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      She was beautiful.

      Absolutely, undeniably beautiful.

      Her electric green irises were surrounded by dark shadow and smoky liner, the only makeup she permitted herself. Even that was more than she needed. Her heart-shaped face was framed by raven hair that fell in glistening waves around her shoulders. The first time I saw her, I thought she looked like a child cast out to sea, vulnerable and alone amid an ocean that she had no control over.

      But that had been her first delegation.

      Now, seated with one leg elegantly crossed over the other, streaking across hemispheres on a Gulfstream business jet, she looked like a different woman entirely. She was in control, a regal figure addressing her staff with total confidence. I reminded myself that I initially found her less than attractive, and now concluded this was probably due to a tacit understanding that she’d never be interested in me as a romantic prospect.

      But sometimes opposites attract, which was the only reason that Parvaneh would talk to, much less hire or sleep with, a recently reformed gun-toting mercenary like myself.

      I watched her with fascination and desire as she continued her briefing, thinking of anything and everything but her words.

      “These are trying times for our Organization,” she said. “The global market for drugs has exceeded a half trillion dollars per year and continues to rise drastically. We anticipate that within the next decade, illegal drugs will surpass global pharmaceuticals north of a trillion dollars annually.”

      Her back was against a glossy wood cockpit partition, and she’d opted not to utilize the flat-screen display mounted above her head. Instead it displayed a map of the North Pacific, our plane represented by a small jet icon streaking westward from the Canadian coast.

      “Profit makes strange bedfellows, and in this era it has united crime and terror.”

      The few members of the audience shifted nervously in their seats. In the plane’s forward lounge section, their discomfort was hard not to notice—this was about as spacious as private jets could be, but the forward-facing chairs still didn’t afford much privacy. And apart from myself and Parvaneh, only five people were aboard.

      Four were members of her delegation, two men and two women I’d met at the airfield that morning. All four had looked at me with a combination of disdain and contempt—which, I supposed, was understandable. My assignment to this delegation was the class equivalent of stuffing a gorilla into a tuxedo, except a gorilla could stay sober and keep its mouth shut. Both were challenges for me, and I would have felt infinitely more comfortable parachuting into combat than being stuffed into a confined space with the highly educated, politically correct team of diplomats. At least in combat, I could shoot people who pissed me off.

      The fifth member of Parvaneh’s delegation was Micah, her personal bodyguard.

      He was watching me now, his eyes steely. Unlike everyone else aboard, Micah knew which end of the gun the bullets came out of. And as much as I hated to admit it, he was every bit as good in a fight as I was, a shared aptitude we’d discovered while under fire in Rio de Janeiro what seemed like a lifetime ago. But our similarities ended there. He was stern, crisply professional, and held me in utter contempt on a wide range of considerations, my disdain for authority chief among them.

      I shot him a wink, and he looked away.

      Parvaneh continued, “The distinction between drug producers and terrorist organizations has gone from distinct, to amorphous, to nonexistent. As a whole, this union is quickly globalizing into an ever more complex network that transcends all borders. Our policy is not to deal with terrorism or any of its offshoots, which, of course, places us in a perilous position as this new world order comes to fruition.”

      This statement got my attention, and for a moment I thought I’d misheard. But the truth was clear enough: Parvaneh, heir to the Handler’s throne, was oblivious to her father’s relationships with the terror networks. Of course, unlike me, she hadn’t spent any time in the field, where the mercenary trade made such connections far more apparent.

      “We receive continued indicators that our partners in the Russian, Serbian, and Chinese mafias are now operating with terrorist organizations including the Taliban, al-Shabaab, and Boko Haram. Even Al-Qaeda has established partnerships to facilitate narcotics trafficking for profit, decreasing their reliance on financial ties with wealthy sponsors in the Middle East. And as we have recently seen in Argentina”—she glanced at me sympathetically, an unspoken acknowledgement of my recent combat—“strategic partnership between the South American cartels and Hezbollah.

      “This fusion of crime and terror has resulted in a new paradigm that severely threatens our business model in the short- to mid-term. Due to the nebulous essence of these connections between our global criminal network and terrorist organizations, and the increasing availability of highly encrypted communications methods, it is becoming difficult if not outright impossible for us to regulate, monitor, or administer organizational relationships and revenue streams. Ten years ago we could easily enforce the Organization’s ban on working with terrorist organizations. Today, it is nearly impossible.”

      It was always impossible, I thought, at least in any way but empty rhetoric. On the surface level, the delineation may have been clear. But I had no doubt the Handler maintained control over various terrorist activities, a power likely handed down from his predecessor, whoever that was.

      “And against this volatile backdrop, we have a bevy of threats both internal and external to our Organization. Internally, we had a recent conspiracy between my father’s personal assistant and one of our top assassins. Externally, the threats facing our Organization aren’t currently known. But a near-successful attempt on my life in Rio de Janeiro ignited the recently concluded war between our Organization and Ribeiro’s in South America.”

      Here it was. Every known conspirator, including Ribeiro, was dead. All my enemies were, save the Handler himself.

      And one other man.

      “Our only known enemy individual in this new threat matrix, the man who survived the downfall of Ribeiro’s organization in the South American campaign, is Agustin Villalba.”

