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  Onyx Tactical Files #2: The Ghost


Two Years Ago

The tuxedo cost more than Jason Adler’s first three cars combined. It was a made-to-order midnight-blue Tom Ford, cut to hide the lean muscle of a field operative and project the soft, lazy wealth of a man who had never worked a day in his life. 
Jason adjusted his cufflinks in the reflection of the gilt-framed mirror in the lobby of the Palais Žofín. He didn’t see Jason Adler. He saw Sebastian Vane.
Sebastian was the third son of a British shipping magnate; a disappointment to his father, a delight to the tabloids, and a man whose only ambition was to find the bottom of a bottle of vintage Krug. Sebastian slouched slightly and had a permanent half-smirk plastered on his face.
Shoulders down, Jason told himself. Open stance. You have nothing to hide because you own everything in the room.
He turned from the mirror and stepped into the ballroom.
The air smelled of expensive perfume. A string quartet played Vivaldi in the corner, fighting a losing battle against the roar of three hundred diplomats, arms dealers, and spies pretending to be philanthropists.
Jason took a flute of champagne from a passing tray. He didn’t drink it. He held it by the stem, swirling the liquid, using the glass as a prop to scan the room without moving his head.
Target acquired.
Viktor Volkov held court near the terrace doors. The Russian arms broker looked like a bulldog squeezed into a tuxedo. He was short, wide, and radiated an energy that made the yes-men around him nervous. He laughed loudly at his own jokes, one hand chopping the air, the other resting protectively on the leather portfolio case tucked under his arm.
The portfolio. That was the job.
Inside was a hardened tablet containing a digital ledger of black-market nuclear triggers moving out of Belarus. It was air-gapped, bio-encrypted, and never—never—left Volkov’s physical possession.
Jason checked his internal clock. 9:14 PM. He had two hours before Volkov’s private meeting with a buyer from Pyongyang.
He moved.
He didn’t walk in a straight line. Sebastian Vane meandered. Jason intercepted the wife of a junior American senator, a woman with stiff hair and eyes that were scanning the room for someone more important to talk to.
“Lady Halloway,” Jason said, his accent an upper-crust drawl. He bowed slightly, invading her personal space just enough to be flirtatious, not enough to be threatening. “You look devastating. That shade of emerald . . . it makes the rest of the room look positively monochrome.”
It wasn’t Lady Halloway. It was Mrs. Albright. And she wasn’t wearing emerald; she was wearing teal. But the confidence of the lie, the title, and the attention did the job.
“Oh, I . . . I’m afraid you have the wrong person,” she flushed, but she didn’t step away.
“Impossible,” Jason said. “I never forget a face that stops my heart.” He winked, then drifted away, leaving her flustered and blocking the path of Volkov’s lead security detail.
Move one: Create chaos in the perimeter.
Jason signaled a waiter he’d tipped two hundred Euro earlier that evening. The man nodded imperceptibly. Thirty seconds later, a tray of canapés “accidentally” upended itself onto the shoes of the security chief.
In the ensuing commotion of apologies and napkins, the defensive ring around Volkov fractured.
Jason slipped through the gap.
He didn’t approach Volkov directly. That was amateur hour. He went to the Baccarat table where Volkov had just seated himself.
“Is this seat taken?” Jason asked, dropping into the chair opposite the Russian before anyone could answer. He placed a stack of fifty-thousand-euro markers on the felt. “I feel lucky tonight. Or tragic. One of the two.”
Volkov looked up, annoyed. He scanned Jason, then dismissed him as a harmless parasite.
“It is a free country,” Volkov said. “For now.”
“Excellent.” Jason signaled the dealer. “Banker. Always the banker.”
The game began.
Baccarat was a game of pure chance dressed up as sophistication, which made it the perfect theater. Jason played Sebastian Vane to the hilt. He bet recklessly. He laughed too loud when he won. He sulked theatrically when he lost.
He let Volkov win.
He fed the Russian’s ego, chip by chip. Within twenty minutes, Volkov was preening, his guard lowering with every winning hand. The leather portfolio sat on his lap, his hand resting on it, but his grip had loosened.
“You play like a child,” Volkov said, raking in another pot. “No strategy.”
“Strategy is for people who need the money,” Jason drawled, checking his cards. He lost again. “Damn it all. Another round.”
Jason reached for his chips. He had a nervous habit—Sebastian’s habit—of riffling two chips together in his right hand, a rhythmic click-click-click of ceramic against ceramic.
He felt eyes on him.
Not Volkov’s. Someone else.
The hair on the back of Jason’s neck stood up. It was the specific, primal warning of being watched by a predator.
He didn’t look up immediately. He waited for the deal, then let his gaze drift casually toward the bar.
She was standing in the shadows, sipping a drink. She was tall and wore a backless black dress that looked like it was made of liquid metal.
She wasn’t looking at his face. She was looking at his hands. At the chips.
Katya.
Jason didn’t know her last name, she probably didn’t have one anymore, but he knew her work. Former Russian intelligence, now private sector. High-end protection.
And two years ago, in a VIP room in Macao, Jason had sat across a poker table from her boss. He had been “Arthur Penhaligon,” a British Duke with a gambling problem. He had used the exact same chip shuffle.
She recognizes the tell.
Jason stopped shuffling immediately, but the damage was done. Katya set her glass down. She pushed off the bar and began walking toward the table. She wasn’t coming to chat. She was coming to burn him.
If she alerted Volkov, the game was over. The portfolio would go into a vault, and Jason would go into the Vltava River.
Jason stood up abruptly, knocking his chair back.
“I need a drink,” he announced, slurring his words slightly. “This table is cursed.”
“Sit down, Englishman,” Volkov said. “I am not done taking your money.”
“Bored now,” Jason waved a hand dismissively. He turned and stumbled toward the bar, intercepting Katya before she could reach her employer.
He met her in the middle of the room, near a pillar that offered a sliver of privacy.
“You,” Katya said. Her voice was low, heavily accented. “The Duke. From Macao.”
Jason didn’t deny it. Denials were for amateurs. Instead, he dropped the Sebastian Vane persona instantly. The slouch vanished.
He stepped into her space, lowering his voice. “Don’t.”
Katya blinked, surprised by the sudden shift. Her hand twitched toward the clutch purse under her arm—a weapon, likely a ceramic blade or a compact pistol. “You are a chameleon. A thief. I should tell Volkov to break your fingers.”
“You could,” Jason whispered. “And I’d be dead in ten minutes. But then you’d never get the money.”
It was a gamble. A massive, blind throw of the dice. But Jason knew people like Katya. They didn’t work for men like Volkov out of loyalty. They worked for the payout. And they were
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