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The Story

 

Can an assassin have a conscience?

 

While hunting for the truth about his past, former Russian FSB agent Max Thorne has lost any sense of innocence or hope. But striving for redemption, he joins the Special Operations Team, an elite international assassins team so secret even top level FSB brass doesn’t know it exists and so deadly that few leave alive.

 

Reeling from inexcusable mistakes and now working with even darker forces, Max is confronted with insidious choices and inescapable scenarios. With no way out, will Max be able to suppress his conscience to execute his harrowing assignments? Or, will he fail, putting his family in peril and betraying his own?

 

Join Max as he faces the darkness that is the secret service the only way he knows how ... head on.
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Chapter One

 

 

Jovice Savinovica Street, Banja Luka

Republika Srpska, Bosnia and Herzegovina

 

Max Thorne held the ​Beretta 92FS 9mm pistol close to his face as he looked at the approaching black Mercedes-Benz SUV through his binoculars. He was standing at the corner close to a narrow alley, about three hundred yards from the SUV. Max was in the country for an assassination mission, and the target was a suspected war criminal of the Balkan wars in the nineties. 

Max had joined the SOT—the Special Operations Team, which was an international covert force that carried out assassination missions across the world—ten weeks ago. As part of the Backup Team, he and his teammate were to secure the safe exit of the Strike Team after they had completed their mission. 

The Strike Team was positioned about a hundred yards away from Max, at the mouth of one of the crooked back alleys. When the SUV drew near their position, one of the team members would drive his truck in front of the SUV, blocking its advance. The second Strike Team member would then spring into action and eliminate the target and his two bodyguards.

Max drew in a deep breath, filling his lungs with the cool morning air. The binoculars showed clearly the faces of the driver and the bodyguard in the front passenger seat—two known thugs who’d escaped conviction for aggravated assault and robbery, protected because of their political connections. Max stepped to the side and zoomed his binoculars to maximum, focusing on the third man, in the backseat. Max smiled to himself, as the man was Vuk Savic, their target. In his sixties, Savic had a head full of gray hair, a face full of wrinkles, and a heart full of hate for the Croats, the Bosnians, and any non-Serbian living in the Serbian-dominated entity.

Max returned to his position and whispered into his throat mike, “Target confirmed, I repeat target is confirmed.”

“Copy that,” Pierre’s voice came into Max’s earpiece. “Everyone, get ready.”

Pierre was the Canadian member of the Strike Team and the leader of the four-man group. He was to pull the trigger and give Savic the punishment that was long overdue.

A trained sniper in the Serbian army, Savic had fought in the Bosnian war, stationed in Grbavica, near Sarajevo. It was reported that he had killed in cold blood more than fifteen people among the innocent civilian population of Sarajevo, during its long siege in the 199os. He had evaded justice, as the courts had been unable to establish his guilt beyond reasonable doubt.

“I’m ready.” Max tightened his fingers around the Beretta.

“Boys, let’s get it right this time,” Pierre said.

Max frowned and bit his lip. Although the remark sounded harmless, and it was a good word of caution, he felt it was a jab at him, because of how the previous assassination attempt had ended. At that time, Max had twice called for the team to abort their mission. The first time, it was because it couldn’t be confirmed that Savic was in the vehicle. The second time, it was because of a witness, a young boy herding sheep, who had unexpectedly popped up at the scene among the rolling hills. 

On both occasions, Pierre had rejected Max’s objections and had pulled rank on him. After the mission, Pierre had scolded Max, and in the after-action report, the team leader had expressed serious concerns about Max’s readiness for participation in field operations. Pierre had recommended that Max receive further, extensive training before being allowed to rejoin the team. However, SOT’s Assistant Director Benjamin Stewart was of the opposite opinion.

Max sighed and said nothing. He moved his binoculars to Robert’s position; the latter was behind the wheel of a gray Toyota truck. The hood of the truck was only a couple of feet away from the edge of the alley. 

Robert said, “Ready to rumble.”

“Connor, come in,” Pierre called to the fourth member of the group, Max’s partner in the Backup Team.

Max looked through his binoculars at the terrace of a three-story building about two hundred yards away. Connor’s head and shoulders were visible, as he lay behind his Dragunov SVD 7.62x54Rmm sniper rifle. He seemed to be fumbling with his throat mike, then made a thumbs-up gesture.

Max said, “Connor’s having comms trouble, but he’s okay.”

“Is he ready?” Pierre said.

“Connor, gesture to me if you’re ready,” Max said.

Connor repeated the thumbs-up gesture.

“He’s good,” Max said. “He can hear us, but can’t respond…”

“Copy that,” Pierre said. “Let’s do this.”

“Oorah!” Robert shouted the Marines’ battle cry.

Max said nothing but reached inside his shirt. He pulled out a thin silver necklace with a small angular cross for a pendant that was hanging around his neck. He ran his fingers along the cross, almost subconsciously, as he did most times when he found himself in a difficult situation. The necklace gave him peace, helped him think and make important decisions that could mean the difference between life and death.

The necklace was one of the few things he had inherited from his mother, who he thought had died while giving birth to him in Berlin. A recent turn of events, however, indicated there was much more in play.

He returned the binoculars to his eyes and observed the SUV’s approach. The driver slowed down only for a moment when he came to an intersection, then barreled forward. One of the front wheels must have fallen into a pothole, because Savic dropped into his seat. He leaned forward and said something to the driver. Then a blonde woman appeared next to Savic and seemed to place a hand on his shoulder.

