do. I do it myself, for exactly the same reason. The thing is though, it isn’t your money, is it?”

“It’s what I’ve earned using astute investment strategies for years.”

“The thing is Cameron, I’ve had someone take a close look at what you call your astute investment strategies, and it turned out that almost every one of them is a fraud of one type or another. There’s insider trading, like the most recent way you screwed me, then there’s mortgage fraud, embezzlement, bribery, money laundering, the whole gambit.”

“You can’t prove any of that.”

“In actual fact I can. I hired a team of forensic accountants and expert computer hackers to take a close look at you and your dealings. I now have enough evidence to have you locked away for the rest of your life. Some of your less tolerant victims that I know of, would prefer to see you inside a funeral home than a court room. At the moment that includes me.”

“What...?”

“You’ve swindled a lot of money from some very powerful people, and like me, some of them, don’t take kindly to being taken for fools. When we are, we can respond aggressively by taking actions that have consequences that effect the health or mortality of those responsible.”

“But...”

“Cameron Moore isn’t even your real name, is it? Nevertheless, we’ll stick with it for now. Cameron you’re very clever at what you do, so clever in fact that I’ve decided to allow you to continue doing it.”

“What do you mean?” He was sweating now. 

“From now on you’ll work for me.”

“Look Gerald. There’s no need for all this,” he said, waving an arm toward the armed men standing menacingly behind his terrified family. “I know you’re pissed off, so as a gesture of goodwill, I’m happy to pay compensation, and even pay interest on what you see as your losses. Then perhaps we can move on and forget this ever happened. What do you say?”

“Cameron, I don’t think I’ve made myself clear. At the moment, it’s only my goodwill that’s allowing you to stay alive. I’m not here to give you a choice.”

“I know one or two things about you too, Fox,” Moore replied, trying to sound braver than he felt. “You’re not one hundred percent legitimate yourself. Two can play at that game.”

“Oh really? Did you know for example, that The Alexandrite Corporation is not my company’s true name?” 

“No. What is it then, and why does it matter? Millions of companies trade under a pseudonym.”

“Don’t you want to know who it is that you defrauded out of three and a half million dollars?”

“Assuming I accept what you say, who is it then?”

“Alexandrite is owned by a chain of shell companies registered in a variety of tax havens, all of whom represent the organization that you probably know as the bratva. I’ll let you decide if that matters or not.”

Moore’s blood went cold, bratva was the Russian term for ‘brotherhood’, the name given to the organized crime groups known internationally as the Russian mafia.

“Th-that’s not true,” he replied, without persuading anybody in the room, not even himself.

“Fyodor,” he said to one of the other two men. “What do you think we can do to convince Mr Moore that we’re not lying?” The man’s Bostonian accent, and perfect grammar did nothing to disguise the menace in his tone.

Without hesitating, the big man grabbed a handful of Amanda’s hair, yanked her head back, and held a knife against her throat. She screamed, as did both children, when a bead of bright red blood appeared at the knife’s edge.

“Now tell me again that I’m lying to you Mr Moore, and I’ll ask Fyodor to convince you beyond any doubt.” The cold look in his eyes and the chilling tone in his voice told Moore all he needed to know.

“What do you want me to do?”

“First things first. I need you to compensate me for all my losses.”

“I’ve already said that I’d do that.”

“That’s not the way this is going to work. I can’t afford for it to be known that I can be defrauded of massive sums of money and there be no consequences. Therefore, in your case the penalties have to be harsh enough to reflect the severity of the humiliation you’ve caused. So, I’ve decided you will serve your penance by working for me until I’m satisfied that you’ve learned your lesson.”

“Alright, I’ll do it, but please don’t harm my wife.”

“Whether your wife and children are harmed, will depend entirely on how well you follow my instructions. To start with, I need you to sign over everything you own to me. By that I mean, all your property. Every asset, and every single fucking cent you have in every bank account in the US, or anywhere else in the world...”

“But...”

“Don’t interrupt me Moore, because from now on, when I speak, you listen very carefully to what I say and then obey every single word. If I say jump, you ask how high, if I say shit, then you jump on the shovel. Do you get the idea now?”

“Yes.”

“Yes what?”

“Yes, Mr Fox.”