      The hair on the back of my neck prickled upright at the mention of his name. Oh, how I wanted that man dead. I’d come close, once, my shots probably missing him by inches before he vanished.

      I saw Agustin now in my mind’s eye, appearing as he did when I first met him. Well-dressed, well-built, with a dense beard and lucid chocolate eyes. Our first conversation had been during the Rio delegation, when I was banished from the primary negotiations along with the majority of security forces. As I stared out the top-floor window of a Botafogo high rise, I’d been asked a question that had haunted me many times since.

      Do you see our Redeemer?

      It was Agustin, pointing out the Christ the Redeemer statue atop a distant summit. He’d spoken to me in his perpetually calm voice, like a psychiatrist.

      The next day, Agustin had personally led a kill team to wipe us out.

      “He was the deputy operations officer until last year, when he was promoted to senior executive. He was a second-tier target, thought to be abandoned when Ribeiro was presumed to have fled South America.”

      When Ribeiro fled...only, as it turned out, he hadn’t.

      He had stayed right there, in the eye of the storm, letting the war swirl around him. Agustin had accompanied him until the end, when my team and I were closing in. Having left our wounded teammate Viggs unaccompanied for a brief jaunt uphill, we’d returned to find him strung up by his ankles, dangling from a tree in an inverted crucifix.

      His throat was slit, the blood draining from his neck, and his body resembled a pale porcelain doll.

      A message was written across his torso in fresh scarlet blood, the final punctuation mark scrawled across his tortured face, expression frozen in death.
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      “The member of our delegation with the most experience concerning Agustin is David. David, perhaps you could shed some light on your general observations on the man himself, and what his current activities might be?”

      I suddenly felt exposed, on display before a delegation I knew nothing about. My lack of a gun compounded this feeling tenfold. Parvaneh had only offered me this slot yesterday, and my acceptance forever ended my duties as a warrior. Her sudden and unexpected inquiry made me acutely aware that my skill set revolved exclusively around pulling triggers, and I felt my face flush at being put on the spot in front of a group of people who unanimously hated me.

      They turned in their seats to watch me, and I cleared my throat as I searched for words that wouldn’t offend them or, more importantly, Parvaneh.

      Finally I spoke, my voice uneasy. “These shitheads tried to kill Parvaneh in Rio. When their assassination attempt failed, Agustin personally led a kill team to finish the job. Maybe he enjoyed the hunt, or maybe his organization made a promise to kill her and he had to finish the job however he could. My best guess is a combination of both—but as for who they made the promise to, I can only speculate that there’s a hidden sponsor behind the scenes. Maybe some new organization.”

      “That’s impossible,” a shrewlike woman scoffed. “There is no alternate reality in which our intelligence apparatus would not have detected the formation of a new entity seeking the throne.”

      I met her eyes, my brow furrowing in disgust. I considered whether to respond with tact or the stream-of-consciousness candor that had both characterized and limited my career options to date.

      I sided with the latter.

      “It must be so peaceful in your heads, you know? Debating these issues thousands of miles from the fight in your”—I waved a hand at her—“neatly pressed blazers.”

      The woman recoiled and Parvaneh visibly winced, but no one stopped me, so I went on.

      “Well, since you guys were sipping shandy while I was balls-deep in the jungle, let me fill you in: we didn’t kill Ribeiro. Agustin did that for us, which meant Ribeiro’s death was a power grab. Agustin’s in charge now, and he wouldn’t have made that move if there was nothing left to save. And without the assistance of a powerful sponsor, there would be nothing left to save. So, the obvious conclusion is that Agustin is now the ally of some bigger opposition. Whether that opposition is a group of disloyal factions or some new organization, I have no idea.”

      The woman gave me a sympathetic smile—she actually felt sorry for me—and looked away.

      Parvaneh interceded, her expression a mask of formal professionalism that left no clue as to whether or not she’d be reprimanding me later.

      “Thank you, David,” she began uneasily. “This brings us to the way forward. For a half century, our closest—and by far the strongest—partners have been the Far North Coalition in Russia, due in large part to the relationship between their leader, Olexei, and my father.

      “With Olexei succumbing to old age last month, leadership of the Far North Coalition has passed to his son, Konstantin. In the past, Konstantin has expressed interest in a, shall we say, stronger partnership between our organizations.” There was a brief volley of suppressed chuckles among the delegates. “Through marriage.” The laughter increased. “To me.”

      I looked around in bewilderment. Parvaneh had never mentioned a potential suitor to me, and nothing about the situation seemed the least bit humorous. Why were these people laughing?

      She continued, “Since that has not and will never occur, the purpose of our delegation is threefold. First, to personally express our condolences for the loss of Olexei. Second, to transition the personal contact of our strategic partnership from Olexei and my father to myself and Konstantin. And third, to negotiate the reallocation of our global force distribution to better meet the emerging threat, whatever that is determined to be.”
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        * * *

      

      The initial brief lasted just over an hour, after which Parvaneh summoned me for my initial counseling as a member of her delegation.