Max frowned. According to the intelligence from their contact within Savic’s close circle, he was traveling alone. The team’s kill order included the war criminal and his security detail, but no one else. The voice of his trainer at the CIA’s Farm, officially known as Camp Peary, in Virginia, echoed loud and clear in his ears: We can’t have any witnesses. Eliminate all witnesses, or abort the hit. What do we do now?

Max said, “There’s a woman in the backseat with the target. Blonde, young, early twenties.”

“His mistress?” Robert said. “He has good taste…”

“That changes nothing,” Pierre said.

Max said, “Should we consider—”

Pierre cut him off. “Don’t even start, Max. We’re not aborting the mission, again, just because of a slight technicality.”

“We get rid of the witness,” Robert said.

“Yes, that. No witnesses, and we’re not aborting the hit.”

Max said, “But she has no role—”

“It doesn’t matter. Whatever her business is with Savic, it can’t be anything good.”

“She’s not after him for the looks, man,” Robert said. “Or his sense of humor…”

Pierre said, “She knows what she’s getting into. She’s an accomplice.”

Max nodded. While he agreed that the woman was not an innocent bystander, he would have wanted to know more about her background, who she was, and what her connection was to Savic. He sighed. At least, I’m not the one pulling the trigger… “Copy that. No changes to the plan.”

“Good. Welcome back, Max,” Pierre said in a tone that didn’t veil his sarcasm.

Max shrugged and looked around. The area was quiet, with only the occasional passersby minding their own business. A couple of sedans drove through the intersection to his right, away from the SUV. It seemed to be the perfect place and time for their hit.

He looked behind him at the alley. Their getaway vehicle, an old-model Audi sedan, was right next to a garbage container. He nodded to himself and returned his eyes to the SUV.

A few more seconds, and it came to the right place.

“Now,” Pierre shouted.

Robert hit the gas, and the truck shot forward.  

A T-bone accident was a difficult feat to execute, but Robert was a professional. The hood of the truck hit the SUV at the best place for maximum damage: the driver’s door. Savic’s man lost control for a moment, and the Mercedes-Benz spun toward the other back alley.

Toward Pierre.

He stepped forward and fired his AK-103 rifle. The quick burst pierced the windshield and the body of the bodyguard in the front passenger seat.

The driver was able to pull out his pistol, but before he could fire a round, Pierre’s bullets struck him in the chest.

Savic, however, stepped out of the rear door. He aimed a pistol at Robert’s truck and pulled the trigger.

Robert had anticipated the reaction and was already hiding behind the truck. 

Savic’s rounds shattered the truck’s windows. He turned his pistol toward Pierre, but he had already fallen behind the corner in the back alley.

Savic looked toward the truck, then a bullet struck the back of his head. It exploded in a mist of pink.

Connor had fired his sniper rifle.

Max couldn’t see it, but he was sure Connor would fire again, perhaps even a third time, to make sure Savic was truly dead. More than one assassination attempt had failed even though the target had been shot in the head.

The blonde woman had also made her way out of the SUV. She was crouched next to the rear door and fired a couple of times toward the truck.

Pierre stepped out of his position, but he hadn’t seen the woman. When he did, it was too late.

She fired a round that caught him in the chest. Then she fired again.

The bullets’ impact sent Pierre flying backwards. He hit the alley’s wall and fell onto the sidewalk.

Max flinched, as the world had turned upside down in front of his eyes in a matter of seconds. Pierre was wearing a bulletproof vest, like Max and the rest of the team. Still, the bullets would have bruised his lungs and fractured or broken his ribs. 

Worse than that, they had taken him out of the fight. He lay there on the sidewalk, disarmed, while the blonde woman had a clear shot at him.

Max could wait no longer. There was no time to turn the Audi around. He dashed forward toward his fallen comrade as he shouted into his mike, “Pierre’s down. Going to him. Cover me.”

Max tore through the street as fast as he could. He didn’t fire, as that would only slow him down. Without stopping and aiming his pistol, the attempt was useless.

Robert stood up and let off a long burst of his rifle.

Connor also fired a couple of rounds. The SUV’s side and rear window exploded. But the woman was still there, crouched behind the Mercedes-Benz’s door.

She stood up and fired a quick burst at Robert, then dropped down.

Robert returned fire. His bullets struck the SUV, but none hit the blonde.

When Max had covered about half the distance, he knelt and pointed his pistol. He tapped the trigger. Two bullets thumped against the door, inches away from the woman’s head.

She returned fire.

One of the bullets buzzed over his head.

The second bit him in the left arm, just above the elbow. He groaned in pain and rolled onto the ground. A third bullet kicked up dirt next to his head, but didn’t hit him.

Then there was silence.

He looked at the woman as she bolted toward the alley. Maybe she had run out of bullets, or maybe she realized she had to leave while she still could.

Max stood up and dashed toward Pierre. He was still on his back, gasping for breath. Max knelt next to his team leader and asked, “Hey, how you doing?”

Pierre coughed up blood. “I … I’m alright. My lungs, not so much…” He wiped his lips with the back of his arm.

Robert fired a long volley into the alley.

Max looked in that direction. The woman was still sprinting away.

“Is … is she … dead?” Pierre asked in between shallow breaths.

“No.”

“Go get her. No witnesses.”

