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Gregory Zukov was already dead. He just didn’t realize it.

“Am I enjoying myself? Seriously?”

He snapped back at the waiter who initiated the conversation as he approached the table, the young man who could not have been more than seventeen years old.

“Am I enjoying myself?” Gregory repeated, a bit louder this time, as if any more drama were necessary in the moment.

He then unpacked his grievances. “The guest elevator doesn’t work, I have cockroaches in my bathroom, the internet is down most of the time, and my toilet doesn’t flush properly,” he said, raising his left nostril just enough to signal his disgust.

The young man straightened his back and shifted his weight onto his back heels as he took in the criticism of the hotel, then said something that put it all in perspective for Gregory.

“Señor, your first time in Cuba?” he asked.

Any other covert agent would probably have been delighted to be assigned to Cuba, but Gregory, now in his fourteenth year of service to the agency, wasn’t convinced he was trading up from his prior assignment in Shanghai. There was no caviar nor Coca-Cola, for starters, and much of Havana looked like a war zone. At the Hotel Nacional de Cuba, he could at least momentarily forget these shortcomings—until he was asked about the condition of the hotel, which, prior to the revolution, accommodated dignitaries from Winston Churchill to Walt Disney. It was well past its prime by the time Gregory signed the guest register.

Indeed, quality is relative, he thought to himself, and the waiter who asked him if he had ever visited Cuba recognized this fact before Gregory did.

He looked to his left, across the Calle Malecón, to the American Embassy. As an operative, he would not be able to visit the Embassy, but he took some comfort in knowing it was there. Instead, he cradled his whiskey on the back porch of the hotel, watching the palm trees sway in the wind.

In the distance, ocean waves crashed against the breakwater that ran around the perimeter of the island, spraying seawater as high as eight feet. The warm breeze was intense, as evidenced by the number of cocktail napkins that leapt from the tables of other guests. Occasionally, the sky blinked in bright blue-white hues as a result of a lightning storm sitting off the west coast of Florida.

A series of lamps shone down on the grounds from the roof of the hotel, revealing the coordinated ballet of runaway paper products. It was about 10:30 p.m., and guests who had just finished dining were walking about.

A musical trio entertained small groups lounging on the outdoor wicker furniture, whether they liked it or not, playing a few Latin tunes before collecting gratuities and moving on to the next victims. Gregory stared at them as he inventoried his fortunes—or misfortunes, depending on his point of view at the time. He was staring down at his drink when the waiter stopped by his side, giving rise to his ill-advised eruption. Above all else, agents were trained to never bring attention to themselves.

Gregory Zukov was brought to the United States by his parents when he was seven years old. Russian was the predominant language spoken at home, and his ability to speak it, combined with a degree in political science from the University of Michigan, is what originally generated the CIA’s interest in him. During previous assignments in New York, Moscow, and Shanghai, Gregory felt he was in the center of the party universe, participating in a range of activities from official ceremonies to wild, erotic raves that ran into the morning hours. Now he was as isolated as he could be on an island nation that time forgot.

“You’ve earned this, Gregory,” his supervisor and handler told him when he was summoned back to the U.S. from Shanghai for a new appointment. “Lean into it,” he said.

Gregory’s assignment was to mix with the significant Russian tourist population and to investigate the origin of “Havana Syndrome.” The condition had affected two dozen American and Canadian diplomats on the island by the time of his arrival, but reports of symptoms similar to Havana Syndrome outside Cuba had ballooned to 1,500. When the news program 60 Minutes reported in 2024 on its five-year investigation into the issue, the agency was under intense pressure to step up resources.

He was also expected to gather intelligence on the Chinese and Russian convoy of ships arriving for the purpose of conducting “joint military exercises” in the Caribbean. Russia began deploying warships and nuclear submarines to Cuba in 2024, purportedly in response to the U.S. permitting Ukraine to use weapons they supplied to hit targets within Russia’s sovereign territory. Cubans were permitted to tour the Russian frigate Gorshkov for a few hours on one random day during the week. Military analysts believed the Gorshkov was capable of anti-submarine warfare and carrying surface-to-surface and surface-to-air missiles. Gregory was to use his forged credentials to verify as many details as possible.

The high level of humidity outside the hotel wrapped Gregory in a warm, virtual blanket. That, combined with the effect of several drinks, made him numb to the prick on the shoulder as an apparently drunk guest stumbled into him when he rose from his table. He took no special interest either when the guest whispered “ma-af,” the Indonesian equivalent of “excuse me.”