      We entered the aft section of the plane, where a low couch was flanked by the lavatory and two chairs facing each other across a small table. I took a seat as she set a file of papers atop the table between us, then closed the sliding partition door to seal us inside.

      I watched her lower her lean form into the seat across from me and tuck a wave of dark hair behind an unadorned ear.

      My God, this woman was beautiful.

      She said, “It’s time for your formal counseling.”

      Then she leaned across the table, and our lips met.

      Hers were soft and warm, and I felt the tension melting from my body as surely as if I were drinking bourbon. This woman was addictive. She saw me for who I was, scars and all, and loved me nonetheless. The slight complication to our situation—namely, that I’d tried to kill the head of her transnational criminal syndicate, a man who happened to be her father—didn’t matter to either of us in moments like these.

      After we broke the kiss, I whispered, “I missed you, Parvaneh.”

      She smiled. “It’s been less than twenty-four hours. You’re going to have to exercise some patience.”

      Leaning forward, we kissed again.

      She was right, of course, though only we knew that. Her syndicate’s headquarters were deep in the British Columbian wilderness at a compound known as the Mist Palace. My quarters between missions consisted of a modest locked room amid the compound’s impeccable and totalitarian security. When Parvaneh had appeared at my door unaccompanied by bodyguards, I hadn’t believed her assurances that she could come and go undetected. So when she left my room after last night’s visit, I secretly blocked the door from auto-locking.

      And then, using my night vision device and risking everything between us, I followed her.

      We broke the kiss again, and I saw that she was blushing. She set a hand on the table and I took it in mine, a pang of remorse pulsing in my heart. I didn’t want to keep secrets from this woman, but for now, I had no choice.

      “Was that my official counseling?” I asked.

      “That was your personal counseling—or rather, last night was.”

      “Sign me up for another.”

      She gave a brief half-smile that faded when she said, “Your official counseling is three words: watch and learn. Normally you would first build an extensive knowledge of our Organization, allies, and enemies before accompanying a delegation. Since the timing of your assignment did not accommodate that, you must first observe how we conduct our business. Upon our return to the Mist Palace, I will show you the inner workings.”

      The inner workings. What an appropriate term.

      Because I had learned, just last night, that within the Mist Palace, there was a hidden passage.

      It wasn’t much, just a short stretch of ancient mining tunnel, a remnant of the mid-1800s mining community on which the site had been founded. Its only entry points were so overgrown with foliage that they were practically invisible to anyone but an inquisitive child. After pushing my way through the brush, I’d had to crawl beneath a flat stone and through a hollowed-out slick of dirt to enter the rocky cavern providing access.

      The tunnel hadn’t led me far, perhaps two hundred meters, but I’d entered it just outside my guest quarters in the heavily secured compound, and exited it in a far more guarded site.

      The Handler’s garden. A fort within the fort, and the only place he went without bodyguard accompaniment. The garden was ringed with fifteen-foot stone walls topped with concertina, an impenetrable perimeter, or so I’d thought, until I’d exited the tunnel and found myself square inside it. I could kill him in this place, could revisit it until our paths crossed and he was alone. Then, I could finally earn the revenge that had been growing in intensity with every failed attempt to kill him.

      I asked, “Do you really think this is going to work? Not us, but this. Me, on your delegation. Because even if I’m speaking with as much delirious optimism as I can muster, my relationship with your father is...complicated.”

      “Complicated?” She let out a soft chuckle, angelic in its merriment. “I’d have an easier time deciphering the Enigma code than the relationship between you and my father. It’s not ‘complicated.’ It’s chaotic, muddled, twisted…” She threw up her hands. “Labyrinthine. And he is only half the problem.”

      “What’s the other half?”

      She raised a suggestive eyebrow. “Half of diplomacy is asking the right question. So did you mean what, or who?”

      “You’re not suggesting that I’m part of the problem.”

      “I’m not suggesting, I’m insisting outright. The two of you are more similar than either of you is willing to admit, and you don’t even know the best part.” She paused for dramatic effect. “My father likes you.”

      My thoughts went blank, my mind grinding to a complete halt.

      Finally I managed, “Likes me? I’ve tried to kill him.”

      “With far more success than any of his would-be assassins, I am assured. To my father, that makes you worthy of respect rather than disdain. I believe his exact words to describe you were ‘fearless’ and ‘audacious.’”

      “Well,” I allowed, “maybe he has some modicum of taste…”

      “Along with more emotion than any man with his amount of power should have. But I am heir to the throne. You know my plans to modernize, to end the ceaseless bloodshed, to legalize as many of our functions as possible to help people rather than squeeze every cent of profit out of them. Do you believe I can accomplish this?”

      I thought for a moment.

      “If anyone can do it, it’s you.”

      “Then here is the rest of your official counseling. You must contribute to the transition of power by learning now, so that you may advise my directives when the time comes. That is why you are here. I want a warrior on my delegation, someone who has seen the battlefield and can advise on the application of force.” She gracefully swung a hand to indicate the plane’s main seating area. “The only person in there to have so much as fired a weapon is my bodyguard, and his expertise is in protection, not combat. Do you understand?”

      I nodded.

      “I told you last night that you had a tough transition ahead, from warrior to diplomat. And that I would be here for you every step of the way.”