“I own you, do you understand? You’ll continue doing what you do, skimming, stealing, defrauding, fleecing and cheating as hard and successfully as you did before. From now on though, the profits will go to bratva. If you do it well enough, at some time in the future, I may consider giving you back some of the assets you’re about to forfeit. 

“I’m going to leave you with my accountant and my lawyer to conduct the necessary legal procedures. Fyodor and Kolya here will also stay behind to ensure that the transactions go through with minimal fuss. For the avoidance of doubt, when they say something, think of it as if it were me that had spoken.”

“But it could take days, maybe more than a week.”

“I’m aware of that. So, in order to allow you to complete the task without distractions, Amanda, Hayley and Elton will be taking a short vacation to stay with some of my friends.”

“You fucking bastard,” Moore said.

“Be careful Moore, because I haven’t yet promised how many of your family will be allowed to return.”

“But they don’t know anything, they haven’t done anything.”

“If they had, then they would also suffer the consequences. Just remember, while you’re tying up those loose ends, don’t overlook Amanda’s accounts, or your children’s trust funds. If you work hard, diligently, and don’t try to pull the wool over our eyes, I will return your family in a similar condition to what they’re in now. I may even allow you to continue living in my house for the time being. Have I made myself clear?”

“Yes Mr Fox.” Moore was crying now, as were the rest of his family.

“Vitali, would you join us,” he called.

Three more men and a woman walked into the room from the kitchen.

“Yulia, will you and Vitali take Mrs Moore upstairs and pack a few things for her and the children to take with them while they’re away.”

The woman silently ushered Amanda out of the room at gunpoint. While they were upstairs, Fyodor put tape across the young children’s mouths and taped their hands behind their backs.

When they returned ten minutes later, Vitali was carrying a single suitcase, and Amanda was similarly secured and gagged with tape.

“I apologize that this is necessary Amanda, but you have your husband to blame. He’s an unscrupulously selfish thieving cunt with thousands of bankrupted victims. Families, elderly couples, and millions of shareholders in companies large and small, have fallen foul of his heartless cruelty. Don’t get me wrong, as a gangster, I have been, and will continue to be, guilty of exactly the same crimes, but I like to think I choose most of my victims more carefully. On this occasion your shithead husband chose the wrong people to fuck with. In doing so he humiliated me with my superiors, so my retribution needs to be significantly more severe. If he gives a fuck about you and your children, he’ll atone for his misdeeds by working hard to compensate me and my employers for the damage he’s done. If he’s sufficiently successful, you’ll be back in this house in no time. On the other hand, if he tries to be a smartass, there’s no telling where you or your delightful children will spend the rest of your lives. I hear that Siberia is nice at this time of year, and there are numerous vacancies in the brothels and slave houses of Mali and Morocco.”

The three distraught hostages were roughly shunted out of the house and into the back of the Toyota at gunpoint. Moore watched them go, terrified that he’d never see them again, and what would happen while they were away.

“Before I leave you, Moore, don’t imagine that there is anything you can do to avoid, subvert, or reduce the effect of what is about to happen. If my colleagues detect any attempt to do so, then what happens to your family will be your responsibility. And, should you incur my displeasure, you should know that almost all of bratva’s acquisition of your assets, can be done even after you are dead, should that become necessary.”

Watched over at gunpoint, the meticulous accountant forced him to transfer everything he owned to a variety of other shell corporations and businesses indirectly owned by the Russian crooks. By the time they’d finished, his company investment account held only $500,000, and he was the secondary signatory with only limited authority. The account balance would never be allowed to rise above the initial half a million, and any excess would automatically be transferred out. His company, Ravenworth Investment Opportunities, was now owned by bratva, all of its profits would go to them via a charitable foundation in Moldova. His and Amanda’s personal accounts had been closed, and a single new joint account opened in both their names. He was to be paid an allowance of no more than the going rate for a financial controller of a medium sized company, about $100,000 a year. 

The allowance would have to cover all living expenses, including food, gas, utilities, monthly rent to Fox, health insurance, taxes and school fees. Resignation was not an option, neither was divorce. Fox had made the couple remaining married and living together a condition against other penalties. The only way he could increase his income was with a performance bonus. He would be given a quarterly target, and bonuses would be calculated at 10% of any excess. Any losses would be taken from his allowance. The effect was that if he didn’t exceed his targets, the family’s day to day expenses would push them into overdraft.

He was to be brought before Fox once a month to report not only on workplace projects and performance, but also developments in and around the home. The humiliation could not have been worse.

