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  Chapter 1

  
  










“They are not businessmen. They are a cancer.”

The man speaking had the soft, manicured hands of someone who had never lifted anything heavier than a stock portfolio. His name was Herr Ziegler, a German shipping magnate with a face like a worried hawk. He stood at the window of a penthouse suite in Monaco, looking down at the harbor full of yachts that cost more than the GDP of a small country.

“A cancer requires a surgeon,” Brill said. He stood by the door, a ghost in a borrowed suit, his presence sucking the air out of the opulent room. “Not a hammer.”

“Then be a surgeon,” Ziegler said, turning from the window. Two other men, a Dutchman and a Greek, sat on a white leather sofa, looking uncomfortable. They were the consortium, the men whose shipping containers were being bled dry in a port a hundred miles down the coast. “Go to Alenna. Cut out the tumors. All of them. The Russians and the Croatians. We want our port back. We are prepared to pay a price that reflects the… permanence… of the solution.”

“I’ve read the file,” Brill said. “The price is acceptable.”

“There is one rule,” the Dutchman said, speaking for the first time. “Our names are not to be connected. If this goes wrong, you are a ghost. You were never here. We never had this conversation.”

“That’s always the rule,” Brill said. He turned and walked out, leaving the three men alone with their money and their clean hands.

Brill didn’t fly into Alenna. He took a train from Monaco to Genoa, then rented a Fiat Panda, a small, anonymous car that was invisible on the crowded Italian autostrada. He drove south, with the sparkling blue of the Ligurian Sea on his right and the green, terraced hills on his left.

Alenna, when he arrived, was a postcard. A perfect crescent of pastel-colored buildings huddled around a harbor filled with fishing boats and a few gleaming yachts. The sun was bright, the air smelled of salt and diesel and blooming bougainvillea. Tourists in shorts and sandals crowded the waterfront cafes, drinking Aperol spritzes. It was a beautiful place.

But Brill wasn’t looking at the beauty. He was looking at the rot underneath.

He saw it in the two Carabinieri, the local cops, who were shaking down a fruit vendor, taking a bag of peaches and laughing as the old man bowed his head in practiced submission. He saw it in the fishermen, whose faces were tight with a fear that had nothing to do with the weather. He saw it in the graffiti scrawled on the ancient stone walls of the old town—a stylized double-headed eagle for the Russians, a checkered shield for the Croatians. The city was a patient with a fever, smiling and pretending it wasn’t sick.

He checked into a small, family-run hotel a few blocks back from the waterfront. The room was clean, with a lumpy bed and a single window that looked out onto a courtyard full of laundry lines. He paid in cash. He gave a name he’d invented on the drive down.

He spent the rest of the day walking. Not like a tourist. Like a surveyor. He walked the docks, his eyes taking in the shipping manifests, the routines of the customs officials, the men who lingered in the shadows, watching the trucks come and go. He walked the narrow, winding streets of the old town, the caruggi, mapping the territories.

The Russians, the Bratva, were professionals. They owned the port’s logistics. Their men were disciplined, moving with a quiet purpose. They controlled the big money: the weapons that came in on container ships, the women who arrived on fishing boats in the dead of night. Their leader was a man they called “General” Orlov, a former KGB colonel who had traded his uniform for a portfolio of illicit businesses. He was said to be a man who valued order and efficiency above all else.

The Croatians were a different breed. They were the street muscle. They ran the drugs, the protection rackets, the day-to-day violence that kept the city’s population in a state of low-grade terror. Their leader was a man named Stjepan Vucic, a brutal bear of a man who had earned his nickname, “The Butcher,” during the Balkan Wars. Vucic was not a man of order. He was a man of passion, of sudden, explosive violence.

The two factions were in a state of detente. A cold war. They had divided the city’s spoils, and as long as the money kept flowing, they stayed out of each other’s way. It was a fragile, ugly peace. And it was Brill’s job to break it.

He sat at a small, out-of-the-way cafe as the sun began to set, nursing a glass of mineral water. He was watching a bakery across the street. Every evening at six o’clock, a young man with fear in his eyes would come out of the bakery and hand a thick envelope to a man who was waiting in a black Alfa Romeo. A Croatian. The protection money. The daily tax for the privilege of staying in business.

Brill had his first target. Not the man in the car. The envelope.

He spent the next morning acquiring tools. He went to a hardware store and bought a roll of heavy-duty fishing line and a small, powerful magnet. He went to a toy store and bought a cheap, remote-controlled drone, the kind a kid would fly in a park. He went to a pharmacy and bought a box of disposable latex gloves.

That afternoon, he went back to his hotel room and began to assemble his plan. He didn’t build a bomb. He built a delivery system. He dismantled the drone, stripping it of its plastic shell, leaving only the frame, the motors, and the receiver. He attached the magnet to the underside of the drone with epoxy. He attached the fishing line to the drone’s frame.

He waited.

At 5:45 p.m., he was on the roof of a three-story apartment building that overlooked the bakery. He had a direct line of sight to the street below. He lay flat on the hot tiles of the roof, the drone beside him. He could see the black Alfa Romeo pull up and park in its usual spot.