      “Yes, you did.” Swallowing back a lump in my throat, I aimed my index finger upward, waved it in a circle, and then pointed it toward my ear.

      She raised a quizzical eyebrow. “I have no idea what that means, David.”

      “Is the plane wired?”

      “No. Of course not.” She leaned forward and whispered, “I wouldn’t have kissed you if it was.”

      My jaw settled, and I said to her, “Humor me.”

      She gave a frustrated sigh, removed a phone from her pocket, and tapped the screen until a symphony of classical music began playing. Then she set it on the table between us.

      Leaning over the phone, I whispered, “You wanted to know what really happened in Argentina. I need to tell you now.”

      She pulled her head back and shook it.

      “That can wait, David.”

      “No, it can’t.”

      I watched her forehead wrinkle—she’d asked me for the real story last night, and I’d put her off. Now I was demanding to tell her, and she couldn’t figure out why.

      So I began, “Your father was trying to have me killed.”

      I paused, certain she’d contest this, and braced to address her rebuke.

      But she was listening intently, waiting for me to continue.

      “You already know that I joined your father’s private army to kill him. So here’s what you don’t know: I wasn’t the only one. The team he gave me to command in Argentina had three other Outfit members trying to assassinate the Handler: Viggs, Cancer, and Reilly. The three of us were on paramilitary teams, and lost our brothers-in-arms when your father started wiping out everyone who served him. Our fourth man was Sergio, who unknowingly recruited an assassin targeting your father and was found guilty of negligence. My team was assembled to die in one fell swoop, and be written off as a combat loss.”

      “I don’t mean to sound callous, David, but when my father wants someone dead…”

      “I know. There’s no ‘trying’ about it.”

      “Exactly. You wouldn’t have made it five minutes in the jungle.”

      “If I hadn’t changed our infiltration point at the last minute and then found a tracking device in my kit, you’d be right.”

      Parvaneh stroked her chin, recalling my mission debrief before the Handler’s court. “So that’s why you didn’t report in for two days.”

      “Yes. Viggs was killed exactly as I said—that much was true.” I lowered my voice even further, feeling a tingling sensation of guilt. “But the others are still in Argentina. Sergio, Cancer, and Reilly are alive, waiting for me to call their satellite phone. They’re relying on me to secure their repatriation to America, and I can’t do that without your help.”

      She rubbed her forehead. “You were right to keep this a secret from my father.”

      “I figured as much. Can we bring them back safely?”

      Her lips were pressed together, and she looked lost in thought.

      “Parvaneh,” I pressed, “can we bring them back? Without your father sentencing them to die?”

      She lifted her head high. “I will bring them back. Can they make it another few days on their own?”

      “Now that they’re not being hunted, yes.”

      “Good. As soon as our delegation returns, I’ll arrange a message from the diplomatic network in Argentina. It will be addressed to me alone, stating that they have been recovered alive by our allies. Then I will personally oversee their return—and if I have a vested interest in their safety, my father will not interfere.”

      With these words, I felt like all the tension in my body was released at once.

      “Thank you,” I muttered softly. “Thank you, Parvaneh.”

      “But David,” she began, her eyes hyper-focused on mine, “speak of this to no one else. I can guarantee the safety of your men, but only if I handle this delicately—and alone.”
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        22 Miles West of Norilsk, Russia

      

      

      We disembarked the Gulfstream jet into what I would optimistically call a frigid arctic shithole.

      I’d zipped up my parka in anticipation of crossing the tarmac, and still felt like I’d fallen into a bathtub filled with ice. Astonishingly, no snow lay on the ground, but that was the only concession to a temperate climate. The landscape in every direction appeared to be primarily flat tundra, the sky and sun choked by a smoggy haze of gray clouds. I consoled myself with a single thought.

      At least I’m not in New Jersey.

      Our delegation walked toward an idling Mi-8, a huge, sand-colored Russian twin-engine helicopter that looked like a giant, predatory insect ready to pounce. Between the arctic climate and the Soviet-era aviation I was about to entrust my life to, I’d never so desperately regretted sobriety. Granted, that state of being wasn’t voluntary; there had been no booze aboard our so-called luxury business jet, a shame since I’d have had time to tie on a half-decent buzz and recover before ending the transcontinental flight.

      I was now a stranger in a strange land. And amidst the delegation’s refined academics, there was but one individual I could publicly speak to about the current circumstances.

      So, I fell into step next to Micah.

      “Where in the hell are we?” I rhetorically asked.

      He glanced halfway in my direction, never breaking stride. “A thousand miles from nowhere. And well within the Arctic Circle. Welcome to Norilsk.”

      “Is there a town, or…”

      He pointed east. “About twenty miles that way.”

      The air around us was forty degrees Fahrenheit at the most, possibly under thirty, but it was made nearly unbearable by the helicopter rotors washing wind our way.

      “And people live here?”

      “This is the end of their summer, David. A three-month window without snow. In two months, maybe less, the daily high temperature will be below zero. But cheer up: for the most part, we only make this journey two or three times a year.”

      He then raised his voice as I strained to hear him over the thudding chop of helicopter blades we were approaching.