Within minutes of Fox’s departure, Fyodor and Vitali had set the tone for the following weeks. The two goons had methodically set about giving him a beating that resulted in multiple contusions, cuts, and a broken nose. One had told him It was, “Just to make sure he understood how things were.”

After almost three weeks of relentless pressure throughout most of the wakeful hours, Moore was exhausted and totally dispirited. He watched through a window as the two thugs, the lawyer, and the accountant, drove away in what had once been his own car and an anonymous black SUV. He was alone in the luxurious property for the first time for as long as he could remember. Turning around to look at the place he’d once been able to claim was his home, it looked like the aftermath of a wild frat party. His guards had treated the luxurious home with contempt. There were fast food containers, empty bottles and cans on almost every surface. Cigarettes and cigars had been stubbed out on the floor and furniture, and the whole place stunk of alcohol, stale sweat and tobacco. The toilets were filthy, and the kitchen was like a war zone.

He had only been allowed five hours sleep a night, fed junk food, and not allowed to properly bathe, nor even change clothes most of the time. Sacking the maid, yard man, and the pool guy had been amongst the first things he’d been forced to do. Visitors to the Moore household had always been rare, and the two that did arrive over that time were impolitely told that Amanda and the children were away, and that Cameron was busy. Interrogated by the lawyer and accountant for hours on end, they made absolutely certain that nothing was overlooked. They had discovered assets that he’d forgotten he owned. Items of any significant intrinsic value, including artworks and jewelry, were loaded into a van and taken away. The team of extortionists had been methodical and relentless. Any sign of dissent was responded to by threats against him, his wife or the children. 

Fyodor and the accountant had laid out his new responsibilities in detail and made clear the consequences of disobedience or disappointment. Over and above maximizing any company profits, his new duties would include gathering the income from various illegal enterprises around the north eastern states and funneling them into the various bratva holdings. Should the authorities ever manage to discover the money laundering operation, he was to be the fall guy.

The first Cameron knew that Amanda and the children had returned, was when they rang the bell to be let in, two hours after his tormentors had departed. They were barely able to communicate except in monosyllables, they had lost weight and looked pale, drawn and exhausted. 

Nothing would ever be the same in the Moore family, and it wasn’t just their reduced living standards. Each of them now had to take on menial chores that others had always been paid to do for them in the past. More importantly, personal relationships had irreversibly changed. Neither Amanda nor the children had been aware that almost all of Cameron’s wealth and income had been acquired illegally. Now they saw their husband and father in a completely new light. Worse, they saw him as responsible for the three weeks captivity in the hands of Fox’s criminals. When he asked, they refused to discuss it. He didn’t know if that was because it had been too traumatic, or because they had been ordered not to, but he suspected that they had suffered more than just deprivation.

There was no respite for Moore though, he knew he had no choice but to get straight back to work, survival depended on it. The following day he showered and dressed for work and drove to the office in what had been his wife’s SUV, after being forced to forfeit his beautiful Mercedes. To explain his absence, his office staff had been informed that he’d been the victim of a mugging. All expressed their shock at his appearance, but he wasn’t a popular boss, so sympathy was mostly muted. He had lost nearly thirty pounds, and the effect of his broken nose had radically changed his handsome college boy looks.

Remarkably though, what hadn’t changed though was his ability to find ways to fraudulently separate people from their money. Over the following years he routinely exceeded his quarterly targets. His efforts were responsible for boosting the income of what he believed to be bratva by many millions of dollars. What he didn’t know was that the money was not going to the organized crime group as he’d been told. In reality, it was boosting the coffers of the GRU, Russia’s Main Intelligence Directorate. In effect, Russia was using the USA’s own money to finance operations against them. Unknown to him, he was the spearhead of a fundraising venture called Operation Endgame, and he’d been given the codename Shadow Fleet.
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Dunn Loring, Virginia 4.30pm Thursday 21st May 2025 (Seven years after the events at Fairfax Station).

The psychological impact of being abandoned by your natural parents at eight years old would be enormous for any child. But to then discover that your father had committed treason, would be devastating, and that’s what happened to Josh Price. On the verge of being exposed for his treachery, Josh’s birth father, together with his complicit Moldovan-born mother, had abandoned him and gone on the run. Their callous actions only served to amplify the scale of their betrayal and cowardice in the eyes of the public.