As Gregory reached the elevators, he was reminded that they weren’t functional and that he would have to take the stairs back to his room. When he finally entered his room on the fourth floor, he dropped face down on the bed, fully clothed. The following morning, he was discovered there by the housekeeping staff, in the same outfit. He had died from an apparent cardiac arrest, and not so apparent blood poisoning.
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Jose Lopez slowed the 24-foot Wellcraft he called the Maravilla to a crawl as it approached the GPS markings for the USS Hogan, about a forty-minute ride from the boat launch on Shelter Island in San Diego Bay. The Hogan was a WWII Navy destroyer sunk on November 8, 1945, when it was decommissioned and used by the Navy as a target ship for bombing tests. Today it sits 120 feet below the surface and is a popular site for advanced divers to explore. Little of it remains, but it is as popular with wolf eels as it is with divers, and the two often get the opportunity to stare at each other on the remains of the wreck.

Lopez was alone on the boat. There were intentionally no dives scheduled for that particular day. Still, he raised his dive flag after tying off the Wellcraft to a buoy attached to the bow of the Hogan. After doing so, he lay down to take a nap.

It was a warm Monday afternoon, the skies were clear, and there was a slight current trying to push the boat toward the south. An occasional seagull would land on the transom to see if any fish scraps could be scooped up. It would have been unusual for another dive boat to visit the wreck during the week, as most commercial dive charters accommodated customers on the weekends. However, the U.S. Coast Guard and Mexican Navy were potentially patrolling the area, as the Hogan sat just north of the international border. So long as the boat remained on the buoy designating the site of the wreck, there was no reason for any enforcement agency to bother him. In fact, most patrol boats were quite familiar with the sight of the Maravilla.

Lopez would remain there until just before sunset. Then, he would release the boat from the buoy and head toward Los Coronados Islands, about seven miles into Mexican waters. He would proceed slowly to avoid creating a wake that might attract the attention of the Navy and not use any lights. His visa and passport were in order, but the Navy had a reputation for harassing American boaters, and traveling after dark would invite soldiers to board his vessel in search of drugs or migrants. Lopez was as experienced as anyone in this operation, having grown up in Tijuana and operating charter boats on both sides of the border.

Once he reached the small island chain, he motored quietly to the opposite side of the North Island, in a spot where islands on both sides would conceal his presence, about fifty yards off the dive site known as “Keyhole.” It was there that he lifted the wooden crate, which was about the size of a large ottoman, and lowered it gently via a line off the side of the boat. He dropped the line once he was sure the crate landed in the shallow water. Then, he motored back to the marina in San Diego. The cargo he dropped into the ocean had a market value of nine million dollars.

***
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The intruder was aware that the home had state-of-the-art security, as he was well informed by the owner. The house on Hobart Boulevard was one of the more impressive properties on a street consisting exclusively of impressive properties, bordering the Griffith Park area of Los Angeles. He sat in his vehicle around the corner of the home until the owner and his wife, Mr. and Mrs. Alexander Sisky, left for the evening at 9:30 p.m., as promised. The couple would be attending a dinner party in the Russian neighborhood of West Hollywood that was guaranteed to run into the early morning hours. There would be no need to hurry, apart from the fact that the security system, once penetrated, would alert the neighbors and local law enforcement.

At 9:30 p.m., he stepped out of his car and walked to the corner, pausing to light a cigarette, a black backpack slung over his right shoulder. The evening air was crisp and cool, and a light, misty fog hovered beneath the street lamps along the boulevard. A series of automobiles filed past him; they were all heading down from the park and into the megalopolis of L.A. As he leveled his head, he could see a mixture of breath and smoke shoot into the evening air, and just as quickly disappear. He watched as the Siskys' car pulled out of the driveway and drove in his direction. He continued on to the house with the casual demeanor of someone out on an evening stroll.

Although he had seen pictures of the house, he walked past it to observe more of the neighborhood. Then, he abruptly turned around, headed back, and stopped when he reached the home he would be entering. He took his phone from his back pocket and set a timer for five minutes, allowing for one minute to enter the house and four minutes before the police would likely arrive once the alarm went off. When it did, it triggered in him a rush of adrenaline.

The man moved quickly, knocking over chairs, pushing an ashtray off the coffee table, and breaking the glass in a china cabinet. He next pulled a bottle from his backpack and placed it in one of the empty cells of the wine rack.

The bogus burglary stunt was a necessary condition of the espionage operation. Sisky demanded “plausible deniability” of his involvement because he was aware that he was under near-constant surveillance by the CIA, and he could not be seen with a person who, for all he knew, was also being monitored.

Once the intruder accomplished what he came to do, he left through the back door and lurched himself over the back fence. He fell clumsily on the other side and twisted his ankle, causing him to curse and limp. He would pick up his car on the next block and drive back into the city. He didn’t have an abundance of time, as he was scheduled to appear at the comedy club for an 11:00 p.m. performance.

