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Аннотация
Michael Sloan, creator of the 1980s TV series, reinvents the story of the mysterious, former covert intelligence officer who helps desperate people who are in need of his unique and deadly skills.

Robert McCall is a former covert operations officer for the CIA who tries to atone for past sins by offering, free of charge, his services as a troubleshooter (often literally), a protector, and an investigator. People in need find him through a newspaper ad: "Got a problem? Odds against you? Call the Equalizer."
Aided by a group of sometimes-mysterious contacts (some of whom date back to his spying days), McCall traverses the streets of New York City, visiting justice upon those who prey upon the weak.
In this novel, based on the 1980s television show, and timed to come out shortly before the feature film version starring Denzel Washington, McCall gets pulled into a battle against Russian drug lords and finds himself pitted against his most dangerous foe ever!


Michael Sloan
The Equalizer

This book is dedicated to my wife, Melissa,
my daughter, Piper, and my son, Griffin.
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CHAPTER 1

Robert McCall stopped at the mouth of a narrow alleyway behind a row of stores on Broome Street on the edge of Greenwich Village. It was an alleyway he�d passed a thousand times without bothering to look into it. He knew what was in it: Dumpsters overflowing with garbage, a thin carpet of debris, crushed cans and water bottles, used condoms, cigarette butts, newspapers, crumpled flyers, discarded confetti as if someone had tried to bring some color to the drab grayness. Doorways on the left led to the backs of the stores, a print shop, a greengrocers, a Chinese restaurant, a mom-and-pop grocery store. There were two iron doors on the right, warped on rusted hinges. There was a landscape of big cardboard boxes at the other end of the alleyway, jumbled up: people�s homes.
The black pimp wore black, so he was just a fragment of the shadows, moving erratically as his fist came down again to hit the girl�s face. It looked as if he was going to cave in her left cheekbone. Both of her eyes were blackened. Blood was running out of her nose. The prior blow had just missed breaking it. McCall could see the raw channels around her nostrils where they were being eaten away by coke. The pimp was lean, bald, probably mid-twenties, his cutoff tight T-shirt showing tattoos up and down his arms. Serpents and mermaids. He was big, probably six-four. He shook his white hooker as if she wasn�t listening to the tirade in his head. His jewelled hands were the only moving points of light in the dimness, his many rings and bracelets catching the pale morning sunlight that barely penetrated the alley. The girl was probably seventeen or eighteen, McCall thought. She was thin and limp, dressed in torn jeans and a halter top that the pimp had almost dragged off. A safety pin dangled from her navel. Her jeans were torn in places that revealed track marks on her legs. She was wearing sandals. Her toenails were a frosted pink. Her hair was a straggle of dirty blond seaweed over her face, but McCall could see flashes of her eyes, wide and fearful before they shut tight in anticipation of the next blow. She�d been beaten before. He�d seen her in the neighborhood, makeup expertly applied to cover the bruises.
But this time it was different. She knew it and McCall knew it. Her pimp was in a blind rage over something. Maybe she�d been holding out on him. Maybe she�d pocketed some money from a john to go and have a glass of wine and a sandwich in an uptown bistro, just to pretend, for an hour, that her life wasn�t a nightmare. McCall thought of her, irrationally, as a kid, running around a playground, laughing, having a tenth birthday party, a teenager Facebooking her friends, the images all coming to him in split seconds. Clich�s, he knew, but that�s what went through his head. Then of her being older and someone putting out lines of coke, handing her a rolled-up dollar bill, go ahead, it�s a rush, all that talk about addiction is bullshit, you control your actions. She�d liked it. She�d done it again. Then she�d started shooting up. Heroin was the drug of choice again. She�d starting turning tricks, no big deal, she liked sex. But then she realized it was not about sex, it was about need and agony and being controlled.
None of that mattered now. It didn�t matter to McCall. This was none of his business. He�d been off the radar for nine months. Keeping a very low profile. She wasn�t the first hooker he�d seen in these streets getting a beating. And he didn�t want to be late. He was on his way to see his son Scott. He�d catch the 1 line at the Twenty-third Street subway station, take it to Columbus Circle. It was a short walk from there to West Sixty-second Street. He might even get off at Forty-second Street and walk. He liked walking in New York City. But this time the pimp was going to take care of business. One more blow should do it. He�d dragged the girl up with one hand, clutching her halter top, up around her throat now, exposing her large, pendulous breasts. He was going to hit her from below. A vicious uppercut. It would drive her nose up into her brain and kill her.
McCall stepped into the alleyway. He felt like eyes were watching him from the large cartons, but nothing moved in them. Just a light breeze rustling through the cardboard living rooms and bedrooms.
The pimp had his fist balled up.
Swung it back.
McCall grabbed his wrist, yanking him away from the girl. She stumbled to her knees, trying to stem the flow of blood from her nose with the back of her hand. The pimp was in such a rage he just looked at McCall like he was a crazy man. It was a bad mistake. You�re grabbed in an alley on your own turf, when you�re teaching one of your whores a lesson, you don�t let anyone stop you. Certainly not some white-ass, old dude in a suit and tie and a dark overcoat. Looked like he�d just strolled up from Wall Street. McCall took advantage of the second�s hesitation to kick the pimp�s legs out from under him. He fell to his knees. McCall gripped both of his hands, twisting them back, holding him in an iron grip. The girl scrambled away, but couldn�t get to her feet yet. Didn�t have enough oxygen in her lungs.
The pimp looked up at McCall, seeing Mr. Average, Mr. Nobody, maybe around forty-five, medium height, probably 180, a handsome face, soulful eyes, dark hair shot through with splinter streaks of gray. McCall held on to him as if he was stopping him from falling over.
�Whatever she did to you, she�s sorry and it won�t happen again.�
�I swear,� the girl gasped, choking as some of the blood pooled in her mouth. She spit it out and, as if suddenly self-conscious, pulled her halter top down over her breasts.
�I live in the neighborhood,� McCall said, conversationally, as if he and the pimp were arranging to meet for coffee. �I know the cops at the precinct. I like to chat with the guy who runs the morgue. Very erudite. Quotes Blake and Harry Potter. If I find out this girl�s been beaten again, I�ll come looking for you. And I�ll find you. If you kill her, I�ll personally deliver you onto one of the morgue�s autopsy tables. Are we cool?�
The pimp nodded. Just nodded. McCall let go of his hands. Turned toward the girl, who stumbled away even more.
It was not a mistake McCall would have made a year ago.
He�d read defeat in the pimp�s eyes. But he�d read it wrong. The guy was street-smart. Slump back, dejected, he�ll let it go this time.
He grabbed McCall from behind, standing in one fluid movement, a massive muscular arm crushing McCall�s throat. He tried to plunge his thumb into McCall�s left eye. A street move, but a stupid one. McCall grabbed the pimp�s left hand, breaking his middle and ring fingers in two sharp movements. The strangling hold on his throat went slack. McCall grabbed the pimp�s right hand, broke the middle and ring fingers, turned him and kicked him in the balls. He crashed to the ground, closing up into a fetal position, his legs protecting his testicles, his hands trembling as he looked down at his broken fingers.
�It�s going to be tough to beat up your bitches for a few weeks,� McCall said. �Your fingers will be in splints. But they�ll heal.�
�You�re a dead man,� the pimp managed to croak, his voice filled with pain.
�If I had a nickel�� McCall sighed.
He pulled the girl up to her full height, which was about five-nine. She grabbed her maroon jacket that had fallen onto one of the trash cans behind her. McCall hustled her down the alleyway, past the cardboard boxes, until they were out on Broome Street. There was a sudden rush of traffic; a bus and a couple of yellow cabs went by. The usual cacophony of impatient horns. McCall noted a uniformed cop at the corner of Broadway. He was looking their way, but he wasn�t coming over. He continued talking to the owner of a computer store on the corner, which, judging from the stock in the windows, looked like the only merchandise it handled fell off the backs of various trucks.
The girl took some tissues from the pocket of her jacket and pushed them up both nostrils to stop the bleeding. SOP.
�Thanks,� she said. Her voice was clearer. �I think he would have killed me this time.�
�He would have.�
Closer to her, McCall saw her eyes were actually very beautiful, a hazel green. There was gratitude in them, but it was so pushed down by need it barely registered.
�I owe you,� she said. �I�m Lucy. Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds.�
�That�s your street name. What�s your real name?�
�Who cares? I never use it.�
�Humor me.�
�It�s Margaret. Lame, huh? What�s yours?�
�Mine doesn�t matter.�
She moved right up to him, her voice taking on the husky quality she knew worked. �Sure, I get it. I don�t need to know your name. Come with me. No charge. I don�t want to be alone. Please.� She took his hand. �I�ll do anything you want.�
She moved his hand under her halter top until it was on her left breast, then looked over at the uniformed cop on the corner. He was taking a little more notice.
�Can we go somewhere?� she asked urgently. �Your place?�
�I don�t want to be late for my son.� McCall said it gently and removed his hand from beneath her halter top. �Your pimp will get his fingers strapped up. He won�t come looking for you this afternoon. But maybe tonight. If you have friends in the city he doesn�t know about, stay with them.�
�You don�t know him. He�ll track me down. You don�t fuck with him like that. Can I stay with you?�
�No. Right now you need to go to a hospital. I�ll flag down a cab and come with you. Make sure you get fixed up.�
�Screw you, asshole,� she said, tears burning in her eyes. �You did your hero thing. I hope it made you feel real warm and runny inside.�
She walked away from him, down Broome Street, putting on her jacket and pulling it closed as if she was suddenly very cold.
McCall thought briefly about going after her, forcing her into a cab with him, taking her to the nearest hospital, which was Beth Israel. But that would make him late for Scott. He could just put her into a cab, give her the money to go to the ER, but he knew she�d jump out at the first traffic light. That money was too precious to waste on fixing up her face. She could do that herself.
McCall looked into the alleyway, checking his back. The pimp was gone. There hadn�t been time for him to stagger down to the other end. He must�ve used one of the doorways now on McCall�s left. McCall was angry with himself. He�d broken his cardinal rule of the last nine months and stepped into a situation that had absolutely nothing to do with him. He hoped his actions wouldn�t come back to haunt him.
Even the cop on the corner looked at him like he was an idiot. McCall gave him a tired smile. Yeah, well, some habits are hard to break.
At least the girl was still alive.
McCall turned up his collar against the bitter wind that was now blowing down Broome Street, walked past the cop, and headed up Broadway toward the subway station.
* * *
At that exact same moment, in the bedroom of a sixth-floor Club Level suite at the Ritz-Carlton Hotel on Tverskaya Street in Moscow, Elena Petrov stood naked in front of a full-length mirror. She was a brunette, in her late thirties, tall, athletic, Russian born, but an American citizen since the age of nine. She looked at the knife scar that started under her left breast and stretched down to just above the pubic area. There was also the ragged skin tear on her right side where she�d been shot. The bullet had only grazed her, but the reminder was still there. She had an angelic face, big brown laughing eyes, just the girl next door with a slight Russian accent, so she was always amused when an ardent lover finally got �the gear off,� as her British girlfriends would say, and reacted to her battle scars. She would say she�d been mugged in New York � the knife scar � and shot by a boyfriend who was showing off his new Smith & Wesson SD40 pistol while they were taking a romantic stroll in Le Bois de Boulogne Park in Paris.
Neither was true.
She picked up what looked like a long needle from a thin, plastic case on a table. She slid it into her hair and attached it with a small, dark barrette. You�d never know the needle was there unless you were looking for it.
She glanced out of the big picture window overlooking Red Square. Twilight was gathering fast. A light snow was falling. She could see the towers and spires of the Kremlin. Like something out of a dark fairy tale. She looked back into the mirror and noted the intruder�s shadow darken at the ajar bedroom door. Behind it was the sitting room and the front door to the suite. She could have made a grab for her jewelled black bag on the ornate table, where her gun was. But she didn�t. She pulled on sheer black panties and picked up a short black cocktail dress from the arm of a chair. Dropped the dress over her head, let it fall down her body, open at the back halfway down her shapely ass, clearly seen through the panties. It made her grin.
�You can zip me up,� she said, �if you�d like.�
A tall, elegant man in his fifties stepped into the bedroom. He was impeccably dressed in a Savile Row dark blue suit, a pink-striped shirt, gold crossed golf club cuff links, a red tie with small chess pieces on it, shoes polished until they gleamed. There was a whiff of pungent cologne as he stepped up behind Elena. She looked at his face in the mirror: handsome, a little chiseled, bright blue eyes. Usually those eyes were unreadable, the face a mask, but right now he looked distinctly embarrassed. He was actually blushing. Elena knew him only as Control. Everyone at The Company called him Control. She didn�t know his real name. She didn�t think any of the other agents did either. He was her Control on this mission, unusual for him to actually be in the field, but then he�d always been a man of surprises. It was rumored he had a wife and two teenage daughters, lived in a quiet suburb of Washington, D.C., played golf with a four handicap, and drank only very aged whiskey. But that might just be the cover story.
�I guess you didn�t hear me come in,� Control murmured, reaching down for the zip at the bottom of her black dress.
�I heard you. Next time you could clear your throat.�
�I could have been an enemy agent sneaking up on you.�
�Not wearing that cologne. It�s very distinctive. You buy it from a tiny shop in Mayfair in London, the only place it�s sold. If you�re done looking at my cute ass, you can zip me up now.�
Her eyes were twinkling. He zipped her up.
�Where�d you get the knife scar? The gunshot wound I know about.�
�I was mugged in Central Park. Not every single incident in my life is in my file. So, you�ve had the grand tour of my body.� She turned to face him. �How will I look to everyone else?�
�Very beautiful,� Control said. �And you�d never let a mugger get close enough to attack you in Central Park.�
She smiled and picked up the small jewelled bag that matched the dress. Took out her Beretta 21 Bobcat, checked again that it was loaded, put it back, and snapped the bag shut. Control fitted a tiny receiver in her left ear, completely undetectable.
�I�ll be able to hear every word.�
�That�s a scary thought.�
He took out a pair of slim, black-framed glasses from a metal case and handed them to her. She put them on.
�Are you going to escort me to the party?�
�Only to near the gallery. I won�t be going inside. But I won�t be far away.�
�Who�s got my back?�
�Masters. He�s a bona fide art collector and speaks fluent Russian. Got into Moscow this afternoon. There wasn�t time to brief you.�
She stepped into elegant Dolce Gabbana black lace pumps.
�Masters is good. I�m ready. Let�s go.�
Control took her hand.
�Elena��
�Be aware, don�t take risks, get what I came for, get out. And try not to drop this dress on the floor of one of Alexei Berezovsky�s private conference rooms.� The lightness left her voice, replaced by a quiet toughness. �I know what to do, Control. That�s why you brought me to Moscow.�
�Yes, it is.�
They walked to the door of the bedroom. Elena�s eyes flicked to a small framed photograph on the bedside table. It was of Elena, who looked just the same, with a younger Robert McCall, on the deck of a sailboat with the backdrop of an old city glistening in the dying sun behind them. They were holding glasses of wine, laughing about something. On the photo was written in a neat hand: To my darling Elena � All My Love � Robert.
Control had noted the photograph. �Where was that taken?�
�Croatia. Off the coast of Split on the Adriatic Sea. A four-day vacation also not in my file. And before you ask, no I haven�t heard from him. Not in over three years.�
�But you still carry his picture everywhere you go.�
�He doesn�t need to know that.�
Control opened the bedroom door wider. �It�s better he�s out of your life, Elena.�
�What happened? Why did he go into hiding? No one at The Company will talk about it.�
�Need to know.�
�But you know where he is. You know where all of us are, at all times.�
�I don�t know where Robert McCall is.�
�But you don�t believe he�s dead.�
It was a statement. Control shook his head.
�He�s a tough man to kill,� he said. �I should take that photo. We don�t have many pictures at all of Robert McCall.�
�Not even in his file?�
�They were removed. Probably by him.�
�Well, you can�t have that one.� She moved out into the sitting room of the suite. �Let�s not be late for our Chechen host.�

CHAPTER 2

McCall sat down at an outdoor table at Starbucks on West Sixty-second Street. He ordered his usual Sumatra Asia/Pacific extra-bold coffee. Stirred in three packets of sugar. He was a little late, but recess wasn�t over yet. Across the street, in the high school playground, teenagers were moving in groups, talking, roughhousing, throwing footballs, a couple of basketball games going on. Scott was dribbling as McCall sat down, faked left, turned right, back left, completely fooling his opponent who was waving his arms like he was on an aircraft carrier bringing in a plane. Scott stretched up to his full six-foot-one and took the shot. It hit the rim and sailed off. Close. McCall watched his son hustle away, guarding a tall black kid who had taken the rebound. Scott was lean, blond hair, not a jock, but he knew how to move with a kind of fluidity that McCall admired. He was a friendly kid, obviously well liked. Fifteen years old. McCall hadn�t spoken to him since he was eight. That had been at Grand Central Station in June of whatever year when he�d met Scott and his ex-wife Cassie for five minutes.
Twenty missions ago for McCall.
He watched the shifting pattern of students in the school yard and the color bled into black-and-white in his mind. He remembered six football jocks coming to beat the crap out of him in the pouring rain in that same school yard.
Across the street, Scott stole the basketball from his opponent, started dribbling down the court. McCall watched him twist, fake, shoot. This time the ball swooshed through the basket. McCall gave him a thumbs-up sign. Not that Scott had any idea that his father was sitting across the street at a Starbucks watching him.
* * *
Elena stepped out of a cab in front of the Alla Bulyanskaya Gallery at 10, Krymsky Val, part of the Central House of Artists. She and Control had parted company four blocks east. Snow was still falling. Elegantly dressed men and women, most of them young, were moving inside the modern building. Elena joined them.
Inside, the art patrons were guided to the Alla Bulyanskaya Gallery, which consisted of seven large rooms of paintings and sculptures. Waiters in tuxedos passed among the guests with silver trays of champagne. Waitresses in black silk blouses and very long black skirts handed out hors d�oeuvres. A girl who looked like an older Lady Gaga with spiky blond hair and a revealing red gown was playing a harp on a raised platform. Elena adjusted her glasses as she took a proffered glass of champagne from one of the waiters and moved among the crush of people.
* * *
In his black panel truck in the Park Iskusstv across the street from the gallery, parked just to one side of the Yakov Sverdlov monument, Control sat hunched over a monitor nestled amid sophisticated electronic equipment. The tiny digital camera in Elena�s glasses was fitted into the top of the frames connecting the lenses. The moving images Control was receiving were pretty good, even if the field of vision was narrow. Control looked for his agent Paul Masters in the crowd. Couldn�t see him yet.
Control was nervous. He hadn�t sat in a truck like this, actually controlling an agent in the field, in twelve years. His driver, a local Company operative named Sergei, stayed behind the wheel, ready to move the truck if necessary. Behind Control was Mickey Kostmayer, a boyish-looking Company agent in his late twenties, dressed in a tux. Kostmayer had brown hair and pale green eyes that could look a little crazy at times. Control could feel his bottled up energy like a palpable force.
�I can go in,� Kostmayer said. �I don�t need an invitation.�
�Give her some space,� Control said.
* * *
In the Alla Bulyanskaya Gallery, Elena was also looking for agent Paul Masters. She spotted him in a corner, talking animatedly to a couple of Russian matriarchs who looked as if they�d raised Stalin. Masters would be tough to miss. He was a bear of a man, wearing a black tux as if it were a tent he�d wrapped around himself. There was a glass of champagne in his big fist. He glanced across the crowd as one of the matriarchs shook her head vigorously to dispute what he�d been saying about the Wassily Kandinsky painting they were looking at. It was called �Moonrise.� Masters�s eyes locked for a split second on Elena, then he turned back to the painting with a dismissive gesture, commenting that the painting looked like a black angry cloud of a man with fists raised over the tiny figures of a man and a woman standing on a lake that had iced over and that the moon was nowhere to be seen. The matriarchs looked mildly scandalized.
A tall, imposing Chechen, in his late forties, pushed through the crowd, shaking hands, smiling, courteous, dressed in a tuxedo. This was Alexei Berezovsky, a onetime FTB agent, now a patron of the arts, owner of three of the trendiest nightclubs in Moscow, two more in Saint Petersburg. He looked powerful, like an aging athlete. Elena saw him coming.
�Got him,� she murmured, for Control. �Alexei Berezovsky, very elegant, a reptile in a tux. He�s looking for me.�
Berezovsky�s hair was dark, not a streak of gray anywhere. Several rings sparkled on his fingers. His face was handsome, but the eyes were glacial. He exuded strength and power and a raw sexual energy. Elena watched him work the room, using that energy, that charm, just the way he�d used it on her. She hadn�t slept with him � they�d only met for drinks three times � but she�d made sure the sexual promise was there between them. He finally spotted her. Excused himself from a young couple and crossed the busy room to her. He smiled and took her hands.
�Elena! You came!�
�I promised I would.�
�Yes, but not everyone keeps their promises, do they?� His voice was almost melodic. �Especially journalists. Are you still covering that gangster Putin?�
�He�s a very interesting man.�
�He is a criminal. And his power is waning. Your CNN bosses should have you interviewing someone with more influence on the world.�
�Someone like you?�
He waved off that notion as if she�d been much too flattering. �I no longer work for the government. I am now an art patron and a capitalist, but you know all of this.�
He stepped closer to her. His eyes were on her cleavage, debating whether or not she was wearing a bra. He decided she wasn�t.
�How late is this shindig going to go?� Elena asked.
�At least until midnight, I am certain.�
�I can�t stay long. I have a conference call with Atlanta in an hour. But I didn�t want to disappoint you.�
Berezovsky turned slightly. Someone in the room had caught his eye. Elena followed his gaze. A heavyset man, looking uncomfortable in a dark suit, a thin tie, big brown boots, stood unmoving amid the stream of patrons around him. He looked as though he should be on a factory floor manufacturing cars. He saw Berezovsky and immediately walked up to one of the Arsen Avetisian sculptures. It was a gold creature piggybacked on to the back of a skeletal black-suited figure with no head. Berezovsky turned back to Elena.
�Give me five minutes. Meet me at the entranceway to the next room.�
He walked away, acknowledging more friends and patrons, heading for the Avetisian sculpture. Elena walked through the crowd parallel with him.
�You get all that?� she murmured.
* * *
In the panel truck, Control and Kostmayer watched the monitor. Their view of the party was all oblique angles through Elena�s glasses as she moved. They caught sight of Berezovsky twice, but the crowd kept swallowing him up.
�Can�t keep track of him,� Control said. �Don�t let him out of your sight.�
Elena�s voice echoed slightly in the cramped space of the truck�s interior.
�Don�t worry. He wants to get his hands on what�s under this dress. Well, you know, you�ve seen the goods. Can you blame him?�
Kostmayer looked at Control.
He cleared his throat. �Don�t ask.�
Kostmayer said: �I don�t like this.�
Into his mic Control said to Elena: �Just get what you�re there to get. Don�t let him put his hands on you.�
�Might be tough to fight him off, boss.�
�Not for you.�
* * *
Elena watched Berezovsky walk past the burly worker at the Arsen Avetisian sculpture. The man put something into the ex-FTB agent�s hand. Something small that caught a quick flash of light. Berezovsky slipped it into the pocket of his tuxedo jacket and moved on.
�They�ve made the exchange,� Elena murmured.
She walked quickly through the room now. Took an iPhone out of her jewelled bag, put it to her ear, listened as if someone was talking to her, then shut it off and dropped it back into her bag with a sigh of exasperation. She made sure that Berezovsky saw her doing it. She caught up with him at the entrance to the next gallery room.
�My conference call got moved up. I�m going to have to leave, Alexei.�
�Not yet. Please come with me. There�s something special I want to show you.�
He took her arm and guided her into the second gallery room.
Paul Masters extricated himself from the clutches of the two Russian matriarchs and followed them.
* * *
On the monitor in the panel truck, Control could see the second gallery room was even more crowded than the first one. Then Elena�s glasses showed her walking down a corridor, away from the patrons and the music and the noise of the party. Elena looked once over her shoulder. Kostmayer leaned in past Control, his gaze intent on the monitor.
�Masters should be following her.�
�He�s there somewhere. Just not in her line of vision.�
�Ask her if she can see him. Tell her to nod her head slightly.�
Control spoke into the mic: �Elena, if you can see Masters, nod your head.�
There was no response. The camera did not bob up and down.
�Elena, if you can still hear me, nod,� Control said.
There was no nod from the camera. Kostmayer fiddled with some levers.
�We�ve lost contact.�
�She may have taken the earpiece out,� Control said.
�Why the hell would she do that?�
�She has to make split-second decisions. She�s in the field.�
�Yeah, well, I could do with some champagne and culture,� Kostmayer said. �I�m going in.�
�Just observe,� Control warned him. �Take no action. She has the situation under control. Tell me what you see.�
Kostmayer nodded, fitted an earpiece into his ear, and climbed out of the panel truck.
* * *
In the second gallery room, Masters moved to the short corridor down which Berezovsky and Elena had disappeared. A young man in a dark suit, looking a little drunk, stumbled into him and murmured an apology. Masters steadied him.
�Might be time to get some fresh air there, son,� Masters told him in Russian.
Another young man stepped up to Masters�s left side and plunged a long stiletto through Masters�s ribs, right into his heart. Masters staggered and the first man held him up. They helped Masters down the corridor as if he were ill and turned a corner out of sight.
Elena did not see this. Berezovsky led her to a door at the end of the corridor. He unlocked and opened it.
�This is my sanctuary here at the gallery,� he said.
Elena stepped into a small wood-paneled office. There were heavy drapes at a window. A closet door was to Elena�s right and some crates of paintings stacked up against the wall on her left. The furniture consisted of a big desk, an armchair, a desk chair. Over the desk was a large oil painting of a naked girl, sitting with her back to the artist, with what looked like translucent white flowers glowing across her back and behind. She had Titian-colored hair. Her face was not visible. Berezovsky gestured to the painting like she was the Mona Lisa�s sister.
�It is a Bruni, from my private collection,� he said. �They wanted me to hang it for the exhibition tonight, but some treasures are not for the public.�
He closed the office door.
And locked it.
He took Elena�s black jewelled bag and dropped it onto the armchair. Gently he took off her glasses and tossed them onto the desk.
�Your eyes are too beautiful to hide.�
Elena thought, for a second, of Control sitting at his monitor in the panel truck watching a still view of the office ceiling.
Berezovsky took off his tuxedo jacket and hung it carefully over the back of the armchair. Then he pulled Elena to him and kissed her. She yielded to him. Their tongues explored each other�s mouths. He squeezed her right breast, pulled up her dress, and put his hand down her panties, grabbing her ass. She groped his crotch. They kept kissing, hungry for each other. He removed his hand from her ass as they came up for air.
Then he backhanded her.
A trickle of blood seeped from where one of his rings had cut her cheek. Before she could do more than gasp, he grabbed her shoulders again, gripping her tightly. His voice was almost guttural now.
�You really thought you could fool me, you little cunt? You thought I wouldn�t check up on you?�
Elena let fear show in her eyes, but also her lust, as if she was caught up in the sexual violence between them.
�What are you talking about, Alexei? I�m a reporter for CNN. You know that. Let me make a call to my boss in Atlanta, he�ll confirm it.�
�You mean to your Control?�
�I don�t know what you mean. I don�t know who you think I am, but you�re wrong, Alexei. My name is Elena Petrov. I�m here in Moscow for CNN to interview your president. What is going on?�
He let go of her shoulders and shoved his index fingers into both of her ears. She recoiled.
�What are you doing? There�s nothing in my ears.�
She put her hand up to her right ear, as if reflexively, and removed the long, thin needle from her hair. She concealed it in her right hand. She moved up close to Berezovsky, her eyes shining, as if this was turning her on.
�You want it rough, Alexei. I like it rough. But let me take my dress off. It�s a thousand dollars� worth of reporting and I don�t want it ripped.� She lowered her voice to a whisper. �You can slap me. But do it with the palm of your hand. You cut my cheek with one of your rings.�
He slapped her face. Hard. Tears sprang to her eyes. She smiled and her breath came out in short pants, like she was running.
�That�s good. Do it again.�
He slapped her face again. She reached up and back, undoing the clasp at the top of her dress, unzipping it. The dress slipped off to the floor. Berezovsky looked down at her breasts. As she knew he would. All she needed was a second. Robert McCall had taught her that. Divert your enemy�s attention for just a second. If you know what you�re doing, that�s all the time you�ll need.
She stabbed the pin into the left side of Berezovsky�s neck. His body stiffened, then shuddered. The paralysis was not exactly instantaneous, but it worked within a two-to-three-second time frame. Before he could even register what she�d done, Berezovsky couldn�t move. She stepped back and kicked his legs out from under him. He toppled over onto the thick carpet. Elena put her dress back on, managing to zip it up. Berezovsky, as if held by invisible bonds, stared up at her with wide eyes. She picked up his discarded tuxedo jacket, reached into his pocket, and came out with a silver flash drive. She dropped it into her bag.
�That audio bug you were looking for in my ear?� she said. �I took it out. Didn�t want one of your clumsy caresses to find it.�
She crossed to the closet door and opened it. There was a dark suit hung up in there, a couple of shirts, a full-length dark wool coat. Some small paintings were stacked along one wall. Elena picked Berezovsky up by the shoulders and dragged him inside the closet. He wasn�t as heavy as she had feared.
�The paralysis will last at least twelve hours. You�ll be nauseous, so try not to throw up on your shoes. That would be very unpleasant for you.�
She dropped him into the closet, walked to the armchair, took out the Beretta 21 Bobcat from her jewelled bag, walked back, and pointed it at his head. His eyes were calm now as he looked up at her. The only thing he could move were his eyelids.
�I probably should kill you,� Elena said. �But I got what I came for. If our paths ever cross again, and I mean if we happen to find ourselves on opposite sides of a street in some foreign city, I will kill you. Because you put your hands on me. You think of yourself as an art lover and a man of culture. You know what I see? A filthy pig stinking of Russian tobacco and gin with a cock the size of a little boy�s.�
His eyes flared.
She kicked him in the balls.
If he could have moved, he would have folded into himself. Then she kicked him in the head, her high heel smashing his temple. He slumped over, unconscious.
Elena closed the closet door. She grabbed her glasses from the desk, but he�d broken them. She dropped them into her bag. There was a scuff of sound from outside. Someone was at the door. She quickly unlocked it. A uniformed security officer stood there, a ring of keys in his hand.
�Sorry, looking for the bathroom,� Elena said in Russian, and pushed out of the office past him.
* * *
Kostmayer couldn�t find Elena in any of the gallery rooms. He headed toward the back of the gallery to the loading dock. It was in shadows. Nothing moved. Then he found Masters�s body dumped behind some large, wrapped-up sculptures, ready for the next exhibition. He knelt and felt for a pulse at the big man�s throat. There wasn�t one.
�Masters is dead,� Kostmayer said for Control�s ears. �Elena�s been compromised.�
* * *
The bell at the high school rang. The kids started to empty out of the school yard. McCall watched Scott heading across the concrete with his friends. He was talking animatedly to the tall black kid. Both of them laughed. His server, whose nameplate said DANA, brought McCall another cup of Sumatra Asia/Pacific extra-bold blend.
�Three cups today,� she said. �You must have a lot to think about.�
�I knew they�d come for me,� he said.
�Who would come for you?�
�The football jocks. They waited for me in that school yard. In the pouring rain. I wanted to run away. I was scared.�
�Did you run away?�
�No.�
Dana looked over at the school yard. The last stragglers disappeared into the school building.
�You went to that high school?�
�A long time ago.�
�And some jocks beat you up in the school yard?�
�Not exactly.�
�I�m sorry, I�m not following your story.�
McCall shook his head. �No story. Just some memories,� he said.
�Are you okay?�
�I�m fine.�
She smiled and nodded and moved to another table to pick up discarded cups and plates.
McCall looked at the doorway through which the kids had disappeared. He felt a sudden overwhelming sadness at all of the pickup basketball games he had missed with his son.
* * *
Elena walked quickly through the crowded gallery rooms, liberating a glass of champagne from the tray of a passing waiter. She looked for Masters but didn�t see him. Up on her small podium, the harpist started another haunting melody. No one took any notice of Elena. She reached the main entrance.
Outside, the two ex-FTB officers who�d murdered Masters were waiting for her. She recognized them immediately from the party. She knew who they were. There was no way for her to cross the street into Park Iskusstv. And she didn�t dare wait for Control or Kostmayer in the crowd outside the gallery. If the thugs moved to either side of her, she was dead.
Plan B.
Elena walked quickly down the side street to where the Lada Kalina Sport car was parked. She wished now her backup vehicle was not a distinctive canary yellow, but that was what had been delivered. She had the keys to the car in her bag. She unlocked it, without looking back, slid in, dropped her jewelled bag on the passenger seat, fired up the vehicle, and took off.
In the rearview mirror she saw the two ex-FTB agents running back to the front of the gallery.
What she didn�t see was the black Gaz-3102 Volga that pulled out after her.
Elena accelerated into the traffic on the Ul. Kymskiy Val. She reached into her bag and closed her fingers over the silver flash drive. She had no idea what was on it. She didn�t need to know. All she had to do was deliver it to Control.
She thought back over her evening at the art gallery.
Robert McCall would have been proud of her.

CHAPTER 3

The blast hit the car like a huge fist, smashing out the driver�s side window. The Lada swerved across the narrow, cobbled street just off Tverskoy Boulevard. Little daggers of glass spit into the left side of Elena�s face. She felt the wave of heat like someone had opened an oven door. She saw everything happen in exquisite slow-motion: she avoided hitting a spar of metal on the edge of the street with a glassed ad on it for Guerlain Shalimar and a pink perfume bottle hiding the curves of a naked young woman. There was a big black-and-white cow on the sidewalk. She hit that, sending the back of the sculpture through the window of a store with KOOEHH, SOUVENIRS, VODKA AND CAVIAR FROM RUSSIA WITH LOVE painted over the doorway. Rows of Russian nesting dolls with painted caricatures on them scattered: Mick Jagger, Putin, Obama, Princess Diana, Dostoyevsky, Tolstoy, Stalin pointing an accusing finger at her. All of them splintered and shattered along with the glass in the window.
Two couples had been walking out of a grocery store on the corner. The explosion hurled them to the ground. The woman rolled into a fetal position. The man had lost an arm. A busker in a long black coat had most of his face peeled off, strips of blood erupting up his torso. An orange tabby cat sitting on the top of his amplifier was fried. The sound of the explosion roared in her ears like a long, distorted echo, playing at the wrong speed.
Elena bounced up onto the sidewalk. A low wall was covered in Russian graffiti, the words WWW.ROSTSPLONT.RU scrawled above some angry swirls of color. She swerved away from it.
The Company safe house had been on the second floor of a pink apartment building. It was the only apartment that had a terrace. The wrought-iron railing that had been around it was now mangled in the center of the street. A Vaz 2107 had swerved to avoid it, but had struck it. An old Mercedes-Benz hit the back of the Vaz and sent it flying into tables along the side of the Starbucks on the opposite corner. Couples threw themselves to the ground or scrambled away, none of them badly hurt except one young woman cut by flying glass.
Elena looked ahead. Beyond the wrecked souvenir store was the huge wooden figure of a man riding on a unicycle, glasses on the painted face, wearing a deerstalker cap, white shirt and red tie, riding britches, raising a huge white cup to his lips. He�d balanced there for years � but tonight he came toppling down, right across the hood of Elena�s Lada. The white cup smashed through the windshield, as if the unicyclist were demanding she take a sip. Shaking, Elena leaned forward, thrusting the white cup out of the windshield. The wooden figure fell off the car as she swerved again, jumping back up onto the sidewalk, narrowly avoiding the second couple outside the grocery store picking themselves up from the ground. The man appeared unhurt. Blood streamed down his girlfriend�s face.
It all happened in six seconds of absolute clarity.
Elena jumped back down into the street just as a second explosion ripped through what had been her destination. More glass exploded out into the narrow street. Two more vehicles skidded to a halt. A heavy Volvo smashed into the old Mercedes, sending it into the window of a hat shop. A florid Russian climbed out of the Volvo, ran over to the Mercedes, and dragged out a screaming woman, stumbling away with her before the Mercedes went up in a ball of flame.
And then Elena was out of the chaos. She turned right onto the main boulevard. She passed the BECTTA building with its large art designs in the bright windows. To her left she noted the Vitek sign high on a building across the square, white against a blue background. Beside it was a tall building lit up in multicolors, some kind of a design. She couldn�t make out what it was. Her mind was focusing on small, meaningless details, trying to cope with the outrage and violence she had narrowly escaped.
They�d known she would go to The Company safe house. They had timed it almost perfectly. Obviously something had happened to put the timing off by a few seconds. She remembered why. She�d had to brake and stop while a small parade of students had crossed in the middle of Bolshaya Bronnaya Street. It looked as if they�d come from some sort of protest. It had delayed her.
And saved her life.
Elena drove down a dark side street, pulled over to the curb, and parked. She sat still for a few moments, shaking the glass slivers out of her hair. She brushed them off her dress. She knocked out the rest of the glass shards in the driver�s side window with the butt of her gun. There was nothing she could do about the windshield. Now there was a round, neat hole where the wooden figure�s white cup had smashed through. The rest of the glass had not starred. Thank God.
Her left side burned. She saw that her left arm was red, seared in the heat. She ached as if someone had taken a hammer to her ribs. Her eyes were puffy and there was a trickle of blood from just under her right eye. She adjusted the rearview mirror and inspected the damage. Her face was imbedded with tiny glowing jewels of glass. Gingerly she picked each one of them out of her skin, wincing at the pinpricks of pain.
She had been very lucky.
She could hear the ambulance and police sirens in the distance, coming closer, sonorous sounds, not like the familiar wails or whoop whoops of fire engines and police cars back home. She couldn�t stay still. There would be a contingent plan in place to kill her. It would already be activated. She needed to get some medical supplies and bandages. She needed the firepower and ammo that had been waiting for her at the safe house, along with a new passport and ID papers.
But she knew where to go. Thanks to something Robert McCall had once told her. Pillow talk on a soft, violet night when they couldn�t sleep after they�d made love. He�d told her things. Unusual for him. But he�d wanted to talk. As if there had been no one to listen to him for a very long time.
Elena readjusted the rearview mirror, expecting to see headlights behind her. There were none. But she could hear the ambulance and the cop cars arrive at the scene of the explosion two streets away. She pulled out of the parking spot, grateful that the back window was still intact. She wouldn�t be able to travel far like this without attracting attention, but she couldn�t just abandon the Lada. She could try to hot-wire a car in the street, but that was risky: car alarms, a call to the police reporting a stolen vehicle. She didn�t have too far to travel. No, she would risk driving the Lada a few miles outside of Moscow. There was no other choice.
She got onto the artery heading into the Moscow suburbs. She kept looking in the rearview mirror, but it was tough to see if she was being followed. Just headlights in a shifting pattern. No one car appeared to stay behind her. She gripped the wheel tightly, trying to ignore the burning in her left arm and leg. She saw the explosion in the safe house in her mind, erupting across the narrow street, how the harshness of the light had lingered on her retina. It triggered a memory within her.
Robert McCall was standing at a window in a Serbian hotel room, six years before, seeing explosions light up the night sky, the entire building shaking slightly with each one. He was dressed in camo wear. His eyes showed fatigue and something deeper. He had just been standing there, unmoving, looking out into the night. Elena had got up from the bed and walked over to him. She remembered her body glowed in the reflection of the window, spattered with rain.
�What are you thinking about?� she asked.
�Just reliving some old memories,� McCall said.
�Good ones?�
�Ones I can�t get rid of.�
He lit a cigarette with a gold lighter. Elena sighed.
�Bad for you.�
�I like to think of myself as the keeper of the flame,� McCall said dryly.
She took the cigarette from him, inhaled it deeply, blew out the smoke, and handed it back. She laughed again, but now it had a harsh sound.
�I�m worried about your lungs and you�re about to go into a firefight. How big a prize is Jancvic?�
�It depends on what The Company does with him. He�s a chess piece. They�ll use his extraction to their advantage, or they�ll give him back for one of ours.�
�So he doesn�t matter,� she said flatly.
�Everyone matters,� McCall said, �but no one cares.�
�You do.�
�I do the work that�s required. It�s a job.�
�I know better,� she said softly.
McCall stubbed out the cigarette. A moment later there was a rap on the door.
�You could hear him before he knocked?�
�Yes.�
Kostmayer�s voice was muffled: �It�s time, McCall.�
McCall raised his voice and said, �Give me a minute.�
Elena moved into his arms. She was trembling.
�Isn�t this where you tell me the lives of two people in this war don�t amount to a hill of peas?�
McCall smiled. �Beans. Bogart was better looking, and he could go home to Lauren Bacall. Stay in this room until morning. There�s a loaded gun on top of the bureau. Use it if you have to. Don�t use it if you don�t.�
�You�ll come back.�
�Not here. If I survive the night, I go to a safe house. Control will have another job for me.�
�But he won�t be there,� she said bitterly. �He wouldn�t put his life on the line. Does this Control of yours have a name?�
�Probably,� McCall said ironically, �but I wouldn�t be telling it to a journalist. Report what happens. Don�t judge it. You�ll stay alive that way.�
�You don�t know me as well as you think you do.�
�Probably not. Lock the door behind me.�
He kissed her gently on the lips, then picked up a sports bag filled with two M16 rifles, grenades, and ammo and walked to the door. Elena walked naked to the bureau and picked up the loaded gun and aimed it. If McCall felt the barrel on his back, he didn�t acknowledge it. He didn�t pause. He opened the door just wide enough to squeeze through and closed it. Elena walked to the door, opened it a crack. Tears streamed down her face. She could see McCall and that young turk � what was his name again? Mickey something�� Kostmayer, that was it � walking down the shabby, dimly lit hotel corridor. Their voices echoed faintly to her.
�We�ll get her out of the red zone tomorrow morning,� Kostmayer said.
�She�s a reporter. CNN�s new poster girl. She won�t like it.�
�Do you care?�
�Only that she�s safe.�
They reached the threadbare stairs and descended them.
Elena closed the door.
�Fuck you, McCall,� she said, and threw the gun onto the rumpled bed.
Now, as she drove toward the Russian park with the wind howling through the jagged glass openings, she wondered if that was the moment she had decided to change her life. Had she done it to serve a greater purpose? Or to make sure Robert McCall would never walk out on her again? She had not seen him for a year after that extraction in Serbia. When she had, she was a new agent in The Company, much to his horror, and they didn�t speak after that for another year. But then there�d been a mission in Vienna. She�d been his backup.
And things between them had changed.
Their feelings for each other had taken over.
She turned off the boulevard onto a paved road that went through a kind of wasteland. It was desolate and somehow post-apocalyptic. Death hung in the air, seeping up out of the broken concrete, along the rusting barbed wire coiled like glistening snakes in the fractured moonlight, on stunted trees and blackened walls and streets that led nowhere. Her eyes were constantly flicking up to the rearview mirror. There were no headlights behind her, just the distant blur of the lights on the faraway boulevard. If she remembered the Google map Robert had shown her, the park was up ahead about five miles.
The road twisted and turned through the no-man�s-land and then she saw the first disaster, hanging in the air ahead of her like a wounded bird. It looked as if it had been snared on power lines that had buckled. It just hung there, almost gracefully, but in danger of tipping over at any moment and crashing the rest of the way down to the ground. The main rotor blades were clearly visible. It was a blue Mi-38 helicopter. The rear tail and rotor had been sheared off. Data flashed through her mind, like she was Robocop, like it always did. Mi-38, max speed 320 km/h, cruising speed 290 km/h, operating ceiling at 5900 meters, hover ceiling at 3200 meters, GT engines, aircrew 2, passengers 30. She wondered if it had ever flown, or if it had been dragged out of some junkyard, driven on a flatbed to the park, hoisted up with a crane, and delicately placed on the fake power lines. A steel ladder glittered from the ground up to the hanging chopper.
Elena turned a steep right and then the road straightened out to a pair of gates closing off the park. Except they weren�t closed. One was open, beckoning her.
She drove through.
On her right was the eerie sight of the crashed airliner. This one was real. She remembered the details. It was a Douglas C-47-DL operated by Aeroflot. On April 13, 1947, the plane was on its way to Khatanga Airport in Russia when it made a forced landing after the failure of engine one. All passengers survived, but nine died while desperately searching for help in the bleak, snow-laden tundra. The remaining twenty-eight passengers were rescued after twenty days. The pieces of the transport were stored in a warehouse in Rostov and then sixty years later shipped to the park over the period of a week and carefully laid out to look as if it had just that moment crash-landed and split apart. Its carcass gleamed and chilled in the frigid air. Elena kept expecting to see some flash of movement, a survivor crawling out of the wreckage toward the sound of her car. But if anything moved, it was only rats who had infested the twisted fuselage.
Elena skirted around a small frozen lake, which gleamed in the pale light, as black as the night around it.
It was the train wreck she was headed for.
The details of this she also knew by heart, because of that night with Robert McCall in the Jupiter Hotel in Split, Croatia, when they�d talked in the darkness about staying alive in the field. Control had also confirmed the location of the Disaster Park at the Ritz-Carlton Hotel that day in their 4:00 P.M. briefing. There were eight passenger cars from the 2007 Nevsky Express bombing. The high-speed intercity passenger train had been heading to Saint Petersburg from Moscow when a bomb had exploded just before it reached Malaya Vishera. No one had been killed, although the line had been blocked both ways for several days. These eight railway cars were deemed beyond repair, so they were transported, crushed and dented, to the park and laid to rest. It was a foreboding triangle of mangled death: the helicopter perched on the power lines on the left, the derailed train in the middle of the park, the crashed Aeroflot transport plane on the right.
Only the Russians would think a Disaster Park would be fun for tourists to visit. She�d heard the park had been closed since 2011.
Except as a backup safe house for The Company.
Elena braked to a stop near the derailed train. She thought it was amusing they�d also brought the railway tracks along. The wheels needed to sit on something. The middle four cars listed to one side, as if they were going to topple off the track. But she could see the steel wires pinning them in place. She killed the car engine and picked up her Beretta. She took a pencil flashlight out of her black jewelled bag, checked that the small silver flash drive was still in there, an irrational fear, she knew it was. She put the jewelled bag over her shoulder and climbed out of the Lada.
She stood for a moment, shivering in the cocktail dress, but savoring the cold on her bare left arm and leg. The burning had died down a little. She searched the darkness. Nothing moved. She listened. The wind howled and blew the very light snow flurries around. She heard nothing. She turned and ran the short distance to the crippled first passenger train car. She kicked off her black Italian pumps and climbed aboard.
The door to the passenger car was buckled. She squeezed past it into the cold, somber interior. She watched the shadows jump in the light of the pencil flash. It made her heart jump. She walked along the main aisle, past the rotting and split seats on both sides. She was counting the ones on her left. Now she faltered. How many had McCall told her? Five or six? It was six, hadn�t Control confirmed that?
She reached the sixth set of seats and knelt down. She felt along the panel below the two seats. It was cracked and the paint flaked like on all of the other wooden panels below the seats. Her fingers whispered along the top.
Nothing.
She had the wrong seats.
And her time was running out.
She was pretty sure she�d given the slip to the FTB agents following her, but she�d had no time to check out other cars leaving the explosion site. She didn�t believe she�d picked up a tail, but she couldn�t be sure. And every moment wasted in this creepy, desolate tragi-park was working against her.
She found it.
Her fingers touched a raised area and pressed it to one side. The panel below the seat fell open. She reached in, felt around, and touched an oblong object that was cold and damp and slick. She pulled it out: something wrapped in black shiny polythene. She took off the elastic band holding it together and unwrapped two passports. Both of them had her name in different nationalities: American and Russian. Two pictures of her, one with her hair down, one with it up. ID papers, credit cards, pictures of a family she did not have, receipts from Moscow stores she had never been in, letters of recommendation from CNN and the U.S. Department of Justice. She put them all into her jewelled bag.
She reached in farther and felt around. Cold, hard, gun-shaped. She pulled out another Beretta, wrapped in plastic, a box of ammunition, a switchblade knife with enough attachments to send a scout troop into ecstasy. And a small envelope.
She tore it open.
Car keys. To a gray Volvo XC60, five cylinders, six-speed manual transmission. There was a square piece of paper attached to the key fob. She shone the tiny light onto it: a crude map to where the Volvo was parked behind the derailed train in the shadow of an abandoned building.
Elena smiled.
Had she looked up, through the grimy train window, she would have seen the black Gaz-3102 Volga drive through the moonlight, its engine noise covered by the storm. It parked behind the steel ladder leading up to the crippled helicopter sitting precariously on the fake power lines.

