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CHAPTER 1

BASEL, SWITZERLAND

THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 3

9:40 A.M.

Cotton Malone could not decide if the threat was real OR imaginary. He’d been sent to assess the situation, keep an eye on the target, and intervene. But only if necessary.

Did this qualify?

The streets of Basel were busy. Not surprising given this city of two hundred thousand had been a commercial hub and cultural center since the Renaissance. Six hundred years ago it was one of Europe’s great cities. Location helped. Strategically placed where Switzerland, France, and Germany converged, downtown was divided by the Rhine River into two distinct sections. One from the past, the other rooted in today. Its old town filled two hills that rose against the river’s southern bank. A place full of ivy-clad, half-timber houses reminiscent of a long-ago medieval town, the cobbled paths a mix of pedestrian-only and light-traffic streets.

He stood, bathed in sunshine, beside one of the more congested traffic routes and enjoyed a bag of roasted chestnuts purchased from a nearby vendor. His target was inside a small boutique, on the other side of the street, about two hundred feet away, where she’d been for the past thirty minutes. Windows of fashionable stores drew a continuous stream of patrons. Lots of cafés, shops, jewelers, designer clothing, and, his personal favorite, antique-book stores. Plenty of them too. Each reminiscent of his own bookshop back in Copenhagen. He’d owned it now for several years, the store modest in size, tastefully appointed, and well stocked. He catered not only to bibliophiles, but also to the countless tourists who visited Copenhagen. He’d netted a profit every year, though he spent more time away from the shop than he liked. He was also the current secretary of the Danish Antiquarian Booksellers Association, a first for him as he was not much of a joiner.

But what the hell?

He loved books. They loved books.

People moved steadily in every direction, his brain attentive to the slightest detail that had signaled trouble in his former profession. No one stared or lingered too long. Nothing at all out of sync, except for one car. A dark-colored Saab. Parked thirty yards away among other vehicles nestled to the curb. All of the others were empty. But not the Saab. It contained two people, whose forms he could make out through the lightly tinted windshield. The driver and another in the back seat. None of which, in and of itself, should spark any suspicion in most people.

But he wasn’t most people.

He was a trained intelligence officer who’d worked a dozen years for the Magellan Billet, a covert investigative unit of the United States Justice Department. He’d been one of the first people recruited by his old friend Stephanie Nelle, who both created and continued to run the unit. She’d recently found some trouble with the new American president, Warner Fox, but all that had been resolved and now she was back in command. And though he’d been retired from the Billet for a while now, he continued to work freelance for Stephanie whenever she managed to entice him away from his bookshop. He liked that he was still needed, so he rarely refused her. Sure, there’d come a day when she would ask less frequently and he would become only a bookseller. But thankfully, for now, he still had his uses, though he wasn’t here for Stephanie. This favor was for another friend whom he’d encountered a few months back in Germany.

Derrick Koger.

Recently promoted European station chief for the Central Intelligence Agency. Who’d piqued his curiosity with an amazing tale of lost treasure.

Billions in plundered gold.

General Tomoyuki Yamashita, who’d commanded the final defense of the Philippine Islands, along with supervising the secretion of that loot, surrendered to the Allies in September 1945, then was quickly tried and convicted of war crimes in December 1945. Two months later Yamashita was hanged.

Why so fast?

Simple.

The Office of Strategic Services, precursor to the CIA, had learned about 175 buried vaults. Yamashita flatly refused to cooperate with locating them and the last thing the Americans wanted was him still alive, able to tell the world about the gold.

So they hung him.

Once that loose end had been eliminated, and the island of Luzon militarily secured, the OSS moved in and managed to retrieve several of the larger caches, tons of unaccounted-for precious metals, all shipped off to repositories in forty-two countries across the world. All done with the full knowledge and blessing of both General Douglas MacArthur and President Harry Truman.

Why was it taken?

Three reasons.

First, if the recovery of such a huge mass of stolen gold had become known, thousands of people would have come forward to claim it, many of them fraudulently, and governments would have been bogged down for decades resolving ownership.

Second, the sheer volume of the gold, if dumped back on the open market, would have devalued the price. At the time most countries linked their currencies to the U.S. dollar, and the dollar was tied to gold, so an unexpected plummet in value would have caused a worldwide financial disaster.

And finally, once Hitler and Japan had been defeated, the greatest threat to world security now came from the Soviet Union. Communism had to be stopped. At all costs. And hundreds of millions of dollars in secret wealth could certainly be channeled into that purpose.

So, slowly, over time, the retrieved gold and silver were consolidated to one location under the control of what came to be known as the Black Eagle Trust. Where was it centralized? The Bank of St. George in Luxembourg. And there that wealth had sat since 1949, safe behind a wall of secrecy that had only, according to Koger, fallen in the past few months.

Fascinating stuff.

The car with the two occupants cranked to life.

Cotton’s attention shifted from the vehicle to the boutique.

His target had appeared, stepping from the front doorway and turning onto the busy sidewalk. Had the car cranking been just coincidence?

Doubtful.

He’d only seen one photo of Kelly Austin, who was employed by the Bank of St. George. Her job? He had no idea. All he’d been told was to look after her and intervene only if absolutely required. Koger had been emphatic on that last detail. Which was why he’d positioned himself across the street, among people walking here and there, oblivious to anything around them outside of their own concerns.

Kelly Austin walked away from the Saab, which swung from its parking place and crept forward in the street. No cars were behind it, but one was ahead. The one in front accelerated and headed off past Cotton. The Saab, though, never changed speed.

No question. This was a threat.

Austin kept walking his way, on the other side of the street. No head turns. No looking around. No hesitation. Just one step after another with a shopping bag dangling from one hand, a purse slung over her other shoulder.

Oblivious.

He tossed the chestnuts into the waste can beside him and stepped from the curb, zigzagging against the lanes of traffic to the pedestrian bay at the center. There, at the first break in the cars, he crossed, fifty feet ahead of Austin. People passed by, heading in the opposite direction. The Saab kept coming, moving a little faster, now nearly parallel with Austin.

The rear window descended.

A gun barrel came into view.