In their haste to escape the consequences of their actions, the treacherous pair had left their son without a single word of explanation - despite knowing that he was only a few yards away when they drove off. Days later, the couple were arrested on the banks of Lake Ontario attempting to cross into Canada in a small Russian owned motorboat. 

As a senior officer in the Central Intelligence Agency, his crimes could hardly have been worse. So, when his activities were found to have contributed to the deaths of three field operatives, Josh’s birth father Bridger Davis, had been lucky to escape a death sentence. In the end, after a lengthy and very public trial, he was convicted and sentenced to three life terms without parole. He would spend the rest of his life in a US maximum security penitentiary in Colorado. His mother escaped prosecution, but her illegal entry into the country made deportation to her country of birth a formality. Without her having made any attempt to forestall her exile by using her US-born son as an anchor baby, she was back in Moldova within two months of their arrest. As far as Josh was aware, neither parent had made any attempt to contact him and explain their actions, not in the months leading to his father’s trial, not before his mother’s expulsion to Chisinau, nor at any time since. 

Prior to that series of deplorable and shattering events, Josh had been a quiet, bookish child, which would have been all the more reason for people to have expected him to sink into a downward spiral of despair. However, Josh had been lucky enough to be taken in and adopted by his best friend’s parents, Brett and Saffron Price, two of his father’s former CIA colleagues. Thanks to their love, protection, and inclusive support, he managed to move past the most difficult and traumatic aspects of the sudden separation. After Josh became the victim of persistently cruel hounding by other kids at school, his new parents removed both boys and had them home-schooled through their remaining elementary and middle school years. Throughout this time, Josh’s most fierce protector was his adoptive brother Ben. Now fourteen years old, the high school freshman was happy, contented and settled into his new life even though on the face of things, other than their age, the boys had little in common. Ben was competitive, sporty, energetic and gregarious, whilst Josh remained studious, reserved and thoughtful, but the pair’s adoptive sibling bond remained as strong as ever. 

Weakened by injuries he’d received whilst serving as a field officer for the CIA, Ben’s adoptive father Brett succumbed to the Covid-19 virus and died a year after the adoption. Josh’s support for his new brother over the following months had fused their relationship into something even stronger than fraternal loyalty.

That day in late May, as he walked out of the school gate, Josh was reading a WhatsApp message on his phone. The message was from Oksana, a girl from his after-school history club. After discovering that they’d both been adopted, and that each had a Moldovan birth mother, they had become good friends. Still shy and reserved, he hadn’t yet summoned the courage to ask her for a date, even though it was something he really wanted to do. Unlike his more extrovert brother, Josh had never been on a date, not what he’d call a real one anyway. He’d made up a double date once or twice, in order to enable one of Ben’s string of girlfriends to be allowed to go, but he’d never had a date of his own. Oksana, a tall, attractive girl with long fair hair, had received several invitations from a number of boys, including Ben. So far, as far as he knew, she’d accepted none.

Oksana’s simple text read, How was History Club today. Sorry I couldn’t be there; do you want to meet up to talk about it?

He read the message three times to be sure it meant what he thought it did. Girls weren’t normally interested in him, especially the pretty ones. Then, still not convinced it wasn’t a hoax, he was composing a reply, when he felt someone tap him on the shoulder.

“Josh Price?” 

He stopped and turned to see a scruffy looking man in a baseball cap about thirty years old. The man smiled at him. 

“Sorry, do I know you?”

“No, I sorry. My name Sava Federov, I am friends of your mom. She ask me give message to you,” the man replied, in a heavy accent from somewhere in the Eastern Bloc countries.

He looked down at his phone to check evidence of a message he might have missed, there was nothing.

“Why didn’t she call or send a text?”

“She not have your number.”

“Of course she does, we message each other all the time.”

“Not Mrs Price, real mom, Brooke.”

“I don’t want anything to do with her.” As far as Josh was aware, his birth mother was somewhere in Moldova, her home country, barred from ever re-entering the USA.

“She worry about you.”

“Who are you?”

“I a friend of Brooke. She ask me give you this,” he held his hand out holding a phone. The device was an unusual olive green color, but in a clear gel case. “Take it. If you want change mind about speak her, just call number in there. She now use birth name, Bettina.”

“I don’t want it. If she’d been worried about me she wouldn’t have driven off without speaking to me. She hasn’t contacted me, not once in six years.”