***
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Jack Tanaka paced backstage as he waited his turn. There was one comedian ahead of him delivering a monologue, and by the sound of the audience, he knew it would be a tough act to follow. While other comedians would prefer to hang out in the “green room,” Tanaka believed he could amp up his own enthusiasm and delivery by observing the performance ahead of his own. When the “one minute warning” light was illuminated to alert the performer ahead of him, he had sixty seconds before being introduced. At that point, he ignored everything in his orbit apart from the lines he had rehearsed countless times.

“And now, ladies and gentlemen,” announced the emcee, “our very own Jack Tobacco!”

Tanaka took to the stage, galloping as best he could after his injury earlier that evening.

“Hello, hello! Hello, everybody!” said Tanaka as he approached the microphone, doing his best to conceal his injury. “Hey, do you know how Asian spices say hello?”

Tanaka waited a few seconds.

“Wassabi!”

A few beads of sweat immediately emerged on his forehead as the spotlight beat down on him.

“I know you guys weren’t expecting a fat Asian guy tonight,” he continued, “but I wanted to tell you that I am, actually, on a seafood diet. Now, when I see food, I eat it.”

“Heard that one,” yelled a customer from a table in back of the club. The comeback echoed through the cavernous club and generated more laughter than the joke itself. Tanaka ignored it.

“Oh, hey, do you know how to really insult an Asian?” he said, determined to maintain a certain tempo. “Say, your mama got more chins than a Chinese phone book!” A few members of the audience chuckled, but most were speaking to each other and ignoring the stand-up comic.

“But I do feel sorry also for my father; he had a stroke and lost feeling in his left side. He’s all ‘right’ now.” He held up a pair of air quotes as he delivered the line.

“I also feel bad for my brother,” he continued, “he has a stuttering problem and went to prison for a botched robbery. I worry he’ll never finish his sentence.”

Tanaka’s decision to take up improv and stand-up comedy was not dissimilar to how he ended up a member of the yakuza, the centuries-old Japanese criminal syndicate. His therapist, who was Jewish, likened it to the condition that created “self-hating Jews,” a disdain for how his culture was viewed by the rest of the world that compelled him to join with negative opinions toward it.

The unfortunate reality for Tanaka was that he was impulsive and often careless, and the yakuza felt they had to settle by bringing him into the organization in order to strengthen their presence on American soil. He consistently felt he didn’t fit into either American or Japanese culture, but at least within the yakuza, he had an identity. Things may have turned out differently for him if his family hadn’t experienced so much discrimination in the U.S.

Tanaka would have loved to pursue a career in law enforcement, but he believed, correctly, that his excess weight, combined with racist attitudes, would have made it near impossible to be accepted. When he realized he could not lose weight, he allowed the hairs under his lower lip to grow long in an attempt to conceal the double chin underneath. Unfortunately, it merely drew attention to it.

Tanaka was a third-generation U.S. citizen. His grandparents were incarcerated in 1942 among 120,000 other Japanese and U.S. citizens of Japanese descent. Despite the significant challenges that followed families eventually released from internment, his parents both worked hard and lived frugally in order that they could send Jack to UC Berkeley, where he eventually received a degree in chemistry.

During his adolescence, Jack was often reminded that his family suffered the stigma of being second-class citizens. Lieutenant General John L. DeWitt, who administered the relocation and internment program, often told newspapers, “A Jap is still a Jap,” an insult that many Japanese Americans could never forget. Tanaka’s parents were proud to be American citizens, but the experience in camps forever scarred them and their family. Tanaka was not spared the humiliation; he was often bullied in school as a “half-breed.”

And so, to cope with a near absence of self-confidence, as well as to create a cover for his role in a criminal syndicate, he would sign up for improv and stand-up gigs in and around the L.A. area. He intentionally spoke in broken English as part of his on-stage persona, even though he spoke perfect English with no accent at all other times. Occasionally he would fall into character when engaging with others in the community and start speaking in broken English again. It was a useful tool when he might want people to believe he was naïve, persuading them to let down their guard.

The stage spotlight on Tanaka was intense, and it didn’t help that he wore a long-sleeve shirt buttoned up to his neck to conceal the many tattoos he collected as a member of the yakuza. Due to his large frame, he could have been mistaken for a football player. He wiped his brow with a handkerchief as he wrapped up his performance following a series of one-liners and self-deprecating stories.

“Thank you, you’ve been a great audience, and just to come clean, I wrote many of these jokes with the help of JAP-GPT.”