      “Be grateful that the weather permits the helicopter flight. When a snowstorm forces ground movement—which is often—it’s three hours cross-country in trucks modified for arctic travel. The tires are nearly as tall as you are, and riding in one is like hanging onto a rodeo bull.”

      We boarded the helicopter through the open rear ramp, and I practically began salivating before realizing why—most helicopter rides of my adult life occurred prior to or immediately following a combat mission, and I found the experience difficult to dissociate from my previously unbreakable addiction to adrenaline.

      But there would be no fighting today, I thought, and resigned myself to feeling a sense of gratitude, however fleeting, for the waves of heat weakly emitting from vents in the helicopter’s cabin.

      Once the delegation was seated and our luggage brought onboard by porters, the helicopter ramp raised slowly and locked into place, encapsulating us inside.

      Then the chopper lifted off, dipping its nose low as it throttled west and gained altitude.

      I turned in my seat, looking through the porthole window between Micah and me.

      I had to admit that there was an eerie, desolate beauty to the barren vista around us. The wrinkled earth was an endless span of sage green and desert brown, and a band of pale pink light ringed the horizon below a washed-out blue-gray sky. The arctic steppes were as vast a landscape as I’d ever witnessed, and I suddenly felt like a very small, insignificant visitor passing through a domain whose expanse I could only begin to comprehend.

      The engine noise made the cabin too loud to communicate without shouting. A breeze hit our helicopter and the frame shuddered, causing an unpleasant lurch for the occupants. I said nothing else to Micah and stared instead at Parvaneh, who was reviewing her notebook on the opposite side of the bird. She looked focused and alert, jotting notes with a pencil until the big helicopter began its slow descent at our destination.

      And contrary to what I would have expected from the secret world of mega-rich criminal organizations, our destination was staggeringly underwhelming.

      When the helicopter finally landed and lowered its ramp, the view was of a simple dirt landing zone. It wasn’t even as impressive as the Handler’s inconspicuous airfield; instead, this was just a level clearing of permafrost. Three men greeted Parvaneh as she stepped off a ramp, and I could tell by their exchange that they were simply escorts. One offered an apology that Parvaneh casually dismissed, and then they led us toward a cluster of low-slung buildings that seemed to appear out of nowhere as we approached. Two stone obelisks stretched thirty feet skyward, the pinnacle of one crowned with a golden sun and the other a crescent moon. A worn path marred by tire tracks stretched between them, as if the twin spires marked some grand gate entrance to the compound.

      But whatever their purpose, it was purely ceremonial: there was no gate.

      I looked about with a profound sense of disbelief. The wilderness was beyond vast, everything past the compound seemingly untouched by man. Great rolling plains of short grass wrinkled into distant ridges, the first erratic clusters of tall pines appearing at the edge of a long field. The sky and the landscape beneath it were silent—no planes, birds, or animals in sight. This was the definition of a thousand miles from nowhere.

      I turned my attention back toward the obelisks. Not so much as a fence separated the compound from the Siberian wilderness beyond, nor was there a road—my eyes traced the tire tracks fading beyond the helipad, disappearing into oblivion amid the tundra landscape.

      An omnipresent hypervigilance born of PTSD tightened my chest, and a lump formed in my throat as I scanned for any discernible security measures.

      In lieu of a fence, short guard towers were posted at periodic intervals around the perimeter. Each tower appeared to house a five-foot-long, tripod-mounted heavy machinegun topped with a massive thermal optic. A hasty glance revealed that the towers achieved interlocking sectors of fire around the compound, with just one problem.

      None of the towers were manned.

      I didn’t see a single guard beyond sentry patrols roving between buildings.

      Micah, of course, was the only one I could explain my concern to, yet he looked confident, relaxed. How could he be? The guy had probably forgotten more about running a personal protection detail than I’d ever know.

      I approached him and whispered, “Micah.”

      “What?”

      “What? Seriously? What the actual fuck, is what. There’s no one in the guard towers. There’s no gate; there’s no fence. You’re cool with your primary wading into this?”

      He cast a sideways glance toward me.

      “I thought you were a diplomat. You want to be a bodyguard now, too?”

      “Don’t give me that. It doesn’t take a master tactician to see that this place is open to attack.”

      “Do I look worried to you?”

      “No. But you should be, because⁠—”

      “David, do you want to learn something, or just complain?”

      My stomach hardened. “Complain, mostly. Learning wouldn’t hurt.”

      “Look at the towers again. Do you see the orbs?”

      I looked to the closest tower and saw what he was talking about—the underside of its slanting roof held a reflective metallic sphere.

      “So?”

      “So they have long-range optics with day, night, and thermal imaging capability. All operated by technicians in the operations center”—he pointed to a circular building ahead of us—“who can zoom in close enough to read a license plate at a distance of two kilometers.”

      “If they know where to look. And some sniper in a ghillie suit could crawl half that distance in the span of daylight, when their thermals won’t do them any good. That’s close enough to put someone’s lights out forever.”