No time existed to get closer to Austin. Too far away. So he reached back beneath his jacket and found the Beretta. Magellan Billet issue. Which he’d been allowed to retain after retiring out early. The appearance of the weapon sent a panic through some of the pedestrians. No way to keep the gun out of view.

He told himself to focus.

In his mind the all-pervasive background noise common to cities around the world ground to a halt. Silence dominated his thoughts and his eyes assumed command of the rest of his senses. He leveled the gun and fired two shots into the open rear window. The Saab immediately accelerated, tires grabbing the pavement as the car squealed past. The danger from return fire seemed great. So he sent another bullet into the open window.

People scattered. Many hit the ground.

The Saab raced away.

He focused on the license plate and etched the letters and numbers into his eidetic memory. The car came to the next intersection, then disappeared around the corner. He quickly stuffed the gun back under his jacket and looked around.

His lungs inflated in short, quick breaths.

Kelly Austin was nowhere to be seen.





CHAPTER 10

Cotton stepped up on the covered porch and entered the white clapboard house. He never knocked. No need. Suzy always left the door unlocked. Their affair was in its sixth month. He was a young navy lieutenant, fresh out of law school, beginning what would surely be the next twenty years as a JAG lawyer. He’d wanted to fly fighter jets and had made top marks in flight school, but other people, older and supposedly wiser, friends of his dead father, had different ideas for his life and he ended up at Georgetown law school. Now he was less than a year into his first assignment at the Naval Air Station in Pensacola, Florida. There he’d met another twenty-six-year-old. A petite blonde who worked in the data storage facility. Computers were becoming more and more important and people who understood how to use them were likewise valuable. Suzy Baldwin, “with a ‘y’ ” as she liked to say, was one of those people. Smart, cute, sassy. They’d hit it off immediately. She lived a few miles from the base in a small subdivision typical for the Florida panhandle. He lived on base, behind the fences, which made this the perfect place for their regular trysts.

She stepped from the bedroom wearing a short sundress stretched tautly over her curves, the legs that emerged beneath beautifully tapered. She had high cheekbones with a sprinkle of freckles over a delicate upturned nose. Her hair cascaded past her shoulders in long, soft curls, just the way he liked it. She was from a small town in southern Illinois, born into a middle-class family, just like himself. Their entire relationship had played itself out here, within these walls. Never had they been out in public.

And for good reason.

He was married.

She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him.

Hard.

She never dilly-dallied much when it came to lovemaking. Both of them seemed anxious for the experience, though he’d become less and less enthralled.

Thanks to the guilt.

Which was why he’d come over today.

“We need to end this,” he said.

He could still see her puzzled face, baffled by the declaration. Only it was not the same one he was now staring at. “What happened to you?”

She smiled. “You don’t like what you see?”

He shook his head. “That’s not what I mean. It’s just that you look completely different.”

“A lot happened to me since Pensacola,” she said.

Obviously.

“What do you mean, end this?” she asked him.

“I can’t come here anymore. I have a wife.”

“Yes, you do. Her name is Pam. Who you’ve cared little to nothing about these past few months.”

That hurt. But it was true.

“You seemed to enjoy climbing into my bed,” she said. “I haven’t heard a complaint.”

“This is not about you.”

“Excuse me. Last I looked there were two people in this relationship.”

That was the problem. There was no relationship. Only sex. And she was the latest in a series of affairs that started in law school. Women here and there who meant little to nothing. Why did he cheat? He had no idea. He’d tried to analyze it. Understand. Stop it. But nothing had worked. True, his relationship with Pam had been strained for some time. Did he still love her? Hard to say. But she did not deserve what he was doing to her.

Did Pam know?

He didn’t think so.

And he wanted to keep it that way.

What an idiot he’d been.

A selfish, narcissistic fool.

Twenty years had passed and he still felt the guilt. Even with all that happened between him and Pam since that time, he’d never been able to shake his failings. The hotshot law student, then naval officer, thinking himself the cock of the walk, able to do whatever he wanted. He’d cheated on Pam with four women.

Suzy the longest in duration.

“What’s happening, Earl?” she said to him. “You growing a conscience?”

His real name was Harold Earl Malone, but he’d been called Cotton since childhood. There was a story to that. A long one. He’d told it to Suzy, but she’d still insisted on using either Harold or Earl. Terms of endearment? Maybe. More a sign, at the moment, of her growing anger.

“Can we make this easy?” he said.

“What’s going on with you? You act like neither of us knew you were married. Why now? What’s different?”

He wasn’t going to explain himself. Feelings were hard for him. The last thing he wanted was to discuss them with someone else. That was another problem between him and Pam. Neither of them was good at sharing. “I’m really sorry. But I can’t do this anymore. I should have never done it in the first place.”

“Get out.”

Anger had arrived. Bold and clear.

“You’re not going to make any trouble, are you?” he asked.

“Is that what you’re worried about? That I won’t tell anyone? That your wife won’t know. Or your commanding officer. You don’t give a damn about how I feel, do you?”

“Of course I do. I don’t want to hurt you. Not at all. But I also don’t want to hurt my wife anymore. Can’t you understand that?”

She pointed at the door.

“Get. Out.”

They never spoke again.

A few weeks later she was gone from Pensacola. Now here she was, two decades later, in Basel, Switzerland, with a new name, new face, and people trying to kill her.

“You and I were a long time ago,” she said to him. “I’m over it. A lot has passed by since then, and I want to tell you all about it, but this is neither the time nor place.”

An old reality, from long ago, returned in a steaming wave of uncomfortableness. He hadn’t thought about that part of his life in years, and he felt strange as those distant, disturbing memories flooded back. A familiar shallow righteousness ripped through him that left his gut empty and weak. Once a struggle had raged within his brain—one of right or wrong, happiness or misery—but he’d long since acquired a hold on the anchors that now firmly rooted his life. He’d known, even as a young man, that there’d be a moment when he’d be tested, a moment when he would come face‑to‑face with the truth, when his actions would affirm or deny everything.

Suzy Baldwin had been his moment.

He was no longer the man who’d cheated on his wife, having learned his lessons and never repeated them. He was now an honorable soul. More than that. He was a cautious soul, careful about his mistakes and mindful of others. And here, standing before him, was a vivid reminder of his former shortcomings.