Tanaka stood, hoping for some validation from an audience full of strangers. Appreciation would only come when it was clear, according to the emcee’s announcement, that he would be leaving the stage.

“Let’s give it up for Jack Tobacco, everybody!”
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The sun began to make its presence known in the sleepy coastal town of La Bufadora, Mexico, in Baja California. Even in October, the temperatures could reach 80 degrees by the time most people would be waking up, although most fishermen would have left the village before sunrise. Gabriel Rios, however, was preparing his dive boat for customers who were still sleeping in the home he converted to a B&B. His customers arrived from Orange County the night before, and he would be taking them out later in the morning after his wife served them a traditional Mexican breakfast of chorizo, potatoes, and eggs.

La Bufadora is one of the largest blowholes in the world, where wave action forces seawater through a natural spout, resulting in a thunderous sound and shooting water up to 100 feet. It is a popular tourist destination and attracts scuba divers for its accessibility to underwater pinnacles, natural caves, and abundant wildlife. Crucially, it is about a 2.5-hour boat ride from Los Coronados Islands.

As he loaded the fifth scuba tank on the dock and stood it next to the four others, Gabriel’s cell phone rang. He recognized the number from the U.S. and knew what the call would be about.

“Hola,” he said, looking up at the rising sun and squinting at the cloudless sky.

“Buenos días, mi amigo,” came the voice from the other end of the line. It was Jack Tanaka, doing his best to finesse a Mexican accent as he spoke.

“Hola, señor, ¿cómo estás?” replied Gabriel, who, although he did not consider Tanaka anything more than a business associate, was mindful of the need to be considerate at all times with his American customer.

“¿Tienes las botellas, amigo?” said Tanaka, asking the question that Gabriel knew was coming.

“Sí, señor, todo está aquí.”

“Any problema yesterday?” Tanaka asked, demonstrating his lack of proficiency in the local language.

“No, señor, no problema.”

In a continuation of Spanglish, Tanaka explained that the bottles would be collected that evening by a young courier who had been meticulously vetted for his honesty and reliability. The courier was a day laborer with dependable transportation. He was not one to ask questions apart from the payment he would receive to pick up and drop off what was very likely contraband: guns, drugs, or stolen goods. He would draw the line at transporting people, as that situation carried with it special risks and obligations.

For his trouble, which included the collection of the bottles from the shallow waters around Los Coronados, “Gabe” would earn enough in American currency to help keep his tiny dive business afloat. He also was not inclined to ask any questions about the bottles and why such a clandestine operation was necessary to transport them over the border.

From La Bufadora, the bottles would travel over Mexican roads to Port Pajaritos in Veracruz, a journey taking nearly two days. The courier was advanced a certain amount of funds to pay off any police who might stop him along the way, asking questions where the only purpose was to expedite the offering of a bribe. Ultimately, the cargo would be loaded on the Cuba-flagged tanker Vilma, which was in Mexico principally to collect and transport desperately needed oil to the island nation.

From Cuba, the bottles would be collected, separated, and sold to a variety of nation-states, the mafia, and other criminal organizations, with each bottle fetching anywhere from $100,000 USD to just over $1 million.

***
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“Yo, Richard, wait up!”

Special Agent Richard Anthony O’Brien was walking with a cup of coffee in one hand and a muffin in the other. He had arrived for a morning meeting at FBI headquarters in Los Angeles, stopping first at the coffee cart just outside the lobby doors. Running behind him to catch up was his old partner, Jeff McAuley.

“Oh, hey Jeff, how are you doing?” asked Richard.

“Doing good, man, doing good. I caught some early waves this morning. Nothing can ruin this day now!” McAuley replied.

The FBI in Los Angeles operated out of the 17-story Federal Building on Wilshire Boulevard, a building that also housed the Department of Veterans Affairs and the U.S. Passport Agency. It was common to have a large crowd outside in the morning. Civilians would be screened upon entering the east lobby, while FBI agents and other government officials entered from double doors on the west side. Elevators in the east lobby provided access only to the first 10 floors. FBI personnel could access floors from 10 to 17. But in order to get to the FBI entrance, Richard first had to navigate past a crowd of people waiting for their appointment to obtain a passport. 

McAuley jumped ahead of Richard and grabbed the door for him to enter the building, relieving him of having to negotiate the challenge with both hands occupied.

“Appreciate it,” he said politely. Richard and McAuley had grown apart since their days at the Academy and a short stint as roommates in the beach community of Hermosa Beach. McAuley was always there for Richard, particularly during the dark days when Richard lost his connection to his girlfriend, Sarah Goodman. But Richard couldn’t embrace the bohemian lifestyle that defined McAuley, and he worried that too close an association might threaten his fledgling career in the FBI. He also couldn’t be 100% certain that McAuley had given up his recreational drug habits.

