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Chapter 1. Barbara K.
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The hot Barcelona sun pierces through the tall Mediterranean pines surrounding the tennis club. I am standing in the shade, my racket dangling from one hand, my eyes scanning the clay court where my son has just finished his game. I am about to play a doubles match and my tennis partner is just walking onto our tennis court.

“Nice to meet you. I’m Lena,” she says with a friendly smile as we shake hands, her Slavic accent soft but distinct.

“Nice to meet you, too,” I reply. “I’m Barbara.”

There is something immediately warm about her—calm, charismatic. She’s tall, slender, and blonde, with that kind of effortless elegance some women just have. She is wearing a stylish, turquoise tennis outfit which perfectly matches the color of her eyes. I have seen her at the club before, but we have never spoken. Today we are on the same team at this club tournament, which is actually the most anticipated summer event for the members.

“José, the tennis coach, told me that you play very vell,” she says in her melodic Slavic accent, the corners of her eyes crinkling as she smiles and puts her tennis bag on the bench.

“He’s too kind,” I reply and I take a sip from my water bottle. “And you? Do you play often?”

“Yes, I play regularly. I also used to play a lot in Kyiv, viz my husband, before the war. I am really glad that you and I can play together today. By the way, I think our daughters go to the same school.”

“Oh, really? Castell International? How old is your daughter?”

“Oleksandra just turned eighteen. She just graduated and is going to university in the U.S. in a few veeks, viz a tennis scholarship.” A mix of pride and sadness flickers in Lena’s tone. “I’ll miss her so much... but I’m really happy for her. She has vorked so hard these past few years to achieve her goal. Your daughter is a bit younger, isn’t she?”

“Yes, Olivia is sixteen. She’s hoping for a tennis scholarship, too, in a couple years. I can’t believe how fast they grow up...”

My mind drifts off momentarily before continuing the conversation, thinking about our often chaotic but quite happy family life at home.

“It must be so hard for you to let your daughter move to a different continent alone. You guys are brave. I wonder if I’ll ever stop feeling that tug in my chest whenever I think of my kids leaving the nest, too.” I hesitate, then gesture toward the nearby court where my son is packing up. “Oh, that’s my son over there, by the way. I guess we are a tennis family...”

“Oh, that’s fantastic,” she says while stretching a bit to warm up. “A very athletic family. Good for you.”

She pauses for a moment, her smile fading just slightly. “You are right. It’s not easy to be far from your loved ones. Enjoy your time with them while you still can...”

We both quietly warm up for another minute or two.

“So, as for our match, shall ve talk strategy?” she asks enthusiastically as she picks up her racket, her tone lighter again. “Vhich side do you prefer? Left or right? On the court, not politically—as my politician husband alvays jokes.”

I laugh. “My forehand is much stronger and more consistent. Yours?”

“I am okay on either side. My serve isn’t the best, but I’m quick at the net, you’ll see. Vould you like to take the right side then and serve first?”

“Perfect. I want us to have fun, but let’s also try to win, shall we?”

“Absolutely,” she grins. “Let’s talk game plan a bit.”

We chat about our strengths and weaknesses, agree on signals, settle into an easy rhythm. We start hitting a few balls, surrounded by birdsong, the scent of pines, a light sea breeze and the rhythmic thump of tennis balls on nearby courts. In the few minutes before our match, the conversation meanders again.

“How long have you lived in Castelldefels?” I ask.

“My daughter and I moved here shortly after the war started in Ukraine, so about three and a half years ago. Maksim, my husband, stayed in Kyiv. He vorks for the government, and he really vanted us safe. Oleksandra and I... ve miss him a lot.”

She pauses, then continues with quiet pride:

“Now that she is going to university, I’ll go back. He’s got a promotion, a very high position. I want to be there for him. Spain has been very good to us. Ve’ve met kind people and had a comfortable life here. But... it’s time to go home.”

She says it with a calm certainty that, for some reason, stays with me. There’s something steady and dignified in her voice—not cold, just sure of her place in the world. I can’t help admiring her.

Her eyes sparkle as she gently smiles. “I can’t vait to move back home to be viz my husband and to see my friends and extended family.”

She pauses, then asks me. “How about you? How long have you lived here?”

I tell her briefly about my own life—my family, my work—but keep it light.

Then we play our match, and to my delight, we make an outstanding team. We win not just this doubles round, but our singles matches, too. There’ll be plenty for us to celebrate tonight at the gala dinner.
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Chapter 2. The hitwoman


[image: ]


To most people, I look like an average middle-aged woman. A single mother with a teenage daughter. I work as a sales representative for a Russian-owned, French luxury goods company based in Paris. I travel often. I dress stylishly. I make a very comfortable living, especially for a single mom. I smile just enough to seem approachable, but not so much that many people would remember me. And that’s the point. Because underneath the tailored blazer and the affable manners, this setup is just the perfect cover for me and for what I really do. I am a covert operative for the SVR—Russia’s Foreign Intelligence Service.

How I got here is a long story. The short version? Quite predictably, a very tough childhood, a lot of violence and abuse, trauma, the loss of loved ones, coercion. My parents were killed when I was a teenager. I was taken in by an uncle who happened to work for the SVR. He trained me. Shaped me. Some would say groomed me. It’s not like I really had much of a choice. Having said that, things have worked out quite all right. I sort of made peace with it all. As much as anyone ever can.