“I not force you, but if just take phone, you might change mind after you have time to think. It will give Bettina chance to explain.”

The man took Josh’s wrist and pressed the phone into his hand. “PIN is your birthday,” he said, before hurrying away and jumping into the beaten up F150 pickup that he’d left with the engine running.

Josh watched the vehicle drive away, then looked down at the phone in his hand. It wasn’t an iPhone. Maybe it was a Samsung or another Android device, but it looked new, and there was a Post-it note attached to it.

He was still looking at it when his own phone vibrated in his other hand, it was Ben. 

“What's up?” he asked.

“Mom’s going to be late, do you want to grab a burger with us?”

“Who’s us?”

“Harper and Ginny.”

“Where are you going?”

“Burger 24/363.”

“That’s way over in Vienna. Have you got enough cash, you’re normally broke at this time of the month?”

“I guess, but Mom’s put fifty bucks in my account, so we’ll be okay.”

“How come she didn’t tell us earlier?”

“I called her to ask if it was okay. She said it would help her out, because she’d take the opportunity to visit that client who’s been refusing to pay up.”

“Okay then, I’ll see you there.” He ended the call, thought for a few minutes, and called Oksana.

“Hi,” he shyly said. He’d never actually called her before. She’d phoned him, and they’d exchanged messages, but he’d never initiated a call.

“Hi. How was history club?”

“It was good, I just left. We did some work on the Battle of Fort Sumpter.”

“That’s what I was reading about last night.”

“W-would you like to go for a burger?” he nervously asked.

“Okay, when?”

“How about now? If it’s too short notice, we could go another time.”

“No, now is a good time. My dad’s not home yet, and I haven’t started making dinner. Where do you want to go?”

“I’m meeting my brother at Burger 24/363.”

“Burger 24/363 closed last week. Permanently I expect, after the owner was arrested for food violations. How about we go to Big Buns over on Broad Road, it’s closer and I think it’s cheaper.”

“Okay, I’ll give Ben a call and get him to meet us there.”

“Oh, okay,” she said, sounding mildly disappointed.

“What’s wrong, don’t you like Ben?”

“Oh no, Ben’s cool. Sorry. Why don’t you stop by my place, it’s almost on your route? That way we can walk up together.”

“Yeah, I’d like that.”

Picking up his pace, he excitedly headed to Oksana’s home. She hadn’t told him where she lived, but he’d already made a point of finding out in the hope that she’d one day agree to a date.

As he walked up the drive, she opened the door and waited with a smile. It was the first time he’d seen her out of school wear. In a T-shirt and shorts that displayed her long legs, he thought she was stunning.

“You were quick,” she remarked, smiling broadly.

“I hurried; I didn’t want to keep you waiting.”

“I’m glad. Come in,” she stepped aside, and closed the door.

Josh blushed and stood facing her, unsure what to do next. Smiling, she faced him, and there was an awkward silence that seemed to last forever.

Simultaneously, they both started to speak. 

“History club was...” 

“How did...?” 

They both apologized for interrupting before trying twice more with the same result.

“You first, I’ll wait,” he said.

“I was just asking how you know where I lived. I hadn’t told you.”

His blush returned, and he stammered a bit before deciding that honesty would be the best policy and confessed. She smiled broadly, put her arms around him and quickly kissed him.

“I’ve been hoping you were going to ask me out for months,” she told him. “You’re the reason I joined history club in the first place.”

“I am?”

“You’re the only boy that doesn’t treat me like a bimbo.”

“What even Ben?”

“Ben’s okay, but he’s only interested in ‘girls’, if you know what I mean,” she said, making air quotes, “he’s not interested in, the girl.”

Josh laughed, “Yeah, I do see what you mean. It’s because they won’t leave him alone.”

“Not surprising, he’s good looking, an all-round sportsman, quite clever, and to cap it all, you’re rich.”

“We’re not that rich.”

“Compared to most of the rest of us you are. Enough money not to be bothered by it, but not rich like Brielle, Mallory or Adam who have to spend half their lives demonstrating that they have more than you do.”

“Money isn’t everything.”

“It is, if you haven’t got any, like my birth family.” She still had quite strong traces of an accent, even though she’d lived in the US since she was seven.”