      “This compound is at ground zero of a one-mile swath of ground sensors. A rabbit can’t approach without disturbing them. And the machineguns in those towers are remotely operated. I’ve seen an operations center technician snipe a reindeer from the middle of its herd with a single eight-hundred-meter shot. If they need to dispatch a threat using their ground force, they drive those.”

      He pointed toward a row of trucks, likely the ones he had referenced earlier—they were recognizable as Toyota Hilux, but just barely. Apart from the word “Toyota” sandwiched between basketball-sized headlights on the grill, the rest of the vehicle was some Frankenstein-esque monster truck hybrid. The wheel wells extended two feet from the cab, elevating the door handles to my full height. A dozen of these trucks were spread equidistantly, facing the tundra like sentries.

      Our party passed between the obelisks, and I scanned the low white buildings beyond. Some were windowless, while others had huge panes of glass overlooking the small kingdom. Solar panels were packed atop the roof of every building in sight, save one. Almost central in the compound loomed a log cabin of elegant construction, with what appeared to be a massive attached garage. I counted eight carports.

      “Is that where the ruling family resides?”

      “The villa is for the king alone. There are no families here.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “The Far North Coalition follows the Slavic model—no women or children at the compound. Their headquarters, and their work, is here. They return to civilization to visit their families in places like Yakutsk, Saint Petersburg, or Novosibirsk.”

      “That sounds awful.”

      “It takes immense discipline. But they believe it fosters strength—in themselves, and in their organization. You see why?”

      “Because their wives are all banging out their friends back home?”

      “Even the most proficient assassination attempt would have no choice but to target them in their hometown, where they still have considerable security. And that attempt may get the man, but it will never get the organization at its core. That is why the Far North Coalition has survived as long as it has.”

      The facilities seemed fine enough, but in comparison to the Mist Palace’s cameras, fences, sensors, and omnipresent guard force, this place had all the security of a phone booth. I examined an exterior door as we passed—no digital keypad, card reader, or retinal scanner.

      Instead there was just a normal keyhole with a simple pin tumbler lock.

      “Even their locks are shit,” I muttered to Micah.

      “Remind me again what you contribute to this delegation?”

      I looked to him with a slight smile. “Micah, my friend, we’re in Russia. When Konstantin challenges us to vodka shots, someone’s got to represent the Organization. And that sure as shit ain’t gonna be you.”

      “Konstantin doesn’t drink. No one here does.”

      “Really?”

      “These are professionals, David. Not everyone is like you.”

      “Ah yes, the highborn nobility who disdain alcohol. Like Hitler, and Al-Qaeda. Neither lets the stuff touch their lips.”

      He ignored the quip, remaining silent as the escorts led us toward a building and held a door open for the delegates to enter. I took a final glance around the compound. At the far edge, a row of generators was lined up within the guard towers’ protection but as far from the buildings as possible—a prudent measure, as I could hear the hum even from a distance.

      Then I followed Micah through the door, which was mercifully closed against the cold.

      The room we entered was an inviting lobby space warmed by crackling fireplaces and lined with plush couches and coffee tables. No sooner had we closed the door behind us than another opened, then the long-heralded Konstantin himself entered.

      “My apologies for not greeting you,” he said in a thick Russian accent as he embraced Parvaneh. “Something occurred which required my attention.”

      Konstantin’s head was shaved—why, I had no idea. Personally, I’d have been trying to retain every shred of body heat I could in this frigid wasteland. And his demeanor was in no way indicative of some great criminal leader, or even a criminal leader at all. His tone and mannerisms were as slight as his body; he had an almost effeminate air, and wore a garish lavender dress shirt and sharp cologne more suited for a Miami nightclub than business. Judging from his demeanor, Micah and I were in greater danger of being on the receiving end of his affections than Parvaneh.

      “When I heard about the attempt on your life in Rio—well, I was beside myself. Please extend my deepest gratitude to the men who saved your life.”

      “You can thank them yourself, druzhishhe.”

      She waved a hand toward me and Micah.

      “Micah and David were single-handedly responsible for my rescue. David took three bullets saving my life.”

      Konstantin looked toward me, astonished.

      “Three bullets?”

      I cleared my throat.

      “Two and a half, really. One was grazing—it’s not a big deal.”

      “Not a big deal?” He gave a quick laugh, then spoke at a brisk cadence. “Parvaneh, I can see why you would keep both on your immediate security detail. Especially this one.” He looked at me with an approving smile. “He is funny.”

      Parvaneh said, “I agree, Konstantin, but David is no longer a bodyguard. He is the newest member of my delegation, and is beginning to learn the art of statesmanship just as you and I have.”

      Now Konstantin reappraised me, seeing the inherent contradiction. There was no Ivy League in my voice, no finishing school in my stance. His eyes flickered toward Parvaneh. Did he sense that she and I had a romantic interest in each other? Did he suspect that was the only reason she allowed me to join her delegation?

      And then my mind asked itself a question.

      Was that the only reason Parvaneh invited me to join?

      But whatever his conclusions, they were hidden beneath a veneer of what appeared to be genuine courtesy.

      He gave a slight bow and said, “David and Micah, thank you, gentlemen, for allowing Parvaneh to have survived to attend this seventh visit to our humble accommodations.”

      Micah spoke before I could.