CHAPTER 4

McCall liked this Italian restaurant in his neighborhood. He liked the checkered tablecloths on the tables, the lamps with carefully dripped candle wax around them, the scenes of Venice, Italy, with their glittering canals on the walls, the refusal to keep up with the times. He could have walked into Luigi�s in any of the past six decades and it would not have looked any different.
It was jammed with diners. There was one boisterous table in an alcove, just out of McCall�s sightline, where the patrons were obviously having a great time. He had been watching couples at other tables around him, vital and exuberant, or subdued and tentative, living their lives. McCall sat alone, at his usual corner table, wondering if he was living his life now, or just going through the motions. It was as if he was waiting for something. Some small, intimate, compelling moment that would change his life. He felt like he was treading emotional water. But then, he�d always done that.
Jenny, his server, a feisty blonde with an accent as far from Venice, Italy, as you could get, but not far from New York, came over to pour him more coffee and take away his empty pasta plate.
�You always eat alone, Mr. McCall. There�s no ring on your finger, so you�re not married. Never seen you here with a girlfriend. Or a boyfriend. Not with any friends. Aren�t you lonely?�
�Not at all.�
�If Luigi heard me talking to you this way, he�d kick my ass around the block. But you�re like our compass. You come in at the same time every night, have the same dish, fusilli with zucchini and herbs, two glasses of Schiopetto Rivarossa oh-nine, are always very charming and polite and�� I can�t think of the word.�
�Boring?�
�Circumspect. Yeah, that�s it. Reflective. Like you�re thinking a lot of deep thoughts. You�re mysterious.�
McCall smiled. �Am I?�
�Sure, we can�t figure you out. One of the girls thinks you�re a writer. Sally thinks you�re a commodities broker. I think you�re in the witness protection program. You always sit with your back to the wall, looking into the restaurant. You can see both entrances from this table and the door to the kitchen. But you�re so relaxed. Not like you�re worried some guy might suddenly come in and pull a gun on you.�
�You�ve been watching too many Bruce Willis movies.�
She laughed. �I know! I�ve created this entire scenario about you in my head, and I�m sure I�m not even close. But don�t break your pattern. Keep coming into Luigi�s at the same time and having the same meal and the same wine, or time will stop or something.�
�I might miss a night or two here and there, but I won�t let you down.�
�So what do you do?�
�If I told you, I�d no longer be mysterious.�
�You live in the neighborhood?�
�Two blocks away.�
Jenny lingered, perhaps hoping he�d tell her the street name, maybe even throw in the apartment address, but he didn�t. She moved away. There was explosive laughter from the table in the alcove. McCall left money on top of the bill, with a generous tip, got up, and walked to the front of the restaurant. From there he could see into the alcove. There were six young men sitting around a table, in boisterous good spirits, all of them well dressed, maybe Russian, maybe not, good-looking, slicked-back black hair, dark suits, rings on their fingers. There was an older man with them, in his late thirties: quieter than the rest, not joining in the laughter that followed some hilarious remark. His eyes lifted once, looked at McCall, then looked away with total disinterest.
McCall picked up his dark gray overcoat from a stand. Luigi, big and garrulous, in his early sixties, an expansive host, rushed over, pumping McCall�s hand.
�Mr. McCall! The fusilli was good?�
�Superb, as always.�
�Excellent. Cold out tonight. They�re forecasting more rain. Like that police sergeant used to say on that wonderful old cop show I watch in reruns�� McCall shrugged on his coat. This was a nightly ritual. He could say it with him: ��Be careful out there!��
�I always am.�
�We will see you tomorrow night? Molto bene. Be well.�
McCall walked out into the night.
Behind him, the man at the boisterous table lifted his eyes again.
* * *
He climbed up the steel ladder carefully, carrying the pelican hard case in his left hand, holding on to the railing with his right. He didn�t want to slip. The snow flurries were eddying a little stronger as the wind kicked up and the ladder was becoming slick.
He had followed her to the safe house, had been a block behind her when the explosion went off. It had irritated him. He knew he was a backup, but he still didn�t want his prize killed right in front of him. He would be paid either way, of course, but she was beautiful and defiant and the thought of extinguishing her life was too sweet. They�d miscalculated. He was glad she had such quick reflexes. She had handled that Lada with style, swerving on and off the opposite sidewalk, avoiding the other cars. He�d been concerned when that huge wooden cutout had fallen right on top of her car, its white cup smashing through her windshield. What idiot would put that kind of a monstrosity on a neighborhood street anyway? It was hardly decorative or pleasing to the eye. But she had navigated that obstacle nicely. He thought she might have been hurt by the flying glass from the shattered driver�s side window, but when she�d got out of the car she had run to the wrecked train with no missteps. He had no idea what she expected to find in a rotting train carriage in the middle of an industrial wasteland. He suspected it was a backup procedure, a last resort destination because her safe house had been compromised.
It didn�t matter.
She would not be leaving this desolate place alive.
Nothing lived here. He doubted that any tourists had been to this gruesome theme park in a very long time. The echoes of death, from the carcass of the airplane, to the twisted carriages of the train, up to the downed helicopter, whispered to him. They were comforting. He heard those whispers often. Usually right before or right after he�d taken a life. Not voices in his head. Nothing as tangible as that. They were more like audible shadows, crossing his mind, reassuring him that death was welcome here.
His foot slipped on a treacherous step and he held on, his heart suddenly hammering in his chest. What had caused him to slip? He was climbing with great care. He set down the hard case on a slatted steel step, held on to the railing on his left side now, and raised his right hand off the railing.
His hand was bleeding.
Not profusely, but he�d slashed it on a nail that protruded from the underside of the railing. There were the remains of a wooden notice attached to the railing. He hadn�t felt the nail slash his skin, of course, but his body had reacted and had caused his foot to slip.
He steadied himself on the ladder. He hadn�t wanted to put on gloves, but decided it would be better if he did. He pulled black, skintight gloves out of the pocket of his overcoat and slid them on. That would stop the bleeding. He leaned down, picked up the hard case again, and climbed up the last forty feet to the steel platform at the top.
The wind blew fiercely up there. It would not be a factor, not like he was up in a skyscraper in New York aiming down at a target in the street far below with all the other buildings creating a wind variance. The wind in the theme park meant nothing, except that it was strong enough and cold enough to bring tears to his eyes. He remembered an assignment in Siberia where he�d had to be quick to wipe the tears away in the fifty-below temperature before they froze on his cheeks. The wind ruffled his long black hair, which whipped like snakes around his face. He pushed it back, slick with snow. He took two steps to the helicopter on the steel platform. He realized that it was not just hanging on the fake power lines. It was tightly secured by thin steel wires. He reached out and tugged at two of them. They didn�t move. The helicopter was in no danger of crashing to the ground.
That was good, because he wanted to be inside the crippled bird. The angle from the platform wasn�t optimum.
He knelt down, unclipped the catches on the pelican hard case, and opened the lid. He removed the black gloves. Even though they were skintight, he liked to work with his hands. His hands were his strength. The AWC M91 .308 caliber breakdown rifle fit snugly into its foam compartments. He took out the barrel, the fiberglass stock with a Pachmayr decelerator recoil. The action was a Remington 700 BDL, fully accurized with a tuned trigger. He took out two alignment rods and the steel anchor rod. He removed a special MARS6-WPT Night Vision Scope with a black finish and extended eye relief. Its depth perception was phenomenal and it had two-color manual brightness control of the aiming reticle. He could use either a red or an amber dot. Probably red in this weather. He�d flash it on her face for a split second, so she would know. There would be nothing she could do. But it was the realization in that instant that stayed in his mind. The flicker of fear. No more than a flicker, because then her natural survival instincts would take over, telling her to hit the ground, throw herself to one side. But that Kodak moment would be indelible.
He fitted the night-vision scope on to the rifle, snapped on the stock, loaded five .308 M 168gr HPBT bullets into the chamber.
There was a single metal chain across the platform to the back of the helicopter. He unlatched it, stooped down, and stepped into the stricken chopper. It creaked and shifted position as he did. He grabbed for a handhold and steadied himself. For one irrational moment he wondered if this dead bird could just come loose and crash to the ground below. It had to take the weight of at least one man for maintenance purposes. He was not that tall, somewhat heavyset, weighing 240, but a Mi-38 helicopter could take up to thirty passengers and a flight crew of two. On the other hand, this park was a disaster in every sense of the word and he wondered how long it had been since any maintenance crew had been up into the chopper.
He walked forward carefully, carrying the M91 rifle in one hand, grabbing for handholds in the padded interior with the other. There were plenty of them, where the padding in the crippled seats spewed out obscenely as if it had been slashed with a knife. He made his way to the door of the chopper. He thought it might be welded shut, but it opened easily. He sat with his back braced against the side of the door. He pushed the steel anchor rod into the floor of the chopper and secured it. He settled in and sighted along the MARS sight. He zeroed in onto the wrecked passenger train and moved slowly across the windows of the first derailed carriage. He wasn�t sure which one she would be in. That kind of intel was for the spies. She was in one of them and she would exit the way she climbed in to run back to her parked Lada.
He saw her.
The magnified sight made her figure jump up at him through the filthy train window. It was as if she was close enough for him to reach out and touch her. She had dark hair, was probably five-six, unless she was leaning over, if not, five-eight. He made that mental adjustment. The intel he�d been given had said she was five-foot-five. Her face was beautiful, even diffused through the murky glass. That was good. The more beautiful they were, the more exquisite their pain as it turned their features ugly. As soft, moist eyes became dark with terror. In fiction, heroes faced death with a kind of placidity he had never seen. In real life, fear clawed at a man or woman�s face, distorting it, changing it forever. It was the last expression of their lives.
He owned it.
Then her face disappeared. He thought she was probably making her way to the train door. From there she would climb down the steps that were permanently in place. She had risked a look outside to make sure she saw nothing moving. No betrayal of anyone who had followed her to this place.
He knew the ex-FTB agents would not arrive. They had received no intel, had just jumped into a vehicle at the art gallery and driven after her. She had lost them easily. They were amateurs. But what of her own people? There would have been an elite cell guarding her, a Control in the field. Where were they?
He thought they might be back at the bomb site, making certain their precious agent had not been blown to pieces. They could not have been close enough to see her escape, because he had not seen them, and he would have. He would have seen the car, or panel truck, or a nondescript bus, whatever vehicle they were using for surveillance, go after her. No vehicle had left the scene of the explosion after hers except his own.
He took his eye from the eyepiece of the sight. A couple of deep breaths centered him. He put the eyepiece back to his right eye and focused on the stairs leading down from the first train carriage.
He hummed a lullaby he had heard when he was a small boy. Not one that his mother had sung to him. He did not remember her at all. But somewhere�� maybe a young woman whose throat he had cut, singing softly to herself before that instant of choking horror. He tried to remember. For some reason it was important to him. Soft lullabies were precious memories.
He waited for her.
* * *
McCall bagged his own groceries. It was a mom-and-pop grocery store on the corner of the street and it was a running joke between himself and the old Asian woman who owned it. McCall would pick up his carton of milk, jar of coffee, fruit and vegetables, a six-pack of Diet Pepsi and a bag of M&M�s, which he would put in a bowl on the living-room coffee table. The old Asian woman would start to put the items into two big brown paper bags that looked like they were purchased when World War II ended. McCall would gently move her gnarled hands away and bag the items himself.
�You no let me work,� she said. �I sit here all day. I need to work.�
�You�ve worked hard enough to keep this place on this corner,� McCall said. �You deserve to sit back and rest.�
It was the same things they said to each other every time he went in, just like Luigi asking him if the fusilli was good and him saying it was superb as always. A ritual. He liked it. His life was pretty regimented these days. Except for the incident with the hooker and her pimp. That had broken his rhythm.
Maybe permanently.
McCall paid the old woman and she rang it up and gave him some change. Her husband, who McCall knew had fought with Americans in Vietnam against the Viet Cong, shuffled up to her and put a Parkinson�s hand on her shoulder.
�You honor us with your business, Mr. McCall.�
�The honor is mine.� He started to turn away, then turned back. �No trouble in the neighborhood?� he asked.
�What kind of trouble?� the old man asked, but his eyes said he knew exactly what McCall meant.
�Young men with vacant eyes wanting to protect you. Keep you safe. Make sure your establishment is not robbed or either of you are harmed.�
The old man shrugged. �This is New York. There are always men like that. They don�t bother us. We mean nothing.�
�You mean something to me.�
The old man smiled a tolerant smile. �We are old. We get by. We don�t need your help.�
�I wasn�t offering any.�
The old man nodded. �You once carried the troubles of the world on your shoulders. But not anymore. That is good.�
�You can tell that from my buying milk and bagging my own groceries?�
He just shrugged and shuffled off to the other end of the counter to restack the lottery tickets. The old woman insisted on handing McCall his two bags.
�Thanks. Good night,� McCall said.
The old Asian woman smiled vacantly. McCall wondered if she�d paid any attention to the conversation with her husband at all.
He walked out of the store and down his street.

CHAPTER 5

Halfway around the world, he watched Elena jump down from the passenger car platform. She took two steps toward the Lada, then stopped, standing still. Listening. What could she have heard? Maybe the wind scraping through some debris. Maybe the rats scurrying in and out of the wrecked airplane. Whatever, she was in a perfect position. He danced the red dot across her forehead and down her right eye and cheek.
Then she surprised him.
Suddenly, in an instant, she was gone.
He moved the telescopic sight to one side, then the other. Her reflexes were faster than anyone he�d ever targeted. She had dropped like a stone to the ground and rolled under the first train carriage. Now he saw her legs pulling in and fired twice, certainly hitting her right leg once. He caught the puff pink explosion before she was under the train. He traveled the sight along the bottom of the train carriages. Flash of movement. He fired again, into darkness, hating to waste the bullet on a random shot, but it would discourage her from crawling out again. He took the sight from his eye, got to his feet, and climbed quickly back through the helicopter, which swayed alarmingly. Now he wasn�t so certain the steel lines were going to hold it. He thought he should have stayed on the platform, but the idea of shooting her from a helicopter perched on power lines had been too tempting. He cursed himself for the misstep. He didn�t make many of them. Not that it mattered. His prey was wounded, and she had nowhere to run.
He climbed out of the helicopter onto the platform. The wind whipped at him. The snow swirled in front of his eyes, obscuring his vision more than he thought it would. The storm had escalated. It was supposed to blow itself out well before midnight.
He left the pelican hard case where it lay open on the platform. He didn�t have time to disassemble the AWC M91 and carry it down to the ground. He would climb back up to retrieve the case. There would be plenty of time afterward. Seconds now were precious. She was wounded, in pain, and adrenaline would be pumping through her body. She would be armed, maybe with more than one gun, but it was doubtful she had an automatic weapon with her. There would not have been one in the Lada, in case the poltisya stopped the car for some traffic violation, and he doubted there would have been one hidden in a compartment in the derailed train. So she would have handguns, nothing for him to be concerned about. He would not get that close to her.
He climbed down the steel ladder as quickly as he could, holding the high-powered rifle in one hand, letting the slick railing slide through the fingers of his other hand. He scanned the Disaster Park as he did so. Nothing stirred or moved except the wind and the rats.
He jumped down the last two steps and ran toward the derailed passenger train. He was light on his feet, not an ounce of fat anywhere on his body. He prided himself on his appearance. It was not vanity; it was correctness.
He ran around the twisted passenger car closest to the power lines platform and the hanging helicopter. She would not hear him coming. The ground was slushy and his boots made no sound. He saw the dark blood trail before he saw her body. She had crawled out on the other side, but had not been able to get up. The second shot must�ve also hit her. A stroke of luck, not accuracy, but he�d take it. It looked like he had hit her right hip. Probably shattered it. She was attempting to pull herself up onto the end platform of the last passenger car. But there were no steps on this side and it was too far above her. She had managed to reach up to the actual steel platform and was slowly, so slowly, hauling herself up, inch by inch. It was a good strategy. If she was inside the shelter of the train car, she might have a chance with a handgun. She might see him coming in the broken moonlight across the empty space between the crippled airliner and the derailed train.
But he had not come that way. He was behind her. He had hoped to have her on her back, staring up at him, eyes filled with hatred or terror or resignation. He had seen all three, and savored them. But now he didn�t have time to indulge himself. He�d shoot her in the back of the head and be done with this.
The bullet shattered the train carriage window an inch from his face. He fell to one knee, swung the rifle up, the magnified MARS sight to his right eye. He saw the figure, silhouetted against the moonlight, rifle aimed at him. He was beyond the wrecked train about fifty yards. He put the red dot on the shooter�s forehead and fired. His head exploded and he fell back. Reinforcements for the agent-in-the-field had arrived.
He ran toward his car. There were voices shouting. Either they had a homing device in the Lada, or her Control knew the location of the backup safe house. It was a complication he had not anticipated. He cursed softly. He should have made the kill shot as soon as she�d jumped down from the train platform.
But he�d wanted to see her suffering.
More bullets sliced through the snow at his feet. He stumbled. Perhaps his foot had hit a rock hidden in the snow. It doubled him over and he actually felt a bullet scream past his ear, taking a small piece of it. He reached the Gaz-3102 Volga, wrenched open the back door, threw the high-powered rifle inside, slammed the door, slid into the driver�s seat, fired it up, and took off. He had studied the back way out of the Disaster Park on his iPhone map. It was a labyrinth of small roads, most of which led to abandoned buildings and dead ends. But the one that twisted through the maze to a major road blazed in his mind.
Darkness swallowed him up. He did not dare turn on his headlights. He looked down and saw that his left boot was torn up. That was where a bullet had hit him. He could dig the bullet out himself, no need for medical attention. He was as skilled as any doctor he�d ever come across, and more than most of those quacks.
He calculated how long it would take for her to die. Not much more than five minutes. There was nothing she could tell them. She knew nothing. He was a faceless man in the darkness with a sniper rifle. But he had not recovered the flash drive from her. Berezovsky would be angry. The mission had not been successful. He would only collect a percentage of his fee. That was the price of failure. It was a rare occurrence, and it burned in his mind. But at least the target had been eliminated.
To him, that was what mattered.
He made two fast turns and pulled the Volga over into the shelter of a group of burned-out buildings. He got out into the snow, which was now almost blinding, the wind whipping it back and forth, big swirling flakes. He left the AWC M91 in the back. They would find no fingerprints or DNA on it. He punched in a number on his iPhone and pressed send.
The helicopter must have been very close by, because within twenty seconds it was descending onto the snow-laden field to his right. He ran, limping on his wounded left foot, into the field. The wash of the rotors pulsed over him. Waiting hands pulled him up into the KA-32A11BC chopper. It was one of the helicopters that the Emergency Situations Ministry (EMERCOM) had used in Kazakhstan.
Berezovsky had influence.
He watched the ground drop away. As the chopper banked, he could see the distant Disaster Park. There was a man on the steel platform beside the helicopter on the power lines. He was holding something � the pelican hard case. That would tell them nothing. If they were able to dust the railing, they would find no fingerprints, even without the snow.
He had no fingerprints.
There was some kind of a panel truck parked beside the crashed jetliner. There was another car behind it. Two agents stood there. Another figure was running from the edge of the back wasteland of the park toward the train carriages. There was a figure at the back of the derailed train, kneeling beside the victim�s body. This would be her Control in the field. His was the real failure of the night. The man could not have botched his job more completely. He was lucky his Company agent had anything to hand over to him.
But he shared in that failure. He should have taken the flash drive off her cold, limp body.
Jovan Durkovi� cursed softly again. He slid shut the door on the KA-32A11BC chopper and it headed over the barren wasteland, then above the ribbons of jewelled roads toward his own safe house.
* * *
Control had turned Elena over onto her back in the tangle of weeds behind the train carriage. The snow was bright red with her blood. He could see how bad her leg wound was. The bullet had torn into the vastus lateralis muscle and had exited at the top of the adductor longus. It had also smashed the head of the fibula. If she survived, he doubted she would ever walk again. He took hold of her black cocktail dress, up on her thighs, hesitated. Elena was looking up at him, her breathing shallow, her words a husky rasp.
�Not the time for modesty.�
He pulled up her dress, above her black panties, exposing a hole the size of a golf ball in her right side. Blood was pumping out of it. He took the silk handkerchief from his pocket and pressed it against the wound, holding it tight. Elena looked up at him with pain-filled eyes.
Something else in them.
Pity.
�Not your fault,� she whispered.
Mickey Kostmayer ran up. �Sergei�s dead. Shooter took off in a small Russian car. Might have been a Volga. I didn�t get a license number. I chased it in the van, but it disappeared. There�s a labyrinth of small roads back there. I�ve called it into the poltisya. I talked to Anatoly Yakunin himself. We�ll have a police net around the park in ten minutes.�
�He won�t stay in his vehicle for long,� Control said. �He�ll be extracted.�
They hadn�t heard the noise of a helicopter above the cacophony of the storm.
Kostmayer sank to one knee beside Elena. He reached out and took her hand.
�Hey. You remember that morning in Serbia when I hustled you out of that hotel? You were so pissed at me.�
�I was mad at Robert McCall, not you. You were following orders.� She pointed behind her. �In my black bag. Over there in the snow.�
Kostmayer jumped up, ran to where she had dropped her bag, picked it up, brought it back. He could have opened it himself, but he knew Control wanted her to do it. Kostmayer knelt again and handed the jewelled bag to her. With trembling fingers, Elena unlatched it, rummaged inside, and came out with the silver flash drive. She turned it over in numb fingers.
�Not much to show for a night�s work.� She handed it to Control. �But it�s what you wanted.�
�Yes, it is. Did you see the shooter?�
Elena�s body was going into shock. Her eyes reflected it. Her words came out in short bursts.
�One quick glimpse. In the train window. Compact, not too tall. Angular face. Holding a sniper rifle in one hand. No hat, no gloves. He should have been very cold, but he wasn�t even shivering. That�s�� She faltered. �That�s all I saw of him.� She turned her head so she could look up at Kostmayer. �You tell Robert what happened to me.� She didn�t seem to be able to get her voice above a whisper. �No one else.�
�There won�t be anything to tell. We�re getting you to a hospital.�
�You tell him, Mickey,� she insisted.
Kostmayer nodded. �I will. I give you my word. When I find him.�
�You�ll find him. He�s your friend.�
She closed her eyes with the pain.
The wind had kicked up in volumn.
�Get the ETA on that ambulance!� Control shouted at Kostmayer.
Kostmayer got to his feet, looking down at Elena one last time. Then he ran around the first wrecked train car, putting a walkie to his lips.
There was nothing around them now, just darkness and wind and the cushion of the bloodied snow. Control gently pulled Elena�s black dress down to her thighs. He lifted her up into his arms. Her eyes cleared for a moment and held that amusement in them he�d always loved.
�You gonna carry me to safety, big guy?�
�I�m sorry, Elena,� he said, his voice thick with suppressed emotion. �I�m no Robert McCall. I couldn�t protect you.�
�Alexei brought in the best,� she whispered. �I never saw him, never even heard him until it was too late. Let Robert know.�
�He resigned. He�s not a part of The Company any longer.� He was talking to keep her mind from slipping into shock along with her body. Keep her alert. Keep her focused. �I can�t tell Robert McCall anything, even if I could find him.�
She reached up and gripped the sleeve of his jacket. Her eyes blazed with final life.
�Tell Robert. Get the bastard. For me.�
She slumped back down. The light went out of her eyes.
She was gone.
Kostmayer ran around the train car. Control stood up. His body language told Kostmayer all he needed to know. Control slipped the silver flash drive into the pocket of his coat.
�Do you know where Robert McCall is?� Control asked.
There was the briefest pause, then Kostmayer said, �No.�
Behind them a Trans Care ambulance pulled into the Disaster Park, red lights flashing, no siren.
Too late.
* * *
Robert McCall sat down on a high-backed chair in his kitchen and looked out the window at the rooftops across the street. There were two tiers of them, flat roofs, like steps coming toward his narrow kitchen window. Moonlight hazed across them. He sipped a cup of strong Irish coffee. He had ripped open the package of M&M�s and tipped them into the empty glass bowl on the coffee table in the living room. He had unloaded the groceries onto the kitchen counter, put the milk and Diet Pepsi in the refrigerator, which held eggs, butter, bottled water, vegetables, a bottle of 2005 Domaine Ramonet Chardonnay. In the cabinet over the stove were two dishes, two side plates, one serving plate, two bowls. There was a juicer on the counter. A toaster. A wooden knife rack. Nothing else. The apartment was deathly quiet. He stared out of the kitchen window at the roofs. In his mind�s eye, he saw them coming for him, stark, silhouetted figures against a crescent moon.
Coming to kill him.
To kill them both.
He hadn�t thought of it in a long time, and he often looked out this window.
He had felt a chill.
He got up, opened the microwave, and took out a Smith & Wesson five-shot, double-action large caliber 500 revolver. It had a stainless steel 10.5-inch barrel, gray grip handle, and fired a .500 caliber bullet weighing 350 grams at 1975 feet per second with a high recoil. It was the most powerful handgun in the world.
McCall sat down again at the kitchen table and remained very still.
He waited for the figures on the roofs to reach him.
But there was no one out there.