“I guess that’s true. Our mom won’t let us behave like that. Ben once asked how many millions we had. Mom asked why he needed to know, and he told her that a kid at school was boasting that his dad got paid three million bucks a year. Mom told him that if anyone ever asked how much money we had, we were to say, more than we need, but not as much as many who are paid more, earn none of it and deserve less.”

“That’s a great come back. Did you call Ben?”

“No, I forgot, I’ll call him now.”

He took a phone from his pocket before realizing it was the one that the man had given him. Resting it on the small hall table at his side, he selected his brother’s number from his own phone and waited.

“What's happening bro?” Ben greeted, adopting the faux street talk he commonly did when he was trying to impress a girl.

“Burger 24/363 has been shut down by the health inspectors.”

“Shoot, we’re nearly there too.”

“How about Big Buns. Oksana says it’s cheaper.”

“Are you bringing Oksana?”

“That okay?”

“Yeah, of course it’s cool.”

“See you in about twenty then.”

He ended the call and turned to Oksana; she was holding the Post-it note.

“What’s this?”

“I don’t know. As I came out of school, some guy just gave me that green phone. He said it was to call my birth mom. That note was stuck to it.”

“Do you know what it says?”

“I’ve no idea. I guess it’s in Moldovan. I never learned to speak my mom’s language.”

“I’m a bit rusty, but I don’t think your mom wrote this, it’s really horrible.”

“Why, what does it say?”

“It’s not Moldovan, it’s Russian, and it’s really badly written. Roughly, it says something like, ‘Mother die if you not call her in 24 hours. Don’t tell anyone, especially Price bitch or she die.’ This is really horrible Josh.”

“Oh God. What should I do?”

“You need to tell your mom anyway.”

“But it says they’ll kill my birth mom if I do that.”

“I’ll write it out for you, so you can read it again,” it took her seconds to transcribe the brief note. “Look at it. It could also be read to imply it’s your American mom they’re threatening, not your Moldovan one.”

“It might not mean that; it might just be bad grammar.”

“Even if it doesn’t threaten your home mom, why would they kill either of them just for not calling your birth mom? It doesn’t make sense. When did you last speak to your Moldovan mom?”

“She hasn’t spoken to me since she and my dad ran off and left me. I thought you knew about that.”

“Not really, only what some of the other kids said.”

“My dad worked for the CIA at the George Bush Center, and he got caught passing secrets to a Russian agent that resulted in three agency officers being killed. Ben’s real dad Brett was kidnapped and almost killed because of it as well. When they went on the run, they didn’t even say goodbye, even though I was right there in a car only twenty feet away. My dad got sent to prison, and my mom was deported. Neither of them has spoken or even written to me since. I don’t want to speak to either of them ever again.”

“Then don’t. Looks to me that they’re trying to get you to do something you shouldn’t be doing. Everything I’ve read and heard about Mrs Price tells me that she’s the right person to sort it out. It’s probably illegal, that’s why they don’t want you to tell her.”

“I know. I don’t want to talk to Brooke anyway, but I don’t want her dead either.”

“How would anyone know what you talk to either of your moms about other than you and them? It’s your decision, but my advice is talk to Mrs Price.”

“I need to think about it.”

“Okay, let’s go meet the others.”

“C-can I kiss you again before we go? You sort of took me by surprise last time and I didn’t appreciate it as much as I should.”

“You’re funny.”

“I never kissed a girl before or had a date.”

“Is this a date?” she asked.

“I... I... Isn’t it?” he stammered.

“Why not?” she replied with a smile, before kissing him again. “Come on let’s go. You’re my first kiss and date too.”

Josh was glowing with pride as he waited for her to lock her door on the way out.

“Won’t your parents mind you going out with me?”

“My mom died last year, and it was my dad that said to ask you out. That’s why I sent you that message.”

“He did?”

“I told him about you and said I wanted you to ask me out. He said you sounded like a great kid, and I should just ask you rather than wait.”

“I’m sorry about your mom, I didn’t know.”

“It’s okay.”

“You said something about cooking dinner.”

“I normally cook dinner if Dad’s going to be late, but I called him after you rang and he said not to bother, he’d pick something up on his way home.”

“Your dad sounds cool.”

“He is.”

“What does he do?”

“He’s a junior professor at Marymount University. He teaches history and English.”

“No wonder you always know more than everybody else in history classes.”

