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            Dedication

         
         
            I should like to dedicate this book to the memory of my maternal grandfather, George Blaine Howell. I owe him all that it
               means to be, not only a man, but hopefully a gentleman as well. After Dartmouth College, after Captain of the Artillery in
               France. After Cornell Law School, a brilliant career in banking, after huge success in the world of offshore ocean racing
               aboard his beloved schooner “Rambler,” George Howell and his dear friend, my godfather and World War I fighter Ace, Captain
               Eddie Rickenbacker went on to create their first startup, Eastern Airlines. He died too young at sixty-six. He loved his wife,
               Mary Trice, and he loved life more than any man I ever knew. And, god knows, it loved him back.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            At least when you’re dead,

            people stop trying to kill you.

            —V. Putin
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            Part One
Antebellum

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Preface

         
         Switzerland is one weird country. In an odd assortment of ways. But most especially when it comes to their military. Most
            people, including their neighbors to the south, the Italians, would be surprised to learn that Switzerland even has an army. One Italian banker, bragging about the size of the Italian army, was told by his Zurich barber that “Switzerland
            doesn’t have an army, signore, Switzerland is an army!”
         

         
         “No! It cannot be true! We never see them! How big they are, this army?”

         
         And the Swiss gent says, “One million men under arms, Signore Buttafusco!” The Italian, in shock, came up out of his chair
            so fast his barber nearly took his right ear off with the straight razor.
         

         
         “A million?” he exclaimed. “Non è posibile! It cannot be!”
         

         
         But it’s true. At any given moment, there are in excess of one million men under arms in the country. Switzerland has been
            steadfastly neutral for centuries. But truth be told, it has one of the largest armies in the world on a per capita basis.
            All Swiss militia soldiers take their rifles home and keep them loaded under the bed for the rest of their lives!
         

         
         One could say, quite rationally, that Switzerland has a national paranoia about defense. Where does this come from? Historically,
            it stems from the fact that Switzerland is at the very heart of Europe. The crossroads of all the important routes through
            the Alps—directly in the crosshairs of any invading emperor, Nazi despot, or, just possibly, a deposed Russian president desperate
            for Swiss gold.
         

         
         The Swiss Theory of War: “Know all about how to fight a war . . . so that you never have to, you know, fight one.”

         
         Little-known facts: In case of nuclear war, they’ve got it covered. The Swiss have underground bunkers capable of fitting
            a hundred percent of their population inside. Think of it! A national building code requires every single home to either have an underground
            bunker or pay into a fund to maintain community bunkers—so every Swiss citizen has quick access to a shelter.
         

         
         Only the Swiss could be paranoid enough to even think of doing that! Let’s begin with the Swiss air force. These flyboys are
            out there. Above and beyond. Check this out. First of all, there are no air force bases inside the country. Nada, zero, not
            one! So where do they hide all the planes? Inside mountains, of course, all over the country. And what about the runways,
            so fighter jets and bombers can take off and land? Well, for that they use the international highways system, of course. Hmm,
            why didn’t we think of that?
         

         
         That wide four-lane highway down there, snaking along through the Alps beside that sparkling river? That ramrod-straight country
            lane through heavy forest? Late at night and into the wee hours of the morning, all these roads and highways actually convert
            to Swiss air force runways! And it happens in no time. Military Police halt all traffic in both directions and then quickly
            remove the grade separations between the lanes.
         

         
         And the Swiss air force has office hours—you heard that right, office hours. So despite all the “heavy iron” they’ve got lying around within the mountains, squadrons of F/A-18s, F-5E Tigers—should
            you ever decide to invade the country during the nighttime, you’ll find all the Swiss air force pilots are tucked in bed!
            Zzzzz. And get this: due to the noise levels, which could harm the all-important Alpine tourist regions, Swiss pilots have to go
            abroad to fly supersonic training missions.
         

         
         During the Cold War, the Swiss built a giant militia-based national defense system that rivals that of any country in the
            world. If any country should be foolish enough to invade Switzerland, they would find an entire nation armed to the teeth
            and ready to fight to the death . . .
         

         
         Always keep your guard up in this picture-postcard-perfect land! That charming little chocolate-box mountain chalet you are
            hiking toward? On closer inspection, you’ll probably notice it has machine-gun slits beneath every window. That lovely old
            hotel across the river? The one with red geraniums filling every window box? The press of a button and the entire front wall
            retracts to reveal a Howitzer cannon and a nest of machine guns.
         

         
         The Swiss army maintains vast defense networks of huge fortified cannon placements—mainly howitzer cannons, some of them well
            positioned enough to attack an approaching enemy well beyond Swiss borders. These cannon placements are extremely well hidden,
            completely enclosed within fake rock formations, and you can imagine it would be a nasty surprise for an invader to find himself
            within firing range of one of those cannons.
         

         
         The Swiss army builds countless fake rocks to hide things besides cannons inside. Rocks conceal machine gun nests and light
            artillery. Also, thousands of Swiss tunnels and bridges, highways and railroads are built with tank traps and wired with demolition
            charges. Bridges are blown instantly at the approach of hostile forces. And, well, you get the idea . . . attack Switzerland
            and all you will get is your hat handed to you!
         

         
         Late at night, when all those secret highways are closed down so the fighter jets and bombers can land and take off, you can
            hear the roar, the thunderous rumble down through the sleepy Alpine valleys . . .
         

         
         Welcome to sunny Switzerland!

         
         Hope you enjoy the show.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Prologue

         
         
            In the skies over France

         

         Vladimir Putin closed his eyes, smiled, and zipped up his trousers.

         
         “Spasibo, Kat,” he whispered, thanking Ekaterina for her services. He had distrusted the woman at first. Far too familiar right from the
            beginning. But over time she had worked her magic on him. To the point that by now he felt he could not live without her.
            “What would I do without you?” he would find himself whispering into the perfect shell of her ear in the heat of passion.
            And in fact he meant it.
         

         
         The former Miss Ukraine looked up at him from beneath long black lashes and smiled. “No, thank you, Excellency,” she said, playfully snatching the white linen handkerchief from the breast pocket of his suit. With a coy little
            smile, she delicately patted at her full red lips.
         

         
         Her confidence was not ill-founded. She’d long ago realized that not only did she have the president of Russia hooked, she
            had him in the boat. She had him fileted. She had him on ice.
         

         
         She had him sautéed.

         
         The president of Russia reclined his seat, put his head back, and closed his eyes. A few moments later, feeling suddenly tired,
            he motioned for Ekaterina to get to her feet and return to the galley.
         

         
         “Cup of tea, please, my dear,” he whispered, cracking one eye, “the Lapsang Souchong.”

         
         “My pleasure, Excellency,” she said with a small bow before heading aft to brew his tea.

         
         “Sorry, Kat?”

         
         She paused, turned, and said, “Yes?”

         
         “I suddenly feel so tired,” the president of Russia said. It was true. Lack of energy was never his problem. Could he possibly
            be getting sick? No. Not now. Not possible.
         

         
         “No, Volodya, I think you just feel a little bit more relaxed, yes?”
         

         
         He laughed at her little giggle and the way she wiggled her hips and broad fanny while walking away. What was it about pleated
            skirts? Was it a Russian thing? Probably not . . . he and the American president, Donald Trump, had once addressed the pleated
            skirt issue at Davos. Trump had said he fully shared Putin’s views on the subject of pleats when it came to skirts.
         