CHAPTER 6

The night was warm for Saint Petersburg, probably forty degrees. They walked down the Nevsky Prospect to where the magnificent Dom Knigi book building stood on a corner, its windows ablaze with light.
�This used to be the headquarters for the Singer Sewing Machine Company,� Control remarked.
�Why is there so little traffic?� McCall asked.
The wide boulevard was almost empty. This wasn�t right. It bothered him.
�It�s late,� Control said. �You�ll find the brief at your hotel. Her name is Serena Johanssen. She infiltrated a terrorist cell operating here in Saint Petersburg. But she was compromised.�
�How?�
�You don�t need to know that. They�re going to take her from the Kresty Prison outside the city to another location where she�ll be interrogated. We don�t know where. We don�t know when this will happen, but sometime in the next six months. Her interrogation will be brutal. She may be buried very deep. We need her extracted.�
�I looked up the word �ferret� in the dictionary,� McCall said. �It�s an animal that lives in the dark. You throw me down a hole to find someone, take something, destroy somewhere, then hope I find my way out of the dirt back up into the light.�
�You�re the best we�ve got.�
�The sky isn�t dark,� McCall said.
�Of course it is.�
�No, it�s a very deep blue, almost black, but not quite.�
�It�s predawn.�
�But when we started walking there were lights in the stores and the buildings.�
McCall looked down the attractive boulevard. Now there was no traffic at all. He looked up. There was a figure standing on the terrace of a building a hundred yards away. He was silhouetted � but against what? There was no moon. McCall turned back to Control. He was facing away from him, looking up at the Dom Knigi building. There was a thin trickle of dark blood oozing down the back of his neck. McCall reached for the Sig Sauer P227 pistol on his right hip.
The holster was empty.
�Control!�
�What is it?� Control asked. �What�s wrong?�
He turned back to McCall. His face was streaming blood, out of his eyes, his nose, his mouth. He had a twisted smile on his lips. Then he pitched forward. McCall caught him, bringing him gently down to the sidewalk, looking up.
He caught a glimpse of the assassin standing on the terrace, holding a high-powered rifle. But now there was a red sunset behind him, bathing him in blood. He couldn�t see the man�s face. He wasn�t tall, but when you hold a sniper rifle with a MARS scope you don�t need to be tall or strong or fast. You only need to be accurate. The assassin disappeared into the crimson smear of light behind him. McCall looked down at the dying man in his arms.
He wasn�t there. There was a child�s doll in his arms, stringy brunette hair stained with blood, painted eyes in a ceramic face. The face was cracked and fractured and the little fissures kept on growing, splitting the face wider apart.
The sound was barely audible.
McCall awoke in an instant, senses alert. He was bathed in perspiration. His breathing was erratic and he quieted it and remained very still. He heard nothing. What had the sound been? A creak on the hardwood floor of his living room? An elbow inadvertently nudging an ornament on a shelf? A hand picking up some of the M&M�s from the glass bowl? It had been insignificant, but that small noise had risen up through the layers of his nightmare like a swimmer desperate to reach the surface.
McCall�s left arm ached. He touched the old bullet wound just above the shoulder bone, where the bullet had gone through the fleshy part. It had left a ragged scar, because it hadn�t been stitched up properly. He looked at the bedroom window. It was gray outside and threatening rain. The bullet wound usually ached in wet weather.
He threw off the covers, reaching under the bedside table. The Sig Sauer 227 that had been in the dream � or hadn�t been in his holster in the dream � was clipped to the bottom of the bedside table. He unlatched it with no sound, the weapon falling gently into the palm of his hand. He got up, wearing dark boxers, watching the open bedroom doorway for shadows. Nothing moved. He padded over to the doorway, moved into the living room, gun outstretched in both hands.
The austere living space was deserted. His eyes swept over the bookshelves, lots of leather-bound books, a few thriller paperbacks. An annotated Sherlock Holmes Volume I was open on a bottom shelf, with a slim heavy dagger bookmark at a page in The Hound of the Baskervilles. There was a Tiffany lamp on a middle shelf and a few ornaments on the shelves purchased from flea markets in different parts of the world. There was a large glass ashtray; a gift from a foreign president from the days when McCall smoked. There was a wet bar with some bottles and glasses set up on it. Next to the wet bar was a table on which stood a magnificent Mark Newman bronze sculpture, a naked sea nymph looking as if she had just arisen from the ocean walking a long eel on a leash with its tail flowing out behind her. A little surreal and probably not to everyone�s taste, but McCall liked it. There was a leather couch with a wooden top and leather armchairs, a big-screen TV, the low coffee table with its bowl of M&M�s and a large book about Venice, his favorite place. Next to that was a yellow writing pad. At the end of the coffee table was a laptop with a pile of stacked DVDs beside it and some headphones. Splash of color from an easy chair � a bright orange Frisbee sitting on it. There was a chess table in a corner with two straight back chairs where the defenders of the Alamo faced their blue-uniformed Mexican opponents across the black-and-white glass chess squares. They were all beautifully painted.
None of the Alamo defenders or their Mexican attackers had been disturbed.
Nothing had been disturbed.
McCall moved on silently into the kitchen. Deserted. For the hell of it, he opened the microwave. The Smith & Wesson 500 revolver was in there.
There was the sound of faint traffic from outside. A siren echoed from a distant tragedy, but nothing else. In the silence McCall sat down at the kitchen table. He looked out the kitchen window. The sloped roofs were washed with sunlight.
He set the Sig Sauer P227 on the table.
He was alone.
But he knew that someone had been in his apartment.
* * *
The antiques store was two blocks from Luigi�s, on West Broadway just below Broome. The sign above the green doors read: ANTIQUES & COLLECTIBLES, MOSES RABINOVICH, PROPRIETOR. When you stepped inside it was like stepping into another world. There were large statues everywhere, some elegant, naked porcelain women, some grotesque, gargoyles and dragons with lolling stone tongues, lamps with male and female figurines on them. Colonial rocking chairs rocked in all of the corners. There were antique pieces of furniture, and one exquisite coffee table inlaid with a battle scene of gray-and-black knights fighting red-and-black knights across a green mosaic battlefield. There were exquisitely painted horses on various shelves, including an Indian warrior on a Palomino sitting outside a porcelain Indian village with sand-colored tepees. A brass plaque above it read: Don�t be afraid to cry. It will free your mind of sorrowful thought.�� Hopi. There were vases on tables that looked like they�d been stolen right out of Tutankhamun�s tomb and others that looked like they�d been won at Coney Island. There were at least a hundred clocks on bureaus and desks, on shelves, mounted on walls. All of them read different times and few of them were ticking, the treasure being a grandfather clock with the sun chasing moons across its face, which had a deep, sonorous pendulum. There were glass cabinets of knives and bayonets from World War I and II and tarnished medals with faded ribbons on them. Flintlock rifles stood in glass cabinets along one wall. There were delicate pill boxes and snuff boxes in varying colors on a cascade of small shelves. The store smelled of musk and damp and sawdust, although there was none on the hardwood floor.
McCall liked the aroma of the place. It reminded him of a bazaar he�d visited once in Tangier. All that was missing was the scent of the fruit. Of course, someone had been trying to kill him in that bazaar, which left the sense memory somewhat lacking in warmth. He walked over to one glass case in which there were twenty handguns, most of them Remingtons, some Colts, all of them pre-1900. There was one particular Colt Revolver that interested him. It was a Model P Peacemaker, Single-Action Cavalry Standard with a 7½-inch barrel, also known as the Frontier Six-Shooter. It had a revolving cylinder holding six bullets. It was the 1873 model, but it had been adapted in 1877 to take 44�40 Winchester caliber cartridges instead of Colt 45 bullets so as to be cross-compatible with the Winchester Model 73 rifle. Acid-etched on the barrel on the left side was Colt Frontier Six-Shooter. Moses had assured him it was in mint condition. It was also a tad over $2000, a little out of McCall�s price range for a decorative item. But he came to visit the gun in its glass case on occasion.
Old Moses shuffled over to him. He moved with obvious pain. He had tarnished baseball trophies on his cluttered desk at the back of the store, but it was hard to think of him as a young man hustling for fly balls in the outfield and sliding into second with a stolen base. It was arthritis, he had told McCall, which had traveled down the sciatic nerve in both legs. But he never complained about it. His fingers had been spared the disease, which was a good thing, because he did very delicate work with them. Old Moses was more than just an antiques dealer. Your family heirloom clock stopped? He�d fix it. Your cuckoo clock would not make a peep? It cuckooed heartily once Moses had finished with it. Your watch stopped and it wasn�t the battery and you didn�t want to take it to Goldberg�s Jewellers on the corner because it cost you the price of a new watch to have it fixed? Moses would fix it for five bucks. He always looked the same, because McCall had never seen him dressed any differently. He wore dark jeans, penny loafers with no socks, a white shirt with a brown cardigan over it that had seen better days. It was hard to tell how old he was. Probably north of seventy, but he could have been older. McCall always found his voice somehow soothing.
�You look, Mr. McCall, but you never ask me to take the Peacemaker out of the case and show it to you.�
�When the time is right,� McCall said.
�You have handled many guns in your career.�
It was a statement, although McCall had never talked to the old man about his former profession.
�This is a beauty to have and admire, but never to fire,� Moses said. �Although I can supply you with a box of ammunition for it.� He wasn�t giving up. �You want me to take it out of the display case? Feel the weight of it in your hand?�
�Not today, Moses.�
A bell tinkled from within the bowels of the store. McCall knew it was a back entrance to the place. It was not normally open to the public.
�Excuse me,� Moses said, and shuffled back to where the store was gloomier, most of the lights on the various lamps there extinguished, except for the modern black enamel lamp on Moses�s desk. There was an alcove behind the desk, which led to the back door and a storage room. Moses disappeared.
McCall walked over to one of the shelves of clocks-of-the-world, still relaxed, but his awareness of tension had kicked in. There had been nothing in Moses�s two words��Excuse me��to indicate anything out of the ordinary. No hint of concern or apprehension. But it had been the shift of focus in the old man�s eyes. A weariness that had come over them, however momentary. He was an old Jewish man who lived surrounded by other people�s pasts, and the Jews had suffered a lot over a couple of thousand years, and he knew this was not going to change. It was the way of the world.
McCall could hear soft voices in the alcove, but he could not see anyone from the shelves of clocks. He strolled over to an old-fashioned rolltop desk, the kind you see Santa Claus sitting behind in his North Pole workshop on Christmas cards. McCall looked at the price tag. Santa would have to be selling toys to afford it.
From this vantage point, McCall could look into a large, ornate mirror with gilt trim that had angels playing harps on the top of it. In reflection, he saw Moses talking to two young men. They had been at Luigi�s the night before, in that alcove, drinking Pinot Grigio, laughing with their pals and having a grand old time. They were dressed in sharp business suits, red ties, black shoes that gleamed with polish. One of them sported an ostentatious gold watch chain. Their voices were never raised above a low murmur, although Moses appeared to be getting a little agitated with them.
McCall took one step to the left. Now, in the gilt mirror, he could see the man who�d caught his attention in the alcove at the Italian restaurant the night before. He could see he was of medium height, slim, with the coiled tightness of an athlete. He was dressed in a gray pinstriped suit with a red-and-gold tie and a red kerchief neatly folded in his breast pocket. He was looking through the alcove into the main part of the antiques store.
He was looking at McCall.
McCall did not give a flicker of interest or awareness. He moved again, to a Colonial rocking chair, checking the price, giving the chair a gentle rock. He glanced sideways at the mirror. In it, he could see that the man had lost interest in him. Old Moses shuffled over to his desk, opened the top drawer, took out a white envelope, and handed it to one of the young turks. They looked Russian to McCall, but not quite � Chechen, perhaps. More volatile, more deadly. The young Chechen put the envelope into the inside pocket of his coat and shook Moses�s hand deferentially. Then he and his young partner walked to the back door. As they opened it the bell tinkled politely again. The older man hesitated a moment, looking into the antiques store, then nodded at Moses and walked out, closing the door behind him.
When Moses came back, McCall was sitting in the rocking chair, gently rocking back and forth.
�You�re paying them protection,� he said.
�Of course. They protect me from bad men. They are bad men themselves. But no young punks off the street will try to rob me. No homeless man or woman sleeps in my doorway. Not that I would really mind. I walk home at night and back to the store in the morning without fear of being attacked.� He shrugged. �It is the price you pay for doing business in this neighborhood.�
�You�re not the only store owner they visit?�
�Oh, no. They are very thorough.�
�Do they extort money from Luigi�s?�
�No, they like Luigi. They leave him alone. But the other restaurants, they pay for a good night�s sleep.�
�How much do you pay them?�
�Nothing that will send me into bankruptcy. I need the protection.�
�I could offer you that.�
�Why should you? I am an old man you chat with, perhaps wonder about, who is he, where did he come from, what�s the story of his life? But you don�t ask. Because it does not matter. You have your own business to conduct, whatever that is. I have mine.�
�Have you called the police?�
Moses shrugged. �I call the police, perhaps they go and find these men and say something to them. Perhaps these men leave me alone. Then I pay the police.�
�Most cops don�t take graft.�
�It does not matter who is my protector. I pay one group, or the other. It gives me peace of mind. It is the way it is.�
�It shouldn�t be.�
Moses smiled. �I shouldn�t be ending my days in a musty antiques store, watching people look and touch, but not buy. I should be able to run home and back to the store. I once batted .368 in the Appalachian League, the Greeneville Astros, in Tennessee. Tennessee of all places! Can you believe that? With seventeen triples that season. Even Mickey Mantle never had seventeen triples in a season! Now I take a walk around the block once in the morning, once in the afternoon, so I don�t end up in a wheelchair. I kiss my wife when I get home and she cooks the greatest kasha for me. You know what kasha is?�
�Buckwheat grouts cooked in water, like rice, mixed with oil, fried onions, and mushrooms. Kasha varnishtas is good, too.�
�Yes, my wife makes the farfalle with a touch of ginger. Luigi should eat his heart out. Do not worry about me, Mr. McCall. Life is good.�
�It could be better.�
He shrugged. �Always.� The old man put a gentle hand on McCall�s arm. �Be at peace with yourself.�
Easier said than done, McCall thought.
He glanced at his watch.
�I�ve got to get to work.�
He walked to the front door, opened it, turned back.
�If I wanted to find those men, where would I go?�
Moses shrugged. �I do not leave the store. I wouldn�t know.�
�You know.�
The old man shrugged again.
�Always so good to see you, Mr. McCall.�
McCall nodded and closed out the past behind him.
* * *
It was a good lunchtime crowd. McCall was behind the bar, mixing drinks with deft hands as fast as the servers put down their chits. But then, Bentleys Bar & Grill was always packed. It had long windows looking out on West Broadway with the name BENTLEYS inscribed on them in flowing gold script. The booths were dark red leather with black trim, lots of tables, Tiffany lamps on counters, the whole place oozing warmth and camaraderie. Most of the crowd was young, from the financial district, lots of stockbrokers, paralegals, attorneys, bankers, and a good smattering of tourists. McCall knew Bentleys paid no protection. The owner, Harvey, was a close friend of the mayor of New York. Not worth the trouble to extort money from. Small business owners were the neighborhood ticket.
The long mahogany bar went along the back wall, glasses hanging from the racks above, bottles in niches and in wells beside the sinks. Two bartenders worked it, one of them serving the patrons who sat at the bar or who couldn�t wait for one of the servers to find their table, the other just mixing the server�s orders. Right now, that was McCall. But he made an exception for the blond, curvaceous young woman who now eased her way between two occupied stools and gave him a big smile. The two men sitting at the stools didn�t seem to mind. In fact, they�d died and gone to Heaven.
McCall knew her name was Karen Armstrong because he�d asked for her ID when she�d first come in months before, right after Thanksgiving, with her friends. She looked borderline twenty-one, but the license had assured him she had been twenty-two on February 19 that prior year. She was wearing a blue blouse, unbuttoned to show enough cleavage just short of arrest, a gray miniskirt, black shoes with one-inch heels. He hadn�t been able to place her perfume, but it was something from Dior.
Elena Petrov had worn the same perfume.
�I can�t find my server, Bobby,� she said, apologetically.
All his life he had been called Robert, never Bob and certainly never Bobby. But he was living a different life here, in a new identity. As far as anyone at the restaurant knew, his name was Robert Maclain. He let the people he liked in the neighborhood � Luigi, Moses, the Asian grocery store owners � know his real name was McCall. But his credit cards, the passport he was currently carrying, his Shell card, his New York library card, said Robert Maclain, and everyone in Bentleys, from Harvey, to the other bartenders, to the servers, to the patrons, all called him Bobby.
It was a small sacrifice.
�What�ll it be, Karen?�
�Screwdriver, Rusty Nail, two Greyhounds, and a Sex-on-the-Beach. I wonder why we all order in code?�
And she laughed. It was a throaty, sexy laugh that had all of the connotations of real sex on the beach.
�Keeps the bartenders on their toes,� he said, and started mixing the various drinks.
�Where did you work before Bentleys?� she asked.
�Midtown. Before that, I was in Boston.� The first part was a lie, the second part was true. �Spent some time at a Home Depot there.�
�Get out! Stacking shelves and selling paint?�
�Sure.�
He already had her two Greyhounds and a Screwdriver on a tray. He grabbed the various bottles, using a measure, filling up the shot glasses, going to work on the Rusty Nail and the Sex-on-the-Beach.
�There�s something about you,� she said. �You haven�t been a bartender or a Home Depot guy all your life. What did you do before?�
�I was a spy. For a shadowy, covert organization. The kind who sent out unauthorized black ops missions that the Justice Department denied all knowledge of.�
Her raucous laugh again. He loved that laugh!
�Right, and if you decided not to take the job, the little tape self-destructed on the tape recorder in the package you�d picked up in a desolate phone booth. I see you more as a pool hustler. Like Paul Newman in that movie. Hustling marks in small towns in the Midwest, getting into fights, riding the rails, breaking women�s hearts.�
�That sounds about right. Here you go.�
He put the last two drinks onto a tray and handed it to her.
�Running a card?�
�Yes, please.�
He took her credit card, put it into a slot with others beside the cash register. She took the tray from the bar, guiding it carefully through the tables toward a booth at one of the windows. She had four coworkers, all young women, waiting for her. McCall had seen all of them before. The �Karen Mafia� he liked to call them. They were passionate and full of life. He envied them.
And, once again, he missed something he would not have missed nine months before.