People were again coming and going through the bakery’s front door. Beyond the front windows he saw the street returning to normal, the police leaving. She was right. This was not the time for reunions. But—

“What have you gotten yourself into?” he quietly asked her.

He saw the concern on her face.

“More than you can possibly imagine.”





CHAPTER 11

Kyra studied the woman she’d found inside Yerevan’s dacha. Slender, sophisticated, reserved. And the eyes. Brown dots. Cautious and measuring. But Kyra had not survived in her line of work by being reckless, stupid, or naïve. The house was supposed to be empty. And this woman, naked beneath a silk robe, with the calculated demeanor of a mortician, raised a multitude of alarms. An unexpected new player in the game.

But who was she?

“What is your name?” she asked.

“Roza.”

“Do you have a last name?”

“It’s unimportant.”

Okay. She wanted to remain a bit anonymous. Kyra gestured with the cylinder she’d taken from Yerevan. “What do you know about this?”

“You don’t have a name?” Roza asked.

“It truly is unimportant.”

Roza shrugged with a coyness she found irritating and pointed at the cylinder. “He liked to show it off, especially in bed. He said it was the key to bitcoin worth billions of euros.”

“And what do you know of this bitcoin?” she asked.

They stood inside the dacha’s great room, its ceiling held aloft by pillars wrapped in brass bands set into sparkling stone, like bracelets around a pale arm. Beyond the wall of glass, past the terrace and a row of low hedges, darkness was rapidly enveloping the lake.

“He called it his digital children,” Roza said. “Odd, considering he has real children whom he never spoke of.”

Not really. It seemed perfectly in character.

Roza stepped across the room, closer to the bar that dominated one side, the mirrored wall behind it fronted by glass shelves displaying a variety of expensive amber-colored liquors. Kyra noticed that she walked with a slight limp, a pain in one leg.

“Are you hurt?” she asked.

“The bastard kicked me before he left on the boat. He said I wasn’t . . . enthusiastic enough.”

“The hazards of your line of work?”

Roza studied her with a casual intensity. “There are risks associated with what I do.” The woman paused. “But there are also rewards.”

“Designer clothes? Shoes? Jewelry? Staying in a house like this?”

“All those. And more.”

“So you’re a whore?”

“Is it necessary to insult me?”

“I meant no harm. But that is what you seem to be.”

“And what are you?”

“I like to think of myself as a problem solver.”

“Did you kill him?”

No need to lie. “I did.”

Roza seemed unfazed by the admission. Which was odd. But since Kyra planned on killing this woman anyway, what did it matter? The more important question, though, was whether this whore could be useful in finding Yerevan’s highly specialized device. So she returned to the point. “There’s another part to this. A larger cylinder with dials, letters, and numbers on it that this part fits into.”

“And if I show you where it is?”

“I won’t kill you, and you can take what you like from here.”

“What if I report you to the authorities?”

She smiled. “You won’t.”

Roza considered the proposal in silence, and Kyra took the moment to make the kind of critical assessment that had saved her life on more than one occasion. Nothing she’d just said should be believed by any reasonable person. No way was she going to allow an eyewitness to just walk away. Slowly, but clearly, all of the pieces of the puzzle swirling around inside her head began to fit together into something that made sense.

Bitcoin was born on January 3, 2009, when the program that created it first appeared on the internet. By 2014 seventy percent of all the then-bitcoin transactions were handled from one world exchange. Mt. Gox. Based in Japan. But in February 2014 Mt. Gox suspended all trading and announced that 850,000 of its bitcoin had been stolen by hackers. About $450 million U.S. at the time. Which shocked the bitcoin world. Subsequently 141,000 were reclaimed, but 709,000 coins remained missing. The hacker was eventually identified and hunted down, but before he could be arrested by the FBI he transferred those bitcoin to Russia’s Federal Security Service.

Quite a bold move.

Which spoke volumes.

She’d dealt with the FSB before. The successor to the infamous KGB. Its main responsibilities included counter-intelligence, border security, and counter-terrorism. From its headquarters in Moscow’s Lubyanka Square, which the KGB once occupied, the FSB worked independent of anyone and everything. The Kremlin had long proclaimed its hatred for bitcoin but, privately, through the FSB, it was one of the world’s largest owners of cryptocurrency. So she wondered. Had the FSB set its sights on Samvel Yerevan’s stash? Why not? He was an easy mark.

Everything about this woman pointed in that direction.

This was no whore.

“Come with me,” Roza said, and she hobbled her way down a short hall and into another spacious room that also faced the lake. Some sort of office or study. More glass, stone, and wood mixed in a contemporary style. But it wasn’t the décor that attracted a visitor’s gaze. It was the busts. Classical statues on high, verdant-green marble pedestals that gazed out with an ageless silence. She counted eight against the walls, each fashioned of white marble.

“My best guess,” Roza said, “is that what you seek is in this room. He called this his fortress.”

The desk contained no drawers. Just a stainless-steel frame that held a thick glass slab aloft. Behind it glass shelves were built into the wall with drawers and cabinets beneath. No books. Just porcelain vases, small sculptures, and stone carvings. All impressionistic.

“He had strange tastes in art,” Kyra said.

Roza walked behind the desk to the shelves and leaned against the counter. “He was imperious and sanctimonious, thinking himself innately better than all of us. He never liked anyone or anything to have more meaning than himself. The busts? They are his heroes.”

She recognized some of the images. Napoleon. Alexander the Great. Charlemagne. Julius Caesar. Stalin. “He seemed to like dictators and conquerors.”

A cold tension tightened her body, which brought her alert, sharpened her movements, and heightened her senses. Roza still showed no fear, no impatience. Instead, she remained methodical, calculating, and, above all, capable.

But of what?

Certainly not more than Kyra herself could display.