Max nodded. His eyes went to the alley. The woman had just turned to the right and disappeared around a corner. “And you?”

“I’ll be fine. Go.”

“I’ve got him.” Robert walked around the truck.

“Good,” Max said.

He ran as fast as he could through the back alley. In his ear, he heard the conversation among the team members. Robert was going to bring the Audi around, while Connor was going to help Pierre to the vehicle.

When Max came near the corner where the woman had turned, he slowed his pace. He peeked carefully around the corner, expecting her to open fire at him. Instead, she was trying to climb over a chain link fence at the end of the alley.

“Stop, hey, stop,” Max said in Serbian.

The woman redoubled her efforts. She climbed perhaps a couple of feet, but she couldn’t get a stable footing and slid down. Undeterred, she tried again.

Max dashed toward her and, when he was about twenty yards away, he fired his pistol in the air.

The gunshot seemed to change the woman’s mind. She turned around and held her arms up. “I’m unarmed,” she said in English with a pronounced accent. “No threat to you. Let me go.”

Max shook his head as he kept his pistol trained at the woman’s head. “I can’t. You tried to kill my friend…”

The woman shrugged and took a couple of steps toward Max. “Because he tried to kill me, like he killed everyone else. I was only defending myself…”

“You saw everything … You know who we are.”

The woman shook her head. “I saw nothing. I escaped and never looked back. Please let me go. Please…” She pleaded for her life in a warm, soft voice.

Max’s hand began to tremble. There was something in the woman’s voice that made her sound genuine. And she reminded him of Ava, his girlfriend. The same clear, azure eyes; the same hair length and style, cut in a short bob. “I … I can’t.”

“So, you’ll kill an innocent woman, that’s it? Will you kill me?”

Max didn’t reply right away. He racked his brain for a different solution. There was none. Pierre’s voice echoed in his ears: No witnesses.

The woman asked, “So, what will it be?”

“Who are you? What business do you have with Savic?”

Heavy footsteps came from behind Max. He turned his head and his gun in that direction. Is that the police? Another witness? He held his breath and listened, but there were no siren shrills cutting through the air.

Instead, Pierre limped around the corner.

“What are you doing here?”

Pierre didn’t respond. He sidestepped Max and looked at the woman. “Why is she still alive?”

“I’m asking her questions, trying to find out—”

“That’s not our job.”

He aimed his pistol at the woman’s head and pulled the trigger. The woman fell against the chain link fence and was dead before her body slid onto the ground. Still, Pierre fired two more rounds, center mass.

“This, this is our job.” Pierre gestured with his head. “Let’s go.”

Max gave the body a look of regret. The woman’s face had turned to the side, and she looked at peace, as if she were sleeping.

He caught up to Pierre, who said, “Next time, you’ve got to do better, and finish the job. Or things can go bad, and not just for you, for all of us.” He motioned with his hand toward the Audi parked about fifteen yards away. “The team relies on you to do one thing, one single thing, and you can’t do it.”

“I was going to—”

Pierre stopped and peered at Max deep into his eyes. “Were you? Were you really going to look her in the eye and pull the trigger?”

Max hesitated for a moment, then said, “Yes.” His voice rang firm, but it came across as hollow.

Pierre shook his head. “You know what I think? You’re not cut out for this. But people above me think differently. I hope they’re right, and you won’t disappoint them all. Or worse, end up killing us all.”

He shrugged and hobbled in front of Max.

Max sighed. He looked at the Beretta in his hand, then put it in his shoulder holster inside his jacket. He followed Pierre, who was going as fast as he could. Is he right? Is this too much for me? One of these days, will I get everyone killed?
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​Chapter Two

 

 

Five Days Later

The Emperor Hotel

Rome, Italy

 

Max glanced through the hotel room window at the city of almost three million people that had started to wake up this Friday morning. Red city buses sped through the Via Labicana, just across from his hotel, and a short walking distance to the Colosseum, perhaps the most famous amphitheater in the entire world. Buses and yellow taxis fought for the limited space with other vehicles. Pedestrians were braving the cold rain and hurrying to their offices. Spring was in the air, but winter was threatening to return with a vengeance.

Max studied the streets for another couple of minutes, then decided it was time he also started his day. He showered, dressed, and picked up his go-bag rucksack, which was hanging behind the door. It had everything he needed—his passport, a wad of cash, a burner phone, and his Beretta 9mm pistol. If he couldn’t return to his room, he wouldn’t need to.

He nodded at the reception desk clerk, then made his way through the back entrance. He crossed the Via dei Normanni and walked at a brisk pace toward Café Michelangelo, the rendezvous with his girlfriend, Avelina Alexandrova, or Ava, as all her friends called her. She was returning from Moscow, the city where both of them were born and had spent most of their lives. Until his recent dishonorable discharge, Max, or as he was known in Russia, Maximillian Thornichinovich, was an operative working for the FSB, Russia’s internal intelligence agency. Max had served as a “transporter,” a transport and escort agent involving high-risk detainees. But a series of events, beginning with a botched operation in Moscow, and culminating in a nearly impossible mission in the United States, had sent Max and his career in a completely different direction.

He sighed as he entered the small café. Its red-painted walls were decorated with replicas of the works of the famous Renaissance painter and sculptor. He recognized the Creation of Adam, perhaps the most iconic detail from the Sistine Chapel’s ceiling, one of Michelangelo’s masterpieces. There were a few photos of his sculptures as well. Max’s eyes then went to a photo of the Madonna of Bruges. He stared at it and wondered whether the sculptor had used a model or whether Mary’s features were based purely on his creative imagination.