CHAPTER 7

A customer at the bar McCall had never seen before was grinning at him. He was sipping a Corona and working his way through a hamburger with mushrooms, fried onions, and actual garlic (a house speciality) and fries. He was probably in his late twenties, a little heavy, like an athlete who�d stopped running or going to the gym as often as he should. He had a round face, hazel eyes, and a whiff of Cerruti Image cologne strong enough to knock out a lavatory attendant. He looked like the guy in the cell phone commercials whose phone never worked fast enough or in the right places.
�She�s got a big crush on you!�
McCall smiled. �I mix her drinks the way she likes them.�
�No, I could tell! And she�s hot, man. Just cause you�re older? Who gives a crap? Go for it.� When McCall didn�t respond, he thrust out a hand. �Chase Granger.�
McCall shook hands. �Bobby Maclain.�
�Great place! Reminds me of the old Maxwell Plum, you remember it? It was on Sixty-fourth and First.�
�You�d have been three or so when it closed in 1988.�
�Yeah, but my dad used to go there all the time. Told me all about it. He was in real estate. Lost him ten years ago. I�m in the same business. Transferred to the Broadway office last month. Is it always so packed in here?�
�Every day, lunch and dinner.�
One of the servers, Gina, a demure brunette actress with soulful eyes and a big heart, was waiting at the bar. She had a tray loaded down with dirty dishes and glasses. She waved a chit at McCall like a white flag.
�Gotta take this order,� McCall said.
�Yeah, hey, burger�s great, by the way. Fries are salty, the way I like �em.�
�Enjoy your lunch.�
McCall moved over to Gina, saw her order was for two glasses of Mondavi Chardonnay. She handed the tray to McCall.
�Thanks, Bobby. I�ll be back.�
She said it like Arnold in Terminator and rushed off. McCall dumped the dishes into one sink, the glasses into another, and moved a bottle of Knob Creek Rye so that the back faced him. In the orange, distorted reflection he looked at Chase Granger. He was devouring his burger, picking up fries, savoring them, his eyes not once flicking in McCall�s direction.
At least McCall�s radar picked up on this guy.
The tall African American man was sitting in a corner booth on the same side as the long bar. His name was Jeremiah Thomas Lagerman, but everyone had called him J.T. for as long as he could remember. The only person who�d ever insisted on calling him Jeremiah was his old man, before J.T. had wasted him with a shotgun blast in the face one Christmas Eve. It had been an accident, but then again�� had it really? J.T. was never sure himself. The old bastard had come at him with the belt. The shotgun had been lying against the doorjamb in the kitchen. His father had brought it in himself, and he always unloaded his shotgun if he brought it in from outside. A lesson he had drummed into his son�s head. But that night he hadn�t unloaded it. He�d been pretty drunk and he was ugly when he was drunk. J.T. had grabbed the shotgun and pointed it and pulled the trigger because he thought nothing would happen, maybe just give him a scare. Make him pee himself. But a second later half of his father�s face had been blown off.
J.T. was edged right into the corner of the last booth, so he was not in the bartender�s eye line. From this vantage point he got fleeting glimpses of the man, but usually the servers, coming and going, were covering him up. And the man�s back was mostly to this side of the restaurant as he talked to the customers up at the bar. He�d only caught a glimpse of him when he�d walked in, but that had been enough. He was sure. It was a face he was not likely to forget, not that it was particularly memorable. In fact, he�d only looked into it once, in agonizing pain, before the asshole had stepped around him and taken the bitch�s arm and hauled her ass out of the alleyway.
He still had the bracelets on his wrists, but he�d taken off most of the rings. Almost unconsciously, J.T. touched the splints on four of his fingers, two on one hand and two on the other. They were rigid where the bones had been reset. It made him clumsy and feel like some kind of a goddamned cripple. It was difficult to eat. It took him ten minutes to get his cock out to take a piss. He had the pain under control with Tylenol with codeine, but he had to be careful, as that was a narcotic analgesic and he�d abused his body with acetaminophens as a teenager. But the caffeine gave him an edge and, in truth, where he was supposed to take two pills every six hours, he took four. How bad could the side effects be? He had friends who popped Oxycontin like they were gumdrops.
J.T. liked to have clarity. It kept him focused and in control. His attacker had taken that control from him. He was in for a world of hurt, but J.T. had to be careful. The dude�s moves had been fast. Sure, he�d sucker punched him; J.T. hadn�t been ready for the attack. Hell, he hadn�t even seen the asshole in the alley until he�d grabbed his wrist. His full attention, his full rage, had been on that bitch Lucy, teachin� the whore a lesson she�d never forget. He was one hundred dollars short on her day�s work. He�d searched her clothes and her bag and couldn�t find it. He knew damn well where it was, stuffed up her ass, trying to get away with stealing from him. No one ever stole a dime from J.T. and got away with it.
And no one humiliated him and got away with it.
But he wasn�t going to make the same mistake twice. The bartender didn�t look like much, but the circumstances had to be right. He had to be somewhere no cops could show up from the next block to intervene. Somewhere the dude felt safe and comfortable. And J.T. wouldn�t be alone. He was never normally alone. He had a lot of friends, and they were pissed about what had happened to him. He already had two of them in for this little ride. A brother � Big Gertie, they called him, cause his last name was Gertrain � had thought the dude�s description fitted one of the bartenders at Bentleys. Even more humiliating to have the crap beaten out of you by some faggot bartender in a pussy joint like Bentleys. So he�d gone to see for himself. And, sure enough, there the dude was, mixing drinks, scoping out that blond bitch with the big tits and easy smile, shooting the shit with the regular customers at the bar. Everything cool.
Except J.T. had found him.
He slid out of the booth, careful to turn away from the bar. He didn�t want Bobby Maclain to glance over and see him. But the bartender was turned the other way, talking to some young dude sitting at the bar, looked like a stockbroker or an attorney or one of those assholes who�d lick your balls while they were lifting money right out of your pocket. J.T. was just a customer in the busy place walking to the side entrance.
J.T. pushed through the door out into the bright sunlight. He had to use the heel of his right hand to do it. Outside on West Broadway, he carefully took out his iPhone, not wanting to drop it for the hundredth time. He held the phone in the palm of his left hand and used the index finger on his right to hit the silver buttons. Waited for the answer at the other end.
�Yeah, he�s the guy,� J.T. said.
* * *
Katia Rossovkaya had managed to avoid him for three nights.
She walked through the awakening nightclub. The main motif for the place was a cascade of Russian nesting dolls, starting out large and then getting smaller and smaller, all in silver, all with beautiful painted faces. Above the dolls was a logo in silver script that said DOLLS. She didn�t remember how many Dolls nightclubs there were around the world. At least a dozen, she was sure, five of them in the United States. The silver kaleidoscope ball usually hanging over the large dance floor had actually been taken down and some maintenance men were working on it. One of the colors was not strobing.
Kuzbec and Salam, two young Chechen turks who worked at the club, were setting up the tables. Another soulless �migr� from Chechnya, Rachid, was behind the silver bar, setting it up. Katia knew they were also �enforcers,� not that anyone in the club ever even breathed the word. She didn�t know what exactly it was they enforced, but she knew that innocent people suffered. The resident DJ, a big strapping kid, was setting up for the night�s entertainment. His name was Abusaid, but everyone called him Abuse, and he played the music at levels that would burst most eardrums.
Silver gleamed everywhere. The tables and chairs were silver, there was silver along the edges of the dance floor and, of course, the silver bar in one corner. There were huge blowups of pictures by the Chechen painter Rustam Sardalov on the walls. The only one Katia liked was a huge close-up of a young woman�s face, streaked with green and a little red, as if her face were melting, while, hidden within, was the almost translucent figure of a bald, older man with a hook nose. She loved the girl�s face, but the faint, grotesque figure within it was unnerving. There was a reproduction of Sardalov�s painting of a gnarled tree over the silver bar with clawlike branches reaching up to a molten sky, a table growing out of the trunk. The one behind the dance floor she found particularly disturbing: a celestial background with a man in a black coat, white shirt, and blue-and-white tie on one side, long spikes creeping out of his pale face. His mouth was gaping open as if he was screaming soundlessly. Across a swathe of white light three alien faces peered out of round silver cylinders, as if they�d just hatched, their faces also gaping wide. An arm in a jacket was protecting them, the hand pointing to two round cylinders floating in space.
The Sardalov reproduction by the stairs that led to Kirov�s second-floor office showed a man with glasses sitting on a chair, stairs going down into nothing behind him, stairs leading to nowhere ahead of him, all blue-gray except for the chair itself, which was a rust color. The man in the chair did look a little like Borislav Kirov, same hair and glasses, although she doubted he�d sat for the painting. That disturbed her, too, that the likeness was so close to her boss. It was like there was no escape from him. If you ran away, he would just sit in that rust-colored chair, waiting for you to be brought back to him.
Some of the dancers had already arrived, but they weren�t in their Dolls costumes yet. They were all in their early twenties, most of them from Chechnya, six from the city of Grozny, two from Chervlennaya, one from Kirovauya. There were two more from Uzbekistan and one from Kazakhstan. None from Russia. They had all been desperate to leave their homeland. They had been offered the trip of their dreams, fly to the United States of America, to New York City, to be dancers in a high-end nightclub. No businessman or celebrity or politician who came to Dolls alone ever had to sit forlornly watching the couples on the dance floor. There were twelve gorgeous dancers ready and willing to dance with them. It just cost money. They were all graceful, good dancers with vibrant personalities. There�d been a fabulous grand opening, filled with Broadway actors and movie celebrities, sports figures, politicians, and even a Saudi prince. It was only when the girls had been in the job for a couple of weeks had they realized what else was expected of some of them. There were half a dozen small rooms on the second floor of the club. Katia knew what happened in them. Some of the girls relished it � it meant a lot more money. Some of them were resigned to what the price of their airfare and employment meant. A couple had said no.
They were no longer at the club.
The elegant man caught up with her before she could reach the bar. He was dressed in a pinstriped gray suit, a red-and-gold tie with a red kerchief in the breast pocket of his jacket. She knew he always wore a gun in a shoulder holster under his suit coat, but there was no bulge at all. Abuse had told her, in a hushed whisper, the gun was a Taurus 740 G2 Slim with high concealability. He�d seen it once on the elegant man�s desk in his office and he�d looked it up on the Internet. It unnerved her, knowing that pistol was a quick reach away. Not that she feared he would use it on her. They didn�t want her dead. She was too valuable to them.
He gripped her bare arm. She was in the silver uniform all the cocktail waitresses at Dolls wore. The silk shirt had short sleeves and was cut down so far that wearing a bra was difficult, because Kirov did not want it to show. Most of the girls didn�t bother to wear one. Katia did, but it was very brief and it bothered her to show off her breasts almost down to the nipples. The cocktail waitresses wore tailored silk slacks that were very stylish. They wore silver pumps with four-inch heels that had taken her weeks to get used to.
She stopped and finally looked at him.
His name was Bakar Daudov. They whispered about him in the nightclub, even more than they speculated about Borislav Kirov, the boss. Daudov was a killer, she was certain of it. She had seen enough of those strong blank faces with their dead eyes to recognize one. Daudov�s eyes were actually a pale blue, which made him look even more menacing to her.
Like the Angel of Death.
He never raised his voice. His Chechen accent was fairly thick for someone who had lived in New York City for ten years.
�We need to talk, Katia.�
He didn�t wait for a response. Just walked her over to one of the empty tables around the dance floor and sat her down. He slid into the chair across from her. Reached out for her hand. She had no choice but to give it to him. His hands were smooth, as if he used talcum powder on them. He smiled, but it was the lipless smile of a cobra.
�You are enjoying your time here in New York.�
A statement, not a question.
�I love it here.�
�You bring an energy to the club. Sophistication. Great style. But being a cocktail waitress is beneath you. We are moving you up to be one of the dancers.�
�I do not dance well.�
�You move like an angel. We will give you lessons. There will be rehearsals. You are a natural.�
�I know what happens in those second-floor rooms,� she almost hissed. �I am not a whore.�
�You are what we say you are,� he replied, and his voice was difficult to hear as Abuse wound in Lady Gaga saying you were born this way, the music blaring briefly through the empty club, the DJ finding a sound level. �You will always be in command of any situation. We are here to protect you.�
�Why are you asking this of me? You know it is dangerous.�
There was a moment�s pause. Daudov�s eyes were hooded, and now they seemed to almost close to slits, like a snake�s. �You have been asked for by a patron. Someone very special.�
�Does Mr. Kirov know you�re threatening me?�
�Mr. Kirov knows everything that goes on in his nightclub. I am asking you to think it over, Katia. The raise in your salary will be substantial. We are not talking about the scum who wander into a strip club off Times Square. These are important, influential people. Good people. Who have a need.�
�And if I refuse?�
�How is Natalya? You have not brought her to the club in a couple of weeks. We miss her.�
The threat was not even veiled. Katia pulled her hand out of Daudov�s soft grasp. He had relaxed them. If he had wanted to keep her hand pinned to the table, nothing she could have done would have wrenched it free. She stood up and walked away. She could feel those pale eyes watching her. It made her actually shiver.
She was very afraid of him.
But she was more afraid for her daughter.
* * *
It was raining hard. The kind of rain that sent you scurrying from one doorway to another for shelter, or you�d be soaked to the skin in five seconds. McCall stood unmoving in the school playground in the drenching storm and stared at the far brick wall. It was covered with graffiti in all colors, Esher-style mosaics of surreal continuity that led nowhere, along with short, pungent statements of hate. He wondered if any of it was the same as when he�d stood in this very school playground at age fourteen waiting for them to come for him. There was a green tortoise, rather beautifully drawn, that crawled along the bottom of the brick wall. He seemed to remember that tortoise. He remembered thinking its shell had looked fragile. That one good smash with a hammer would shatter it. He remembered thinking that when the first of the jocks had hit him from behind.
He�d saved a geeky kid named Andras, from Hungary � they�d called him Andy at school � from a beating at the hands of some of the high school football team. He�d known it wouldn�t be long before they came for him. He had wanted them to find him alone in the playground. Vulnerable, an easy target. He didn�t want to be looking over his shoulder as he walked home from school. He�d had no martial arts training at fourteen, except for some karate classes he�d taken. They had taught him some much needed discipline, but he�d bailed out of the training sessions after three months. He hadn�t liked the class work. He had wanted to learn how to defend himself one-on-one, but his Sensei had said he wasn�t ready. Wouldn�t be ready for another couple of years. So he had to rely on his instincts.
But he hadn�t sensed the jock behind him before the blow to his head. It had taken him by surprise. He turned, using a move his Sensei had taught him � an elbow to the face. At the temple. It jarred the bully, who staggered. The young McCall had grabbed the jock under his arm, heaved up, at the same moment falling down onto one knee. The jock�s momentum had sent him flying over the young McCall�s shoulder. He�d hit the cement hard. McCall should have left him alone. He hadn�t been much of a credible threat. But, in a sudden rage at being hit from behind without warning, the young McCall had kicked the kid in the side of the head. It had rendered him unconscious and given him a mild concussion. In the days after the fight, the jock, whose name he couldn�t even remember, had difficulty remembering recent events, was dizzy and off-balance at times, and had a persistent ringing in his ears. It was not until two weeks later that he had been diagnosed with an epidural hematoma. The doctor had explained to the young McCall at the hospital that the condition meant there was a buildup of blood between the tough outer membrane of the central nervous system and the skull. It put pressure in the intracranial space and could be compressing brain tissue. McCall could remember desperately not wanting the big kid � Billy Jackson, that was his name � to die. He hadn�t. But he was never quite the same again.
The second attacker had been the quarterback, Jerry Stiles. He�d come at McCall from his left side and got in a punch to McCall�s solar plexus that had sent him to his knees. The rain had been torrential. Rain like tonight. Fierce and unrelenting and steady. He remembered blood mixing with the water as another of the jocks kicked him in the face. The blood had seeped hot out of his nose, but by some miracle it hadn�t broken.
He�d been lucky that night.
They had come to put him in the hospital.
McCall tackled the jock who�d bloodied his nose, a linebacker, sending him to the ground. He was big and slow and the driving rain blinded him. McCall jabbed an elbow into his soft neck and that had kept him on the ground, moaning.
Hands dragged McCall to his feet, punches being thrown at him on either side, but the attack was uncoordinated. They were just hitting him anywhere they could, kicking at him, thinking their superior numbers would do the trick. McCall kicked one of them in the balls and he folded and whimpered and drew his legs up for protection. A fourth jock tried to grab McCall�s face, his thumbs going for his eyes, but the move was clumsy. McCall kicked the kid�s legs out from under him. It was so slippery that any fighting technique except slamming McCall up against the grafitti-laden brick wall and wailing on him was doomed to failure. The jock tried to get up. McCall slammed the heel of his Nike into the jock�s forehead. He went down again.
Jerry now had his arm around McCall�s throat, crushing his windpipe. He was strong and McCall felt his senses rushing from him. At the same time an icy coldness swept through his veins, colder than the rain. He felt like vomiting and his head began to cloud. All he could think of to do, in the moments before he would certainly have passed out, was to rush backward, taking the quarterback with him. He remembered, while he was hurtling backward with Jerry, thinking how stupid this fight was. He didn�t even like Andras that much. But he didn�t like to see him being tormented by these guys. Not that it was any of his business. In fact, most of the students steered clear of McCall.
He had loner stamped on his forehead.
Jerry and McCall crashed back into a steel spar holding up one of the basketball hoops. The force of it loosened the crushing arm around McCall�s throat. He half turned, grabbed Jerry�s arm, braced it between his hands, brought it up and down, and broke it.
That had ended the fight. McCall had pushed away from the basketball spar, gasping for breath, and slipped to his knees himself in the pouring rain. He remembered looking up and seeing the pain and incredulity in Jerry�s eyes. A broken arm finished his football career that year. Probably forever. And the Mavericks had been in first place. They didn�t win the division championship without Jerry, McCall remembered. He thought that had upset the school faculty more than the fight.
They�d taken off then, leaving the young Robert McCall on his knees in the playground with the rain sweeping over him.
McCall had slowly got to his feet. He had expected to feel some exhilaration. But he had felt no elation at all. He had just felt sick. Nothing had changed. The other kids in the school would still stay as far the hell away from Robert McCall as they could. Some geeks would still get picked on, but it might give the other bullies a moment�s pause when they saw their star quarterback�s arm in a sling and their division championship chances gone.
But it did have one far-reaching result.
It had got McCall expelled from the school.
�You�re the last person I ever expected to see standing in the rain in this playground,� she said quietly.
McCall turned and immediately smiled. He must�ve looked like a drowned rat to her. Somehow, even in a downpour, she looked elegant and calm and even a little ironic.
But then, his ex-wife always looked very good to him.

CHAPTER 8

They sat in a corner of the 21 Club front lounge in two of the big red leather chairs beside the fireplace. A fire roared in it. The lounge was packed with people waiting for tables. From where McCall sat he could see a small diagonal section of the Bar Room restaurant with its myriad novelties hanging from the ceiling: the Good Year blimp, a jetliner, a football, a racing car with the number 24 on it, a construction worker�s hat, and an old 45 vinyl record encased in plastic. His favorite toy was a model of PT-109, given to the 21 Club as a gift by President John F. Kennedy.
McCall liked this restaurant. When he�d spent more time in New York, when he�d first been married to Cassie, he had come here a lot. He remembered one of the ma�tre d�s, Harry, a good guy. He�d long since retired. But there were still familiar faces greeting patrons and McCall knew the bartender in the Bar Room would still be the same guy, serving drinks faster and with more accuracy than he could ever hope to have. McCall somehow found that comforting. Some things shouldn�t change. He remembered once being taken down to the wine cellar, where there was still the speakeasy steel door used during Prohibition. It was the most elaborately disguised vault in New York, and no feds had ever found the room behind it. To open the door you had to use an eighteen-inch meat skewer in one of the main cracks in the basement wall. Harry had shown it to McCall one night. He wondered if they still gave special customers the grand speakeasy tour.
McCall looked at the windows to his left, lashed with rain, seeing yellow cabs pull up, disgorging folks who still dressed up to go out to dinner. All of the beautifully painted jockeys stood on top of the wrought-iron first-floor railing and descended the stairs to greet the patrons at the entrance with its old-fashioned lamps. There weren�t many restaurants with this kind of history left in New York.
The ambiance in the lounge was noisy, as more people came in from the storm. But none of it touched their quiet oasis at the table in front of the fire. McCall was nursing a Glenfiddich, straight. Cassandra was drinking a vodka gimlet. She was in her late forties, but could pass for late thirties any day of the week. McCall remembered she used to work out at a gym five days a week before it was fashionable. Her body was lithe, the curve of her breasts tantalizing in her pale blue silk shirt, long tanned legs below the short dark blue skirt. Gray shoes, low heels. You walked miles in New York even if you weren�t really going anywhere. Her hair was blond and cut short. No gray yet. She was as beautiful in person as she always was in his mind. Her eyes were hazel and insouciant. Chips of green ice that could chill your blood when she interrogated you. She had been an assistant district attorney in New York City for ten years. Nobody intimidated her. She was forthright to a fault and had made a lot of enemies.
She was also sexy as hell.
�I need a cigarette,� Cassie said, and smiled. �Too bad you can�t smoke anywhere now. If Mayor Bloomberg had had his way, you�d have been busted for lighting up walking down Fifth Avenue. Are you still the �Keeper of the flame�?�
�The flame went out. I quit.�
�I wish I could.�
McCall remembered that she used to smoke a lot. Especially when she was nervous.
�What were you doing at Scott�s school so late?� he asked her.
�I had to pick up a math book he�d forgotten to bring home. It�s not something he can access on the Internet. He�s got a test tomorrow. They left it for him in the admin office.�
�How are things in the DA�s office?�
�Criminals, rapists, murderers, the usual suspects.�
�Still working for Jack McCoy?�
She smiled. �Sometimes the DA does remind me of him, except he�s got jet black hair and less of a sense of humor.�
�Hard to imagine.�
�He�s tough, but he�s very fair. He never liked you.�
�I only met him once.�
�First impression. He said you were like a stick of nitroglycerine. Colorless, but could explode at any moment.�
�But you never told him who I worked for.�
�Of course not. How long have you been back in New York?�
�Nine months.�
�And you�ve been stalking Scott that whole time?�
�I�ve watched him on occasion. From the Starbucks across the street from the school. He�s never seen me there and I�ve never approached him. I promised you I�d stay away and I have.�
�That was an easy promise for you to make. You were never home. Why are you here now? Terrorist in our backyard?�
�I�m not here to find any. I resigned from The Company.�
There was a flicker of surprise in her eyes. �I didn�t know you were allowed to do that. Why did Control let you walk away?�
�I didn�t give him a choice.�
�But he knows where you are?�
�Until forty-eight hours ago I would have said no.�
�Now you�re not sure?�
�I made a mistake. I stepped into a situation I shouldn�t have. It might have come back to haunt me.�
She took a sip of her vodka gimlet. �So nine months ago you just disappeared off the radar? That�s hard to do.�
�Not really. Take an intelligence agent and drop him somewhere no one knows him and no one needs his skills and he becomes anonymous.�
�So what are you going to do with your life now?�
McCall didn�t have an answer to that. He said nothing.
�Does sitting here at the 21 Club with your ex-wife put you in danger?�
�It�s not me I worry about.�
�No. People around you have a habit of dying.�
The words were said matter-of-factly, but they stung.
McCall said nothing.
She kept her voice casual. �Will The Company issue an order to kill you?�
�Control would have a say in that.�
�And he�s your friend. Probably the only one you�ve ever had. Do you trust him?�
�No.�
�But you think he�s got your back.�
�I think terminating me may not be the way he wants to go. He could have a different agenda.�
�He�d have to take it before a committee.�
�Yes. They might like the idea of terminating me.�
�You were never good with committees,� she said dryly. �They were wary of you. You weren�t predictable.�
�That�s how I stayed alive.�
�But you were never a Company man. You sometimes had your own agenda. I lived with you long enough to know that. You probably scared them. But as long as you were useful to the government, to your country, they tolerated you. Now you�ve defied them.�
�I just walked away,� McCall said. �What I do now and how I live my life is none of their business.�
�It becomes my business if you�re standing in the pouring rain in my son�s school yard. You know I remarried?�
�Yes.�
�He�s a criminal attorney. Tom Blake. But I�m sure you know that, too.�
�Only the name. Not the man.�
�He�s charming and compassionate and he laughs a lot. I never laughed much with you. I felt warm and happy. Sometimes. But there was always�� I don�t know how to put it. A shadow over us. The Company, I guess. It darkened every night out and every birthday party at the carousel in Central Park with Scott and every intimate moment between us. It was like you were a coiled spring just walking into a room, or sitting on the porch at our Maine beach house while we sipped white wine and looked out at the ocean. I�m sure your colleagues were all laid-back, playing golf and going to barbecues, treating their dangerous lives as routine. But not you.�
�Tom doesn�t bring his work home?�
�Of course he does. But it�s not intrusive. He�s been a real father to Scott in the last eight years and I don�t want that relationship threatened.�
�I won�t threaten it.�
She nodded slowly. Suddenly there were tears in her eyes, but they just peeked out, like strangers in a place they weren�t supposed to be.
�That�s why you left,� she said. �To protect us. But that should have been our decision. Not yours.�
�Judgment call.�
�And now you wonder if it was the wrong one? Now that you�re a free man again?�
McCall didn�t answer.
�I know you loved me. And Scott. Something happened. Something that made you abandon us. What was it? And don�t give me that �it�s classified� or �need to know� crap.�
�Nothing specific. Just a lot of small things. They added up.�
She finished her Vodka Gimlet and stood up.
�I could take out a restraining order against you.�
Again, that matter-of-factness, as if she was suggesting a lunch date.
�You�d have to know the name I�m using. You don�t. You�d need to know where I live. You don�t. And you�re not going to. When we walk out of the 21 Club, you�ll go right back to where you were before you saw me in the rain in that school yard.�
�And where will you go?�
�It doesn�t matter. I�ll stay away.�
�That�s a promise you obviously haven�t been able to keep. Now it may be harder.�
�Because we�ve seen each other and talked?�
�Yes. Is it harder now?�
�Yes,� McCall said.
She put on her raincoat. �Stay out of our lives, Robert. Don�t come to the school again. Don�t sit at Starbucks and watch your son. It�s creepy. As far as I�m concerned, you�re the same man who left us for the same reason. You�re too dangerous to be with.� Then, quieter: �But it was very good to see you again.�
She picked up her purse and walked out of the restaurant.
McCall drank the rest of his scotch. He left money on the table, picked up his coat, and shook some hands at the front desk as he walked out.
The figure on the last stool at the other end of the Bar Room restaurant watched McCall leave, quickly paid his bill, and followed. He was pretty confident he hadn�t been spotted.
* * *
McCall had spotted him as soon as he sat down in the 21 Club lounge with Cassie. He walked up Fifty-second Street, pulling up his collar against the biting rain. He figured the tail was probably a hundred or so yards back.
McCall mingled with the crowd outside the Winter Garden Theater in the Mamma Mia! intermission. He walked inside, through the lobby, into the theater, down the left-hand aisle, and through a door beside the stage. He was backstage in the chaos of the actors and out the stage door entrance before the old stage doorkeeper could even look up.
McCall jogged to the end of the alleyway behind the theater and only then turned around. No one came out of the stage door after him.
Misdirection.
Magicians did it all the time. They had you look in one place because the magic was happening somewhere else. I�m shuffling these cards in my right hand, so you don�t see me palming your card with my left.
McCall had been intent on losing the tail he�d picked up, on foot, from the 21 Club. He hadn�t noticed the �65 Pontiac LeMans hardtop pull out of a parking space across the street from the 21 Club. He hadn�t seen it cruising down Broadway behind him. When he disappeared into the crowd of theatergoers smoking outside the Winter Garden, the men in the Pontiac had been closer to McCall than the shadower. They�d seen him duck into the auditorium. The driver figured he wouldn�t be coming out that way. He had thought, incorrectly, that McCall had spotted the Pontiac. He doubted whether McCall was actually going to sit down and watch the second act of the show, although he�d seen it a year ago and thought it was a blast. Folks enjoying themselves in some tropical place, not a care in the world while out on the street life was brutal, but the music was catchy and you couldn�t help humming those goddamned songs when you walked out of the theater.
No, he figured McCall was going to another exit, probably at the back of the theater. He�d swung the Pontiac over to a spot beside a fire hydrant. Had to keep a lookout for cops. He didn�t want to get a ticket or, worse, be hauled to a precinct because the beat cop recognized him. He had a healthy rap sheet and a rep, but not in this neighborhood.
They�d been rewarded five minutes later when he�d seen McCall on Eighth Avenue. He walked down Fiftieth Street to Seventh. A blessing. They could not have followed him down Eighth; traffic was going uptown. McCall was heading downtown. It was still pouring with rain, visibility seriously reduced, and the driver expected him to duck into a doorway until this monsoon got a little lighter, or take the subway, but he didn�t. He just kept walking. The Pontiac followed behind. The driver guided the wheel with a little difficulty, but he was managing just fine, thank you.
McCall cut over to Broadway at Forty-fourth Street and continued walking. Block after block, past the Village, until he crossed over Broome Street. They nearly lost him there, because a sanitation truck pulled out from an alleyway right in front of them. The driver swerved around it. What the fuck were they doing picking up garbage at this hour? It took him a moment to find his quarry again, but he was still on Broadway. He finally turned left onto Grand Street. Then almost immediately he turned right onto Crosby Street. The driver turned the corner. Ahead, he saw him stop in front of a three-story brownstone. The driver pulled over to the curb and double-parked. He didn�t need to stay long. Through the rain-streaked windshield he saw his quarry use his key to get into the building. It took him a few seconds to climb the stairs � he was sure there was no elevator in there � and a light went on in a third-floor window. Probably the living room. He knew the apartments in these old brownstones had been modernized. Some of them were really nice. He�d be seeing the inside of that third-floor apartment real soon.
Behind him the two brothers in the backseat shifted uncomfortably. Big Gertie was 350 pounds, folded into a cramped space, and he probably didn�t appreciate the tour of the city at a snail�s pace. But that was okay. The night had been a real success.
J.T. knew where Bobby Maclain worked.
Now he knew where he lived.
* * *
His office was in a nondescript building in a complex in Herndon, Virginia. It was not listed at Langley as an annex. It was not listed anywhere. Officially �The Company� did not exist. There were six eight-story buildings that all looked alike in carefully landscaped grounds. Control�s building was the last one in the industrial park, nearest the highway. You got to his office by being escorted up to the sixth floor, through cubbyholed small offices. His was one of the only offices on the floor that had a window. Near his office was a war room manned by forty analysts, sitting at computer consoles, two big screens in front of them, one showing hot spots in countries around the world, the other running constant news feeds from CNN, Fox News, MSNBC, BBC, Al Jazeera, and other foreign news broadcasts.
The office was lit by one muted lamp. Otherwise it was in darkness. Control liked it that way. He was tired. They�d taken a 6:30 A.M. Turkish Airlines flight from Sheremetyevo International Airport in Moscow and arrived at Dulles in D.C. at 7:30 P.M. He�d got to his building in Virginia around 8:30 P.M. He sat at his desk, the computer screen of his Mac glowing in the muted shadows. There was a discreet knock on his door and his executive assistant opened it. Her name was Emma Marshall; she was a Brit, late twenties, gorgeous, but chose to hide that fact behind tinted glasses, her blond hair swept back somewhat severely, conservative clothes, always a man�s white shirt and a long skirt to disguise a spectacular figure; she was spectacularly unsuccessful. She had a wicked sense of humor, but right now things were tense around the office.
�Mr. Kostmayer is here,� she said in her delicious British accent that Control loved.
�Send him in,� Control said.
She paused in the doorway. �You shouldn�t beat yourself up for what happened outside Moscow. Elena would hate that.� Control looked up at her. �If you ever want to talk, Brits are good listeners. Except when you talked to us before the Revolutionary War about no taxation without representation. By the way, how is life with no taxation working out for you?� Control smiled in spite of himself. �And if you need a shoulder to cry on, mine is well padded.�
Control involuntarily looked at her right breast and shoulder, at the mischievous smile that always seemed to be on her lips, and said, �Send Mr. Kostmayer in.�
Emma disappeared. Kostmayer walked into the shadowy room and closed the door behind him.
�Take a look at this,� Control said.
Kostmayer walked around the desk and leaned on it, looking over Control�s shoulder. On the computer screen was what they�d found on the flash drive that Elena had stolen from Alexei Berezovsky. It was a diagram of long, undulating snakes that intersected in places, several of them highlighted, a rectangle at the bottom, a square at the top. Some of the passageways � if that�s what they were � were shaded in blue. That was it. No numbers, no letters, no encrypted messages.
�It looks like a series of subterranean tunnels,� Kostmayer said.
�Which could be anywhere. Are we looking at a diagram of tunnels in a U.S. city, or one in Europe? In the Middle East? Somewhere in China? And what kind of tunnels? Passageways below ground? We don�t know that. They could be a maze in a cornfield above ground. They could be passageways in some large industrial warehouse. We�ve got a route traced through the labyrinth, leading from a rectangle to a square. Point A to Point B. I need to know what�s at Point A and what�s at Point B.�
�There was nothing else on the flash drive at all?�
�The computer techs are going through it, but so far this is all we�ve got.� Control sat back from the pale screen with its series of lines crisscrossing one another. �Not worth much for Elena�s life, is it?�
�She knew the risks.�
�I was her Control in the field. I took on the assignment personally because I believed in her. I also wanted to prove something to myself. That I still had the skill to run an agent and not from behind a desk. I screwed up. I didn�t calculate the odds correctly.�
�Sometimes the odds are just against you. No matter how prepared you are.�
�Then you need something to better those odds.�
�Berezovsky was one step ahead of us.�
�It was more than that. It was a test. He gave his new assassin a rushed assignment. He probably didn�t have more than twenty minutes to initiate a COA. The assassin didn�t retrieve the flash drive, that was the prize, although Berezovsky knew there was nothing on it that would mean anything to anyone but himself. But his killer did pass Berezovsky�s test. His target was eliminated.�
�Not cleanly.�
�No. Why didn�t the assassin go for the kill shot? Elena could have told us intel that compromised his boss. Why did he only wound her?�
Kostmayer ticked them off on his fingers. �Wind factor. Low visibility in the storm. Heard us coming and rushed the shot.�
�Not if he�s a pro. There�s something else. Something personal. Do we have any intel on this guy?�
�Could be a code name. Diablo. There was chatter about him from the Bosnia station.�
�I�m not familiar with the name.�
�No one is. We�re going through Interpol data banks. Might not even be the same guy. But if he�s passed Berezovsky�s test, what happens next?�
�An assassination. That�s the business Berezovsky is in.�
�Do we have any idea who?�
�A high-level politician. Could be the president, or someone in his cabinet, could be an ambassador at one of our foreign embassies. Our intel says it�s an American target. And Berezovsky is one-stop shopping. You�re running a terrorist cell or planning a coup in your country or you�re the CEO of a major corporation with competition you want to see go away. Berezovsky supplies the high-powered rifle, or the bomb components, he hires the assassin or the suicide bombers, the mission is accomplished on schedule, and he ties up all the loose ends.�
�Do we have a time frame?�
�Not yet.�
�Too bad we don�t have McCall. He and Berezovsky have a history.�
�I want McCall back.�
�He�s going to stay off the grid.�
Control got up and walked to the dark window. There was no moonlight. He looked out at the rain sweeping across the sparkling highway and the parkway. The branches of the trees were black shapes bending in the wind.
�My daughter Lindsay will be twenty-four in June. That�s four years younger than Elena. Lindsay�s working for the French embassy here in D.C. As far as anyone knows, her old man works in some low-level government bureaucratic office, plays a lot of golf, and drinks forty-year-old Strathisla single malt whiskey at the Capitol Grill. But what if there�s intel out there that linked her to a spymaster? How could I sleep at night knowing I had put her life in danger?�
�McCall�s been estranged from his family for years. No one knows they even exist.�
Control took out his iPhone, hit a couple of buttons, and tossed it to Kostmayer. On the LED screen was a photograph of a man sitting at the 21 Club with an attractive blonde in her mid-forties. The man had his back to the camera.
�That was taken on a smartphone at the 21 Club in New York City tonight. You can�t see the man�s face from this angle. The woman he�s sitting with is an ADA named Cassandra Blake. She�s McCall�s ex-wife.�
�So she�s having cocktails with her new husband.�
�Her husband is a criminal attorney named Tom Blake who�s deposing a wise guy informant in Philadelphia. Comes home at the weekend.�
�Okay, it�s a colleague from work.�
�Or it�s Robert McCall.�
�Reaching out for what he�s lost all these years? I don�t see McCall doing that.�
�You don�t know what he�d do or wouldn�t do. You think you got close to McCall? Think again. No one does. I want you to fly to New York tomorrow morning. If he�s starting to reach out to people, I don�t want him finding out about Elena Petrov from someone else. You gave her your word.�
�He�s not involved in this life any longer.�
Control turned from the window. �You don�t walk away. The past is never over. It harmonizes with the present. It becomes part of your future.�
�So he finds out. From me or from someone else. There�s nothing he can do about it.�
�This is Robert McCall.�
There was silence, then Kostmayer nodded.
�Okay.�
�If we have found McCall, I want you to reach out to him. Bring him in from the cold. Before he goes after this assassin, or the killer sets up his sniper rifle on a roof overlooking McCall�s New York apartment. Wherever the hell that is.�
�Why would the shooter go after McCall?�
�Elena Petrov had a relationship with him. Berezovsky ties up loose ends. And he knows what McCall is capable of.�
Kostmayer nodded and walked to the door.
�And Mickey��
Kostmayer opened the door, turning back. It was late, only a couple of analysts working in their cubicles outside Control�s office. It felt hushed and expectant. Like when you smell thunder in the air, but the storm hasn�t hit yet.
�Tell him I�m very sorry she died in my arms,� Control said, and sat back down at his desk, staring at the labyrinth of tunnels or passageways that led nowhere.
Kostmayer gently closed the door.