If there was any distance between the two men, McAuley wouldn’t have noticed. His nearly unflappable demeanor resulted in him treating every man as his brother.

“Dude, it’s good to see you,” McAuley said as the two stood outside the elevator. As the door opened, however, it was clear that the two would not be having much of a conversation. About a half dozen men and women in white shirts and dark suits were there. They gravitated to the sides of the elevator to accommodate the two new passengers.

“How often are you surfing these days?” Richard whispered, not that he was entirely interested in the answer.

“Nearly every day, man, nearly every day,” McAuley replied, loud and proud. “It’s what keeps me from killing somebody.” McAuley winked at Richard as he spoke.

Richard knew immediately the game McAuley was playing. Announcing intent to commit murder in an elevator packed with FBI agents was a stunt that only McAuley could conceive. Richard felt the urge to announce, “he’s kidding,” but decided that McAuley didn’t need an alibi and didn’t deserve the additional attention.

The doors to the elevator soon parted at the 12th floor of the building. All occupants filed out and walked into the conference room immediately opposite them. The room was similar to all other conference rooms in the agency: a number of banquet tables organized in a huge rectangle, with office chairs lining the perimeter. Opposite the entrance, a series of windows provided a view of the expansive, lush lawn from a former golf course. At the far end of the room, a screen hung from the ceiling. Behind it, the same clock found in elementary schools everywhere indicated the time. It was eight in the morning, or what agents would call “oh eight hundred.”

The last agent to walk in, after most others were seated, was John Swanson. Swanson transferred from the FBI office in Manhattan to replace Paul Michaelson, the previous Assistant Director in Charge of the LA headquarters, who retired several months prior. The job was a promotion for Swanson, who was viewed as an often tactless and hard-headed leader—a man who led by intimidation. Apparently, this didn’t prevent him from rising through the ranks.

Richard had worked with Swanson briefly in New York, and matters got ugly when Richard began dating Sarah Goodman, another FBI agent who had a brief romance with Swanson. Swanson was not the type of person to forget O’Brien moving in on a woman he felt was his exclusive property.

“Morning, everyone,” Swanson barked to the audience.

“I don’t have too much for you this morning,” he continued. “But there was a burglary last night near West Hollywood, and LAPD has asked us to assist in the investigation.”

“Sir?” came a response from an agent. It was well understood in the agency that the FBI did not interfere with local law enforcement; however, there were rare exceptions. Such exceptions were generally not very rewarding opportunities for agents seeking a path to career advancement.

“The victim is a former member of the Russian consulate out of DC,” Swanson said. “Although he’s technically retired, the Russian embassy asked that we not investigate, which means, of course, that we will. The State Department asked us to join the investigation largely for appearances.”

When local law enforcement requests FBI assistance, it’s generally due to a lack of resources or technology to meet the demands of the investigation, in which case they are grateful for the help. However, when assistance is “forced” on them, agents can feel unwelcome. This appeared to be a case of the latter. Politics are everywhere, Richard thought as he sat through the briefing. His train of thought was interrupted by Swanson.

“O’Brien,” he barked aloud. “You will meet LAPD Officer Gary Schaeffer at the residence. The two of you will interview the owner.”

Richard knew that Swanson was picking him simply to emphasize his seniority over him. If it was true that Swanson was punishing O’Brien with such a trivial assignment, no one else in the room was wise to it.

Swanson continued. “The Russian Embassy asked that we give them 48 hours before we enter the home. We are giving them 24 hours,” he said. “Remember, O’Brien, diplomatic immunity means their citizens are protected from arrest, not those that engage in crimes against them.”

All Richard could think of, while aware of the answer, was, “why me?”

***
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There was only one thing that concerned Richard more than driving north through LA traffic to Griffith Park—and that was meeting up with a likely uncooperative LAPD officer. As he exited Highway 101, the disintegrating concrete jungle of downtown Los Angeles gave way to clusters of oak trees, tall residential hedges, and gorgeous homes. The surroundings seemed to become more impressive with each passing block.

Richard had done some preliminary research on the homeowner: Alexander Sisky was a career diplomat, sent to Washington, D.C., in 2019 as a cultural attaché to the Russian Embassy. Had his career not been cut short by Moscow, it would have been natural to assume Sisky was a spy, not unlike the various undercover agents dispatched to Eastern Europe as cultural attachés by the U.S. during the Cold War. However, Sisky’s employment was apparently terminated in 2021, whereupon he relocated his family to a popular Russian neighborhood in West Hollywood. Two years later, he bought a 4,500-square-foot home in the prestigious neighborhood near Griffith Park.