Her fits of fury had always frightened her parents. As a child she would periodically flail wildly, the anger tough to control. They’d never really known how to deal with her, and psychotherapy in Russia, especially for children, was nearly unheard of. Eventually, on her own, she mastered the process of harnessing rage and using it to wipe away depression, along with an occasional bout of helplessness. Her first kill came at age nineteen. Done on a dare. A way to be accepted. More favors followed until she realized that a market existed for the service. At first she’d been hesitant about the urge, which seemed to come from deep inside her, a place she’d tried to repress and deny. Eventually she came to accept that a terrible violence seethed just beneath her amicable exterior. And instead of frightening her, it provided a sense of strength.

Along with an insight she’d learned to trust.

The obviousness of this situation broke through her clouded thoughts and she could delay no longer. If she’d read this scenario right, reinforcements were surely on the way. More FSB agents, backing up this one here in the dacha.

As a teenager Kyra had first learned that she possessed an acute sense of color. Strong and clear, seeing things—like rainbows inside pieces of ice—that others never saw. Some colors triggered manic and euphoric episodes, others produced giggle fits. Oddly, the malady faded with age, replaced by an exceptional degree of peripheral vision. A German optician explained to her that such acuity was normally not possible because the majority of vision receptors, the cones, were packed in the central part of the eye. Her abnormality? She had an overabundance of cones. Which had temporarily heightened her view of color and permanently increased the range of her peripheral vision beyond normal limits.

A hidden asset she used to maximum advantage.

Which was why she’d shifted her position closer to the Napoleon bust, her eyes clearly angled away from Roza, who still stood behind the desk. But she was able to see out of the corner of her eye as the woman, propped against the counter, eased open the drawer behind her in the wall unit and slid one hand inside, out of view.

Kyra reacted, grabbing the marble bust, spinning around, and launching it across the room. The heavy mass crashed into Roza just as the woman’s right hand came into view, from the drawer, with a gun in her grip. Roza raised her left arm to shield herself from the impact but the heavy bust pounded into her hard and she collapsed to the floor, dazed and in pain. Kyra darted across the room and relieved Roza of the gun.

A cold rage devoid of all feeling engulfed her.

She stared at the gun. Clean. Well oiled. Loaded with fresh rounds.

Ordinarily she avoided factory ammunition, preferring custom loads that she made herself with less powder, which provided lower velocity and less noise. But this would have to do. The gun seemed alive, power surging into her hand, up her arm, and into her entire being.

Which brought her life.

Like always.

She fired twice into the woman’s head.





CHAPTER 12

Cassiopeia was trying hard not to be irritated. But she’d left her castle rebuilding project in the hands of her employees and traveled to Switzerland, at her own expense, only to be set up? She told Koger what happened and passed along the message. They were motoring north, out of Geneva, at a fast pace.

“It was fifty-fifty if the gold was there,” he told her.

“Which you failed to mention, before I went inside.”

“There’s a lot more I didn’t tell you too,” he said.

“Like the Black Eagle Trust?”

Koger nodded. “Yeah. Like that.”

They rode a few minutes in silence. The day was turning cloudy and overcast. Something was happening here, something that the big man sitting across from her was definitely bothered about. Something Cotton had thought important enough to involve himself in.

Koger slowed the car and turned into a small parking lot that accommodated an office building. Trees encircled the asphalt and only about half the spaces were occupied. He parked in one and switched off the engine. He then reached back to the rear seat and grabbed a leather satchel. From inside he removed a few pages stapled together.

“I need you to read this,” he said. “Then I’ll answer your questions.

INTERNAL MEMORANDUM

CLASSIFIED—TOP SECRET

FOR DCI EYES ONLY

Text: Until September 1945, Edward Lansdale was an immaterial advertising copywriter, who spent the war writing propaganda for the Office of Strategic Services (OSS). With the disbanding of the OSS, Lansdale was offered an opportunity to transfer to the Army’s G2 operation in the Philippines. There, he was placed in charge of supervising a Filipino American intelligence officer named Severio Garcia Diaz Sanata. By then Japanese General Tomoyuki Yamashita had surrendered, been tried for war crimes, found guilty, and executed. Yamashita was questioned extensively about gold and other assets he hid across the Philippines, but refused to say anything. Once dead, attention turned to Major Kojima Kashii, who had driven Yamashita all over the islands.

Sanata tortured Kashii and learned about 175 hidden caches of Japanese treasure. Edward Lansdale joined in those sessions. Kashii eventually led Sanata and Lansdale to the location of a dozen sites in the mountains north of Manila. Two of those were opened and revealed huge amounts of gold, precious metals, and gems. Sanata then recruited a team and started to open more sites. Lansdale flew to Japan to brief General MacArthur and then on to Washington to speak with President Harry Truman, who decided to proceed with the gold recovery, which would be kept secret and classified. Roosevelt’s Secretary of War, Henry Stimson, was the first to propose using gold recovered from the Nazis as a secret, post-war slush fund. The Nazis had already re‑smelted their looted gold, making it nearly impossible to trace its origin. Further, many owners had perished in the war and most of the pre-war governments had ceased to exist. With many of the eastern European countries falling under the influence of the Soviet Union, returning any gold to those countries was out of the question. So the Allies decided to retain whatever Nazi wealth was possible. In 1946 the decision was made to consolidate that gold with what was being recovered from the Philippines into what became known as the Black Eagle Trust.

After briefing Truman, Edward Lansdale returned to Tokyo in November 1945. From there General MacArthur accompanied Lansdale on a secret flight to Manila where MacArthur personally inspected box after box of gold bullion stacked yards tall in underground chambers. That gold was then covertly moved by ship to banks in 42 different countries. Classified documents (viewed by several retired assets in the 1980s but no longer existing) confirmed large deposits of gold, silver, and platinum were made to those institutions. These same assets confirmed that the Black Eagle Trust was formally created in 1948.

Total secrecy was vital to success. The United States had openly declared that Japan was broke from the war, with no money to rebuild itself. Communism had become the common enemy of America and Europe. The United States wanted Japan to become a staunch anti-communist state. But a problem arose when the most ardent of the anti-communists in Japan were indicted as war criminals. These individuals were needed post-war. So few were ever punished, due in large part to MacArthur absolving both them and the Japanese emperor of all war crimes. The end result was that those most responsible for the war (and its atrocities) were left in power. A formal peace treaty with Japan was not executed until September 8, 1951. To shield Japan from war reparations, John Foster Dulles, the American envoy, secretly negotiated specialized terms with Japanese officials. Article 14 of the ratified treaty states:

It is recognized that Japan should pay reparations to the Allied Powers for the damage and suffering caused by it during the war. Nevertheless it is also recognized that the resources of Japan are not presently sufficient to make such payments. Therefore the Allied Powers waive all reparations claims for themselves, and their nationals, arising out of any actions taken by Japan.