CHAPTER 9

Carlson caught up with her just outside the Earl of Sandwich shop. Four skyscrapers hemmed in the big concourse. Office workers poured out of the entrances. Sun bathed the marble columns and tiled walkways. The torrential rain of the night before was forgotten. The temperature was probably in the low sixties, but men were sitting with their coats folded beside them and most of the women were bare armed and letting their cleavage show. The office workers sat at white wrought-iron tables, or on benches and ledges that closed off rectangles of very green grass. She was wearing a green blouse, a darker green miniskirt, nice shoes, a tweed jacket that looked expensive. She had a Louis Vuitton Monogram Raspail PM handbag over her shoulder. Way out of her price range. Carlson figured it for a knockoff she probably got in Chinatown. In the Earl of Sandwich she had ordered a three-cheese melt, house-smoked ham, and grated Parmesan on toasted whole wheat. He already had his turkey club with avocado, horseradish, and lettuce on Vienna toast. She had a Starbucks Double Wall Ceramic Traveler of coffee in one hand. She was heading for a ledge along one of the strips of grass that was unoccupied.
He hustled to catch up with her.
�Hey, there!� he called.
Karen Armstrong turned, a little startled.
What she saw was a good-looking guy in his late twenties, probably six-one, powerfully built, a guy who worked out. He had long unruly brown hair. His eyes were brown and he had an easy smile. He jogged up to her.
�I didn�t want to lose you in the crowd! You dropped this in the sandwich shop.�
He held up her wallet in one hand, balancing his wrapped turkey club and cup of latte in the other. Reflexively she looked into her bag, saw it was gone.
�Oh, my God! Thank you! You�re a lifesaver!�
She took the wallet from him, rifled through the credit cards in their slots � all there � saw some folded bills were still in place.
�If I was going to rob you, I wouldn�t be handing your wallet back to you,� he said, still smiling.
�No, of course not! Just a reflex action.�
�That�s all right, Karen,� he said. �I�d have checked it, too.�
She almost put the wallet back into her bag, then decided to slip it into the pocket of her coat instead.
�How do you know my name?�
�From your driver�s license. The wallet fell open on the floor. I saw it when I picked it up.�
�Oh, if I�d had to cancel all of those credit cards and spend five hours waiting at the DMV for a new license I�d have gone out of my mind! Thanks so much.�
He held out a hand, still juggling his lunch and a plastic cup of coffee in the other.
�Jeff Carlson.�
They shook hands.
�You work in one of these buildings, right? I�ve seen you in the sandwich shop before. You�re pretty hard to miss.�
She smiled at the compliment. �Yeah, I work at 221, right there.� She pointed at the glass monolith behind them. �Well, thanks again.�
She headed on toward the spot on the ledge. He fell into step beside her.
�What�s it like, being a paralegal?�
That stopped her.
�How would you know that?�
�It�s not too tough a guess. Mostly attorneys in that building. I don�t figure you for a lawyer yet, too young, but you�re not a secretary � I�m sorry, they�re assistants now, I need to be more politically correct � so I thought �paralegal.��
�Well, it�s a good guess.�
She started again for her spot, but he kept pace with her.
�Mind if I join you? The tables look pretty full.�
�Actually, I�m not in the mood to talk to strangers. I�m sorry, I don�t want to sound rude, after you just proved to me I should continue to believe in New Yorkers having honesty and integrity��
�Oh, I�m not a New Yorker. Born and bred in Milwaukee. I�ve only been in the city for a couple of months. I�m working on a construction site. That high-rise condo they�re building over on Fourteenth and Lex? Just signed on. Hey! There�s a table right over there, see where that big fat guy�s waddling away? He should lay off the pizza and get a house-smoked ham like you. Maybe not a lot healthier, but better than pepperoni.�
Now the alarm signals were going off in her head.
�You know what my sandwich is?�
�I heard you order. It�s usually the same every day, although yesterday you had that glazed buffalo chicken breast with ranch salad and sweet onions. How was that?�
Completely unnerved now, Karen turned away.
�Thanks again, Jeff.�
She started to walk faster. Carlson stayed beside her, effortlessly, still smiling, like they were really getting on famously together.
�Come on, Karen, lighten up a bit. I could�ve just walked off with your wallet.�
Ahead, Karen spotted a heavyset girl, in her mid-twenties, auburn hair in ringlets, in a business suit, sitting down at a recently vacated table. She changed course.
�Hey, Megan!� she called.
The redhead turned, smiled, and waved her over. Karen stopped, turning to Carlson.
�That�s a friend of mine from work. She�s going through some tough stuff right now. Boyfriend trouble. I know she wants to talk to me about it. Thanks again, about the wallet.�
�Sure.�
Karen strode off toward the table where her colleague waited.
�Don�t let Peter Jamison give you a tough time!� he called. �I hear he�s a terrific criminal attorney, but a real prick.�
She didn�t slow her pace. She thought, He knows the name of my boss! He knew I was a paralegal. He knew my name before he ever picked up my wallet! If he really did just pick it up! In that instant she knew he had lifted it out of her bag in order to hand it magnanimously back to her.
Now she was really pissed off.
He watched her sit down at the table with her friend Megan. They started to talk immediately. He wondered if the redhead � who was pretty attractive, too, breasts not as big as Karen�s, but a dynamite ass, he�d noticed that before she sat down � would look in his direction. He hoped so. It would mean he was the very first thing that Karen had told her. But she didn�t even glance up at him. Maybe Karen had cautioned her not to.
It didn�t matter. He could find her outside here any lunchtime. He�d looked into her eyes and saw the spark of interest. More than that. Lust. They all tried to hide it; it was an instinctive reaction, they couldn�t help it. He knew women looked at his eyes first, then down at his crotch to see how big the swell was. Never failed. Karen hadn�t disappointed him.
He sat down on the ledge where Karen had been headed, took a sip of latte through the little hole. He unwrapped his sandwich and bit into it. At her table, Megan started to talk to Karen in earnest. Karen turned once and looked over her shoulder. Saw Jeff Carlson sitting on the ledge eating his sandwich, looking out across the concourse, taking no notice of her whatsoever.
Now she was sorry she hadn�t just stood her ground and kicked him in the balls.
* * *
The hour between 4:00 P.M. and 5:00 P.M. at Bentleys was always quiet. Busboys were still clearing up two big tables. Only one booth at the big windows was occupied, by Karen Armstrong and her friends. McCall saw they were the usual suspects, including a young woman he hadn�t seen before, a little hefty, auburn ringlets framing a pretty face. He carried the tray of drinks over to them. He noted that Karen was a little more animated than usual. Her voice had a kind of suppressed anger in it.
�� and when we left, I could feel his eyes burning holes in my back. Actually, they were burning holes right through my ass.�
�He looked like Ted Bundy,� the redhead said. �Real handsome, laid-back, you know, a super-nice guy, like one of those Mormon missionaries who knock on your door with a Bible in one hand and their dick in the other.�
�And then I remembered that I�d seen him before,� Karen said. �Not just in the sandwich shop. He�d been in the lobby of 221 Monday night. He�d been looking at the directory like he was trying to find someone. I thought, �That dude�s pretty cute.� I can�t believe I�m saying this, but that�s what I thought. And then when I was walking home from the subway last night, I felt kind of weird. Like I was being followed. I turned around, but no one was there. I mean, I didn�t see him, but I couldn�t shake that feeling. I�ve got my doorman Harry, but he looks like he�s been standing outside that apartment building since horses pulled milk carts down Broadway. I don�t think he�d be much protection.�
�Here�s the protection you need,� Megan said, and opened her purse. She rummaged through it and exposed a subcompact Glock 29.
Karen�s eyes went wide. �Wow. Do you have a permit for that?�
�Oh, yeah. My dad�s a cop. He got the paperwork through for me in seventy-two hours.�
McCall reached the booth, but they were so intent on their conversation that no one even looked up. One of Karen�s other colleagues, McCall thought her name was Susan, a sweet, mousy girl with bright blue eyes behind amber glasses, opened her purse.
�I carry mace with me,� she said.
�Carrying mace means you�ve got to get right up close to an attacker,� another of the group said. McCall thought her name was Candace. She was tall and willowy and tossed her brunette bangs out of her eyes a lot. McCall thought it might be easier to trim them. �You�ve got to spray it right in his face.�
�A Glock semiautomatic is the way to go,� Megan insisted.
�Only if you know how to use it,� McCall said.
Now they all looked up.
�Oh, hey, Bobby, you didn�t need to bring over the drinks yourself. I�d have gone up to the bar,� Karen said.
�Not a problem.�
He started setting out the various cocktails.
�I know how to fire it,� Megan said a little defensively. �My dad�s a police officer. He�s taken me to the firing range in Brooklyn lots of times.�
�Maybe I should get a gun,� Karen said.
McCall set a Sex-on-the-Beach down in front of Megan. �When you need to pull out that Glock 29, where do you aim and how many shots do you fire? Three or four hits to the thoracic cavity? Or do you aim for the cranio-ocular cavity? Are you cross dominant? Did you learn to shoot with your dominant hand?�
�Uh, sure, I�m right-handed.�
�Do you keep both eyes open all the time? Or do you close your nondominant eye, turn your head slightly, and use your dominant eye?�
Megan was clearly flustered. �I would keep both eyes open if I was being attacked. I�d aim for the asshole�s head.�
�It would be better to aim at his chest. Bigger target.�
�You seem to know a lot about it,� Karen said. �Do you carry a gun, Bobby?�
�Carry one? No. I�ve fired a few of them over the years. If you want to buy a gun for personal protection, you need to know how to use it. I could teach you.�
�I�ll be fine. Thanks, anyway.�
Karen looked at her friends and almost rolled her eyes.
As if he could help her.
�If you�re worried about a stalker, go to the police,� McCall said.
�And tell them what?� Karen scoffed. �That a hunky dude�s been noticing me? Especially when I wear short skirts and keep my shirt unbuttoned? That I saw him in the lobby of my building one night? That he returned my wallet to me one lunchtime after I�d dropped it? That he asked me out for a coffee? Oh, sure, I�m bound to get round-the-clock police protection. He hasn�t made a single threatening move. It�s just his manner, the tone of his voice. He�s a creep. I�ll deal with him.�
McCall knew when he was being dismissed.
�Just be careful,� he said.
His attention was elsewhere.
He�d seen her come into Bentleys and sit down in the first booth after the hostess station. She didn�t look into the restaurant or out through the window at the street. She just looked straight ahead. He�d only spoken to her twice, when she�d come in with her mother, and she hadn�t answered him. In fact, he�d never heard her say a single word. He thought she was probably autistic, maybe borderline Asperger�s. She was dressed in jeans, a dark burgundy shirt, a gray Windbreaker. Her hair was jet black and tumbled over her shoulders, giving her a wild, gypsy look. Her eyes were liquid dark. The kind lovers in romance novels want to fall into. Her hands were slender and she held them clasped on the table. He guessed she was probably seventeen. There was a fragility to her that was at once attractive and disturbing. But there was a serenity, too. She lived in her own world. McCall wasn�t sure she was happy there. And right now, those gorgeous eyes were moist with threatening tears. He noticed her hands trembled slightly.
He walked back to the bar and set down the empty tray. Andrew Ladd, the other bartender, a young aspiring playwright, was taking clean glasses out of the dishwasher, drying them, and setting them up into the slots above the bar.
�Can you take over the orders, Laddie?� McCall asked.
He smiled. �Sure. I don�t think the rush is going to stampede me.�
McCall walked to the first booth and sat down opposite the teenage girl. She looked at him. Looked right through him. He thought she could see the real man beneath � dangerous, restless, isolated�not Bobby Maclain.
�How are you, Natalya?� he asked, gently.
She just nodded. It wasn�t an answer to the question, but at least her hands stopped trembling.
�Does your mom know where you are?�
She nodded.
�You�re meeting her here?�
She shrugged.
�You want something to drink? How about a Diet Coke?�
She nodded.
He started to slide out of the booth when she suddenly reached out and gripped his hands. Tightly. Her eyes were pleading.
�What is it? What�s wrong?�
She just stared at him.
�A problem with your mom?�
She nodded.
�Between the two of you?�
She shook her head.
�Someone your mom knows. A boyfriend?�
She shook her head violently. Telling McCall there was no boyfriend.
�Someone she works with?�
She nodded. She continued to stare at him. As if willing him to read her mind. He didn�t know if she couldn�t speak, or wouldn�t speak. There was nothing wrong with her hearing.
�I�ll get you that Coke.�
She let go of his hands. He slid out of the booth. He hadn�t talked much to her mother. Just to get their drinks orders, tell them a server would be right over, ask how they were enjoying living in New York City. He knew they were from the old Soviet Union. He�d heard Katia talking on her cell phone in Russian. The thought stopped him halfway to the bar. Not Russian. Chechen. McCall could speak fluent Russian and understood some isolated Chechen phrases.
He wasn�t big on coincidence. He�d been living and working in this New York neighborhood for almost a year. He knew a lot of people, but none of them well. He�d never got to know anyone well. The neighborhood gang were acquaintances, and yet they felt like an extended family. Katia had a vibrant personality that was infectious to be with. It just made you smile. But there was also a sadness that sometimes wrapped itself around her. He�d always thought it had to do with her daughter. But recently he�d witnessed the Chechen influence in the neighborhood.
Had that darkness touched Katia and her daughter?
McCall ducked under the bar hatch. Laddie handed him a clean glass. McCall picked up the beverage gun and pushed the Diet Coke button. He cased the restaurant as it cascaded into the glass. Karen and her friends had their heads together in their booth, probably plotting the stalker�s demise. McCall looked over at the first booth beside the hostess station. Natalya was writing something on the back of a cocktail menu shaped like a vintage British Bentley. Through the window McCall saw Katia striding down the street toward the restaurant.
McCall ducked down under the bar hatch and carried the Diet Coke to Natalya�s booth. He got there at the same time Katia moved through the front doors. The Bentleys hostess, a slim, Asian girl named Sherry, who looked like a little doll come to life, had just come on duty. She smiled at Katia, recognizing her as a regular customer, and picked up a menu. Katia shook her head and walked past the station. McCall set the glass of Diet Coke in front of Natalya.
Katia reached the booth. Her level of tension was high.
�Hello, Bobby. How long has she been here?�
�Just a few minutes. You weren�t meeting her here?�
�No. I�d taken a walk. When I got back to our apartment she was gone. But there are only a couple of other places she goes to. The Public Library. Washington Square Park.� She reached over, touching her daughter�s arm. �Natalya, we have to go home before I go to work.�
Natalya shook her head. Katia sighed, sliding into the booth beside her, causing the teenager to move across. Katia spoke quietly to her daughter, her back to McCall. He could not hear the soft, urgent words, but their tone was implicit. She had to do what she was told. Natalya was frightened. McCall stood there for a long moment, not wanting to leave.
�Is there anything I can do?�
Katia turned and glanced up at him, not quite scathingly, but the look said it all. You�re a bartender at Bentleys Bar & Grill, how can you help me? A flash of light caught McCall�s attention. He glanced down at her hands. They were turning a small silver square over and over. A matchbook. He caught the name Dolls on it in raised silver.
�Thank you,� she said. �There�s nothing you can do.� Then, more to herself: �There�s nothing anyone can do.�
Through the window McCall saw a black Lexus pull up to the curb outside Bentleys. A young dark-haired man in a three-piece business suit with an ostentatious gold watch chain got out of the driver�s side. McCall had seen him before. One of the young Chechen enforcers who�d had a jovial dinner at Luigi�s and rousted old Moses in the antiques store the next morning. Katia turned back to her daughter and gripped her arm more tightly. Spoke to her in low Chechen. The tears that had been threatening Natalya�s beautiful face spilled down her cheeks. She nodded. Mother and daughter climbed out of the booth. Katia dug into her coat pocket and came out with some dollar bills.
�Coke�s on the house,� McCall said.
�Thank you.�
They turned toward the front doors. McCall gently caught Katia�s arm.
�Katia��
�Please, I have to go.�
They walked out of the restaurant. McCall changed position so he�d have a better view of who might be in the back of the Lexus. He heard Katia call the driver �Kuzbec.� The young Chechen opened the back door for them, politely, deferentially. McCall saw, for the briefest moment, Bakar Daudov�s face in the gloom of the backseat. Then he was blocked by the two women getting in and Kuzbec slammed the door shut. He got back behind the wheel and pulled out into the traffic, unleashing a cascade of irritated horns.
McCall went back to the booth and picked up Natalya�s glass of Diet Coke. She hadn�t touched it. He picked up the Bentleys cocktail menu that lay on its own on top of the table. He turned it over.
On the back was written: Please help my mom.