At precisely 6:00 p.m., the young baker came out of his shop. He was holding the thick, white envelope. He walked toward the car, his head down.

Brill switched on the drone’s controller. The small propellers whirred to life. He lifted the drone off the roof, a small, buzzing insect against the evening sky. He flew it down, not toward the baker, but toward the Alfa Romeo. He hovered it over the car’s roof.

The baker reached the car and handed the envelope through the open passenger-side window to the Croatian gangster inside. The gangster took it, glanced inside, and then tossed it onto the dashboard.

That was the moment.

Brill flew the drone down, a swift, silent dive. The powerful magnet on its underside made contact with the thin metal of the car’s roof with a soft thump. It was attached.

He waited.

The Croatian gangster lit a cigarette and drove away, pulling out into the light evening traffic.

Brill let out the fishing line, the thin, translucent filament unspooling from his hand. The drone, its motors off, was now being towed by the Alfa Romeo, a silent, invisible parasite clinging to its host.

Brill followed, moving from rooftop to rooftop, a ghost keeping pace with the car below. The fishing line was his only connection, a fragile, vibrating thread.

The car drove for ten minutes, heading for the warehouse district by the port, the heart of the Croatian territory. It pulled into a narrow alley behind a row of derelict buildings. The driver got out, stretched, and walked into a nondescript door, leaving the envelope on the dashboard. He was going to meet his boss, to deliver the day’s collections.

Brill was on the roof directly above. He switched the drone’s motors back on. The propellers whirred. He lifted it straight up, the magnet detaching from the car’s roof. He now had the drone, and the fishing line, dangling directly over the car.

He lowered it slowly, painstakingly. The end of the line had a small, weighted hook he had fashioned. He maneuvered it through the car’s open window. It took him five minutes of intense, focused concentration, the drone’s motors whining in protest as he made tiny adjustments.

The hook snagged the corner of the envelope.

He lifted it, slowly, carefully. The envelope rose from the dashboard, a white ghost ascending. He flew it out the window and up toward the roof. He grabbed it out of the air and switched the drone off.

He had the money. But he wasn’t a thief.

He took a small, prepaid burner phone from his pocket. He sent a text message to a number he had gotten from Carver’s file, the number for the local Carabinieri station’s anonymous tip line.

The message was in Italian. CROATIAN DRUG MONEY. BLACK ALFA ROMEO. ALLEY BEHIND VIA GARIBALDI. NOW.

He didn’t sign it. But at the end of the message, he added two words. Two words that would turn a simple tip into an international incident. Two words that would light a fire.

GLORY TO RUSSIA.

He put the phone away. He took the cash from the envelope, a thick wad of euros, and stuffed it into his pocket. He left the empty envelope on the roof.

He moved to the edge of the roof and looked down. He didn’t have to wait long. Two blue-and-white police cars, their sirens screaming, swerved into the alley, blocking both ends. The Croatian gangster came running out of the building, his face a mask of confusion and panic, and ran straight into the arms of four heavily armed policemen.

Brill turned and walked away, disappearing across the rooftops as the first shouts of the arrest echoed up from the street below. The first stone had been thrown. The first crack had appeared in the city’s ugly, fragile peace.
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“It was the Russians.”

Stjepan Vucic, the man they called the Butcher, said the words as if they were stones in his mouth. He stood in the middle of a cold, damp warehouse that smelled of fish and diesel, his massive frame dwarfing the men around him. The man who had been arrested in the alley, a low-level enforcer named Luka, stood before him, his face a swollen, purple mask of bruises from his conversation with the Carabinieri.

“They knew,” Luka stammered, his voice thick with pain and fear. “The cops… they knew the car, the time. And the message they found… it was in Russian.”

Vucic’s eyes, small and black in his fleshy face, narrowed. He looked at his lieutenant, a wiry man with a scar that snaked down his cheek. “Orlov gets bold. He thinks because he has the port, he can start playing games on my streets.” He picked up a heavy wrench from a nearby workbench, testing its weight in his hand. “He thinks he can send the police to do his dirty work. He thinks we are businessmen now. That we have forgotten the old ways.”

He walked over to Luka. “You were careless,” he said, his voice a low, dangerous rumble. He swung the wrench, not hard, but with a deliberate, punishing force. It connected with Luka’s kneecap with a sickening, wet crunch.

Luka screamed, a high, thin sound that was quickly muffled as he collapsed to the floor, clutching his shattered leg.

Vucic looked down at him, his face impassive. “The Russians have sent us a message,” he said to his men, his voice rising. “Now, we will send one back. A message they will understand. A message written in the old language.” He pointed at his lieutenant with the wrench. “Find me some of Orlov’s men. I don’t care who. I don’t care where. But find them tonight. And make it loud.”

Brill sat on the rooftop of a cheap hotel overlooking the Piazza Cavour, the city’s main square. He had a glass of red wine on the small table in front of him, a prop he used to look like a tourist enjoying the evening. He was watching a small, discreet office on the second floor of a building across the square. The sign on the window said “Orlov Maritime Logistics.” It was a front, a clean, legal face for the General’s dirty business. It was where they counted the money.