He shrugged and looked around for the best seat as his training kicked in, almost instinctively. He found a spot near the front of the café, in case a swift exit became necessary. He moved the chair a few inches, so that the corner of his left eye would cover the small hallway leading to the kitchen farther to the back. Then he began to study the faces of the handful of patrons. None of them presented an immediate threat, and they were minding their own business. His chair was beyond their earshot, especially if he and Ava kept their voices down.

He pulled out his phone and checked for new messages. Nothing. She was going to text him when she was five minutes away. He made some quick mental calculations. Maybe customs took longer, or traffic is bad. He shrugged and looked up as the waiter walked toward him. “Buon giorno, signore. Caffè?”

“Cappucino, actually, please.”

The waiter nodded. “Sì, yes, of course. Any special flavoring?”

“No, just regular. Don’t put any extra sugar or sweetener in it.”

“Certainly, sir. I’ll bring it in no time.”

Max brushed back his still wet hair, then his phone beeped. He picked it up. It was a text message from Ava: We’re late. Still ten minutes away.

Max replied: I’m at the café. Enjoying a cappuccino.

Jealous, came the reply.

You’ll enjoy yours shortly, Max typed with one hand.

The waiter brought the cappuccino in a tray and set it in front of Max along with a small spoon, a square-shaped biscuit, and a small jar of honey. “In case it’s … how do you say it, yes, bitter…”

“Grazie.”

Max looked at the steaming cup as the strong coffee aroma filled his nostrils. He was more of a black coffee kind of guy, but Ava loved cappuccinos, so Max was trying to get used to the rich, creamy taste. He picked up the spoon and stirred the foam around. Then he took a small sip and nodded to himself. He enjoyed the sharp taste of coffee, and the sweetness level was perfect.

He went over a couple of files on his phone, which were related to his next operation. The target marked for assassination was Pitamber Kaushik, a chief nuclear engineer working with the Indira Gandhi Center for Atomic Research Kalapakkam in India. Recently, Mr. Kaushik had caught the attention of the SOT, because of certain comments he had made to the international media. According to Kaushik, it was time for India to assert its dominance in the region, by accelerating its nuclear program and showcasing its strength, even if it violated international agreements. In the wake of recent armed border clashes between India and Pakistan, which had caused the death of dozens of civilians, Kaushik’s comments had echoed with perhaps more hostility than he had intended.

However, further investigation revealed several episodes of alarming behavior with regard to the engineer. Over the last three months, he had taken a series of trips to Dubai and Tehran. Kaushik had met other nuclear physicists and engineers for regional conferences on civilian use of nuclear power. While not illegal in nature, such visits attested to contacts between Kaushik and radical elements in both countries, who were interested in advancing Iran’s program of securing an atomic bomb.

SOT members had contacted Mossad, the Israeli intelligence service, which had confirmed that Kaushik was on their watchlist. According to Mossad, Kaushik had also visited the Palestinian Territories and had extensive contacts with members of Hamas, the Palestinian militant group that was considered one of Israel’s staunchest enemies. Kaushik had become good friends with two electrical engineers who specialized in power systems, whom Mossad was keeping under tight surveillance. While Mossad hadn’t made a decision about Kaushik’s fate, the SOT directorate’s conclusion was that Kaushik needed to be neutralized.

The café’s door opened with a jingle, and Max looked up at Ava. She smiled at him as he stood up. Ava leaned in for a quick kiss. Although she wasn’t fond of public displays of affection, she made exceptions when she hadn’t seen Max for days. And it had been over a week since they had spent a weekend in Moscow.

“How are you, darling?” Ava said as she unbuttoned her black, rainproof jacket and set it on the chair behind her.

“Good, good. And you? Your hair is wet.”

Ava shrugged and ran her hands through her blonde hair cut in a short pixie bob. “I forgot my umbrella. I wasn’t expecting Rome to be rainy … cold and uninviting…”

“Yesterday was sunny almost the entire day. Should I order you the cappuccino?”

“Sure. That would be nice.”

“Extra sweet?”

“No, I’ll try it reg.”

Max raised his hand to get the attention of the waiter and ordered Ava’s drink.

She made herself comfortable in the seat, then held Max’s rugged hand. He peered deep into her large, azure eyes, then said, “How was the flight?”

“Good. Some turbulence halfway through, but not enough to spill my coffee. Now, how did your assignment go?”

Max shrugged. He wasn’t sure how much he could tell Ava. She knew he worked for SOT, and had no reservations about his operations. She used to work for the SVR, the Russian foreign intelligence service, before she was forced to retire. Ava went on to work for Valery Volkov, an ex-KGB who was also Max’s father, a fact Max had only learned a few weeks ago.

“It … it went.”

“What does that mean?”

“There was a little glitch…”

Ava smiled at Max. “Again, what does that mean?”

Max thought about how to word his reply, so that he didn’t reveal more than what was necessary. “One of the people close to the target … a woman … she was also … eliminated.”

Ava nodded. “I see. And you feel guilty about that?”

“Is it that obvious?” Max tried to smile, but his face only managed a small grin.

“No, but I know you well. It’s in your voice, the pauses between the words, the way you’ve tilted your head.”

Max nodded.