         
         In fact, the two men privately shared a great number of views. They didn’t need any plastic reset button. They instinctively
            saw each other as equals. Both strong and proud men, two willful leaders who put their own countries first. And, rightly so.
            Putin knew he would never like many of the American president’s actions, but he would understand the man’s motivation. And
            vice-versa.
         

         
         He willed himself to do as she said and relax.

         
         It was difficult. The explosive sounds of screeching brakes, high speed collisions, and cacophony of heavy gunfire was still
            ringing in his ears. Less than an hour ago, en route to a hastily arranged secret rendezvous with Andrei, his pilot, his convoy
            had been ambushed by successive carfuls of paid assassins, firing heavy machine guns. And not once, mind you, but twice on
            the deserted country road to his private airfield just north of Moscow.
         

         
         His tank-like state limousine, a cocoon of lead and steel, had roared through the field of fire each time, the limo’s structural
            integrity intact despite the hail of bullets. He’d been well-defended by the men in his convoy, of course, but still, it had
            been a very close thing.
         

         
         The oligarchs had made it clear he had a target on his back and time was running out. That’s why he was getting the hell out
            of town. But, with any luck at all, he’d be back in the ring shortly.
         

         
         His once unthinkable decision to vacate the Kremlin had been a long time coming. But, after repeated assassination attempts
            by his enemies both within and without the Kremlin walls (read the traitorous oligarchs) he’d finally opted for this midnight
            getaway. He planned to disappear, soon after planting rumors of a terminal cancer diagnosis. Fake his death. The good thing
            about being dead, he’d told Kat one night on his yacht, Tsar, was that no one was trying to kill you.
         

         
         And all this crap, courtesy of the fucking oligarchy! The very men he’d made rich beyond anyone’s wildest dreams, men who
            had tens of billions upon tens of billions in gold. Gold, he knew from his private sources in international banking, that
            was now hidden away deep inside vast caverns in the Swiss Alps. And these bastards who’d turned on him in these last few years?
            They’d been methodically stealing the few gold reserves that he, Putin himself, still had left!
         

         
         This had been an extraordinarily rough year, even by his standards. The oligarchy, it finally became apparent to everyone
            in the Politburo, in the Federation government, was now wealthy enough and thus powerful enough to seize the reins of the
            Kremlin. Then, through powerful paid stooges loyal only to them, they could rule Russia in a way that suited only their interests.
            That’s the future he was abdicating. A kleptocracy. He was leaving his people in the hands of a government of thieves!
         

         
         Plots conceived and executed by bands of roving criminal thugs, men now working for his betrayers. He’d endured poisonings,
            threats of a coup d’état, many assassination attempts (one that left him severely wounded), and hellish riots outside the
            Kremlin walls. Food riots that seemingly went on for weeks, the ruble dropping to historic lows, oil prices in the toilet,
            U.S. sanctions over the annexation of Crimea and his recent actions in Syria. And very little money for food in the stores.
            Hell, very little even for vodka, for Christ’s sake! And that really was an economic crisis. “Little water,” as the alcoholic staple was called in Russia, was no luxury. It was simply indispensable
            in Russian society.
         

         
         Even his state media was openly daring to question his fitness to be president, saying perhaps if Putin was gone, Russian
            citizens would fare better under the oligarchy leaders in the Kremlin . . . Christ.
         

         
         Well, it would be good to get away. Disappear off the face of the earth. Possibly fake his own death if the opportunity presented
            itself. As he’d joked on the phone with Andrei that day, “At least when you’re dead, people stop trying to kill you!”
         

         
         He’d have time to do some serious thinking about his political future. And whether or not he had one. It was debatable, whichever
            way he chose to look at it. Now that his beloved motherland was almost flat broke, his once loyal base was turning on him
            in droves. Sooner or later, unless he was able to come up with a massive injection of capital into the system, Russia would
            go the way of Venezuela. Like the chaos now, at the hands of that idiot bus driver, Maduro.
         

         
         He glanced at his new Patek Philippe watch. Nearly noon. They’d be touching down at Aéroport de Nice in one hour. Then a quick
            hop in his chopper over to Cap d’Antibes where his beloved yacht Tsar was moored. His wife was with her mother in Vladivostock for a month. So a brief respite of bliss lay ahead.
         

         
         He and Ekaterina would have the world, his safe, private world, all to themselves without interruption. Tonight, at dinner aboard the yacht, he would give her the emerald and diamond
            necklace, the one he’d pocketed during a midnight visit to the Hermitage Museum last week. The necklace Catherine the Great
            had worn to the palace the night she . . .
         

         
         He must have dozed off!

         
         He opened his eyes and looked around. Everything was fuzzy. It was like waking up in the morning in a room you don’t recognize.

         
         He was barely able to lift his arm—what the hell? Heart attack? He called out for Ekaterina. No response. When he swiveled
            his seat to see where she was, he saw both she and Irina slumped forward in their seats. And the oxygen masks dangling over
            their heads! Were they incapacitated? Or dead? He looked up in horror at his own mask. Did he even have the strength to get
            the damn thing on?
         

         
         He reached up and yanked at the mask.

         
         Yes. Okay. Calm yourself, Volodya, breathe! Breathe!

         
         A wave of panic swept over him when he finally got the mask in place.

         
         There was no fucking oxygen flowing to suck down into his lungs. No. Of course not. It was just one more betrayal! Andrei,
            his trusted friend and pilot, had initiated a gradual depressurization of the cabin and was now withholding the oxygen supply.
            Enraged, he calmed himself and gathered his wits about him. He would need them, those pilots.
         

         
         He was dying of hypoxia.

         
          

         The president always traveled with his “end of days” backpack. That, and an emergency parachute. The large black backpack was filled with cash,
            jewels, weapons and drugs, survival clothing and a little dried food, Imperial vodka, a few books, and everything else. He
            keyed in the code for the lock, trying to shake off the dizziness that threatened to disable him. Clouds were forming at the
            perimeters of his vision and he knew he was rapidly running out of time.
         

         
         He grabbed his old KGB Makarov 9mm because it was loaded and its weight was reassuring in his hand. He staggered to his feet.
            For once in his life he wished his Ilyushin II presidential aircraft wasn’t so fucking huge. From his private resting area
            amidships, the cockpit looked a million miles away.
         

         
         He knew if he ran he would fall; a feeling of severe vertigo had gripped him. He walked, using both hands to hold on to anything
            solid. He knew the cockpit door would be closed and he knew the traitorous two bastards inside had locked it.
         

         
         He’d get only one good kick . . . but he was a lifelong martial artist, a full black belt in judo, and he fucking well knew
            how to make his kicks count.
         

         
         The aluminum door flew inward and he was inside, covering the pilot and copilot with the Makarov.

         
         “Andrei, Andrei, Andrei,” he whispered, putting the gun on the pilot. “You cunt-hearted bastard. I gave you everything . . .
            hands up and turn around!”
         

         
         “But I . . . please, sir, don’t kill me! They said they would kill my wife and children! They left me no choice but to—”

         
         “Et tu, Andrei,” said Putin.