By this article, any claims, including those by Allied nations, citizens, and servicemen forced into slave labor by Japanese warlords were waived. This also essentially placed anything looted by Japan off limits to legal action thereby ensuring that no one could lay claim to any of the recovered gold. Classified records that have survived indicate that the value of the gold recovered exceeded $200 billion 1947 dollars (which would exceed $2 trillion dollars in today’s value). More caches were eventually unearthed and added to the total. But not all of the 175 underground vaults were found and a map, created by Yamashita to be used for their eventual re‑location, disappeared after the war.

By 1950, all of the gold acquired was physically consolidated at a single institution, the Bank of St. George in Luxembourg, under the guise of the Black Eagle Trust. Any and all records associated with that trust are currently the property of the bank and in its sole possession. This was part of the initial agreement between the agency and the bank, a safeguard to insulate the United States government from any official involvement, which created full deniability. Until recently, the CIA enjoyed a congenial relationship with the bank, but that is no longer the case.

Background: The Central Intelligence Agency was formed on September 18, 1947. But its overall purpose was unclear from the start. Truman simply wanted a centralized group to organize the information that reached him each day. The Department of Defense wanted high-level military intelligence and covert action if needed. The State Department wanted to use it to create global political change favorable to the United States. A confusion of purpose contributed to the CIA’s early lack of success. It failed to provide sufficient intelligence about the Soviet takeovers of Romania and Czechoslovakia, the Soviet blockade of Berlin, and the Soviet atomic bomb project. It was caught off guard by the Chinese entry into the Korean War. The famed double agent Kim Philby was the British liaison to the CIA and worked for years undetected. Arlington Hall, the nerve center of the then-CIA cryptanalysis, was compromised by a Soviet spy.

The 1948 Italian elections were the first known uses of the Black Eagle Trust. The idea had been to prevent the communists from taking over Italy, so money was funneled to opposition candidates and the election outcome bought. Next, communist uprisings in Greece and Turkey were defeated through covert funding of counter-insurgents. In Japan the Black Eagle Trust propped up the government and funded the royal family, along with the fight of communism in Asia. When the socialists won big in the 1946 Japanese national elections, trust money was used to discredit the newly formed coalition. More was used to eventually elect and replace key members of the Japanese government.

The Black Eagle Trust has been utilized for over seventy years to fund covert operations around the world. And while these operations were certainly odoriferous and most likely criminal, the real danger came in keeping trillions in unaccounted-for gold out of the hands of private individuals.

But on that goal we failed.





CHAPTER 13

Cotton led Kelly Austin from the bakery back onto the streets of Basel. He could see that Kelly remained apprehensive. Understandable, given that someone had just tried to gun her down. Even if you did this for a living, which he had for a dozen years at the Magellan Billet, nerves still got rattled. Guns and bullets had a way of doing that.

Even to him.

The afternoon had turned cloudy and cool, but Basel remained bustling with cars and people. Koger had said to bring Kelly Austin to him. But they needed a few minutes to regroup. Her hotel was out of the question. If the people in the car knew where she was on the streets, they definitely knew where she was staying. His hotel was off limits for a variety of reasons. So he decided a café would be best. Public. Lots of people. A good place to have a chat.

And they needed to talk.

They made their way across the Rhine and through old town. Many of its former residences had been turned into businesses. Bright brass plaques adorned the buildings. The streets were spotless, the windows clean and bright. Flowers sprouted from sill boxes in a profusion of late-summer color. They entered the Marktplatz, the cobbled square dominated by the vivid red façade of the old rathaus. The crowds pressed together, constantly moving. Winding alleys led off to a maze of more shopping and eateries. He headed down one of the narrow, cobbled paths and found an eclectic café with lots of windows, vaulted ceilings, and what he liked best, plenty of open space. On entering he caught the pungent scent of curry in the warm air. Not his favorite. He led the way through a series of booths spaced against winding walls, surely calculated to provide diners with privacy. Atop each table sat a small shaded lamp that illuminated white linen tablecloths. They claimed a booth toward the rear. A woman in a long tan dress took their request for two bottled waters. He told her they might order some food, but to give them a few minutes.

Once she was gone, he asked, “What happened after you left Pensacola?”

“How is Pam?”

“We’ve been divorced a long time.”

“Your fault or hers?”

“Long hours and travel played hell with both the nerves and home life.”

“As did adultery.”

Blunt, as always. “We both did our share of bad things.”

“Both? Was she a bad girl too?”

He wasn’t in the mood to relive ancient history. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Did she ever know about us?”

“I think she knew everything about all the women I cheated with. But she was good at keeping things to herself.”

It really hurt to talk about the past. He’d spent years making amends for the pain his recklessness caused. It had only been in the last few years that he’d come to fully understand all that happened. He had affairs. Pam had an affair. But from hers came a child, Gary, who he’d thought was his until learning, years after the birth, that he was not the boy’s biological father. Gary was seventeen now and they’d both dealt with the lies. All was finally good among him, Pam, and Gary.

“I thought I loved you,” Kelly said.

That was new.

“It was stupid, I know, considering the situation. You were married. But when we’re young we do stupid things.”

That we do.

“It hurt when you ended it that day,” she said. “I didn’t handle it well. I was mad. My instincts were to run, so I got a transfer to another base.”

He was hoping that talking would calm her down, take her mind off the attack. It also bought him some time until Koger provided further instructions.

“A few years after I left,” she said, “I was in a bad car accident. A deer jumped out in front of me and I went over an embankment. I was paralyzed and disfigured. It took three years before I walked again. I also got a new face from too many plastic surgeries to count. My life changed totally. So I decided to get a new name to go along with all that. Suzy Baldwin became Kelly Austin. I went back to school and earned some advanced degrees, then landed a job with the National Security Agency. They always need computer people. From there I moved to the CIA, then to the Bank of St. George.”