“It doesn’t work like that. My dad doesn’t teach me. He helps me out from time to time if I get jammed up doing my homework, but that’s all.”

When they reached the burger bar, Ben was already there with Harper.

“Hi Josh,” he said, “and you Oksana.”

“Hi Ben, Harper,” Oksana replied.

Harper smiled coolly but didn’t speak.

“Where’s Ginny? I thought you said she was with you,” Josh asked.

“She changed her mind. What do you want to order?”

After a quick poll they all settled for burger and fries with iced tea.

The chat over their meal was friendly, and after their undemonstrative greetings, even Oksana and Harper seemed to be getting on, and when they went to the bathroom together, they looked as if they might even be friends.

“Have you got twenty bucks you can lend me bro?” Ben asked. “I thought you said this place was cheap.”

“I didn’t say that; Oksana did. I haven’t got a twenty, but we can put it on my card, no problem.”

“You sure? Thanks bro, I’ll pay you back.”

“So, what's the deal with Oksana and Harper? Don’t they get on?”

“She was pissed off because she’d been hoping to hook you up with Ginny.”

“Ginny, with me?”

“Apparently Ginny thinks you’re cute. She went home when you said you were coming with Oksana.”

“She never gave me any sign that she likes me.”

“She’s a bit shy, like you are. I don’t remember you saying you like Oksana either. Are you like, going together?”

Josh blushed. “I don’t know, I hope so. We kissed.”

“With a lot of girls that wouldn’t mean anything, but with Oksana I think you can take it that you’re on.”

The two girls returned from the bathroom and joined the conversation.

After they’d eaten, Harper announced, “Oksana and I only live in the next street to each other, so we’re going to walk back together if that’s okay.” 

“Oh yeah, sure,” Josh said, the disappointment in his voice obvious to everybody.

When they reached the place where their routes diverged, the two girls each kissed the appropriate brother. Oksana’s lengthy embrace left none of them in any doubt that as far as she was concerned, it was not the end of their relationship.

“Do you want to come to my place after school tomorrow? We can go over that Fort Sumpter stuff together,” she asked.

“Okay, sure.”

As they parted, Oksana looked back. “Talk to Ben about that message, I bet he’ll agree with me.”

“What was that about a message?” Ben asked when they were alone.

Suddenly the lighter-than-air euphoria from Oksana’s last kiss evaporated, and the dread about the phone with its attached threatening note returned.

“It’s nothing. I don’t want to talk about it.”

“We’re brothers, Josh. We don’t keep secrets from each other.”

“I can’t, not yet.”

“What’s it about? You must be able to tell me something.”

“It’s to do with Brooke, my birth mom.”

“Has she been sending you messages?”

“Kinda.”

“Just tell her to take a hike.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“Then you need to tell Mom. She’ll know what to do.”

“That’s just it, I’m not allowed to.”

“Who says?”

“The guy who gave me the message.”

“Bro, Mom’s the only person who gets to tell us what to do. If she finds out someone is interfering in our family affairs she’ll go ape. You know that’s not a good thing.”

“Let me think about it.”

“Okay, but don’t leave it too long. Changing the subject though, it looks like you really scored with Oksana.”

“I really like her.”

“She’s hot.”

“I don’t just like her for that. She’s smart and she doesn’t treat me like a dork.”
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Chapter 3
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9.30pm Thursday, 21st May - Fairfax, Virginia

Sava Federov’s third can of Steel Reserve of the day had taken the edge off and he was congratulating himself. He’d finally completed the task he’d been given by the tough-looking character he’d met in the Irish pub the previous Friday. The man had claimed to be Russian, as he was himself, and he’d given his name as Ivan. Sava hadn’t believed him. Too much of a cliché, and his accent was fake, but the offer had been too good to turn down. 

“Follow the boy from school on Monday. When he’s on his own, give him the phone and make sure that he calls his mom,” the guy had told him. 

There had been much more to it than that, but the guy’s main point was that he was to make sure that the boy would make the call. He had been paid three hundred dollars, with a promise of another three if he did it right. The unemployed alcoholic had snapped up the opportunity to earn that sort of money for such a simple task. He celebrated by stopping at a bodega on the way home for a bottle of Wild Turkey, something normally way out of his price range. 

On the Monday his first attempt had been thwarted because the kid had been accompanied by his brother the whole way home. When he called Ivan to explain, he’d been pissed off
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