         
         The Makarov popped softly, creating a smoking bloody hole in Markov’s forehead. He pitched forward against the controls, dead.
            Putin leaned down and snatched the bloodied, gore-filled oxygen mask from his late pilot’s head. With a grimace of disgust,
            he fitted the disgusting device over his head, covering his nose and mouth. He inhaled hungrily, savoring the bite of the
            cold oxygen sucked into his starving lungs. He glared at his copilot, breathing deeply.
         

         
         He felt himself slowly coming back, his terrified mind settling back into some semblance of normalcy.

         
         “And, what am I to make of you?” he said, now aiming at the terrified copilot. “I don’t even know your fucking name. Listen
            carefully. Do exactly as I say and you may live another day. Descend and maintain three thousand meters.”
         

         
         “Roger that, sir,” he said, throttling back and easing the airship’s nose downward. “Descend and maintain three thousand.”

         
         The big four-engine Ilyushin quickly shed altitude.

         
         “Reduce your airspeed to two hundred kph.”

         
         “Reducing airspeed to two hundred kph.”

         
         “Go to full autopilot. Lock it in.”

         
         “Engaging full auto . . . and . . . locked.”

         
         “Good work.”

         
         “Thank you, sir.”

         
         “Now. Get on your feet, you nameless little fuck—I said, on your feet now!”

         
         “But, sir, someone must fly the airplane! I cannot just . . .”

         
         “Do as I say or die where you sit. Take off your oxygen mask and hand it to me.”

         
         The terrified and trembling man did as he was told, then unbuckled his safety harness and stood on legs that felt like jelly.
            Putin ripped off Andrei’s bloody mask and replaced it with the copilot’s.
         

         
         “Please, sir! I have a young family! I didn’t know what Karpov was planning until we were aloft and I would never have—”

         
         “Have come back and warned me? Put your hands on your head and turn around. Don’t move . . .”

         
         The doomed man did as he was told.

         
         Never once taking his eyes off his would-be assassin, he said, “Bang, you’re dead,” and shot him in the back of the head,
            spattering the cockpit windows with strings of gristle, grey matter, and gore. He lowered the gun, struggling for air. Something
            wrong with the late copilot’s mask! Then, inhaling deeply, sucking what little oxygen he could into his starving lungs.
         

         
         He had an overwhelming desire to lie down, curl up, and go to sleep right there on the cold metal cockpit floor.

         
         But two far more powerful desires dictated otherwise. The twin instinctive needs for survival and revenge. He left the two
            dead men on the bloody floor where they lay and staggered back to the wide fuselage door just aft of the galley on the port
            side of the aircraft. He cast his eyes to the back of the lounge, just briefly. It was the last time he’d lay his eyes on
            his beloved Kat. The bloody oligarchs had snatched her from him. They would pay.
         

         
         Shaking his head violently to maintain consciousness, he somehow disarmed the door, swung the big lever to the open position,
            kicked the door away, and stepped out into the dirty sherbet skies over France.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            Christmas Day, St. Moritz

         

         Two heavily armored Range Rovers, black, with impenetrable inky black windows, emerged from the underground garages at Badrutt’s Palace Hotel in the sleepy little town of St. Moritz. Perhaps the most celebrated
            hotel in the world, the palace had sadly seen better days. Much better days.
         

         
         On the other hand, it was one of those clear, clean days in the Swiss Alps, when the Alpine skies above were shot through
            with blue and brimming with bright promise. Everything seemed to have been washed clean by the frothy overnight snowfall.
            Every window in town gleamed.
         

         
         The very air itself seemed to sparkle. A foot of squeaky powder had fallen on the rooftops, parks, and ski areas. The black
            ice of the famous town’s narrow twisting roads was now especially treacherous. Early morning drivers had to mind their speed
            and brake at every intersection.
         

         
         After a long pause for surveillance, the first vehicle, known as the Beast because of its heavy armaments and studded as it
            was with external gunports, turned left into the snowy white streets of the old town. The second car followed on its heels.
            Bristling with antennas, this was clearly the communications vehicle. It maintained a distance of precisely fifteen feet from
            the lead car at all times.
         

         
         The twin vehicles did not attract much attention. St. Moritz was no longer the glitzy playground of paparazzi, movie stars,
            and jet-setters it had once been. Now it was the haunt of Iranian arms dealers, filthy rich Chinese, and bullyboy Russian
            oil oligarchs. Also, there were people here who simply didn’t know any better, unwitting American tourists who naively believed
            the town was still home to the chic, the beautiful, and the truly famous.
         

         
         It was not.

         
         All of that jet-set luster was long gone—all of the evanescent golden girl glamour, all of the flashy aristocratic playboys,
            all the louche old men with their bosomy Parisian nieces, gone. Fled to Gstaad or Courchevel or Cortina d’Ampezzo in the Dolomites.
            The only thing here now was money. Cold, hard cash. Gobs of it. And most of it, if not all, was in the wrong hands.
         

         
         The duplicate Range Rovers, now making their cautious way up the slippery slopes of the Corviglia mountain, were a case in
            point. You didn’t ride around in cars like these unless you were a man with countless millions in cash and nearly as many
            enemies.
         

         
         The casual observer, upon spotting this little caravan passing by, might simply say, “Bloody Chinese” or “Russian billionaire
            bastards” or something similar, and look away in disgust. A true member of the Old Guard—or what was left of them, anyway—might
            punctuate an epithet with the international single-digit salute.
         

         
         The radio in the second car crackled. “Arriving in five minutes, sir,” the lead driver said simply.

         
         “Thanks, Tristan,” came the reply from the rear seat of the trailing car. “A rosy picture out there?”

         
         “Beautiful day for it, sir.”

         
         “Indeed. Can you get us any closer to the base station of the lift? Take the service road if you have to.”

         
         “Done and done,” Tristan replied.

         
         Now the lead car slowed to a crawl, approaching a turn into the bustling car park. The looming gondola base station was visible
            on the far side. It had begun to snow again, and the cheery skiers bustling about on this Christmas morning were elated. The
            Swiss Ski School instructors, all in their signature scarlet snow gear, were all smiles as well. Another powder-packed day,
            for sure, and the mountain was already bristling with children of all ages.
         

         
         Since 1932, Swiss ski schools have maintained a presence at all the winter resorts in Switzerland, providing lessons in all
            snow sports to learners. Just above the gondola station, one could see the Swiss Snow Kids Village, the Swiss Snow League,
            and the Swiss Snow Academy. These gentle open lower slopes formed a near-perfect nursery area for ski school children first
            learning to snowplow and gaining confidence, without the threat of snowboarders and more accomplished skiers whizzing scarily
            by.
         

         
         Christmas Day was the ski school’s big day of the year. A hundred or more excited children were already visible up on the
            slopes, all decked out in their red parkas. More were crowded around the base station, waiting with their parents or nannies
            or siblings to board the aerial tramway.
         

         
         Children were there for a morning rehearsal for tonight’s festive holiday event. At dusk would begin the annual children’s
            Christmas torchlight parade. It promised to be a grand spectacle, with the children, carrying torches, snaking down the broad
            slopes of the main run as gracefully as they could manage. With their newfound skills, they would create a river of fire flowing
            down from the summit to the base.
         

         
         The lead car slowed, turning into the car park at the gondola base station.