CHAPTER 10

That afternoon hour at Bentleys had been the calm before the storm. The night had been crazy and the restaurant was still packed at 11:00 P.M. Just when McCall thought he might be able to slip out, Chase Granger and four of his Realtor buddies hit the bar, boisterous and well libated � Bentleys had not been their first stop of the evening. They slid onto five bar stools, four of them just vacated by two couples. McCall finished mixing drinks for his favorite server, Amanda, goth, punk, tattoos, safety pins on her eyebrows and lips, who had pink hair tonight, but you never knew what color it would be when she came in to work. She looked at McCall with blatant bedroom eyes and mouthed: �I love you.� It was a nightly ritual. McCall smiled benignly. Chase grinned, fishing his iPhone out of his coat pocket.
�Hey, Bobby! Looks like you�ve got a hot date on your hands tonight! These are some of my friends from work. You got Tim here, Peter, that�s Marcus next to him, and Kyle on the end. Guys, this is my main man! Bartender Bobby! Tequila shots, Bobby, just set �em up on the bar.�
McCall started pouring tequila into shot glasses. Chase got up from his bar stool, aiming his iPhone. �Okay, guys, crowd together or I won�t get you all in.� He took a picture, checked the LED screen. �That�s terrible! You all look constipated! One more. Grab those tequila glasses and look like you�re having a blast!�
They picked up their glasses as McCall poured the last shot and raised them in a toast. Chase took the picture and checked the LED screen again.
�That�s the one!�
He sat back down, pocketing the iPhone, picked up his shot of tequila, and knocked it back. McCall walked away, pulling his black apron, the signature of Bentleys, over his head. Andrew Ladd had just set the last glass of Sam Adams onto a tray for Gina, who whisked it away.
�Can you handle this?� McCall asked. �I need to get out of here. I�ll try and be back before midnight.�
�That�s okay, I�ll close up,� Laddie said. �Leave me the keys.�
McCall grabbed his jacket, handed Andrew a ring of keys, and ducked under the bar hatch. He glanced once at the crowded bar stools. Chase Granger and his new pals were laughing at something. They paid no attention to him. McCall passed the hostess station. Sherry smiled.
�Escaping the madness, Bobby?�
�Laddie�s going to close up.�
�Sure. Good night.�
She looked after him a little wistfully.
McCall caught one reflection as he walked through the front doors.
At the bar, Chase Granger craned his neck to see McCall walk out of the restaurant. He fished his iPhone out of his coat pocket, while the laughter continued around him, and hit some buttons.
* * *
In his darkened Company office, Control�s iPhone vibrated on his desk. He was the only person allowed to have a working cell phone in the building. He�d been studying the partial blueprint of tunnels � or whatever the hell they were � on his laptop screen. They�d been run through myriad databases. So far, nothing. He picked up the iPhone. Then he slowly sat back. On the LED screen were four young men sitting at a bar in a restaurant, holding up shot glasses filled to the brim. Looked like tequila. They were grinning for the camera, but he wasn�t interested in them. They�d been hired for the night. It was who was behind them that Control wanted to see. The bartender was a little out-of-focus, but his face was unmistakable.
Robert McCall.
Control nodded. The smallest of smiles touched his lips. �A bartender. Who else would you tell your troubles to?�
* * *
McCall descended the stairs of the MTA Canal Street subway station onto the virtually deserted platform. He�d looked Dolls nightclub up on the Internet and found it was three subway stops from Bentleys on Houston Street. He�d just missed a train. So had a young woman in her twenties a little farther down the platform. She was blond, wearing a backpack, smoking a cigarette, which was against the law on New York transit platforms, but no MTA worker was rushing forward to make her stub it out. She was the only other person on the platform. She looked over her shoulder at McCall and started to walk quickly away from him. More people emerged onto the platform and she relaxed a little. But there had been a real flicker of alarm in the young girl�s eyes. Alone on a deserted subway platform with an older man she did not know. Who might have meant her harm.
The small piece of urban paranoia resonated with McCall.
Dolls nightclub was on a corner in a building that had once been a karate studio. The motif of silver dolls cascaded over the entrance doors. There were long, bright windows, but silvered over, so you couldn�t see in. There was a line of people waiting to get in, mostly young. A hefty teenage thug in black stood at the door, playing God, deciding who got to enter the hallowed halls and who didn�t. McCall pushed gently to the front of the line. The bouncer looked at him. Started to open his mouth to tell him to get the hell to the back of the line, but something in McCall�s eyes stopped him. He stood to one side. His accent was thick Bronx.
�You�re good to go in.�
McCall nodded and entered the nightclub.
There were small silver tables nestled around a very large dance floor, where a silver ball hung down from the ceiling, spiraling kaleidoscopic colors. The floor was packed with couples dancing, most of them doing their own thing, oblivious to whatever moves their partners might be making. You�d have to be the width of a playing card to slide between them. There was a big silver bar to the right, three deep at it, all of the bar stools taken. McCall noted an eclectic mix at the bar, a smattering of the twenties crowd, but mainly over-thirty stockbrokers, attorneys, political assistants and campaign managers, advertisers, some actresses looking to get noticed. Working at Bentleys had given him a good eye for recognizing the usual suspects. Near the bar a young DJ, all in black, with a shock of dark hair, spun the records and added his own remix to them. The reverb was enough to knock you off your feet.
Cocktail waitresses in silver silk shirts and tailored slacks carried trays through the small tables with practiced ease. Near them, lounging just above the tables, or sitting at four back tables off to one side, were twelve very beautiful young women. They were all in their twenties, elegantly dressed, the dresses cut down low enough to show ample cleavage, some wearing miniskirts flashing gorgeous legs. These weren�t stripper�s outfits. They were classy. Their makeup looked professional enough to have been put on by a Hollywood makeup artist. They drank champagne out of fluted silver glasses. One of the young stockbrokers or attorneys from the bar walked up to a blond dancer and spoke to her. He had a folded hundred-dollar bill in his hand. He moved it through his fingers like a magician doing a coin trick. She smiled and nodded, took the bill and they walked out onto the dance floor.
McCall glanced at a silver staircase on his left, which had small neon lights pulsating on each step, leading up to a second floor. That�s where the small bedrooms would be. A narrow bed in each, a chair to dump the clothes, a hanger on the back of the door to hang up the suit coats. A silver lamp on a narrow bedside table. That would be it. Probably each one had a tiny bathroom.
McCall looked at the cocktail waitresses moving through the tables and going back and forth to the bar where a couple of young bartenders were mixing drinks as fast as humanly possible. McCall remembered Katia had said something to him once about serving drinks, that they were in the same business. He didn�t see her.
His gaze shifted back to the dancers whom, he suspected, were at times required to perform services that had little to do with dancing, except in the metaphorical sense. And then he saw her, leaning on the silver railing that separated the raised space near the bar from the cocktail tables. She was wearing a beautiful black dress, showing more of her breasts than she would probably have liked; he remembered her dressing conservatively when she�d been at Bentleys. In fact, he�d never seen her out of jeans, dark pullovers of various colors, and a Windbreaker at the restaurant. This was a different Katia altogether, also perfectly made up, sophisticated and alluring, but aloof. Her body language said don�t come anywhere near me. The dress fell just above her knees, showing off very good legs, but not exploiting them. She held a glass of champagne, but sipped at it. It was a prop. There might not have been champagne in it � ginger ale, more likely.
She looked trapped.
McCall edged through the crowd, taking a hundred-dollar bill out of his pocket. She didn�t see him until he was almost beside her. When she did, she took a step back, totally disoriented.
�What are you doing here?�
He could barely hear her over Pink who was demanding to get this party started.
�Let�s dance,� McCall said.
�I don�t dance.�
�I don�t see you serving cocktails and you�re not dressed like that to watch.�
�I�m here with my boyfriend. He�s up at the bar.�
�You don�t have a boyfriend. Natalya told me.�
�Natalya didn�t tell you anything.�
�Not in words. You�re paid to dance. I�m guessing this is something new. Here�s my hundred dollars. How many dances do I get for that?�
�One.� Now she stepped closer to him, lowering her voice, although she could have shouted and no one would have overheard. �Look, Bobby, I don�t know how you found out I worked here.�
�You were turning a matchbook of Dolls over in your hand when you came to pick up Natalya.�
�That�s right. Okay, so you noticed that. I like you. I�m glad you thought it might be fun to come here and find me. I�ve been to your place of work, now you�ve been to mine. Let�s leave it at that.�
�Let�s dance,� McCall said again, and pressed the hundred-dollar bill into her hand.
Her eyes flicked past him. He turned, noting Kuzbec, in the same three-piece suit with the gold watch chain, watching them intently from across the dance floor. He was also drinking champagne and his eyes would have chilled a polar bear.
�You�re going to get me in trouble,� she hissed, and her Chechen accent had thickened with anxiety.
�Not if you dance with me,� McCall said. �Is this your first night here as a dancer?�
�Yes.�
�Am I your first dance?�
She nodded.
�That�s quite an honor. Better me than one of those jaded stockbrokers up at the bar. Come on, you lead, I�ll follow. I�m not exactly Michael Jackson on a dance floor.�
That made her smile. She slipped the hundred-dollar bill into her cleavage and took his hand, leading him through the cocktail tables onto the crowded dance floor.
�I can�t think of anyone better to be my first dance partner,� she said, almost in a whisper.
�Wait until I step on your feet a couple of times before you make that judgment.�
He took her in his arms and they danced, just moving gently, not in time to the pounding music, but to a rhythm that was slower in their heads.
�What�s your full name?� McCall asked. �Since we�re dancing partners, I should know that.�
�Katia Rossovkaya.�
�Not Russian.�
�Chechen.�
�A hundred dollars a dance. What was that old song? Ten cents a dance? Inflation is running pretty high at Dolls.�
�It buys you three dances. I was trying to discourage you.�
�What else does it buy?�
She stiffened in his arms and did not respond. McCall nodded at some of the more experienced dancers on the floor, working their magic on their new partners.
�How many of them are expected to go upstairs?�
�What do you know of this?�
Now she sounded alarmed, and her eyes flicked across the dance floor to where Kuzbec was still watching them.
�I don�t know anything. That�s why I�m here. I�m trying to get a sense of their operation. Some of the dancers look like they�ve been doing this for a while. Others aren�t sure of themselves yet, but they�re getting there. They probably don�t have a choice.�
�Neither do I.�
�Sure, you do. You tell them you�ll dance and that�s all.�
�You don�t know them.�
�Actually, I do.� Her eyes flicked over his shoulder. �Forget about the chauffeur. He won�t hurt you. He wouldn�t dare.� McCall danced her away from that side of the dance floor and the young Chechen. Pink was replaced by Beyonc� telling her man if he wants it to put a ring on it. Diva night at Dolls. �Who was waiting for you in the back of that Lexus?�
She gripped his arms a little more tightly. �Bobby, look��
�Call me Robert,� he said quietly. �No one who really knows me calls me Bobby.�
�Robert, I appreciate that you�re trying to help me. But I told you, there�s nothing you can do. These people can be monsters. They�ll hurt you. I know what I�m dealing with. I�ll be fine. You need to go now.�
�I haven�t had my three dances.�
McCall looked out across the dance floor again, searching the crowd for the well-dressed killer he�d seen at Moses�s antiques store and for just a moment in the back of the Lexus. Didn�t see him.
�What�s the man�s name?�
�You don�t need to know that.�
�In my former life, I got tired of people telling me that. Okay, different question. Who runs this place?�
�His name is Borislav Kirov.�
�And how long before you step up from dancer to hooker?�
She bit her lip, shaking her head, as if the situation was completely hopeless.
�What is it they want? It can�t just be sexual. What do they want you to do?�
She shook her head again.
�Maybe some pillow talk? Listen to secrets no one is supposed to hear, but it�s you, it�s a beautiful Chechen girl who speaks very good English, an angel, she�s not going to tell anyone. Except her boss. Who then uses the information at his discretion.�
�I don�t know what you�re talking about.�
�Blackmail.�
�I can�t be sent home,� she whispered. �I can�t allow that to happen to Natalya.�
McCall nodded. That was the threat they held over her.
�Did you tell them no? That you would dance and nothing more? Just nod and smile and then laugh.�
She nodded, then smiled. He whispered something to her and she laughed. McCall caught sight of the chauffeur in one of the many silver mirrors on the walls around the dance floor. He�d relaxed. Katia was loosening up, getting into it. That was good.
�How long have they given you?�
�There is a man at the bar. He is waiting for his dance. I am to do whatever he asks. He will take me upstairs.�
�Nod at him as we make the next turn.�
McCall turned her around as they passed closer to the bar. He didn�t need her to nod. He�d already picked him out. He was nicely dressed in a charcoal suit with faint red lines, a red-and-white tie with small spinning tops on it. He was drinking a bourbon. In his thirties. McCall thought he looked familiar. Maybe he�d seen him on some local news show, even on CNN. An attorney who worked for one of the networks, commenting on the power brokers in D.C. and what it all meant. He watched the dancers like a predator. McCall knew the look.
�What can I do, Robert?�
This time all pretense and toughness had fled from her voice. She was frightened and lost. He swung her away from the bar. Felt the attorney�s eyes watching them intently.
�You tell them again. You�ll only dance with the customers. They won�t push it. You�re one girl. They�ve got eleven others who aren�t going to give them trouble. You�re not special to them.�
She started to say something, thought better of it. She turned her head and looked back toward the man at the silver bar.
�You know his name?� McCall asked.
�Mr. Frank Gardiner.�
McCall placed him. Fox News expert on the White House. Relaxed, cynical, and oily.
�He�s not going to be dancing with you tonight.�
�But I was told��
�He�s going to change his mind.�
The third song started up, the Bee Gees �Stayin� Alive.� But McCall moved Katia off the dance floor to a vacant table. He sat her down.
�They�re right about one thing. You dance like an angel.�
�Once you�ve gone, he�ll just walk over and hand me a hundred-dollar bill.�
�No, he won�t.�
�Why not?�
�I�m going to ask him not to.�
McCall picked up one of the Dolls matchbooks on the table. No one was allowed to smoke in the nightclub, but they were decorative and customers were encouraged to take them home. He wrote a number on the back of the matchbook and handed it to her.
�That�s my cell number. Call it, anytime, day or night. If you need me, I�ll be there.�
She took the matchbook, looking up at him.
�You�re not a bartender, are you?�
�Sure, I am.�
�But you haven�t always been one?�
�No.�
He gave her a little courtly bow, for the sake of the chauffeur, as if thanking her for the three dances. Then he made his way to the silver bar. Frank Gardiner threw back his last burning swallow of bourbon.
His turn.
He slid off his bar stool. McCall took his right hand at the wrist, steering him away from the cocktail tables.
�Just what the hell do you��
That�s as far as Gardiner got. McCall kept his voice soft, but somehow the Washington correspondent heard every word as if they were suddenly cocooned.
�If I move my hand an inch, your wrist breaks. If you move your other hand one inch, that one breaks.�
Gardiner reflexively tried to wrench his arm away, but McCall held him in a viselike grip.
�Okay, I�ll let that go,� McCall said. �This time. You�re not going to ask that young lady for a dance. You�re not going to dance with anyone. This club is too crowded and noisy tonight. That�s what you�ll tell anyone who asks. You�ve had a migraine all day. This was a bad idea. You�re going home. Maybe you�ve got a wife waiting for you, a couple of kids. Maybe a girlfriend. Maybe you�re just very alone. That happens in the big city. You�re not going to come back to Dolls. Not tonight. Not any other night.�
Gardiner�s voice was shaky. There was no aggression in it.
�Who the hell are you? Her boyfriend?�
�Just a friend. I�ll walk you out. If you go back in, I�ll know about it. I�ll find you. Doesn�t matter where you live. Doesn�t matter who you know. I�ll hurt you very badly. Are we clear?�
McCall hoped he wouldn�t say �Crystal.� No one ever really said that. Gardiner looked at Robert McCall and it was the club bouncer at the door all over again. He saw something in the sudden cold, alligator eyes. Nothing in them but death.
Gardiner nodded. McCall let go of his wrist and stopped. Did nothing. Gardiner walked toward the front of the nightclub. McCall waited, then followed, not closely. He turned once and looked for Katia. She was up on the dance floor, dancing with a young guy who looked like he should be on Vampire Diaries. McCall assessed the threat. None. He looked across the dance floor, but Kuzbec had gone. He didn�t see anyone else he recognized. He thought that Borislav Kirov was probably watching everything on a monitor in an office somewhere. There were small, silver cameras on all of the walls, blending in with the decor.
McCall thought of giving a jaunty wave, but decided against it. He walked to the front of the nightclub.
Outside, the crowd had grown bigger and more vocal. The bouncer was arguing with a young couple, doing some shoving. No one was getting past him. McCall walked out, touched the bouncer�s shoulder, nodded at the young couple he�d just shoved away. They can go in. The bouncer stepped aside and the couple entered the nightclub. The bouncer stepped up in front of the next couple, glancing nervously toward McCall. Are we cool now? McCall nodded. Fun to play God. He looked around. There was no sign of Gardiner. No one came out of the club after him. The night was cold, but he decided to walk home.
He climbed the stairs up to his apartment.
Big Gertie hit him with the baseball bat as soon as he walked through his front door.