Sisky’s purchase of the spacious home raised a few eyebrows when he first arrived in the neighborhood. How, after all, could a mere civil servant in the Russian administration afford a home that would be out of the reach of many Hollywood actors and film industry executives? Sisky never integrated enough with his neighbors to provide many answers.

Richard slid his car behind the patrol car on Hobart Boulevard, a street that cuts through most of Los Angeles’s suburbs, terminating in the north after finally twisting slightly to hug the perimeter of Griffith Park. Homes sat on one side of the street, their backyards facing the road that visitors to Griffith Observatory would take to exit the park after visiting the historic site. These were massive homes, many with security gates, including the Sisky residence. Given that homes only sat on one side of the street, it was an ideal location to stage a break-in; there were no neighbors across the street to observe it.

Richard parked and walked toward the patrol car. Two uniformed policemen were leaning against it. One of them looked at Richard, then the massive Casio G-Shock watch on his wrist. Richard took a deep breath. He was already spent from the stop-and-go traffic he had to tolerate to reach the home. He wasn’t in the mood for a confrontation. Fortunately, neither were the two officers.

“Agent O’Brien, I presume?” said Sergeant Schaeffer, smiling. Schaeffer turned toward Richard and extended his hand.

“Yeah,” Richard replied, still a bit high-strung from the drive and showing it. “Hey, sorry I’m a bit late.”

“No worries,” Schaeffer replied, still smiling. “It’s a shitshow this time of day. I’m Sergeant Schaeffer, and this is my partner, Jay Parker.” Parker, the one who was checking his watch when Richard arrived, half-smiled at Richard without offering his hand.

“Hey,” the two signaled to each other nearly simultaneously.

“Have you met the owner yet?” Richard asked.

“No,” Schaeffer replied, “not yet. Our orders were to wait for you.”

Richard recognized the awkwardness of the situation. These officers probably handled cases like this every day and were far better trained in how to investigate a break-in.

“Yeah,” Richard started, “about that...”

“No, look, it’s no big deal,” Schaeffer interrupted. “The more the merrier. And it’s always good to have a different set of eyes in some of these situations. This one doesn’t pass the smell test from three districts away.”

“How do you mean?” Richard asked.

“The owner would not have reported the burglary at all if not for the neighbors next door.” This time it was Parker speaking. “Seems these Russians either don’t like the cops or don’t like Americans in general.”

The three men stood outside the patrol car for a moment in a tight circle, looking down at the pavement, when Schaeffer broke the silence, saying, “Well, shall we?” They proceeded to walk past the open gates up the winding path to the front door of the house. Richard hung back to allow Sergeant Schaeffer the opportunity to speak for the team. The door to the residence opened moments after Schaeffer rang the doorbell.

“Mr. Sisky, good morning. I’m Sergeant Schaeffer, LAPD; this is my partner Jay Parker, and this here is Special Agent Richard O’Brien with the FBI. We are here to inspect the premises following the report of a break-in last night.”

Sisky was a short and frail man with a scowl so finely honed that it appeared permanent. He looked in the general direction of the officers without making direct eye contact with any of them. He had long ago lost most of his hair, save for a few strands that lay aimlessly on the top of his scalp. Sisky may have been taller in the past, but by now suffered from a hunched-over frame that reduced his stature by at least four inches. He hesitantly backed up and opened the door wide enough to let the men pass, revealing a team of blue-gloved agents already on the scene, taking photos and dusting areas that the intruder may have touched.

“I don’t know why you are all here; this is completely unnecessary,” he said in a thick Russian accent as the three new visitors walked past him. “My wife and I have already looked through our things, and nothing of importance is missing.”

“I understand, Sir,” Schaeffer replied, “but we have to take every unlawful break-in seriously. It helps us catch criminals that may have harmed other members of the community.”

The four men were now standing in the foyer of the house, facing each other.

“Mr. Sisky,” Schaeffer said, “we’d like to take a look around the house. Can you show us where the perpetrator gained access?”

Sisky pointed to a window at the far end of the living room. “As I told these men already, over there,” he said.

The living room was richly furnished and a bit gaudy, with a large bookcase on one side and a huge picture window facing the front lawn on the other. The bookcase had an integrated wine rack that was nearly full. A lamp on a nearby end table was lying sideways on the floor next to a couch, and behind this, the broken window. The three officers spread out in the general direction of the large room.

Schaeffer went to the window first. The glass was shattered, and the screen was cut down the middle.

“The alarm company confirmed that zone was breached,” Parker said as he looked out the picture window, admiring the view.