         
         The lead Range Rover’s driver, having navigated a lot cram-packed with tour buses, cars, and pedestrians, now used a narrow
            road leading up to the base station itself. It slowed to a stop as close to the gondola as possible.
         

         
         Upon seeing the second vehicle come to a stop a few feet behind the first, many of the ski school children and their parents
            paused and had a look-see. The big black cars had used a service road forbidden to members of the public at large.
         

         
         Someone very important, or at least extremely rich and famous, would soon emerge from the car. Royalty? Celebrity gangster?
            English footballer? Snoop Dog?
         

         
         The lead car’s heavy rear door opened very slowly with an audible pneumatic hiss.

         
         First out was a tall blond man wearing mirrored Ray-Bans and dressed head to toe in the famous scarlet ski kit of the Swiss
            Ski School. A private instructor? Yes, one hired for the day or the week, anyone would assume. And yet he had an imperious
            manner, an almost military confidence. And he wore an earbud in his left ear.
         

         
         He seemed to be conversing with an unseen colleague, using a lip mike as he surveyed the crowds, systematically swiveling
            his head left to right and then back again. A ski instructor? Perhaps not. Rather, he looked to be someone easily capable
            of instantly brandishing heavy weapons plucked from inside his bright red parka.
         

         
         The crowd, now sensing, if not unfolding drama, at least something mildly interesting, pressed in for a closer look. The “instructor”
            then turned his back on them, presumably to help one of his clients out of the big black car. He slowly swung the door open.
         

         
         The client was not at all the great personage they’d been expecting. No movie stars here. No, emerging from the cavernous
            interior of the big black vehicle was a very small and beautiful boy.
         

         
         It was a mere child, blinking in the brilliant sunlight, who fell into the waiting arms of the tall man in the red ski kit.

         
         A radiant boy, not more than seven years old, with thick black hair, enormous ice-blue eyes, and a wondrous smile. Seemingly
            unaware of his effect on the crowd, he reached up and tugged on the instructor’s parka saying, “Where is Daddy, Tristan?”
         

         
         “Right behind you, Alexei!” The big man smiled as he placed the boy down on the well-trampled snow. “Look! There he is! Just
            now getting out of his car, actually.”
         

         
         The boy whirled, spinning around just in time to see his gallant father step out of the rear of the second Range Rover. Lord
            Alexander Black Hawke at your service. Commander Hawke, former Royal Navy fighter pilot and now a senior counterterrorist
            officer for MI6, British Secret Service. He had the look of a man who had taken in stride everything the world could throw
            at him. But one who had flung it all right back, smiling all the while.
         

         
         This Lord Hawke was hardly anyone’s picture of an English lord, plump and sheathed in tweed. He moved with a warrior’s bearing,
            inherited down the centuries from the Knights of the Round Table as well as the proud pirates, the Brotherhood, who plied
            the waters of the Spanish Main. His lordship was in fact a direct descendant of the infamous pirate captain John Black Hawke,
            known and feared throughout the Spanish Main as Blackhawke.
         

         
         Lord Hawke, addressing the House of Lords on frequent occasions, possessed the visible gravity of a man who had been there
            and back. Lords (and ladies) had come to know him as a pure and elemental warrior—necessarily violent, riveting, nature itself.
            Still, he was someone whom men would love to stand a drink . . . and whom women much preferred horizontal. He was, after all,
            devastatingly good-looking, not to mention, the sixth richest man in England.
         

         
         The ski crowd was instinctively wary of this dark Englishman. Wary of the half-smile of certitude on his somewhat cruel mouth.
            Who was he? Where did he come from? What did he do? A murmur of excited speculation rippled through the crowd.
         

         
         Lord Alexander Hawke was tall, well north of six feet. He possessed a full head of unruly jet-black hair, had a chiseled profile,
            and displayed the deepwater tan of a man who spent a good deal of his life at sea. He had the most astonishing eyes. A gossip
            columnist for Tatler magazine had once raved that London’s most eligible bachelor had eyes that looked like “two pools of frozen Arctic rain.”
         

         
         He was lean but heavily muscled, as would befit a man who swam six miles in open ocean every day of his life that he could.
            He still performed the Royal Navy’s exercise program upon awakening each morning. He kept fit and consoled himself with the
            only two vices left to him since he’d given up on women: Gosling’s Bermuda rum and gold-tipped Morland’s cigarettes. He moved
            with the jaunty confidence of a world-class athlete.
         

         
         Like his child, he was almost impossibly attractive.

         
         No one present had even a clue as to who this elegant gentleman might be. But it was immediately obvious to every one of them
            that he was somebody.

         
         “Daddy!” the little boy cried, racing toward the open arms of his father beneath the pristine blue skies.

         
         “Alexei, Alexei,” the smiling man said, dropping to one knee to embrace his son. “It’s finally Christmas Day! Are you happy,
            darling?”
         

         
         “Oh, yes, Daddy! Ever so happy! May we go up the mountain now? With Tristan? My friends are all waiting for me up at the tram
            station!”
         

         
         “It’s going to be the best Christmas yet, isn’t it, Alexei?”

         
         “Oh, yes, Daddy! Hurry, let’s go!”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         As each arriving gondola discharged passengers, young and cordial Swiss aerial tramway personnel were there to help usher
            new ones aboard. They ushered ascending passengers through the wide pneumatic doors at the rear of the soon-to-depart gondola.
            The silver gondolas were state of the art. Luxuriously appointed and very spacious, each one could accommodate fifty passengers.
         

         
         As they neared the front of the boarding queue, little Alexei’s bodyguard, a fair-haired young Scotland Yard detective inspector
            named Tristan Walker, led the way. Walker was a highly respected officer of the Royalty Protection Group known as SO14. These
            were the men and women responsible for the safety and protection of the queen, her family, and her royal friends.
         

         
         Detective Inspector Walker, studying the scene from behind his mirrored glasses, noticed that all the adults were being directed
            to the forward seating in the tramcar, while the ski school kids were being seated at the rear. He turned to the boy’s father
            and whispered, “Bit of a problem up ahead, sir.”
         

         
         “I see that, Tristan. I don’t want him back there alone.”

         
         “Adults to the forward end of the car, please, and all ski school students at the rear!” one of the two young Swiss tramway
            officials said as Alexei’s father boarded first and addressed him.
         

         
         “May I have a word?” Hawke said to him, lowering his voice.

         
         “Yes, sir?”

         
         “The child directly behind me is my son. I wish to remain with him here at the rear for the ascent.”

         
         “Not possible, sir. I’m sorry. All adults please move forward. This is so children can be first to exit when we reach the
            top. It’s a very strict safety policy.”
         

         
         “I understand that policy perfectly. My name is Hawke, by the way. I am a British government official. I ask that you waive
            that policy so that my child remains in my custody.”
         

         
         The man shrugged his shoulders. “Nothing I can do. You’ll have to return to the station office for written permission to waive
            official policy, sir. Sorry. Please move along.”
         

         
         He turned away to assist other passengers. Hawke put a firm hand on his shoulder.

         
         “Listen to me. The man with my son is a British Royalty Protection officer. SO14. You understand what that means? Inspector
            Walker will show you his credentials. By international law, you are required not to interfere in his official duties as mandated
            by Her Majesty the Queen. I suggest you make it easy on yourself. This is no day for an international incident, is it, now?
            It is Christmas, after all.”
         