Ava leaned closer to the table. “Look, Max, you may not want to hear this, but I have to say it … In this job, you’ve got to do what you’ve got to do. There’s no room to reflect, wonder, ask about what-ifs. You’re not the brain of these operations; you’re the muscle. You know how muscles work?”

Max’s face had drawn back into a frown. “I know; I’m not an idiot…”

“No one’s saying you are. The muscle obeys what the brain says. What’s that expression the Americans have, the one about jumping…”

Max thought about it only for a couple of seconds. “When I say jump, you say how high.”

“Yes, that one. If you’re going to be…” Her voice trailed off, because the waiter came with her cappuccino.

Ava reached for the honey and put a teaspoonful in the cup.

Max said, “You haven’t even tried it…”

“I know the regular isn’t as sweet.” She stirred it in and took a small sip. “Yes, perfect.” She leaned closer to Max. “As I was saying, if you’re going to be an assassin, you’ll have to figure these things out, before it’s your turn to pull the trigger.”

Max sat back in his seat. “I didn’t say it wasn’t my turn. How do you know? How much do you know?”

Ava shrugged. “You said she was eliminated, which means it wasn’t you who did it. Plus, I know how SOT works. A rookie, no offense, never pulls the trigger in his first assignment.”

“This wasn’t my first assignment.”

“Alright, it was the second, or the third. Doesn’t matter. But since you brought it up, did you pull the trigger?”

Max hesitated for a long moment, then shook his head.

Ava said, “So, I was right. You’ve got to make peace with your conscience, and you’ve got to do it now, before you’re faced with the impossible choice…”

“Do I not ask questions?”

Ava nodded and sipped her cappuccino. “You do, but there’s a time and a place for that. Once you’re in the field, the time for discussions is over. You’ve got to execute the mission, no matter what.”

“No matter what?”

“Right.”

“What if it’s a child?” Max leaned closer to Ava and lowered his voice. “What if I have to kill a child?”
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Café Michelangelo

Rome, Italy

 

“You know the answer to that,” Ava said in a terse voice.

“Kill the child? Is that what you’re telling me?” Max raised his voice, but still kept it to the level of an angry whisper.

“I’m not telling you anything, Max. This job has rules. You follow the rules, or you find another job.”

“That’s it? Those are my only options?”

“You’re right about that. One brain, many muscles. If you’re not fit for this, you’d better figure it out now. Before you kill your team … or worse, get yourself killed…”

Max groaned. “That’s what my team leader says … One day, I’ll end up killing everyone on my team.”

Ava nodded, then gave him a look full of concern. “Look, Max, this is another thing you don’t want to hear, but I love you, so I’m going to tell you. Your team leader’s right…”

Max said nothing, but a frown began to crease his forehead. He sipped his cappuccino, but it had lost its great taste. “You don’t have to say—”

“But I do. I want you to succeed at this. Volkov does too. That’s why he got you the position…”

“Yes, that and also to get me out of the quagmire caused by my stupidity…”

Ava flicked her wrist in a dismissive gesture. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. Everyone makes mistakes.”

“Some more stupid than others.”

Ava squeezed his hand. “That part of your life is over. Don’t worry about it. Your days are full of new worries…”

“Yes, let’s go back to that. Have you ever killed a child?”

“No, thank God, no.”

“Anyone innocent?”

Ava picked up her cup and took a long sip. “This needs more honey.” She reached for the jar.

“You’re not answering my question.”

“Define innocent for me…”

“You know what I mean—”

“No, I don’t.” She stirred her cup.

“All right. ‘Innocent’ as in someone unrelated to the target, not responsible for any of the evils committed by him, but still suffering along with the target.”

“No, I’ve never killed a bystander, if I could avoid it.”

“What does that mean?”

“Never blew up a bomb in an area where I knew innocents would be killed. Never shot a bystander or a civilian unrelated to my operation.”

Max held her gaze for a long moment. “But that’s not all…”

“Right. If someone was with the target, an adult man or woman, they knew or should have known what they were doing. Did I ever blow up a car carrying the target’s wife along with him? You bet I did, and I have no qualms about it.”

“Really?”

“Yes, I wouldn’t lie to you, Max. These people, they had choices to make, and they made them. Now, they have to live or die because of their choices.”

“Very convenient, I must say.”

“No, pragmatic, Max. They decided to mix in with pigs. They can’t blame us, you, for having pigs’ stench on them…”

Max nodded. He knew Ava was right. He didn’t like what she said, but he knew she loved him. This is what tough love is all about, I guess… He sighed and stirred his cappuccino, but didn’t drink from it. “So how did you handle those situations, when the line between innocent and guilty was blurry…”

Ava shrugged. “I have to admit that it was tough at first. I drank, to numb my feelings, but the next morning, the sorrow was still there … Then I realized that the world was better because of what I was doing.

“Then, there’s compartmentalization … you’re familiar with that.”

Max nodded. “Yes, separate that part of your life from the rest to keep your sanity.”

“Exactly. It came in quite handy for me when I was working for the SVR, and in a couple of jobs I did for Volkov. I started to think of myself as a cleaner. I was getting rid of dirtbags who had corrupted this world.”

“A cleaner?”

“Yes, that’s how I look at it. How about you?”

Max shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“You’ll have to figure it out.”

He thought about it for a moment. “Judge and executioner?”

“No, just executioner. And that’s where the problem lies. Someone else is already ‘judge.’ You just take care of the executing part. And do it well, the right way.”