The woman returned with their waters. Kelly indicated she wasn’t hungry. He had been half an hour ago, but not anymore.

“That’s quite a career move,” he said to her.

She drank from the bottle. “Not really. They’re all related.”

He waited for her to explain.

“What about you, Harold Earl? What happened with you?”

“My name is Cotton.”

“Not to me.”

All of the physical changes had not altered her sharp personality, which had been one of the things that had attracted him to her in the first place. God help him, but he liked strong women. “I left the navy and went to work at the Justice Department. A special covert unit.”

“The Magellan Billet?”

“You’ve heard of it?”

She nodded. “It came to my attention a few times. But never your name.”

“I was there a dozen years before retiring out early, divorcing, and moving to Denmark. I own a bookshop in Copenhagen.”

“And yet the CIA calls on you to look after me.”

“A favor for a friend.”

“Koger?”

He nodded.

“Still the master of opaqueness, I see.”

“As are you,” he said. “I noticed you changed the subject instead of explaining the connection among all your career moves.”

“I like to keep you guessing.”

“Considering your life is, literally, in my hands, that’s a stupid move.”

“Yeah, I get that,” she smirked.

He came to the point. “What did you do at the Bank of St. George?”

“I created something utterly unique. Something wonderful. Something the world desperately needed.”

“You going to tell me what that is?”

“Ever heard of blockchain?”

His eidetic brain recalled what he knew on the subject.

An expandable list of data linked together. Each block contained a cryptographic hash of the previous block with a timestamp, along with data. The timestamp proved that the data existed when the block was created. Together the blocks formed a chain, with each additional block reinforcing the ones before it. Blockchains were impervious to modification because, once recorded, the data in any given block could not be altered retroactively without altering all of the subsequent blocks. Which was impossible. Ingenious and quite clever. Immutable was the term those in the know liked to use.

From what he knew blockchain was invented in 2008 by a person, or group of people, using the pseudonym Satoshi Nakamoto, as part of the creation of the cryptocurrency called bitcoin. But no one knew the identity of Nakamoto. Never been seen or heard by anyone. The name more a legend than a fact. People had speculated as to the identity for over a decade to no avail. Secrets were hard to keep in the cyberworld, but this one had endured.

He told her what he knew.

She smiled. “That memory brain of yours?”

He nodded.

“That’s one trait I wish I’d acquired along the way.”

Her eyes, always a pale shade of violet, had remained unchanged. He recalled them with fondness. He’d hated hurting her, but he hadn’t been able to keep hurting his wife. His actions became a wedge, sharp and clear, a thing of substance, slicing between him and Pam, forcing them apart. And it would be years before the piper of that parade was fully paid.

But paid he was.

With a lot of pain.

Not the least of which had been Suzy Baldwin’s feelings. But he’d just saved her life. Which counted for something.

Right?

“Cotton,” she said to him. “I am Satoshi Nakamoto.”





CHAPTER 14

Kyra stared down at the dead woman.

Definitely not a whore.

This one was a trained operative sent to get her hands on the same thing Kyra was after. She’d caught the look in Roza’s eye when she’d first displayed the cylinder. That momentary flash of desire. How many times had she seen that look before?

Especially in her own eyes.

She’d encountered FSB agents before. But never had she killed one. No choice had existed here. She had no time to try to squeeze the information out, and there was no way anything of substance would have been voluntarily revealed. If she was right, people were on the way and there’d be consequences for what she’d just done. Time to figure this out.

And leave.

Roza had brought her to this room for a reason. True, there was a gun that she knew existed. But what if there was something else?

She stared around.

Clearly this had been Yerevan’s personal haven. Everything about it screamed male arrogance. The house itself seemed like a middle finger to the Russian government, which could do little to stop the oligarchs short of jailing them. But that also came with repercussions since the rich definitely looked after the rich.

She’d been advised that Yerevan was in deep financial trouble. Lenders were openly pressuring him for repayment on several balloon loans. The Bank of St. George was one of those, as it had invested in Siberian copper mining. Yerevan, like other oligarchs, borrowed heavily from Russian banks, invested that capital in the stock of his own companies, then took out more loans from Western banks against the value of those shares. Everybody knew the scheme. But the interest rates charged were too good to resist. A collapse in share price was about to force Yerevan to sell some of his holdings to satisfy the margin calls. To both hide and shield his assets, Yerevan, like other Russian billionaires, had bought a lot of bitcoin.

Easy to acquire and hide, even easier to retain.

Provided you controlled the private key.

Online exchanges offered custodial services to the smaller owners. But the high rollers, like Yerevan, eliminated the middleman and held their coins in one of two ways. A hot wallet connected to the internet allowed an owner immediate access for buying and selling. The trade-off for that convenience was an exposure to hackers. So most opted for cold storage, where the private keys were held directly and not left on any internet-connected computers. No one, other than the owner, knew where the keys existed, which included governments, lenders, creditors, law enforcement, and thieves.

Like burying a gold bar in your backyard.

Past experience had taught her a lot about cold storage.

An Irish drug dealer she’d killed wrote the key to his digital wallet, containing six thousand bitcoin, on a piece of paper and hid it inside a fishing rod case. Another buried hers in a half-full detergent box, which sat innocently in her laundry room. Another slid a handwritten key into the hollow of her master closet rod. A particularly innovative German had his etched into the bottom of a colorful ornament that sat inside an aquarium in his Bavarian estate.

To work, a private key had to remain secret at all times. Revealing it was the equivalent to ceding control over the bitcoin. Many owners backed up their primary hiding place, and protected from accidental loss, by storing the code in a safe or a bank deposit box. Surely Yerevan had done that. But that was of little help to her current dilemma.

She had to find the second cylinder.

Think.

Her background work on Yerevan indicated a love of history. Though Armenian, he was fascinated with Russia’s past. His boat, the one she’d left drifting across Lake Baikal, was named Rus. Russia started with Viking adventurer-traders who opened trade routes back to Scandinavia. They settled on rivers all the way south to the Caspian Sea, ruling for over two hundred years. Eventually they were assimilated by indigenous tribes, who called them Rus. Okay, so he named his boat after them.