         
         The young man just shook his head and waved Hawke forward.

         
         Hawke bent to speak in his son’s ear. “Alexei, Daddy’s going up to the front. Do you want to stay back here with your schoolmates?”

         
         “Oh, yes, Daddy. These guys are all my friends from school. May I please stay?”

         
         Hawke looked at the protection officer. “Tristan, this official knows who you are. If you have further trouble sticking with
            him give me a signal. We’ll just have to disembark and get some kind of permission. Yes?”
         

         
         “Of course, sir.”

         
         “Show them your Scotland Yard creds, Inspector. Tell them your orders from the British Crown require that you remain within
            a three-foot perimeter of my son at all times, anywhere in the world.”
         

         
         “Yes, sir. No worries, sir. It’s a short ride at least, thirty minutes or so.”

         
         Hawke smiled and made his way forward with the surge of adults, looking back over his shoulder as Tristan pleaded his case
            at the rear. He was glad to see the young Swiss chap appear to be relenting. Inspector Walker was now all smiles and nodding
            at Hawke. Then he and Alexei took their seats side by side beneath the curved window at the very rear of the car. Alexei was
            plainly delighted, chatting and laughing with all of his newfound friends.
         

         
         All was well.

         
          

         The rear doors snapped shut. Twenty-five children packed into the rear shouted cheers of joy, stamped their boots, and applauded
            as the gondola jerked into sudden movement. It shuddered a bit, then left the station, rapidly gaining momentum as it climbed
            the mountain suspended by the three overhead cables.
         

         
         A thousand, then two thousand meters it soared, ever higher above the snowy white treetops, mounting toward the peak, dangling
            above a great ravine, six thousand feet below. Hawke, like most of the adults, had settled in on his steel bench, reading
            his London Times sports section, delving into the football statistics, highlights from the week’s matches. What the devil had gotten into
            Manchester United?
         

         
         He looked up and smiled.

         
         This last-minute vacation had very nearly not happened at all. The man for whom he worked in London, Sir David Trulove, had
            nearly nixed it just three days earlier. Trulove, who was chief of British Intelligence, or MI6, had his hands full as the
            holidays approached.
         

         
         The bloody Chinese were hacking at Sir David’s electronic firewalls; a team of North Korean assassins, funded by the bloody
            Chinese, was even now somewhere in Britain, plotting his imminent demise. And then there was the beleaguered Putin, who wanted
            nothing less than to rule the world. A man whose bellicose belligerence was nothing short of—ah, well.
         

         
         Bloody hell!

         
         Hawke snapped back to his immediate reality. It was Christmas morn, after all, Christmas Day at last. The first one he and
            his son had celebrated together in years. It was his bloody work, wasn’t it? He was a warrior, after all—it was what he did—roam
            the world, looking for trouble. It was his never-ending missions that took him from one exploding end of the globe to the
            other that—he put his paper down and looked up in alarm.
         

         
         Something was wrong. The former Royal Navy fighter pilot could sense it. He could feel it, and it set his teeth on edge.
         

         
         The shuddering vibrations of the cable car had subtly changed, shifted into a lower gear. The metal floor beneath his ski
            boots hummed and thrummed a different tune. Odd. He looked up through the curved plexiglass windows above him. The tram’s
            two support cables and the thicker motorized one that carried them upward were all seemingly intact and seemed normal . . .
            and yet . . . and yet . . .
         

         
         Hawke had long ago noted how passengers aboard big commercial jetliners exhibited signs of panic and fear when they became
            aware of small changes in the pitch of the jet engines. Almost everyone human had a nagging pinprick of fear when boarding
            an airplane. Or an aerial tram, for that matter—anything that had the ability to fall out of the sky or plunge thousands of
            feet into a mountain crevasse could cause palpitations and sweat.
         

         
         He picked up his newspaper and dove back into the world of sport. What in god’s name really was going on with Manchester United?
            And why on earth was he so bloody jumpy? If there was anyplace on earth he and his son should feel safe, it was here in his
            beloved Switzerland. He got to his feet and tried to catch Alexei’s eye, but the boy was lost in the melee of shouting, shoving
            children.
         

         
         Tristan was sitting quietly, focused on the crowd. His roaming eyes never stopped moving as he surveyed the myriad faces in
            the tram. His young charge was standing only inches from his left knee, well within what he’d long ago begun calling the “circle
            of love.”
         

         
         There were shrieks of laughter from the children as the swaying car approached the peak. As they approached their destination
            and saw their red-clad schoolmates already whizzing about the snow white slopes, the noise reached a raucous crescendo . . .
            and then, without warning, there came a loud mechanical popping noise overhead, and seconds later, a kind of muffled bang
            that silenced everyone inside the car, adults and ski-schoolers alike. The cable car slowed its ascent of the mountain and
            then shuddered to a jerky stop.
         

         
         Eyes opened wide in shock. They were so close! But they were suspended in space. And still dangled thousands of feet above
            the jagged rocks below.
         

         
         And then the unthinkable happened.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         
            Provence

         

         “I am become the plowhorse,” the frozen man alone in the rocky field said aloud, gazing up at the heavens.

         
         Standing there in the vast black night, pelted with icy rain, sick with a raging fever, exhausted, hungry, filled with dread.
            He knew now that he was perhaps near the end.
         

         
         And if he was truly honest with himself, maybe it was a blessing. How long could he last, really, running for his life? Running
            for cover, looking over his shoulder at the latest assassin hot on his heels? Holed up in a hovel in Siberia or some foul
            hostel in the backwaters of Bogotá. Endure a life of humiliation lived in constant fear? No. That was no kind of life for
            a man like Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin.
         

         
         He who had once bestrode the earth as if a god?

         
         Now in his darkest hour, the courageous plans he’d been making for defeating the treacherous oligarchy that had turned on
            him, and a victorious return to power, seemed laughable. An epic march into Moscow rivaling Napoleon’s triumphant return to
            Paris after his humiliating yearlong exile in Elba? If you didn’t laugh at such folly, you would have to cry.
         

         
         He had conceived of his grand plan last year in Davos, Switzerland, at the last meeting of the G7. That’s where he’d first
            sensed it, world leaders once his equals, if not his inferiors, now treating him with a certain hauteur, eying the Russian
            president with shark eyes, sharks who sniffed Russian blood in the water. It was not so very long ago that he had said, “When
            I enter the water, the sharks get out.”
         

         
         Yes. Now in all his misery and despair, all of his wild dreams, all seemed the musings of a madman, clinging at straws, clawing
            at any dangling lifeline he chanced upon. And always, the brass ring, receding.
         

         
         And now as he stood there somewhere in France, in the slanting rain, head bowed, he recalled another desolate farm in another
            country, another time. His grandmother’s few meager hardscrabble acres outside Stalingrad in Mother Russia. And he remembered
            the Putin family plowhorse, Fyodor, long his grandmother’s mainstay and salvation.
         

         
         The year was 1953. Uncle Joe Stalin, that sadistic and bloodthirsty Communist fuckhead, was finally dead and buried inside
            the Kremlin walls. A feast even maggots could not abide.
         

         
         Still, thanks to the fucking Nazis, Mother Russia’s future had looked unspeakably grim.