Max nodded. “I will.”

Ava gave him a reassuring smile and tapped his hand. “And you’ll do it well. You’ve already shown you have the talent. Now, you just need to shape the will.” She finished the last of her cappuccino. “Oh, that was good … What does your assistant director think of what went on in … where did this thing happen?”

Max grinned. “You know I can’t tell you that.”

“Sure.” Ava smiled. “I tried.”

Max shrugged. “My team leader is livid at me. But he didn’t put anything negative in the after-action report.”

“So, you’re good with Assistant Director Stewart?”

“Yes, but how do you know of him?”

“Volkov must have mentioned his name. Volkov knows everyone…”

“He does. Stewart thinks I have what it takes. Contrary to what the team leader thinks, Stewart doesn’t believe I need more training. He believes I need more opportunities, so that I can shape my will, as you put it.” He hesitated for a moment, then leaned even closer to Ava and whispered to her, “He’s given me my own assignment…”

“Wow. Already. How difficult is it?”

“I’m not sure. I just got the files last night. Still trying to figure out how and where…”

Ava smiled. “I know we can’t talk about where, but you can bounce some ideas off me, if you want, about the how.”

Max gave her a sideways glance. “I’m not sure if that’s such a good idea.”

“Why not?” Ava returned a playful smile. “Let’s think of this as if it was a purely hypothetical scenario. If you were to eliminate or … what’s the politically correct term SOT uses nowadays…”

“Neutralize.”

“Yes, neutralize … I remember at one point they were using ‘adverse health effects,’ as if it were a disease, or something…” Ava grinned. “So, accident, I assume?”

“Potentially.”

“Good choice. Simple in execution, efficient in results. Now, getting close enough to the target, that might present an issue…”

“If it’s a fall…”

“I like falls, especially onto a hard surface. Falls are only casually investigated. Little excitement for the police and the authorities.”

“I’m leaning more toward a drowning or a fire.”

Ava shook her head. “Arson isn’t always reliable and attracts a lot of attention. I’m uncertain about drowning. It requires a lot of prep work. Do you know if the target can swim?”

“I’ll have to look in the files.”

“What about a car accident?”

“They’re tricky to pull off. Investigations are thorough, and there’s usually a ton of witnesses.”

“Any particular reason why not a firearm?”

Max didn’t reply right away. “I’ve considered that option. The hit will most likely take place in a hostile nation, and firearms always attract attention. Besides, this needs to be under the radar…”

“Robbery gone wrong?”

“Yes, but there’s also the uncertainty factor. As you know, firearms are less effective than most people believe. We tend to rely much more than we should on a weapon, or on our abilities with that weapon. Some people were shot several times in the head and still survived. Do you know about the Shah of Iran?”

“Of course, I do. That’s the classic case of a botched assassination. The Shah was shot four—”

“Five.”

“Yes, five times and survived. One bullet went through his mouth, and he still shrugged it off as if it were a mosquito bite. Unbelievable.”

“Yes, well, at The Farm, that story was drilled into our heads. We pulled it apart, analyzing each moment, and coming up with better, safer scenarios.”

“What was yours?”

Max’s face formed a sheepish smile. “Not the best. I went with a car bomb.”

Ava smiled. “Yes, that’s not the greatest option. If you put in too much explosives, you’d end up killing scores of innocents. Not enough, and the Shah would survive. Plus, you have to get the bomb in the car, and also ensure the detonation happens at the right time.”

“What would you have done?”

“Lace his food with arsenic-based poison.”

“Still difficult to pull off.”

“Aren’t they all? But enough of talking shop. I came to Rome for fun. Do you want to show a woman how to have a great time?” she said in a bubbly voice.

Max was taken aback. “Sure, I … I just don’t usually see you so lively.”

“You don’t see me much anyhow.”

“I should work on that.”

“You should.” She smiled at Max.

Max stood up. “Let me take care of the bill, and I’ll show you the best Rome can offer…”

He nodded to himself as he walked toward the counter. I should really try to enjoy my time with Ava. Then, I can focus all my attention on this nuclear engineer and the operation to eliminate him.


​ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

 

City Palace Tower

Moscow, Russia

 

Lukyan Grachyov walked across his spacious office and handed his guest the drink he had requested. It was The Macallan’s 40-Year-Old Single Malt Scotch Whisky from Scotland’s Highlands, and Grachyov loved it. The businessman’s tastes had evolved along with his rise to the top of GrachOil, one of the largest petroleum exploration and refining companies in Russia. Ever-frugal, Grachyov used to drink the cheapest vodka, and dress in used, poorly made polyester suits from China. Now, he drank six-thousand-dollar-a-bottle Scotch, and his crafted Caraceni suits were handmade in Milan.

The guest, Ignat Yenin, the president and CEO of YeninPower, one of the largest oil and gas conglomerates in Russia, with branches, affiliates, and deals in over fifty countries, held the gold-plated glass to his eye level and swirled the Scotch around. The amber liquor caught the light from the silver twelve-armed chandelier and glinted brightly. The man nodded to himself, then sniffed the glass and took a small sip. He nodded slowly as he swallowed the drink. “Grachyov, this is excellent. You’ve done well.”