Her eyes scanned the room, focusing on the busts.

Napoleon. Alexander the Great. Charlemagne. Julius Caesar. Genghis Khan. Tamerlane. Francisco Pizarro. But she did not recognize the eighth image. Intrigued, she stepped closer. She found her phone and snapped an image, then entered it into her search engine for more information.

Which appeared.

Rurik. From the 9th century. A Viking warrior who ruled northern Russia. He conquered Novgorod and, through his heirs, established a dynasty that lasted seven hundred years. Certainly the type of personality Yerevan would have admired.

She examined the bust. White marble. Matte finish. The face of a bearded man with a thick mustache and heavy eyebrows. He wore a pointed helmet from which long strands of hair fell. She tapped on the helmet with her knuckles. Solid. Dense. She lifted the heavy bust from the pedestal and felt beneath. Something there. She laid it down on the floor and saw two strips of black tape affixed to the bottom. She peeled them away and exposed a circular opening bored into the marble.

And saw the second cylinder.

She smiled. Not bad.

She freed the cylinder. About twenty centimeters long with twenty-four separate rings affixed with letters and numbers to their exterior. One end was solid, the other had a hole into which she slid the smaller cylinder taken from Yerevan. She knew what to do next and rotated the rings until each locked into place.

She stared at the now-revealed access code.

And wasted no time.

On her phone she opened to the web address the bank had provided for the transfer of Yerevan’s bitcoin. They’d already learned where Yerevan’s online wallet was located, which was no small feat, but the bank had sources no one else possessed. Of course, the account information was useless without the private key. Which she now entered with a few taps. The screen acknowledged that she controlled the wallet, which contained 41,867.45 bitcoin. She’d also been provided account information and another key into a wallet the bank owned. She tapped transfer, then copied and pasted the information onto the screen from her notes app. For security her smartphone did not sync the notes app to any cloud server. Whatever she typed stayed only in her phone. Per her arrangement with the bank, one percent of what she’d acquired belonged to her. So she entered 41,448.78 to be transferred. In the blink of an eye, bitcoin worth billions moved from one wallet to another.

Confirmation appeared on the screen.

She then deleted the information from notes and accessed her own wallet, transferring the remaining 418.67 bitcoin to herself. Right at seventeen million euros with current values.

She tapped in a text message confirming her success.

deposit made.

And sent it to Luxembourg.

She heard the growl of car engines outside. She fled the study and headed back to the great room. Three vehicles had stopped and doors, front and back, opened. Men emerged, each shouldering automatic rifles. FSB. No question. Roza had definitely called for backup.

She smiled.

Too late.

She hustled out the back door into the dim twilight of day.

And headed for the dock.





CHAPTER 15

1:30 P.M.

Catherine enjoyed another piece of cordon bleu. SHE WAS ordinarily a light eater at lunch, but on meeting days she splurged. After completing their monthly business the consuls always retired to the third-floor dining room to enjoy a light buffet. The others were now gone. The meal had ended a short time ago. She’d lingered. Cordon bleu was a personal favorite. Chicken, Danish ham, and Swiss cheese, breaded and sautéed. This particular version added paprika and a creamy white wine sauce that she’d always thought superb.

Her phone lay on the table.

Which had yet to signal a new incoming call or message.

The last call, though, had been instructive.

From the wine repository in Geneva.

An unexpected breach. But not unwelcomed. The CIA had come for a look. She’d expected that at some point. So she made good use of the opportunity and instructed her representative there to deliver a clear unequivocal message backed up by an empty gold vault. Hopefully, that would be the end of the bank’s association with the CIA. Decades of doing their bidding was now at an end. Other first consuls had tried to terminate the relationship.

They all failed.

But she succeeded.

She was enjoying the quiet, studying a square shaft of white sunlight that angled through the windows to the floor, waiting on confirmation from Russia. Kyra Lhota was an extraordinary woman who seemed to function on two totally different levels at the same time. One civilized and refined, the other utterly barbaric. Kyra was engaged in another private acquisition, one of many the bank had financed over the past few years. The consuls were aware of each one, but never apprised of the details. Better that way. Those she and Kyra handled alone.

It helped that their targets were scattered around the world, usually in lawless places and relatively reckless with their own personal security, thinking themselves invincible. Murder was not always involved. In fact, most of the acquisitions had been through thefts cleverly carried out by Kyra, leaving not a trace of a trail back to the bank. Yerevan had been different. A Russian oligarch was a special breed. Better to end that life than allow any opportunity at retribution. The bank needed to acquire as much bitcoin as possible. Every one of them strengthened their upcoming position.

Incredible, really.

History seemed to be repeating itself.

In the 1800s gold rushes started all across the world, which led to extensive mining that lasted for generations. Most of those entrepreneurs immediately spent their newly acquired wealth on tools, food, horses, gambling, liquor, and women. Just like today, gold then was not a currency in and of itself. The real value was in the IOUs, the paper certificates that banks handed out to individuals in exchange for keeping their gold safe—certificates that could be returned later and traded back for gold. Over time, as more and more gold came from the ground, and more and more governments stockpiled it as their reserve to back up their national currencies, less and less gold was available on the open market.

So the price rose.

As more time went by, new gold veins became harder and harder to find. Today, the amounts of gold being mined were trivial compared with two hundred years ago and the price remained sky-high.

Bitcoin worked in a strikingly similar way.

Mining gold from the ground, or filtering it out of a river, was mimicked by solving a complex mathematical challenge fed to computers through a specialized program. Like a lottery number that the computers must decipher, scrolling through the billions of possible combinations, searching for the right sequence. If found, a block on the chain was sealed and the miner earned a coin. Proof of work, it was called. The rewards themselves known as a subsidy. The challenge came from landing on the right answer before anyone else. In the beginning miners used ordinary computers, but then, smartly, they moved to ultra-high-speed machines. In the beginning, back in 2009, 50 bitcoin were generated with each block solved. After 210,000 blocks, the subsidy was cut to 25. At 420,000, to 12.5. Then 630,000 down to 6.25. The latest halving at 840,000 blocks dropped the subsidy to 3.125. On average, halvings occurred roughly every four years. Thirty-two in all. No more. And, like gold, there was a finite amount of bitcoin. The program would only create 21,000,000. That number had been set when blockchain was first made public on the internet.