         
         This bleak, blackened landscape was the hideously cruel legacy of the Battle of Stalingrad. Death. Disease. Starvation. The
            one last horse remaining alive, Fyodor, was worked mercilessly. But the beast was dying before the boy’s very eyes. When Fyodor
            was gone, so too was hope for survival. He was too young to help in the field. His grandmother too old and too weak to plow.
         

         
         And now Vladimir Putin, who found himself standing alone in the darkness of an empty field, battered by freezing rain, remembered
            Fyodor.
         

         
         The boy had tried to do what he could for the horse. Shared what little food he could steal or forage. This while the citizens
            of the city were reduced to eating boiled shoe leather and drinking their own urine to survive. He had hauled blankets out
            to the shed in the dead of winter and draped them over the broad flanks of the great black stallion.
         

         
         How the mammoth dray horse would stand alone for punishing hours in the field when day’s work was done. Stand there unmoving,
            as if constructed of marble, in the drenching downpour, absorbing all the pain the world could offer, unyielding, mute . . .
            heroic.
         

         
         Fyodor still stood there in that hoary field, in Putin’s mind. The Putins’ plowhorse was Vladimir Putin’s stoic symbol for
            all the heroic Russian people had endured at the hands of the murderous Nazis in World War II. And a constant reminder of
            all they had suffered later at the hands of their other European enemies during that war. And more recently, the depredations
            and humiliations they’d suffered at the hands of the Americans and the British. And a reminder that his life’s mission was
            to avenge those ancient humiliations. To return Mother Russia to her rightful place on the world’s stage.
         

         
         Front and center, and crowned in glory once more.

         
         These memories, and there were many, had served him well over the years. Being small of stature, the boy had learned to defend
            himself through the art of judo, becoming a black belt. During his career, his steady ascent through the ranks of the KGB,
            the horrific lessons of his youth propelled him forward. He rose to the senior levels at his KGB post in East Berlin and was
            devastated when the Wall came tumbling down, and the Soviet Union with it.
         

         
         He adjusted his sodden slouch hat, the one he’d stolen from the sleeping man in the little rail station on that first night
            alone on the ground in France. He’d taken the man’s greatcoat as well, cowhide, but lined with bearskin. The temperatures
            at night hovered around freezing. The paltry bits of food he had eaten after his own supplies had been exhausted were pilfered
            or recovered from garbage at the farms and small vineyards that dotted the countryside of Provence.
         

         
         It had been several long and brutal weeks since he’d stepped out of a doomed airplane flying nine thousand feet above the
            earth.
         

         
         Since he had one of the most famous faces in the world, he would have to remain in the shadows. He slept by day and traveled
            on foot by night. Slowly making his way south to Antibes on the Riviera, where he hoped his yacht, Tsar, would still be lying at anchor. He would simply sail away from the world. He would seek refuge at some remote anchorage,
            lost in the lower latitudes, among the countless reefs and isles of Polynesia . . . lost in the comforts of the beautiful
            bare-breasted women who adorned those shorelines.
         

         
         That was his great hope, at any rate.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         He had literally dropped out of the world.

         
         The news sheets he’d scavenge for in the tiny deserted rural rail stations all had differing accounts of the president’s fate.
            Some maintained he had been poisoned; others insisted he had been kidnapped by his enemies in the Ukraine or finally murdered
            by KGB dissidents or oligarch assassins from the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs—killers who’d failed so many times
            before. Or in the end, some said, was he simply a suicide who’d decided his life was a living hell and he was through with
            living it?
         

         
         No one, save one, had any earthly idea.

         
         The Kremlin was, and would remain, mute on the subject. Despite rumors about what had happened to the president’s airplane
            rippling through Moscow, the crash of his presidential aircraft high in the mountains, with the certain death of all aboard,
            the story had somehow been kept under wraps. As with the strictest of state secrets, it had been buried with the ashes of
            those who perished, their secrets never to be revealed.
         

         
         But with the passing of time, the world had begun to believe the many alternative rumors. He’d been poisoned by his enemies,
            the powerful oligarchs in the Politburo. Or kidnapped by KGB thugs in open revolt, shot in the head, and dumped unceremoniously
            out of a chopper somewhere over the Black Sea.
         

         
         That Vladimir Putin now slept with the fishes was perhaps the general worldwide consensus. Who knew?

         
         And what of his former friend and protégé Dmitry Medvedev? His second-in-command? The prime minister had quickly seized the
            reins of power, becoming a puppet for the oligarchs who’d ousted him. But that was fine with Putin. He had found in recent
            days that he liked being dead. In fact, it suited him perfectly. As he’d often said to himself, when you’re dead, people stopped
            trying to kill you. Instead of the dismal view over your shoulder, you got to peer straight ahead into what, after all, might
            yet yield a glorious future!
         

         
          

         As he continued his slow slog through the journey south, the world’s most well-known missing man had somehow sustained himself.
            He did it by returning over and over to what he now considered his grandiose notions of snatching victory from the jaws of
            defeat. Perhaps the improving weather had played a role. The cold front had moved out, carrying the rain clouds away, and
            the temperatures moderated a bit . . . and his spirits had likewise lifted with the morning sun.
         

         
         And he regained, to a degree, a small sense of destiny.

         
         As the days turned into weeks, and the world started to forget about him, he began reformulating his plans for his ultimate
            return from exile. He wasn’t giving up the throne. He had left Moscow under existential threat. A man badly needing a break
            from the political noose tightening around his neck, still determined to save Russia or die trying. But he could see that
            now was not the time for that. That would come later. When he would have all the chips, all the pieces on the chessboard.
            And once more a vast fortune. Then, only then, would he be once more unstoppable.
         

         
         Trying to prop up his regime, he had exhausted almost all of his own resources. The motherland itself was nearly flat broke.
            The cash and gold in Russia’s formerly vast Swiss reserves were at a dangerous all-time low. So was oil income.
         

         
         His beloved Russian people, a population starving on pitiful wages after all those years of adulation, had turned on him en
            masse. There was precious little money for the food on the shelves of the stores; there was hardly even any money for their
            “Little Water,” the potion that fueled the nation. And kept them compliant.
         

         
         Now there were riots everywhere. Kremlin Square. Theatre Square, inside the Kremlin walls of Red Square. It seemed they never
            stopped chanting.
         

         
         “Putin, nyet, Putin, nyet, Putin, nyet!” Calling for his head.
         

         
         Even his much-vaunted military leadership was no longer reliably loyal. Rumors swirled inside the Kremlin walls. The oligarchs!
            The oligarchs were seizing the reins of power! These were the words the cardinals of the Kremlin had taken to whispering,
            lowering their eyes whenever he passed by. There was simply no one left to trust. Literally no one. He’d made them all billionaires,
            and now they shunned him, detested him, spat on him in the street like the lowest of the lowest castes of Calcutta.
         

         
         An Untouchable. But the hardest thing, the most painful realization of all, was this: no one feared him anymore.

         
         And so, yes, now he knew what he had to do. Returning to his beloved yacht Tsar at this point would be the stupidest move he could make. How could he hide on a two-hundred-foot yacht with a bright red
            hull? It had most likely already been seized by the Kremlin! Polynesia? He’d been an idiot to even conceive of such a romantic
            fantasy.
         