Schaeffer stuck his head through the screen and out the window. He tried to imagine the perpetrator slicing the screen, smashing the glass, and unlocking the window from the outside. As he looked down, shards of broken glass on the ground reflected the sunlight back to his face. He pulled his head back inside.

“Do you mind if we look upstairs?” Schaeffer said to Sisky.

Sisky rolled his eyes and walked away from Schaeffer. “You’ll find some jewelry on the floor,” he said as he walked toward the kitchen just off the living room. “We went through it all last night. Everything is there.”

Richard was staring at the wine rack and noticed that in a lattice structure that held probably thirty bottles, three cells in the center were vacant. It seemed odd to Richard that a person with such an immaculate home, and likely wine collection to match, would not have filled all the cells.

“Was any of the wine taken?” he asked, addressing Sisky for the first time, who was now in the kitchen and out of view. Sisky didn’t reply.

Richard pulled one of the bottles out and took a picture of the label. Then he proceeded to take bottles out of other cells and to take pictures of them as well. It would be odd that Sisky would not admit to the wine being stolen, but then everything about this break-in was odd.

“Mr. Sisky,” Richard repeated, now standing outside the entrance to the kitchen and in view of Sisky, “were any bottles of wine stolen from your collection?”

Sisky, whose back was turned to Richard, said firmly, “No.”

Richard was about to walk away from the wine rack when he noticed a card standing up above it. He took the card to look inside. It was from a local seller of fine wines. The message inside was handwritten:


Mr. Sisky, we hope you enjoy this complimentary bottle of Lost Mountain Bordeaux-style wine, and we look forward to seeing you soon at our weekly wine tasting at Art Du Vin.


Richard remembered seeing this bottle inside the wine rack and already had a picture of it on his phone. He took a picture of the card. He couldn’t imagine Sisky socializing with others in the community.

By now, Schaeffer was walking back down the stairs, and Parker, who was looking for anything out of place, had moved to the foyer. Sisky came from the kitchen, and the men were once again in a loose circle.

“Mr. Sisky,” Schaeffer said, “thank you for your cooperation. I’d like to give you my card if you find out anything that might help us to find the perpetrators. Do I understand then that you haven’t found anything missing?”

“That’s right,” Sisky replied.

“All right then, we will be on our way.”

The men did not bother to offer a handshake to Sisky. It was obvious he wouldn’t value the best manners he was offered.

The officers remained silent until all three were standing by their vehicles.

“Well, that was weird. This is a fucking setup,” Schaeffer said.

“How do you mean?” asked Richard.

“Well, first of all,” Schaeffer continued, “who breaks into a home like this, heavily secured, and leaves without taking so much as a piece of jewelry? But it’s more than that. The window was broken to make it look like the intruder entered there. Glass shards on the outside of the house indicate the blow came from someone already on the inside.”

“You mean...” Richard started.

“He probably came in through the front door,” Schaeffer said. “I am thinking this is some kind of scuffle between Russians in the mafia or something like that. Something was probably taken from the property, but Sisky doesn’t want to report it because it’s something that doesn’t even belong to him, he has no right to own, or he doesn’t want to go on record as having acquired it. The perpetrator wanted us to come here to hassle Sisky, and they’ve now accomplished that goal.”

Richard wasn’t sure that Schaeffer had it exactly right, but he probably wasn’t too far from wrong. The CIA had naturally followed Sisky’s departure from the consulate and concluded he did not have access to intelligence of any value now that he had settled in L.A., and that he did not pose a threat to national security. Still, they never stopped watching him.

But what nobody suspected was that, rather than something being taken from Sisky’s residence, instead, something was placed there.
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Jack Tanaka guided up the heavy orange garage door that served as the entrance to his 10x15 storage unit on the fourth floor until it snapped in place at the top. The building, which sat at the corner of Pico and Crenshaw in West LA, was built in 1928. It could easily be mistaken for a hotel, or even a fortress from some fantasy novel. For Tanaka, it represented his opportunity to escape the reality of his circumstances in real life. He entered the dark, damp space and then reached up to pull a cord that ignited the fluorescent lights running across the ceiling.

The spacious room was well organized. On one side, a series of grey metal shelves ran from floor to ceiling. On some shelves were various manuals and books that he had collected on the subject of spy craft. On other shelves were electronic devices that he might use from time to time: night vision goggles, burner phones, and a handgun he had for protection but had never used. Another shelf contained various combustible chemicals and a zip-lock bag containing dried mushrooms. And on the bottom shelf were twenty-two bottles of wine with no labels.