      “Thank you, sir, for your generous hospitality. Each visit to your breathtaking land is more pleasurable than the last.”

      Konstantin’s face twisted a bit at this last comment.

      But then he shrugged indifferently and addressed Parvaneh. “I had a reception banquet prepared for the delegation, with a private luncheon for you and me. But with your saviors here? They must dine with us. David and Micah, I insist that you join us for our meal. Please, follow me.”

      And with that, the delegation was led through one set of doors while Micah, Parvaneh, and I followed Konstantin down a long hallway. Its walls were adorned with large gold-leaf frames that I assumed held the oil portraits of past leaders, but as we passed them, I saw the paintings were instead art—mostly semi-nude women whose depictions bordered on the erotic.

      As he led our small procession, Konstantin asked Parvaneh, “So what is it that troubles you now?”

      “Nothing that cannot wait until the session.”

      “By sunset there will be no secrets between us. Why wait?”

      Parvaneh spoke quickly. “There is no question we face an entirely new threat. We are unsure, however, whether that threat is primarily a union of existing factions or some altogether new organization with funding and direction from some hidden sponsor.”

      We reached the door at the end of the hall, and Konstantin stopped with his fingers on the handle. Then he faced her.

      “No question,” he said dismissively. “There is a hidden sponsor, I am certain.”

      “What makes you so certain, Konstantin?”

      I was only half listening. Our procession had stopped beside a decorative table holding a large glass bowl filled with what appeared to be miniature elephant tusks: four- to six-inch curved slices of ivory. There must have been twenty of them in the bowl, forming a decorative assortment that made me wonder what size beast these things came from.

      I reached inside the bowl to touch one but was halted by a deep voice behind me, its Russian accent so thick it was almost incomprehensible.

      “May I help you, my American friend?”

      I turned toward the voice, and visibly jumped.

      “Jesus!”

      The man standing directly behind me—how he approached without being heard, I had no idea—was, to put it lightly, a giant.

      Dark, uncombed hair spilled down over his collar, and a bushy, unkempt beard concealed what I could only assume was a square jaw. Even his scowling eyebrows were imposing.

      Micah glared at me as Konstantin craned his head to see what I was looking at.

      “Wild boar,” he said cheerfully, seeming eager to explain. “The Far North has the largest and fiercest wild boar of anywhere in the world. When my council reaches gridlock on an issue, and we cannot determine how to proceed, we go on a boar hunt. And when we return, we are always able to reach a mutual agreement on our course of action. Something about being out in the timber provides a clarity that the conference room cannot. Our kills are our reminder to remain united always. Trophy animals go on the wall. The small ones’ tusks are put there.”

      “These are the small ones?” I asked incredulously.

      “Oh yes, David. We have some real monsters here in Siberia.”

      I glanced toward the bearded giant standing beside me. “I’m sure you do. What do you bring them down with?”

      “My preference is 45-70 lever action. What about you?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t hunt.”

      “I would say you do, David. The look in your eyes tells me you have hunted men, and this is far more dangerous, no?”

      “That depends on whether you’re exaggerating the size of your boars.”

      He laughed again. “So funny, this one. Tell me, David. When one hunts men, what does one keep as a hunting trophy?”

      “When the quarry shoots back, the only trophy is coming out alive.”

      He suddenly bolted into action, striding toward me. Selecting a tusk from the bowl, he grabbed one of my hands and slapped it into my palm.

      My fingers closed around it as he clasped my fist in both hands, giving it a pat before releasing his grip.

      “Then allow me to give you your first, David.” He turned back to Parvaneh. “Now, where were we?”

      She replied as if their line of conversation hadn’t been interrupted.

      “You said you believe this new threat we face is a new organization backed by a hidden sponsor.”

      “I can say with a great deal of certainty that it is. Allow me to show you something.”

      Then Konstantin swung the door open with a flourish, and we stepped inside the room.

      My hands fell open in shock, the boar tusk tumbling to the ground.

      An assembly of men lined the walls. They consisted of Caucasian Russians and Latinos, all armed. But before I could assess what weapons they carried, my eyes fell upon another figure.

      Seated at a table, facing us and slicing a steak with only the briefest of glances our way, was a single man.

      Agustin.

      I stepped in front of Parvaneh, blocking her from Agustin and the armed men. It was all I could think to do, an instinctive act of physical protection, the last refuge of an unarmed man.

      Micah, however, had no such restrictions.

      He drew his pistol so fast that the metal was flashing in the light before I realized what he was doing.

      But Micah never had a chance. Every bodyguard in that room was watching his hands, and had their weapons leveled with time to spare. And astonishingly, none took a shot.

      Instead, the giant behind me had grabbed Micah by the shoulders and swung him effortlessly sideways. Micah’s pistol tumbled to the ground as his skull made a sickening thud that inflicted a spiderweb crack in the wall.

      Before I could so much as lunge for the pistol, Konstantin deftly snatched it up. It was replaced by Micah’s body a moment later, when the giant dropped his limp form unceremoniously to the ground.

      “Don’t do this,” I shouted, my eyes darting from the gun in Konstantin’s hand to Agustin seated at the table. My arms were spread, trying to shield Parvaneh from the evil now staring us in the face.