         
         No, he would simply evaporate, take himself off the world stage, to reappear only when the time was right. A time when he
            could recapture his stolen billions and even more! Amass another great fortune with which to build a new army and a new navy
            and do battle with the world on an epic scale. A new political class that feared, worshiped, and was loyal only to him. Militarily,
            an officer class that would lick his boots!
         

         
         For now he needed a place to hide and bide his time. Time to plot every single one of his moves in exquisite detail. Cover
            every contingency. And slowly gather gold and glory and might back unto his bosom.
         

         
         When the great warrior was ready, the world would take heed. And then he would strike a mighty blow that would stun the world
            into submission. He would break the oligarchy’s ironfisted hold on the Kremlin. He would have every bloody one of them executed
            in Red Square! Impaled upon posts to rot in the sun! A little trick he’d picked up from Peter The Great. And he would make
            Mother Russia whole again, and under his restored leadership, ready to vie for world leadership once more.
         

         
         The election of a new American president had given him added hope. Here at last was a strong leader who understood how the
            world really worked; a businessman who knew the art of negotiation and the need for decisiveness rather than coy evasiveness.
            Here finally was an opponent driven by hard reality rather than wispy dreams. He had dealt with this man, and he thought he
            could deal with him now. If not an ally, then at least a kindred spirit.
         

         
          

         Even though his appearance had changed dramatically, he still dared not take the little local trains for fear of recognition.
            His thinning blond hair, usually neatly trimmed, had grown long and scruffy. He now, for the first time in his life, had a
            beard. It had grown in thick and black, peppered with grey. He did not mind that it was filthy, matted with dried food and
            saliva. It was a badge of honor, that beard.
         

         
         He was the warrior. He was in the field. His brains and his courage were his only weapons now. But he knew that somehow he
            would cover himself in glory. And soon.
         

         
         Nothing else mattered.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Five

         
         
            St. Moritz

         

         A jolt, then a jarring explosion somewhere above their heads. Close. Somewhere up on the rear rooftop of the cable car. The stable platform of those inside the tram instantly came unhinged. The
            floor beneath their feet dropped away—a sickening drop of a foot or two before jerking to a stop as the damaged cable somehow
            shouldered the shifting weight.
         

         
         You could hear a pin drop inside. They all held their breath, men, women, and children alike, all fighting to gain control
            of the panic rising like bile inside them.
         

         
         The rear cable most surely was severely damaged, barely able to support the weight of the rear of the car. The front cable
            was all that stood between them and plunging thousands of feet to certain death on the jagged rocks below.
         

         
         In their guts, they all knew the essential truth of the thing: their very lives were now hanging by a thread, suspended ten
            thousand feet above the yawning ravine below. A sudden thought, like a runaway train, roared through Hawke’s mind. The chasm
            that was the ravine was rumored to be thousands of feet deep. None of them would ever be seen again!
         

         
         And then the nightmare began in earnest.

         
         With a loud twang, the cable supporting the rear of the gondola snapped in two, cleanly severed. The floor below suddenly became a precarious
            slide to the bottom, with human beings, backpacks, ski equipment, and everything else plummeting downward.
         

         
         The bottom had dropped out of the world, this time for good. They waited an eternity for the death plunge that was to be their
            end. No one dared move . . . nor even breathe nor blink an eye. There was an unheard roar of fervent prayer in the doomed
            tram, and though no one could hear it, they were all part of the chorus now beseeching their gods . . .
         

         
         The front cable had held!

         
         The violence of the car’s instantaneous upending was particularly horrific for the children. All those formerly at the rear
            were now trapped at the bottom of the suddenly vertical tramcar. They were crushed and trampled upon and their pleas for help
            and screams of pain filled the air.
         

         
         It got worse.

         
         The wind was up, whipping snow off the mountain, particularly gusty at these higher altitudes.

         
         The big tram was now wildly swinging back and forth. Benches ripped, tearing away from the thin aluminum flooring. All was
            tumult and screams for help. The bodies of the adult passengers who’d been seated at the front, now the top, hurtled downward
            onto the children’s bleeding heads and broken bodies.
         

         
         Hawke was one of the few lucky ones. Since he’d been seated all the way forward, he didn’t have far to fall. And nothing and
            no one rained down on top of him from above. When he fell, he did have the misfortune of slamming his head into one of the
            steel benches, rendering him instantly unconscious and bleeding from a deep laceration on the forehead.
         

         
         When he regained consciousness moments later, he awoke to hell. Or worse. Everyone aboard was crying, praying, or trying to
            keep their sanity. This was it. This was what they all feared, but what they’d been able to subdue: an image of themselves
            plummeting thousands of feet to their deaths, hurtling downward while sealed inside an aluminum tube . . .
         

         
         Until this very moment, when the rocky earth would rush up to meet them . . .

         
         The muffled but still heartrending screams of the terrified children filtered up through the pile of bodies from somewhere
            far below him. The tortured cries of parents calling out the names of their children, not knowing if they were dead or alive.
            Or how badly they might be hurt. He called out for his own son: “Alexei! It’s Daddy! Can you hear me? Alexei?”
         

         
         He heard his voice joining the pain-racked chorus. Hearing no reply from the boy despite his repeated shouts, he called Tristan
            Walker’s name repeatedly. Nothing. Could Tristan have been killed? “Tristan! Can you hear me? Tristan? Is my son all right?” he shouted.
         

         
         “He’s injured, sir!” came the faint reply. “I’m doing the best I can! He needs help . . . he needs—”

         
         “Good god, man! Is he conscious? Is he breathing?”

         
         “Breathing, sir. But unconscious and—”

         
         On the closest slopes below, horror gripped the skiers clustered to watch the unfolding drama. The wind was whipping the gondola,
            like a pennant on a stick, back and forth, and with each new gust, a cry of terror wafted up into the frigid mountain air.
            The worst part for those skiers below observing the imperiled passengers inside was imagining the poor panic-stricken children.
         

         
         And then the whoomp-whoomp sound of rotor blades beating the air could be heard. Hearts lifted and people cheered at the sight
            of a bright red helicopter racing across intensely blue skies toward the upended gondola. Was a rescue even possible? The
            crowd on the mountain stood and waited, transfixed, as the chopper drew near.
         

         
         Hawke must have passed out again, longer this time, because when he opened his eyes once more, it was to the sound of wild
            cheering. What had happened? He lifted his head to get a look out the windows.
         

         
         His own heart lifted mightily within his chest. He saw a miracle in the making.

         
         A helicopter. A beautiful red and white helicopter! Glory be to god on high! It was hovering just outside the upended tramcar.
            Red and white were the colors of the Swiss Red Cross. The pilots were clearly getting their bearings, deciding what would
            be the best way to approach the intended rescue. To begin the extremely dicey, perilous process of evacuating the wounded
            and panic-stricken passengers without triggering a disaster.
         

         
         The chopper nosed down. After a momentary hesitation, it angled slowly toward what was now the bottom of the tramcar. Where
            the children were closest to the exit, Hawke thought, his heart suddenly gladdened. Yes. And Alexei and Tristan had been sitting
            right next to the sliding doors, near some of the strapping young ski instructors allowed to sit with their charges.
         

         
         Surely his son had come through unscathed . . .