On the other side of the room was a sofa bed for those occasional nights when Tanaka didn’t feel safe being at his apartment, and a coffee table. On the table was a bottle of Perrier, a fifth of scotch, and a single rocks glass. In the far back of the room was a long banquet table that served as his desk. Underneath that was a small two-drawer file cabinet, and next to this was a paper shredder. A mini-fridge was off to the other side. On the far left of the table was an HP printer, and several cables ran from there until they hung off the front, available for a connection to his laptop. Tanaka pulled the backpack he was carrying around his shoulder and laid it gently onto the desk. As he did, several bottles inside banged against each other.

Tanaka fell into the office chair with a thud. He was exhausted. He had put on extra weight in the past year that he didn’t need. He reached into his pocket to retrieve a handkerchief, which he used to wipe the sweat off his forehead and face. He put his wireframe glasses on the table and buried his face in the cloth.

He got to bed late the night before after his stand-up routine at the comedy club, and, in addition to the sprained ankle, he also had a bruise on his knee from where he climbed the fence in the back of Sisky’s yard and landed hard on the concrete on the other side. He was rubbing the injured area as he looked ahead to the world map taped up behind his desk.

Tanaka had a new set of problems. Since the fermentation of wine in U.S. coastal areas was declared illegal by the Food and Drug Administration, he needed to establish an entirely new approach to the distribution of his product. In August 2023, the U.S. Coast Guard removed and later destroyed 2,000 bottles of wine that had been submerged in 70 feet of water about 3.7 miles off the coast of Santa Barbara, put there by a company called Ocean Fathoms. It seems the company violated a series of environmental laws in submerging the bottles, including the destruction of wildlife that grew on the bottles and did not survive after the bottles were removed. Then there was the concern that the bottles may have been contaminated during the many months they remained underwater.

The business concept behind ocean-aged wines was irresistible to investors: the young wine enjoys a pure anaerobic environment, stable temperatures, low light, and gentle agitation, with near-zero overhead expense apart from dropping and collecting the product. What these startups didn’t anticipate was U.S. government interference—after all, the industry trend was already taking root in many European countries, including Spain, Italy, and even France.

For Tanaka, it was not so much starting a business that he needed to do, as it was to establish the right network through payments and bribes following the FDA ruling. He had originally dismissed the case of Ocean Fathoms as a one-off and established an agreement with the Chinese Ministry of State Security to drop a crate of wine in the shallow waters off Big Diomede Island in the Bering Strait, which was possible during the summer before ice flows made navigation a challenge. The crate would be connected to a surface buoy for easy retrieval when the U.S. Coast Guard was not patrolling the area.

The Diomede Islands sit on the international date line between Chukotka, an autonomous region of Russia, and the State of Alaska. The Big Island belongs to Russia, while the smaller island belongs to the United States. At their closest point, the islands are only 2.4 miles apart, so it made the perfect spot for the illegal transfer of goods to Chinese intelligence.

The Chinese Coast Guard had begun patrolling the area with the tacit approval of the Russian Navy, and the Chinese research vessel Xue Long 2 was also known to pass through the region, so Tanaka had a couple of solutions for getting the product to his customer. However, when the USCG Cutter Storis detected a suspicious-looking fishing vessel about to cross into Russian waters, they dispatched a rigid inflatable to board the vessel and confiscated the crate containing the wine. Tanaka was fortunate the captain of the vessel didn’t expose him, but as a result, the wine was sent to a USCG warehouse in Anchorage.

Tanaka also recognized the arrangements he made with Jose Perez and Gabriel Rios were unacceptable to the yakuza. They created too much exposure to “outsiders,” with the risk of being blackmailed if even the wine was able to make it as far as Mexico without being confiscated by the Coast Guard or Mexican Navy. They were also chronically unresponsive or unavailable and could disappear at any time as the business was ramping up. It was unsustainable as a current approach, and he would eventually need to establish another distribution channel to replace it.

What Tanaka really wanted to do was to start an operation out of Florida that would drop the wine off the coast of Cuba. With regular flights out of Havana to Moscow and Beijing, this made the most sense of all. He mused that this would be worth pursuing as soon as he delivered the various orders that were now delayed by the recently confiscated wine.

Tanaka leaned back in his office chair, staring at the wall again. One thing he knew for sure: he could not continue to deliver bottles one at a time, as he had done for Alexander Sisky. This was not a scalable approach; it was exhausting and expensive. But moreover, it exponentially increased the odds that he would get caught. And this was certainly the reason why he was being called back to Tokyo for a meeting with the Oyabun, the head of a yakuza clan, the most feared organized crime syndicate in Japan.
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“One of the first things you want to do,” said the instructor, “is hold the glass at a 45-degree angle into the light.”

Richard looked quizzically at the pretty woman seated next to him, then raised the glass of cabernet in front of his eyes.

“If you really want to impress
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