I’m a master of my craft. My entire life is a seamless cover. A curated illusion. The perfect camouflage.

I get the instructions about my next mission the usual way. The target for this mission is a woman whose death will convey a pivotal political message. I don’t concern myself with the larger implications. That’s not my role. As always, I plan the hit meticulously and I will execute it precisely. Quietly. Without traces. I am just following orders and doing my job.

The hit is scheduled for the night of El Torneo de Verano, the summer tournament at the prestigious Club de Tenis Perlamar, in Castelldefels. An upscale, beachside tennis club near Barcelona—elegant, refined, relaxed, idyllic. The ideal setting for something discreet—and deadly. The hit will be quick and painless, if possible. But its message must ring loud and clear.

I’ll blend in easily with the numerous guests at the post-tournament gala. It’s an annual highlight: cocktails, music, elaborate decorations, well-dressed locals mingling beneath twinkling string lights on the terrace, a scrumptious dinner. If questioned, I’m there for business networking.

The time has come. I slip into a deep navy-blue evening dress. Conservative, flattering, forgettable. I put on one of my dark wigs, and place brown contact lenses over my light blue eyes. I head to the club. It’s easy to just walk in. The whole place is buzzing with laughter and champagne. There’s a warm sea breeze and a hint of pine. My target stands at the far end of the terrace, her back turned.

When she slips away towards the restrooms, I nonchalantly follow. I notice my heart beating a tiny bit faster but I wouldn’t really call it nervousness. I’ve done this so many times before. By now, my body knows what to do. I switch to that altered mental state. My mind shifts into that cold, quiet space: no noise, no remorse, only laser-sharp focus, the target, the job at hand, the surroundings, and escape paths.

Inside the restroom, I move expeditiously. I wedge the door. Gloved hands. Check for other occupants—none. Her stall is closed. I wait quietly. When she steps out, I’m behind her. One hand over her mouth. The other with the syringe. Swift. Precise. She struggles, briefly. She is strong but I am stronger. The fast-acting serum takes hold. I guide her back into the stall. Position her, so most bodily fluids won’t end up on the floor. Legs lifted, so no one sees anything under the door. She’s unconscious but not dead yet.

I reach for the Novichok. The message must be unmistakable. I apply the deadly compound on her skin.

“At least she is unconscious and won’t feel any pain...” I think to myself for a split second. “I wonder who she was, before someone decided she was expendable. I wonder if I’ll ever be granted a painless death myself.”

“Not now!” I shut these thoughts down immediately. 

I tape the stall shut and place the “Out of order / Fuera de servicio” sign on it in English and Spanish, prepared ahead of time. Everything has gone according to plan. I remove the wedge. Wash my hands. Straighten my dress.

I calmly step out into the balmy night and vanish into the crowd. No one notices me. No cameras catch my eyes. I’m gone before they even know what happened. Later, I send a brief coded message to my contact that the target has been eliminated.

I try not to dwell too much on it, ever. This job is definitely not for the soft-hearted. This is definitely not what I dreamed of becoming as a little girl. Yet, here I am. This is the life I was shaped for. The path carved for me in blood and silence.

What about karma and all that spiritual blah blah blah? Well, I’ve lived through enough hell in my younger years to believe I already paid some cosmic debt. Whatever’s left, I try to balance by being a stellar mother. I tell myself I’m doing this for my daughter. She doesn’t know what I really do. She thinks I’m in international sales. And she’s definitely had a much happier childhood than I ever did. That’s something. That’s the closest I get to redemption. I try not to focus on feelings too much anymore. That’s what the “mental state” is for—the detachment, the disassociation, the narrowing. I don’t see targets as people. It’s survival.

And now, once again, I am back in my perfect camouflage...
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Chapter 3. Sasha or Oleksandra Rebryk
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It’s a warm, velvety early July evening. The air carries the scent of jasmine, oleander, and pine, mingling with the salty haze drifting up from the nearby sea. We’re sitting on the terrace, in our backyard oasis, the six of us: me, my boyfriend Léo, my two best friends Blanca and Julia, and their boyfriends. Until just a few weeks ago, we all went to the same international school. Léo is French, Blanca is half Spanish, half Japanese. Julia is American, with Angolan great-grandparents on her father’s side. Mathias is Swiss. Erik is half German, half Polish. So our friend group is basically a walking Benetton ad.

We’re talking and laughing, nibbling on walnuts, almonds, chips and olives, and sipping a bit of tinto de verano. Soft music plays from my phone, not too loud, just enough to set the mood. Even though it’s Saturday night, we’re careful not to disturb the neighbors. A lovely, elderly couple lives in the other half of our townhouse. Over the past three years, they’ve become my “surrogate grandparents”—my Spanish abuelos. I’d hate to wake them with our music.

Mom is at the club gala tonight, so she let my friends come over and sleep here.

“But no trouble, okay?” she said with a smile before leaving. “And please, don’t leave dirty glasses or food out overnight, all right?”

I laughed, nodded, and cheekily blew her a kiss.

The vibe is great
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