         
         After the initial joy came a long period of agony in which the Swiss Red Cross rescuers (risking their own lives) searched
            for a way to pry the damaged pneumatic doors apart. Once this was done, they would then scramble on board and quickly transfer
            the children to the hovering helo . . . Hawke bent his head to prayer once more, felt himself drifting away . . .
         

         
         Suddenly a Red Cross corpsman spoke loudly through a megaphone.

         
         The Red Cross man was now inside the car!

         
         “We are now commencing a Red Cross rescue operation. Everyone, please remain where you are and remain calm. Do not move unless
            you are told to. Sudden shifts of weight are extremely dangerous! In order to begin transferring all of the children to the
            helicopter, we will begin with the most seriously wounded boys and girls. A triage. Doctors and trauma nurses are already
            standing by at the Klinik Gut hospital helipad in St. Moritz, about a ten-minute flight away, and—”
         

         
         “My daughter just stopped breathing!” a woman cried out. “You must help me! Please, I beg you!”

         
         “Please be patient with us, madam. We need to evacuate everyone as quickly and carefully as possible. Our situation is precarious,
            so there’s no time to waste. But there are trauma medics aboard the choppers and there is plenty of room available in the
            helicopter. We believe we can transport all of the children in one flight. Be patient. For the adults, numerous Swiss army
            rescue choppers are airborne now and already headed this way. We will get everyone out. The forward cable appears to be holding
            steady. Be patient. Pray for us. Pray for all of us.”
         

         
         But in the panic, patience was in very short supply, as opposed to tearful prayers, which were abundant. Hawke cupped his
            fingers and swiped away the blood pooled around his left eye socket. Then he removed his Alpine climbing shoes and pulled
            off one of his knee-high socks, tying the sock like a bandanna around his head to stanch the bleeding from his wound.
         

         
         He began carefully picking and choosing his route downward when his turn to go finally came. He knew those in the forward
            cabin would be among the last to escape. But he moved ever so slowly along with the other terrified adults as the children
            were evacuated.
         

         
         Surely Alexei was already aboard the rescue chopper. Headed for the Klinik Gut. And trauma doctors were standing by at the helipad . . . not five minutes away, the man had said.
         

         
         God help my son.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Six

         
         
            Provence

         

         There came then a miracle, or at least so the president of Russia thought.

         
         That very night, events started shifting in his favor. The traveler was passing through a deep valley beneath a starlit sky. The rocks and
            trees and twisting river all bathed in moonlight blue. He’d been following the slowly flowing river for hours. Keeping to
            the thickets of trees on its twisting banks . . .
         

         
         And that’s when he suddenly saw flashes of light through the forest ahead. And the scent of smoke was on the air. Yes! The
            pungent sweet smell of woodsmoke came drifting through the trees. And miracle of miracles, it was coming from a chimney.
         

         
         And there it was, his miracle, his salvation.

         
         The log cabin stood in the center of a small clearing. It was completely enveloped by deep wood. It was small, with an overhang
            for a narrow porch facing the river through the trees. On either side of the crude front door were large windows flanked by
            dark green shutters. And a crooked chimney made of river stones stood on the right side.
         

         
         He pulled the Makarov 9mm from deep inside his overcoat. He’d never needed it before, and he hoped it wouldn’t be necessary
            now. He shook off the backpack that held his two valises, leaving them at the base of a large tree, and crept closer to the
            cabin. He paused for a prudent moment, listening for sounds from within. Nothing save the faint melodies of Rigoletto, full of static, as if coming from an old LP record. Carefully and silently, he mounted the five weathered wooden steps up
            to the covered porch. And then, using all the stealth he could muster, he approached the window to the right of the door.
         

         
         Inside, he saw a room lit only by fire.

         
         There was a big blaze going in the stone hearth, sparks flying about, rising upward inside the chimney.

         
         As to furniture, there was little he could see. In the rear to the left was a small iron bed. Beneath the window where he
            now stood was a round wooden table laid with pewter plates, goblets, and a bowl containing some kind of bubbling stew. There
            were only two chairs. The sink and cupboards were at the right rear.
         

         
         There was an attic of some kind too, because he saw a rope dangling from the ceiling, the kind used to pull down a folding
            stairway ladder.
         

         
         In the center of the cabin floor, facing the crackling hearth, was a large old leather wingback chair. Putin could tell that
            there was a man sitting in it because of the thin plume of pipe smoke rising toward the ceiling.
         

         
         He kept one hand on the Makarov in his right pocket, grabbed the door handle with his left. He knew before he pushed that
            it would not be locked. It swung inward quietly, with nary a squeal.
         

         
         “Hello?” Putin said, stepping inside, his index finger slipping inside the trigger guard on the Makarov. The man stood, his
            back still turned to the door, head down, gazing into the fire.
         

         
         Putin, thinking it best to use what little schoolboy French he could muster, said “Excusez-moi, monsieur. Aidez-moi?”
         

         
         Help me.

         
         He hated the sound of his Russian-tinged French accent; his German was perfect—all those years with the KGB in East Berlin.
            But surely he knew just enough French to get through this encounter.
         

         
         Without warning, the man whirled around.

         
         When he turned, it was with a double-barreled sawed-off shotgun cradled in his arms, aimed at Putin’s head. His voice was
            the plain-spoken French of the countryside.

         
         “My name is Étienne Dumas. How may I be of service?” the squat little French woodsman said. He had an open face, shoulder-length
            white hair, and a great white beard that put the Russian president’s to shame.
         

         
         Backlit by the flickering flames of the fire, the man looked like one small ball balanced on top of a great big round ball
            supported by two pencil-thin sticks.
         

         
         He wasn’t an ogre, Putin, thought. No. His lack of physical beauty was incidental to the innocence shining in those wide blue
            eyes, gleaming in the firelight.
         

         
         Putin smiled and said, “Le fusil de chasse, c’est ne pa nécessaire, mon ami. I’m not going to hurt you.”
         

         
         “It’s not me I’m worried about, monsieur,” the woodsman said, lowering his sawed-off shotgun to bear on Putin’s mid-section.
            “It’s you. Now. Take your right hand out of your pocket. Put the pistol you’re carrying in that pocket on the table. Slowly,
            everything very slowly.”
         

         
         “Pas de problème, monsieur,” Putin said. Calmly he put the gun on the table. This man, though very well armed, just did not seem like someone who might
            be acquainted with the arts of judo.
         

         
         “Why are you arrived in my house?” the little Frenchman said, a quizzical cast to his blue eyes.

         
         Putin had rehearsed his speech standing outside at the door.

         
         “I’m in trouble, monsieur. On the run. Some people are chasing me who want to kill me. I’ve been out in the woods for a long
            time. I’ve nowhere left to run.”
         

         
         “You are a criminal?”

         
         “No, no. Not at all. I’m a policeman. Well, former policeman. In Germany—Berlin. These people, they want to kill me. For my
            money. It’s outside. I can show it to you. It’s a great deal of money, sir.”
         

         
         “You don’t look so rich, monsieur. Beg your pardon. And you don’t speak German like a German.”

         
         “I don’t?”

         
         “No. You speak German like a Russian. And you look like a drowned rat, if I may be so honest.”

         
         “Ah, it’s true. I am Russian. I’m a sick and cold and hungry Russian. But I used to be rich, believe me. Come, let me show
            you what’s left of my once great wealth.”
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