The idea?

A limited amount would lead to greater demand, which would lead to higher value. Just like gold. Reflexive. A bitcoin today was worth a little less than forty thousand euros.

Things had come a long way.

For the first year and a half of its existence only seven people mined for coins. But word of mouth spread, aided by the bank’s covert publicity campaign about open-source software, available to all, where wealth could be found, and more joined in.

The first bitcoin transaction happened on May 22, 2010, inside an online chat forum when a man in Jacksonville, Florida, offered to pay ten thousand bitcoin for two large, delivered Papa John’s pizzas. Someone on another continent accepted the offer, called the local Papa John’s, bought the two pizzas, had them delivered. In exchange, that person received ten thousand bitcoin. At the time the pizzas cost $25, while ten thousand bitcoin were worth around $41. That day had evolved into crypto folklore as Pizza Day, not because of the transaction itself, but more the price. Today, those same ten thousand bitcoin would be worth around four hundred million euros.

And it all started right here.

In this room.

“Katie, it can be done,” Kelly Austin said to her.

They were enjoying lunch. Just the two of them. When alone they were Katie and Kelly. Friends. Colleagues. A lot had happened over the past few weeks. Revolutionary things. And thanks to them the world was about to change.

“I’ve worked it all through,” Kelly said. “It’s ready to go. We can do this.”

Four months ago they’d been secretly briefed by the CIA. America was in the midst of the worst economic disaster since the Great Depression of 1929. A perfect storm had formed from risky investments by banks into questionable home mortgages, fueled by an overall drop in real estate prices, compounded by an inability of large lending institutions to cover the losses. It started in 2007 and now, by August 2008, had spread across the globe like a fire burning out of control. A worldwide recession loomed, threatening nearly every economy with a full-scale depression. She agreed, something had to be done.

But she wanted to know, “Are you sure this is the solution?”

“It’s what they asked for.”

The CIA had been specific in their wants and desires. An alternative financial system needed to be created. One independent of government control. Private. Easy to operate. Widely accessible. Peer‑to‑peer. But under CIA control.

“Blockchain is revolutionary,” Kelly said. “This is the answer. It builds onto itself, keeps itself honest, and just grows, one block at a time. It’s a central source of truth. Unflinching. Incorruptible. And the best part is no one else has it. We’ll be the first. I’ve tested it over and over. It’s totally hackproof and can become exactly what the CIA wants.”

“If they are to be believed,” she said. “It had better work or the world may be without any viable financial systems.”

“It will work.”

“I want to hear every detail before I give the okay,” she said to Kelly. “It’s important I understand what you created. But I’m curious. Have you thought of a name?”

“Bitcoin.”

Short, clever, and self-explanatory.

The perfect label.

And it caught on. In a big way.

On January 3, 2009, they anonymously released the source code. In the Genesis block Kelly embedded the text from that day’s London Times cover story titled chancellor on the brink of second bailout for banks. First, they wanted the world to know that the program was new and real, then second they wanted to highlight the instability caused by the world’s fractional-reserve banking system, alerting everyone that bitcoin was free from any central bank manipulation. Since everything needed a creator they invented the name Satoshi Nakamoto. No credit would ever be given to Kelly Austin. That wasn’t possible. Nothing could be traced back to the bank or the CIA. Then they watched as financial freedom spread around the world one block at a time.

Kelly had been so dedicated. Loyal.

And smart.

Brilliant, actually.

With degrees in applied mathematics and computer science. One of those rare intellects that came along only so often. And she’d been right. Blockchain was a central truth. It changed the world. As had bitcoin. But things were about to change again. And this time Kelly Austin was the enemy.

Her phone dinged.

She checked the text message.

deposit made.

Perfect. Samvel Yerevan’s stash was now within the bank’s control. Kyra had come through again.

More good news.

She left the cordon bleu on her plate and fled the dining room, taking the private elevator down to the basement. All of the bank’s computer servers were housed two floors belowground.

Once the realm of Kelly Austin, but not anymore.

Through a series of doors where both retina verification and digital codes were needed to release the locks, she entered a small windowless room with a single server and two desktop terminals. The air-gap server kept a record of all of the bank’s bitcoin accounts, constantly updating the private keys. Its isolation, with no internet access, assured that no one could breach the server without being physically inside this room. One of the desktops was linked to it by cable. The other desktop was connected to the bank’s mainframe and all of its assorted systems, open to the world through the internet. Usually others would do what she was about to do, but Catherine thought it better, under the circumstances, to handle this transfer herself.

She sat down in front of the terminal for the air-gap server and gained access to the bank’s bitcoin accounts. Only herself and three others had such privileges, the room monitored 24/7 by closed-circuit cameras. She located the wallet that she’d directed Kyra to use and saw that 41,448.78 bitcoin had been deposited. Their intel on Yerevan placed his ownership at that amount. But that was the thing about bitcoin. You never knew exactly what the other person owned until you were able to identify their wallet.

Thankfully the bank possessed that capability.

She also confirmed that Kyra had withheld the agreed-upon one percent for her fee.

She needed the most current keys for the six wallets where she planned to store the new acquisitions. That was another thing about bitcoin. The original source software encrypted each transaction with a string of characters. A ledger of every coin’s movement was published across the entire network, which meant that every wallet in the world, and there were over three hundred million, was listed on the internet. No owners were named, no buyers and sellers identified, but every buy/sell to and from each wallet was there for all to see. That meant, unlike other forms of wealth or currency, the world knew exactly how and where every bitcoin existed, just not with whom. This transparency was another popular trait bitcoin owners cherished. But it also allowed the bank to keep a close eye on everything.

She slid the chair over on its casters and tapped the keyboard for the air-gap server, securing the latest six private keys for the designated wallets. She then entered those into the other desktop and, through the internet, set up a transfer of the 41,448.78 bitcoin to the six wallets in equal installments of 6,908.13 each.

She tapped enter.

The move happened in an instant and
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