Grachyov returned the nod. “I’m glad you approve. I have another bottle you can take home—”

The old man made a dismissive hand gesture. “I don’t like it that much. This is more to your taste. But it will do to swallow down the bad news, because bad news is all we’re sharing tonight.” He looked to the left, toward his assistant, Lena Kortneva, whose face offered a troubled look. “Pour her some; she looks like she needs it more than I do…”

Grachyov handed Kortneva a glass, and she took a long sip.

Grachyov returned to his armchair and rested his arms on the polished dark mahogany. “Where do I start?”

“Start at the beginning. How did we get to this situation where we’re being stripped of our assets?”

Grachyov sighed. He had no patience for long-winded background stories. But if his most powerful partner and investor wanted it, Grachyov was more than happy to oblige. “It all began five years ago, when Mr. Masai Legishon jumped from being a small-time politician to becoming the head of the National People’s Party—”

“Wait, his party is called both ‘national’ and ‘people’? Isn’t that redundant?” Yenin interrupted.

“You’re right, and it must be an African thing, or perhaps a third-world country sort of thing. Democratic People’s Republic of this, or National Unified Party of that. It’s supposed to inspire confidence—”

“Or hide great atrocities.”

“Or both. Legishon began campaigning to become prime minister of Kenzania. He lost in the elections two years ago, but that didn’t dissuade him. In fact, it brought him more followers and broadened his base of support. Claiming the elections had been rigged, he started court challenges, which, of course, went nowhere.”

Yenin nodded slowly and sipped his glass. “Yes, yes. I remember that. It was when we had just started the construction of our second refinery in the country. The protests against the pipelines, the riots…”

“Yes, we lost about 10 million dollars because of the interruptions and all the instability in the country and the region, but at least we still had the concession, the refinery, and the pipelines.

“The politician used the court dismissals of his claims to fuel his rage and that of his supporters. The Polite One—that’s the meaning of his name, Legishon, in the local dialect—now declared even the courts corrupt, like the government, which, to be fair, wasn’t far from the truth.”

“It was the truth,” Yenin said.

Grachyov nodded. “Left with no other option, Legishon pushed for a revolution, not exactly a military coup, since he didn’t have the support of the army, but he kept inciting violence, instability, civil strife, ethnic divisions. At the same time, he claimed that the only way to bring an end to the crisis he had helped create was to elect a strongman to the position of the country’s president.”

“The strongman’s conundrum.”

“Yes, only a strongman can bring back the country from the brink of destruction, restore democracy, revive the economy, and everyone will live happily ever after…”

“People fall for it all the time. Everywhere.”

“They do. So, when election time came around, Legishon’s position was strengthened. The serving president had decided to retire, because of health and family issues. The favorite candidate was embattled in a corruption scandal, with sexual undertones. Legishon, on the other hand, appeared as the cleanest choice—”

“Since he had no power, he was uncorrupt.”

“Yet. But yes, that’s what the people thought. He promised jobs, better healthcare and education, and the nationalization of foreign investments, which he called the ‘scourge’ of the nation. People came out en masse to vote. Elections were relatively fair and free, by African standards and compared to other authoritarian regimes. Legishon won by a small majority, but it was a majority.

“As expected, the losing candidate launched a court case. And, again as expected, that was a waste of time. The tide had turned, and the courts now wanted to be on the incoming president’s good side.”

Yenin cursed under his breath. “Legishon, that weasel…”

“He was declared president two days ago. The inauguration ceremony takes place next week, but he has announced that he’ll keep all his campaign promises, especially the ones about nationalization of foreign oil companies—”

“He’s not going to do that.” Yenin waved his hand. “We have people talking to him, to persuade him to steer clear of our company and Russian interests in general.” He tipped his head toward Kortneva. “Tell Mr. Grachyov what we’ve been doing…”

Kortneva nodded. She had already placed her glass on the corner table by her armchair. She flattened the front of her conservative black jacket, then glanced at the black folder opened on her lap. “Our government liaisons met with three of Legishon’s closest economic advisors. We highlighted the importance of our investment to their country’s GDP, employment, and the larger, positive effects on their economy. Our team highlighted also the risks that come with nationalization: asset devaluation, price drops, investors’ fears because of instability.”

“But no results,” Grachyov said in a slightly impatient voice.

Kortneva shrugged. “They promised to communicate our concerns to the president. That’s all we can hope to achieve through these means.”

Grachyov nursed his glass. “What about the political front?”

“Our ambassador met with the outgoing Oil Minister. Since he’s leaving, he can’t do much but make empty promises. The ambassador will meet with the new minister, when he’s appointed—”

“And when will that be?” asked Grachyov.

“In a matter of days, we hope. The government belongs to the opposition, but they’re reeling from the presidential loss. They’re scared they’ll lose the next elections, so they’re taking some measures to appease the people and align their policies with what the people want.”

Grachyov frowned. “So, what we have is promises and hopes, nothing concrete. Is that correct?”

Kortneva swallowed hard before answering, “We’re in constant contact with Legishon and his people. Our measures will be producing results very soon.”

Grachyov sipped the last of his glass and reached for the bottle on the coffee table between them. “You’re still working on yours, Yenin, but my throat is dry.” He refilled his glass, but didn’t take a sip. “Again, something that might, could, happen in the future. No offense, but we need to do more. Would you agree?” He asked Yenin in a warm, deferent tone.

Yenin shrugged his large shoulders and shifted uncomfortably in the armchair. He slid his silver-rimmed glasses to the bridge of his nose and waved at Grachyov. “What do you suggest we do?”