He knew Vucic would retaliate. He had lit the fuse, and now he was waiting for the explosion. He didn’t have to wait long.

At 9:17 p.m., a black panel van with no windows pulled up in front of the building. It didn’t park. It just stopped, idling in the middle of the street. Four men got out. They were Croatians, big men in tracksuits, moving with the clumsy, aggressive energy of street thugs trying to be soldiers. They were carrying automatic rifles.

The tourists in the piazza, the ones sipping their wine and taking pictures of the fountain, didn’t notice them at first. The men moved quickly, crossing the square, their weapons held low.

Brill didn’t move. He just took a slow sip of his wine, his eyes missing nothing.

The four Croatians kicked in the front door of the building and disappeared inside. A moment later, the quiet evening was shattered by the sound of gunfire. Not single shots. Long, ragged bursts of automatic fire. The sound was flat and ugly, echoing off the old stone buildings.

Screams erupted in the piazza. Tourists overturned tables, scrambling for cover. The pigeons that had been pecking at crumbs took to the air in a frantic, flapping cloud.

The firefight inside the building was short and brutal. More gunfire. The sound of shattering glass. A man’s scream, cut short.

Then, silence.

Two minutes later, the four Croatians came running back out. One of them was limping, a dark stain spreading on his pant leg. They jumped into the van, which roared away, its tires squealing on the cobblestones, leaving a trail of blue smoke.

The whole thing had taken less than five minutes.

Brill stood up. He left a few euros on the table for the wine and walked to the edge of the roof. He looked down at the building across the square. The front door was a splintered wreck. The windows on the second floor were shot out. He could see two bodies lying on the floor of the office, still and dark.

The first police car arrived, its siren a frantic, useless wail. Then another. The square was a chaos of flashing blue lights and shouting men.

Brill turned his back on the scene. This was his opening. The hot war had begun. The city was now officially a hunting ground. And in the chaos of a hunt, a third hunter could move unnoticed.

He moved across the rooftops, a shadow against the night sky, heading not away from the violence, but toward its source. He went to the warehouse district, to the heart of the Croatian territory. He found the alley where he had seen the Alfa Romeo the day before. The car was gone, but the warehouse was buzzing with a new, victorious energy.

He climbed to the roof of an adjacent building and looked down through a grimy skylight. Vucic was there, pacing back and forth like a caged bear, a triumphant, savage grin on his face. His men were celebrating, drinking, shouting. They had drawn blood. They had sent their message.

Brill watched them. He was looking for the weak point, the opportunity. He saw the lieutenant, the one with the scar, talking on a phone in a corner, his back to the room. He was arranging something. A meeting.

Brill slipped away. He followed the lieutenant when he left the warehouse an hour later. The man drove a small, fast Fiat, his driving aggressive, reckless. Brill followed in his own anonymous Panda, staying two cars back, a ghost in the traffic.

The lieutenant led him to a small, waterfront restaurant in a quieter part of the city. He went inside. Brill parked down the street and waited.

Twenty minutes later, another man arrived. He was Russian. One of Orlov’s men, a captain by his bearing. He went inside.

A meeting. A parley. Vucic had made his point. Now they would talk. They would posture, threaten, and then, probably, they would make a deal. They would go back to their cold war. The cancer would go back into remission.

Brill couldn’t have that. He needed the fever to break.

He got out of his car. He had a small, suppressed pistol tucked into the back of his waistband. He walked not to the front of the restaurant, but around to the back. The kitchen was a chaotic mess of steam and shouting cooks. He slipped in through the service entrance, just another shadow in the chaos.

He found the small, private room where the two men were meeting. The door was closed. He could hear their voices, low and angry.

He didn’t go in. He went to the room next to it, an empty storage closet that smelled of bleach. He pressed his ear to the thin wall.

“…an insult that will not be tolerated,” the Russian was saying. “You have killed three of my men. The General demands satisfaction.”

“The General’s men were playing games they did not understand,” the Croatian lieutenant sneered. “Tell him to keep his dogs on his own side of the street, and we will not have to put them down.”

Brill had heard enough. He took out his pistol. He didn’t attach the suppressor. He wanted the noise.

He stepped back into the hallway. He raised the pistol and fired two shots into the ceiling. The sound was deafening in the enclosed space. Plaster rained down.

He didn’t wait for the reaction. He kicked open the door to the private room.

The Russian and the Croatian were on their feet, their own guns in their hands, their faces a mask of shock and confusion. They thought they were under attack. They saw Brill in the doorway, a dark, unknown threat.

The Croatian fired first, a wild, panicked shot that went wide.

Brill dropped to one knee as the Russian brought his own weapon around. Brill fired once. A single, precise shot that took the Russian in the chest. The man staggered back, a look of profound surprise on his face, and collapsed.

The Croatian lieutenant stared at his dead counterpart, then at Brill. He opened his mouth to say something.

Brill shot him too. A clean shot to the head. The lieutenant fell backward over the table, scattering glasses and bottles.

Brill stood up. He looked at the two dead men. A Russian captain. A Croatian lieutenant. Lying in the
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