      Agustin calmly wiped a napkin across his beard and around the corners of his lips.

      “Whatever do you mean, David?”

      Then he set the napkin down, leaned back, and crossed his legs. In a reassuring tone, he added, “I am not going to harm anyone. You have my word.”

      Parvaneh flung my arm down, stepping forward to stand beside me.

      “What is this?” she demanded of Agustin. “Now that Ribeiro is defeated, you seek to take his place?”

      Agustin shook his head, as if explaining something to a small child. “Ribeiro had nothing to do with the unfortunate attempt against your life. The credit for that—and the blame in its failure, I’m afraid—belongs to me.” He took a sip of his wine, registering her expression. “Oh, do not act surprised. Ribeiro denied many times that he had anything to do with the attempt. But the Handler is too wrathful to see reason. His mind was made up, and so he did what he did. Now, here we are.”

      Konstantin gave a sheepish grin, gesturing with Micah’s pistol as he said in his cold, effeminate voice, “So now you see why I am certain of a hidden sponsor. Because I am that sponsor.”

      Parvaneh looked incensed.

      “Your father and mine, Konstantin, had an alliance stretching four decades of cooperation and support. Now you turn your back not only on my family but your own?”

      He shrugged, letting the pistol hang limply at his side. “My father’s days were numbered. It was upon me to forge a new alliance. It was quite simple, really. When the attempt against you in Rio de Janeiro failed, there was no question that Ribeiro could not win the war that followed. No single organization could. But two major organizations aligning their interests, with help from the discontented syndicates, could start and win a revolution. So, we simply set that into effect.” He grinned apologetically.

      “This is just the beginning—there are many more alliances, though you’ll forgive me for not disclosing our additional partners. The Handler’s reign is over just as much as my father’s reign is. And now that Olexei is gone, may he rest in peace, there is no longer any reason to keep the alliance a secret.”

      Konstantin gave an almost imperceptible nod, and the giant grabbed me from behind. My heart was slamming in my throat as I resisted his immense strength, but it was no use—he pinned both hands behind my back, forcefully taking control of me as he prepared to swing me into the wall just as he’d done with Micah.

      “Don’t you dare!” Parvaneh shouted.

      “Relax,” Konstantin assured her. “I need at least one of your people alive.”

      “Send one of her delegates,” the giant ordered from behind me. Then he added, “Sir.”

      “No,” Konstantin replied. “David is funny; I like him. He will not die today. Instead, he will be my messenger. I want the Handler to hear from a witness what happened here today, and what will happen yet.”

      “Good,” I panted. “Good. You want to send a message. Kill me and send Parvaneh back—her words will mean more to the Handler than mine ever will.”

      “This is not about sending a message. We will fight this war until it’s won. This, this is about removing an heir to the throne. I am finishing the job I started in South America, you understand?”

      “Konstantin, Agustin...don’t do this. I know you don’t have mercy in your souls to spare her, but⁠—”

      “David,” Parvaneh said quietly. I looked over in alarm—I’d almost forgotten she was there—and saw that tears were streaming down her face. “Do not dishonor me now.”

      Konstantin was still holding Micah’s pistol, and he addressed me directly.

      “You may take her body back.  The Handler may bury his daughter. But that is the last mercy I will ever show him.”

      “She’s more valuable to you as a hostage than a corpse, don’t you see that?”

      “This is where you are wrong. You cannot attack my people here, and I dare you to try. Once you are defeated, I am moving the Far North Coalition out of this frozen shithole forever.”

      I was at a loss for words. Agustin looked to me and said kindly, “You see, David? I told you I would not harm anyone.”

      Then he looked over, and I followed his gaze to see Konstantin extending the pistol toward Parvaneh’s heart.

      The giant twisted me to face her. I couldn’t accept it, couldn’t comprehend—the last woman I’d loved before Parvaneh was Karma. Her death had set me on the tortuous journey of revenge against the Handler, and now the cycle was repeating— everyone I loved taken away violently, dying before my eyes.

      I’d never been able to cleanse the vivid memory of Karma’s death from my mind, and I knew that I’d never be able to do so for Viggs’s grisly murder either. I tried to pinch my eyes shut so I wouldn’t have to witness Parvaneh dying too, but I couldn’t—they were locked on her as she stood tall and unwavering, looking over to me with an almost serene detachment as she lifted her chin and spoke the last words she’d ever say.

      “David, take care of my daughter.”

      Konstantin fired one shot, and Parvaneh fell.

      I sagged in the giant’s grasp, my knees giving out as he held me in place to see Parvaneh’s body collapsed on the floor.

      Then he twisted me away and led me back out the door. My last glance around the room showed a blur of faces—Agustin taking a sip of wine, Parvaneh’s dark hair surrounding her pained expression, frozen in death, and Konstantin’s eyebrows rising as he remembered one last thing.

      “David!” he said.

      The giant turned me to face Konstantin, who approached and knelt as if before a king. Then I saw he was merely retrieving something from the ground.

      “You forgot something. A memento of your visit here, and a reminder of the fate that will befall your organization.”

      In his hand was the curved white boar tusk.
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