“I’ve given this much thought in the last twenty-four hours. Actually, it’s the only thing I’ve been focused on. Our total investment in the country exceeds seven billion dollars. Profits are over two hundred million each year. It would be more, but for all the bribes, the security, the ‘technical’ expenses. We can’t allow the president, or any other politician for that matter, to rob us of our rightful assets. There are soft and hard ways to deal with this problem.”

Grachyov took a long sip of Scotch and said, “My preference, as always, is to try to reach an agreement with politicians—”

“I’m fully aware of that,” Yenin nodded.

“So, I propose we offer the president an upfront, one-time sum. Ten to twenty million, maybe even thirty million, to buy our way into his good graces. Then, we’ll work out a more favorable royalty-splitting scheme. Our local partner, Kenzania National Oil Corporation, will have a greater share of profits. Let’s say another five to seven percent.”

Yenin made some quick mental calculations. “You really want to give that weasel ten million or more a year?” He glanced at Kortneva, and she interpreted his look as her turn to speak.

She said, “We can kill him for a fraction of that amount.”

Grachyov gave her a frown, as if she had spoken out of turn. “That’s a given, and that would be the hard way. As a last resort, we’ll remove the obstacle threatening our investment and our future, for both our companies.”

Yenin studied Grachyov’s face for a long moment. Resolve was clear in the GrachOil executive’s stern black eyes. His facial muscles were tight, and the eyebrows met at the center of his creased forehead. His jaw was locked in such a way as to make his grin appear even more malicious.

Yenin said, “Do you have people on the ground and plans for how to execute this … this removal?”

Grachyov nodded. “I’ve dispatched a reconnaissance team, but my preference would be for another team to carry out the hit. Someone that can’t be tied in any way, shape, or form to us, you and me, and our joint venture in Kenzania.”

“An outsider?” Yenin looked at Kortneva. “You’d trust a mercenary force?”

Grachyov shook his head. “I’m yet to become as reckless as you are, Yenin.”

“You’re but a young man, not even fifty.” Yenin laughed. “You’ll grow into a reckless man like me … When you know you’re running out of time, live every day like it’s your last one, because it might as well be…”

Grachyov returned the laugh. “I don’t feel as young as I should … But back to my point, I don’t trust mercenaries. Their allegiance has a price, and the boss of an oil-drenched country has endless resources. But he doesn’t have something we do.”

“And what is that?”

“Influence. Political influence. I know you’re good friends with the Russian Minister of Energy. Once we outline and explain the devastating consequences of Kenzania’s nationalization policies, the minister and the government of Russia can put additional pressure on Legishon to change course. If that doesn’t happen within a reasonable amount of time, then the minister can present our request for Legishon’s elimination to the SOT.”

“SOT? That’s a long shot, Grachyov,” Yenin said slowly, in a thoughtful tone.

“It might be, but it’s worth it, for both us, and the image of our motherland. Russia cannot afford to appear weak on the international stage,” Grachyov’s voice rose up with passion. “Allowing Russian investments to be seized by a failed state is unheard of. The unsettling precedent might kick off an avalanche of similar or even worse measures all over the world. That can’t be allowed to happen.” He shook his head.

Yenin nodded. “I’m fully aware of the importance; you don’t have to convince me. But the minister … He’s a tricky fellow, hard to be convinced if he doesn’t want to be…”

“I’m sure we can find something he wants … And give it to him.”

Yenin shrugged. “What do you give a man who has everything?”

“More of what he has and loves. We already know his expensive tastes in jewelry. Diamonds. Pearls. I’m sure his wife wouldn’t mind a few exquisite pieces to add to her collection. I know someone who knows someone in Brazil who can get her some Fancy Intense gemstones…”

Yenin smiled. “Bribes … of course, and red diamonds, the rarest of them all … You’re getting so good at this, Grachyov.”

“I’ve learned from the best.” He tipped his head toward Yenin.

The smile remained on the old man’s face as he finished what remained of the Scotch in his glass.

Grachyov stood up and picked up the bottle. “Let me get that for you.” He poured three fingers of Scotch and handed the glass to Yenin. “Let’s make a toast: To our business. May it continue to flourish, despite anything that might happen...”

“I’ll drink to that.”

They clicked their glasses, then Grachyov walked closer to Kortneva, so that she also had a chance to participate in the toast. They sipped their drinks and when Grachyov returned to his seat, Yenin cocked his head toward her and said, “I’d like Ms. Kortneva to help with our little president’s matter.”

“What kind of experience do you have?” Grachyov gave her a measuring glance.

“I was part of the Spetsgruppa A until last year, sir.” Kortneva sat up straight in the armchair.

“Wow … Alpha Group of the special forces. That’s something you don’t see every day. I knew there was something about your demeanor that you don’t learn in business school…”

Alpha Group was one of the elite special forces of Russia. Officially, it operated under the auspices of the FSB, but it received direct orders from and reported to Russia’s top political leaders. Alpha Group’s main responsibility included foreign and domestic covert operations.

Grachyov asked, “Where were you stationed?”

Kortneva smiled. “I’m afraid I can’t tell you that.”

Grachyov returned the smile. “It doesn’t matter.” He raised the glass again. “How about another toast: To Alpha Group this time, and that you may bring to the team your expertise.”

They raised their glasses and drank again, then Kortneva said, “I certainly will, sir. I won’t let you down.”
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