CHAPTER 11

The blow brought McCall to his knees. A wave of nausea shuddered through his body. He hadn�t heard a thing inside the apartment. In his mind he�d been back at Dolls nightclub, seeing Katia standing frightened and skittish in her revealing black dress, wondering which of the customers with their hundred-dollar dance tickets was going to be the one to whisper in her ear that he�d been promised something more than a twirl around the dance floor. That there�d be a lot more money in it for her. That she�d enjoy herself. He was a really nice guy; never did this kind of thing, but she was so beautiful and��
The pain almost took his breath away. He felt blood spill hot down the side of his face, closing his left eye. He cursed himself. When had he ever let himself be taken by surprise like this? He waited for the second blow that would crush his skull like an eggshell, but it didn�t come. He tried to push himself up from his knees, but a boot smashed down hard in the middle of his back. He managed to stay on his knees. He knew if he was sprawled on his stomach it would all be over.
�Let him get up,� a voice said.
It was thin and reedy and seemed to be coming from a long way away. It sounded amused. McCall blinked the blood out of his left eye and looked up. The room was blurred. Two men were in front of him, one straight ahead, one on his right. Slowly he pushed up on his hands and got to his feet. His vision began to clear. His breathing was coming out in short gasps. He regulated it. Calmed his heart rate. He figured it was at least 180 with the adrenaline pumping through his veins. He needed it to drop down to 140, that would be good enough. He swayed a little, but stayed on his feet. That was for their benefit. He wanted them to think he was more disoriented than he was.
Big Gertie had stepped back from him. His considerable bulk was between McCall and the front door, which he kicked shut with his foot. The Tiffany lamp on the bookcase provided the only light in the room. A second brother stood just outside the archway into the kitchenette on McCall�s right. He was small with ferret eyes, shifting nervously from foot to foot, eyes darting around the living room, as if expecting McCall�s cavalry to leap out from the shadows somewhere. He looked as if he needed a fix in the next few seconds or he�d puke. McCall could sympathize. The man was holding a length of heavy-duty chain in his trembling hands.
J.T. was standing at the bookshelves at the far end of the living room, the bracelets on both wrists sparkling in the soft light. He had a Colt Python .357 Magnum in his right hand, aimed straight at McCall. He held it awkwardly, his unbroken index finger coiled around the trigger. Then, almost contemptuously, the pimp put the gun into the waistband of his jeans.
�Won�t be needin� this right away. Gonna watch my brother go to work on you again with that Louisville Slugger. Seein� as you put my hands out of commission.�
McCall wasn�t listening. He was looking at the leather couch in the middle of the room where Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds lay. She was naked, her arms duct-taped behind her back, her ankles taped tight together. There was gray duct tape across her mouth. Her eyes were wide with terror. Her face was bruised. Her ribs were discolored where they�d beaten her. McCall noted red, angry cigarette burns across her breasts. The cigarette end had to have been applied to her white skin very recently. Probably within the last few minutes, while they were waiting for him. As if to make a point, J.T. carefully lit a cigarette with his injured hands and dropped the match into the glass bowl on the coffee table with the M&M�s in it. There were more burns down the girl�s legs, traveling parallel with the track marks. There was a tight cluster of burns above the dark tangle of her pubic hair. Her eyes were red-rimmed and her face was stained with tears. She was trembling violently. She stared at McCall without hope, but her eyes were still pleading.
Do something. Please.
Big Gertie stepped up behind McCall and patted him down. He knew how to do it. J.T. looked around the living room. His eyes fell on the big bronze Mark Newman sculpture.
�Nice piece. What is it? A naked bitch walkin� her big fish?�
�It�s an eel,� McCall said, fighting for breath.
�An� lookin� at that gets your dick hard? You�re a weird motherfucker.�
Big Gertie stepped back.
�Clean,� he said.
He sounded pleased.
�Course he is,� J.T. said. �He a law-abiding citizen who jus don� know when he should have walked on.� He looked at McCall. �See, thing about playing the hero � you gotta pick your battles. This here whore, she ain�t worth your spit. She a dumb cunt who�s gonna meet her maker tonight. As for you, Mr. Bartender, Bobby baby��
He pulled the gun out of his waistband and aimed it at McCall again.
�I could shoot you. But that be too quick, too merciful. We go�an show you a world of pain, brother. Like you never knew existed. Then, when you on your knees, beggin� us to finish you off, tha�s when the show really starts. You gonna see us fuck this whore real good, me up her ass, Big Gertie with his big cock in her mouth. Sydney over there, he kinda shy, he jus� likes to watch. Then we might have some fun with the handle of that mop you got in the kitchen. Grease it up a little with some butter.�
�Get out of here right now,� McCall said softly. �And I�ll let it go.�
J.T. stared at him like he�d lost his mind. His voice lowered to a whisper, as if he didn�t want anyone but McCall to hear. �We ain�t goin� nowhere, motherfucker. I�m gonna let you watch while I slit this bitch�s throat.�
He put the .357 Magnum back into his belt, stubbed out the cigarette in the big glass ashtray on one of the bookshelves, reached behind him, and picked up a slim, sharp paring knife, holding it between his thumbs and index fingers. He�d taken it from McCall�s kitchen. McCall recognized the pearl handle. Part of a set of five. He thought about the kitchen. He could get past Sydney with no problem, but he�d have his back to the room and J.T. would grab the big gun before he could take two steps to the microwave. He thought about the Sig Sauer 227 clipped under the bedside table. The bedroom door was ajar, but the room was too far away. He�d never make it. He wondered if the three thugs had already found his small arsenal, but he didn�t think so. Both the Smith & Wesson 500 revolver and the Sig Sauer 227 would be out on display. It hadn�t occurred to them to search the apartment for guns. What would a bartender be doing with concealed weapons?
�Time for us to go to work on our little girl here,� J.T. said.
He said it with a smile.
McCall became very still. His world telescoped down to just the areas of interest that he needed. When he moved it was with such fluidity, such economy, that he didn�t appear to be moving at all. He was standing helpless in front of the three thugs one moment.
And then he wasn�t.
McCall picked up the glass bowl of M&M�s and threw them up into J.T.�s eyes, startling him. Smashed the bowl down onto the coffee table, shattering it, slammed the long jagged edge into J.T.�s throat before he could move a muscle. Blood gushed out of the carotid artery.
McCall picked up the Frisbee from the armchair and threw it with deadly accuracy at Sydney, catching him in the throat. The little man gagged, dropping the length of chain, falling to his knees.
McCall pulled out the Sherlock Holmes Volume I from the bottom shelf of the bookcase as he felt Big Gertie bearing down on him. He grabbed the ornate dagger bookmark out of a page in the Hound of the Baskervilles, turned and stabbed it through Big Gertie�s left eye. He went down to his knees, dropping the baseball bat. McCall caught the bat before it hit the floor and smashed it into Big Gertie�s head, taking out a hefty slice of his brains.
McCall leaped over the couch, picking up the headphones beside the laptop on the coffee table, wrapped the cords around Sydney�s scrawny neck, and slammed a knee into his back, forcing him farther to the floor. Wrenched back on his neck until Sydney�s violent writhing ceased. McCall let him go. He slid down to the floor and didn�t move.
McCall took in a deep breath and let it out.
Remained very still for another long moment.
He dropped the headphones back onto the coffee table beside the stacked DVDs. He picked up the Frisbee and tossed it back to its spot on the easy chair. He pulled the dagger bookmark out of Big Gertie�s eye. He didn�t bother with the smashed bowl or the spilled M&M�s. He had other bowls in the kitchen and those M&M�s were a little on the stale side anyway.
Then he looked at the terrified young woman on the couch. She was not moving. She was barely breathing. She stared at him as if she couldn�t believe what she�d just seen. Or what she had barely seen.
He picked up the paring knife from the floor, sat on the couch, and gently tore the piece of duct tape from the girl�s mouth. She gasped in air. He raised the paring knife and she cowered away from him. Still gently, he cut the duct tape binding her ankles, then the wrists bound behind her back, careful not to cut her skin. She rubbed her wrists together, shivering now, not trembling.
�Are they dead?�
�Yes.�
�You didn�t check their pulses.�
�They�re dead. Where are your clothes?�
�Big Gertie stripped me and took them in there.�
She pointed at the bedroom. McCall rose, moved into the bedroom, and saw her clothes, which consisted of panties, jeans, a Boston Red Sox T-shirt, sandals, tossed onto his bed. He walked into the bathroom, examined the side of his head. Big Gertie�s aim had been minimal. He�d just taken a good swing. It had glanced off the side of McCall�s head. If the big man had been a little closer to the top of his head, McCall would be brain-dead now.
He soaked a washcloth and wiped off the dried blood, particularly around his left eye. The gash was deep. He opened the medicine cabinet, took out some iodine, poured it onto a cotton ball he took from a jar, and pressed it against the wound. It stung like hell. Then he walked back into the bedroom.
He peeled off the cotton ball and looked in the mirror. The blood was congealing. It looked ugly, but he�d had worse. He tossed the cotton ball into a wastebasket, picked up Margaret�s clothes from his bed, and walked back into the living room.
Margaret was sitting up now, bare feet on the floor, staring down at J.T., whose blood still gushed out of his severed carotid artery.
�He always treated me like shit.�
�Not anymore.�
McCall dropped her clothes onto the couch, her sandals in front of it. She put on her panties, pulled the Boston Red Sox T-shirt over her head. She slipped on the jeans and stood up, zipping them up. She slid her feet into the sandals and looked at him.
�That fat fuck did a number on you. That gash looks terrible.�
�It�s fine.�
He took her arm.
�They know where I live,� she said fearfully.
�They don�t know anything anymore. At least, not about this life.�
�J.T.�s got other friends.�
�What do you have at home you can�t live without?�
She shrugged. �Nothing much.�
�Good. You�re not going home.�
�I don�t know if I can walk so good. They beat me up. It�s hard to breathe.�
�I�ll support you.�
�Do we have to go right now? Maybe we could wait a few minutes? Not in here � with them. Maybe in your kitchen?�
�I don�t know if they had any backup. I don�t know if J.T.�� that�s his name?� She nodded. �If he was going to call someone when it was all over. To get rid of our bodies. They weren�t going to do that themselves.�
�What are you going to do about their bodies?�
�I�ll clean up later. You need to trust me, Margaret. I�m going to take you somewhere safe. Where no one from J.T.�s world will find you. All right?�
She nodded. Suddenly reached up a hand and touched his face. He winced.
�You�re hurt.�
�Let�s go.�
�The way you moved. What you did to them. It was awesome.�
�It was necessary.�
�Who the hell are you?�
He didn�t answer.
�I want to stay with you,� she whispered.
�You�ve got a family somewhere who misses you.�
�They could give a fuck.�
�You might be surprised. It�s cold outside. I�ll get you a coat.�
She nodded and he disappeared into the bedroom. She didn�t look at the three bodies around her. She just clenched her hands into fists and closed her eyes.
* * *
Natalya sat at one of the abandoned chess tables in a corner of Washington Square Park. During the day and the early evenings they were always full of intense men and women who played as if the eyes of the world were on them. But not this late. There were no chess pieces on any of the tables. She wondered where they went at night. Packed away somewhere, to be unpacked the next day for friends and strangers to do battle. She liked the idea of chess, staying several moves ahead of your opponent. She could play, and play well, but no one knew that. No one had ever bothered to test her IQ. She was pretty sure it was fairly high, but it didn�t matter. It was just another secret locked into her secluded world.
She looked at the Washington Square Arch, silhouetted against the night sky. Somehow she always found it comforting. Her gateway to her new life. There were two statues of George Washington in alcoves, one as a soldier, the other as America�s first president. She thought of a British comedy magician she�d once seen with her mother in a nightclub in Moscow. She remembered his name was Nick Lewin and he�d been very funny. He�d said of George Washington: �A British soldier, went AWOL, did very well for himself.� Her mother had had to explain to her that AWOL meant �Absent Without Leave,� and then had patiently explained what �Absent Without Leave� meant, as if she was still a child of eight. But that was all right. It was her mother�s gentle way. Natalya remembered the magician had taken a ring of hers, the one her mother had given her with the crest of a dragon on it, and he had linked her ring with one of his own. Amazing!
She looked over at the statue of Garibaldi in the square. She didn�t know who he was � some Italian soldier. The big fountain was off. There was no one in the square, just a few passersby who crossed quickly through it. It felt very different this late at night. Like a moonlit oasis in the center of the great canyons. She loved it during the daylight hours. She would walk from school right to Washington Square Park and find a good spot on one of the benches. The fountain would be pluming water high into the sky, with rainbows dancing through the spray. When the tourists were thronging the square, it had a carnival atmosphere. She remembered one afternoon, about a month after she and her mother had arrived in New York�before the terrible thing that had happened to her � she�d been watching a street performer. He�d been riding on a unicycle, expertly maneuvering the one-wheel bike through the crowd. He�d stopped at the bench right in front of her and motioned to her to �hop on!� She�d shaken her head, but he�d grabbed her hand, and he�d been kind, and he�d assured her he would not let her fall off. She had climbed up onto his shoulders, and he�d held her in place with his hands and unicycled them all over the square, much to the delight of the tourists and the New Yorkers who�d applauded. He had cycled her back to her bench and when she�d climbed off she remembered she was laughing.
She didn�t do that anymore.
She shouldn�t have been sitting in her square so late, but she�d felt restless in their tiny apartment. Her mother didn�t usually get home until 3:00 A.M., and she had told her it might be closer to 4:00 A.M. tonight. Something had changed at the club for her. Natalya didn�t know what it was. Her mother was disturbed by it, but God forbid she should share anything important with her daughter. She wanted to protect her, Natalya understood that � but she hadn�t protected her, had she? Anyway, she didn�t want to be protected. She wanted to be included in her mother�s thoughts and fears and dreams. But she wasn�t. She was shut into her own world.
He approached the chess tables from behind her. He was always quiet when he moved, but she was in her own world. She did not even sense his presence. He glanced around the square. It was completely deserted at this moment.
He took the polythene baggie out of his overcoat pocket, unzipped it, and removed the moist cloth. Its smell was pungent, and that snapped her head around, but it was too late. He grabbed the back of her head with his left hand and thrust the chloroformed cloth over her nose and mouth. She struggled violently for perhaps four seconds, then slumped unconscious onto the chess table. Rachid appeared beside him. He picked the girl up and heaved her onto his shoulder. He ran out of the square, carrying her to where Salam waited in the Lexus on West Fourth Street with the engine running.
Bakar Daudov took in a deep breath of night air. Too bad that Katia had forced him into taking this extreme a measure. But it should be effective.
If not, he�d kill her daughter.

CHAPTER 12

The cabdriver who picked them up on Greene Street should have been appearing nightly at Gotham�s Comedy Club on West Twenty-third. He told them jokes all the way up Broadway. There wasn�t a lot of traffic on the street, but McCall wished he�d keep his eyes on the road instead of looking in the mirror to see if they were loving the routine. McCall held on to Margaret�s hand tightly. She was wearing one of his overcoats and a Mets baseball cap pulled down low on her forehead. He�d bought a Mets cap because he liked underdogs. The Yankees didn�t need his patronage. The cap cast a shadow on her face. The bruises from the beating J.T. had given her were still evident.
�You�re not a New Yorker,� the cabbie was saying, with an accent that said he was, born and bred. �Father and daughter, I�m guessing, right? Where ya from?�
McCall looked at the girl.
�Golden Valley, outside Minneapolis. Maple Grove really, near Medicine Lake.�
�Where�s Minneapolis again?� the cabbie asked.
�Minnesota.�
�Yeah, right. I never been farther than Brooklyn. Okay, so a tourist, just like you guys, he�s tryin� to find the Empire State Building. He stops a New Yorker on the street and asks him the way. He stops another New Yorker a couple of blocks down and asks him the way. Finally he stops a guy on East Forty-fourth and says: �Can you tell me the way to the Empire State Building, or should I just go fuck myself?��
McCall smiled, but it didn�t matter, because the cabbie was laughing so hard at his own joke he wouldn�t have noticed. Beside him, Margaret wasn�t listening. She looked out the window at the drizzling rain, the skyscrapers shining through it, a few heavier drops spattering against the glass pane. McCall looked out. He could see the magnificent Lincoln Center on their left. Then the cabbie pulled off Broadway onto West Sixty-sixth Street.
�It�s just up here on the right,� McCall said.
�Oh, yeah, I know where it is,� the cabbie said.
He pulled up in front of a twenty-story building that had the tarnished elegance of another era clinging to it. The facade had once been bright white, but now it was a dirty beige. The gilt was dull and fragments of stone were chipped off everywhere. The hotel sign had a picture of the Liberty Bell, with its distinctive crack, which McCall thought had become appropriate. The slim neon said: LIBERTY BELLE HOTEL. The neon was new. He remembered the sign being hand-painted in a flowing script. He�d liked that better. The cabbie shut off the meter and McCall leaned forward to pay him. The cabbie was shaking his head, looking up at the crumbling facade.
�I can take you to a hotel on Amsterdam and Eighty-eighth, not expensive, marble floors, doorman in white gloves, the whole nine.�
�This has always been my favorite hotel. It was once the place to stay in New York City.�
�Yeah, maybe when the Dodgers moved out of Ebbets Field.�
Margaret got out of the taxi. The cabbie turned around.
�She is your daughter, right?�
�She might as well be,� McCall said, paying him. �It�s not what you think.�
�Have a good night.�
McCall climbed out after Margaret. The cab pulled away into the sparse traffic. McCall swept the street, not that he expected to find enemies. Old habits. There was virtually no one out walking this late in the rain. He took Margaret�s arm and they moved through the glass doors of the Liberty Belle Hotel.
The lobby also held echoes of a glorious past, whispering in the corners where heavy armchairs sat, their cushions sagging. There were big ornate couches, in similar need of repair. There were watercolors of New York on the walls, but they�d faded over time, as if they were slowly receding out of their frames. There were a lot of tall plants that looked healthier than the two old people who sat on one of the couches, holding hands. They were talking softly to each other, their words muted. There was a musty smell, like wood smoke and mothballs. A staircase swept up to the second floor. The whole lobby looked like it had been soaked off a furniture calendar, circa 1940. But the woodwork gleamed as if it was polished regularly and the Persian carpets didn�t look as if Aladdin had dropped them off.
McCall and Margaret moved deeper into the lobby. The elevator door to their left pinged open. That was new also, McCall noted. Very modern. The one he remembered was a cage elevator. You had to pull the door and gate open and it shuddered up like getting to your floor was going to be an adventure. An old woman in a fur coat and house slippers led a white poodle on a leash out of the elevator. She was talking animatedly on her cell phone. Margaret had taken off the Mets cap and shaken out her hair. The overcoat was open, revealing the Red Sox T-shirt and painted-on jeans. The old woman glanced at her a little disapprovingly as she navigated the dog around the heavy furniture.
They walked up to the old teak reception counter, which was also polished to a lustrous shine. There were teak cubbyholes behind it that had once housed keys, but were now pigeonholes for guest messages. There was a large gray machine beside a computer that McCall was sure processed the square digital room keys. Some progress you just couldn�t stop.
No one was behind the reception counter. There was an old-fashioned antique bell on it, sitting incongruously next to the Dell computer. McCall hit the top of it and the bell rang. You could have heard it out in Central Park. A scuff of feet from an office to the right, and then a man shuffled into view behind the counter. He wore dark slacks and a blue blazer with the name LIBERTY BELLE HOTEL stitched on to the breast pocket. His hair was still brown, but shot through with gray, and thinning. He was probably in his early seventies, very thin, and there was something else about him � an alertness, a quickness of the watery brown eyes in the long face. His breathing was a little asthmatic. And he was clearly surprised to see his next guest.
�Robert McCall,� he said softly.
�Does that shuffle really fool anyone, Sam?�
�Bad guys see an old man, out of shape, not walking so good, breathing you can hear a mile away, they let down their guard a little. Gives me an edge.�
�You don�t need that edge anymore.�
�You always need it. You never know when ghosts from your past are going to walk into your lobby. What do you want, McCall?�
McCall didn�t answer. The old woman finished her cell phone call, gave Sam a wave, and wrestled the poodle to the front doors. In the mirrors behind the counter, on either side of the pigeonholes, McCall watched her leave. No one came in after her.
Sam Kinney glanced over at Margaret. �We don�t rent by the hour.�
�You know me better than that, Sam. But I do need a room for the young lady.�
�Who is she?�
�You interrogate all of your guests?�
�Need to know.�
�She�s a friend,� he said.
�You don�t have friends, McCall. You know why? Because they don�t live very long once they shake your hand or crawl out of your bed.�
McCall reached out like lightning across the counter for the older man, grabbing his wrist, holding him tight.
�Your reflexes used to be faster.�
�Not against you. Mind letting go?�
McCall let him go.
�I need a room,� McCall said again, more quietly. �Low floor. Overlooking the park, if you�ve got one.�
Sam rubbed his wrist. �We got a lot of empty rooms overlooking the park. The Plaza stopped sending their overflow to us in 1959. But we still get a lot of conventions here. You used to be able to control that temper. Guess a lot of things have changed over the years for both of us.�
His fingers flew over the computer keyboard. McCall noted they shook with a small palsy tremor. A credit-card-like key spit out of the gray machine. Sam slipped it into a cardboard sleeve with LIBERTY BELLE HOTEL stamped on it.
�Room six-oh-two. You got luggage?�
�No luggage.�
He handed the credit-card-like key to Margaret. �We don�t have room service this late, I just closed the kitchen, but you want something, call down to the front desk. I can usually rustle up whatever a guest needs.�
She nodded.
�You go up, but wait for me outside the room,� McCall said. �Don�t go into it.�
She nodded again and walked a little unsteadily to the elevator. She tapped the button. The door slid open, she walked inside, and it closed. McCall watched the light heading up to number six. Sam Kinney came around the reception counter.
�Tell me you�re not banging her.�
�Too old for me?�
�She in trouble?�
�Not right now.�
He saw that the elevator light had hit number six and stayed there.
�I don�t want any trouble here, McCall, I�m retired. I like peace and quiet. I like old Mrs. Gilmore and her fat poodle and the other Algonquin denizens that live here. I�m too old for guys in dark coats with guns to come in looking to blow your head off.�
�I can go somewhere else.�
Sam sighed. �No, you can�t.�
�I don�t expect you to have my back, Sam. But if bad guys come into the hotel looking for her, call me.�
He took a card off the desk, edged in gilt. He saw the name SAM KINNEY � MANAGER on it. He wrote his cell phone number on the back of the card.
�You�re the night manager?�
�And usually the day manager. I don�t sleep a lot. I heard through the grapevine that you�d resigned.� McCall said nothing. �Control was okay with that? He hasn�t sent some young turk to prove he�s got a bigger dick than yours? That he can take out a member of the old guard?�
�They sent someone, but not to kill me.�
�Doesn�t mean they won�t.�
�No, it doesn�t.� McCall handed Sam the card. �I�m not expecting trouble here, Sam. I�m not staying here. The room is only for the young lady. And not for long. It�s an extraction. Do you need her name?�
�No.�
�You want me to sign the register?�
�What are we, back in Tangier together? I don�t have a register.�
�You want a credit card?�
�All I want from you, McCall, is that you get your lady friend out of here as soon as you can. And you don�t come back.�
�That�s the plan. Can you put your hands on a jar of Noxzema?�
�Sure, we got a gift store here, sells all that crap.�
�Can you bring it up to the room? Along with one glass of Glenfiddich. Straight.�
�Noxzema and Scotch. I won�t ask.�
McCall walked to the elevator and hit the button. The light descended from the sixth floor.
�What were you hit with?� Sam asked.
�Baseball bat.�
�Blow like that to the side of the head, you should be dead.�
�The assailant wasn�t an expert.�
�He gonna go for a second whack?�
�He�s not playing baseball anymore.�
Sam nodded. �I figured.� He looked down at the phone number on the back of his card. �There were times, over the years, when I wished I had this number.�
�You have it now,� McCall said.
The elevator arrived. He stepped into it, hit the button for the sixth floor, and the door started to close. He saw Sam Kinney put the card into the breast pocket of his Liberty Belle Hotel blazer. Mrs. Gilmore struggled back into the lobby with the white poodle who looked as if he wanted to make a dash for the elevator door before it could close. McCall�s last image was of Sam Kinney�s face breaking into a fond smile at the old lady and her pooch.
Margaret was waiting for McCall outside room 602. The corridor was dimly lit; the carpet had seen better days. McCall took the key from her and slid it into the slot. There was a whirring sound and a green light appeared. He entered the room, but didn�t switch on the light. Margaret stood nervously, still frightened. After a few moments, he returned to the doorway. He took Margaret�s arm and gently moved her inside, closing the door. He snapped on the light switch. It activated lamps on either side of a small desk. There were two more lights on bedside tables on either side of a queen bed and a standing lamp beside the window with a glass shade. Margaret walked immediately to the window and looked out. Rain sparkled on the glass. Low thunder rumbled from New Jersey.
�I don�t have anything with me,� she said.
�I�ll bring back some toiletries and clothes for you in the morning.�
There was a knock on the door. McCall opened it. Sam Kinney carried a tray with a jar of Noxzema and a cut-glass tumbler filled with a warm, amber liquid.
�Room service,� he said ironically. �Enjoy.�
He closed the door. McCall turned back to the girl.
�Sit on the bed and take off your T-shirt.�
She looked at him, then tossed his overcoat and Mets cap onto a chair and sat on the edge of the queen bed. She pulled the T-shirt over her head. McCall sat next to her and opened the jar of Noxzema. He gingerly applied the soothing white cream to the cigarette burns on her breasts. She watched him as he did it, wincing a little.
�Pull down your jeans.�
She unbuckled her belt, unzipped her jeans, and pulled them and her panties down to just below her knees. Gently he applied the Noxzema to the cigarette burns above her pubic hair.
�Do this again yourself before you go to bed.�
�I like the way you do it.�
�I was afraid you wouldn�t bother.�
He set the jar of Noxzema on the bedside table and got to his feet. She pulled up her panties. Looked down at her legs, as if embarrassed by the needle tracks there. Pulled up her jeans and stood.
�I�m going to get clean. I haven�t used since you dragged me out of that alley.�
�Must be tough.�
She put her T-shirt back on. �Yeah, I got the shakes real bad last night. But I rode it out.�
McCall nodded. She stood beside the bed, a little awkwardly.
�Will you stay with me tonight?�
�That wouldn�t be a good idea.�
She pressed her hands together.
�I want to thank you. I don�t know how. Sex is all I�ve got. I�ve been giving ten-dollar blow jobs since I was twelve. I was very popular in grade school.�
�I�ll bet.�
�It�s always been my lifeline. Don�t you like girls?�
�I like them fine.�
�Just not the ones who get passed around like a communal toothbrush,� she said bitterly. �You think I�m disgusting.�
�I think you�re hurt and you need to heal.�
�Why? Why should you care about me? I�m not worth you unzipping your fly and taking a piss on my face.�
�Who did that?�
�One of the johns. He said a golden shower might wash out my foul mouth. I told J.T. what the pig did to me and he laughed. He said I was anyone�s whore to do whatever they wanted. My body belonged to him and to them. I�m not worth saving.�
Sobs suddenly racked her. She doubled up, as if they were physically painful, sitting back down on the bed. McCall sat beside her. Put his arms around her.
�Everyone�s worth saving.�
�Even you?�
�Maybe.�
�Nobody gets something for nothing. What do you want from me?� She turned in his arms and looked up at him. Her eyes were pleading again. �What do you want?�
�For you to be safe.�
�But why you?�
�Why not?�
�That�s not an answer.�
�There was a terrific movie made in the sixties called Zulu. It was Michael Caine�s first movie role. A regiment of British troops are surrounded in a remote African post called Rourke�s Drift by two thousand Zulu warriors. They�re facing certain death. A young soldier breaks down and asks his Color Sergeant � I can�t remember the actor�s name, but he was great��Why us, Color Sergeant? Why us?� The Color Sergeant looks down at him and says in a quiet, gentle voice: �Because we�re here, lad.� I was there. That�s all.�
�You could have walked on. But you didn�t.� She smiled through her tears. �That�s what makes you my guardian angel.�
�If you�re lucky, I won�t be in your life long. Stay in this room. Don�t leave it for any reason. Don�t open the door unless it�s me or Sam Kinney, that�s the manager. He�s an old friend. Do you understand?�
�Sure.�
�No bolting out into the night because you think the darkness will swallow you up. It won�t. It�ll stifle you.�
�Okay.�
He gently wiped the tears from her face.
She gripped his hand.
�I�m a really good fuck.�
McCall burst out laughing. �I�ll take your word for it.�
�You got someone special?�
He thought immediately of Elena Petrov. He hadn�t seen her in over three years, but she was always there, hovering in a corner of his mind, her gorgeous eyes laughing at him.
�There was someone. It was a while ago.�
�You don�t see her anymore?�
�No.�
�I�m sorry.�
�So am I.�
�When can I have the Scotch?�
�Right before you go to bed. Don�t knock it back. It�s a good blend. Sip it. It�ll make you feel better. It�ll help you sleep.�
She reached up and touched his face. �Can I kiss you?� she whispered. �Just lightly, on the lips?�
She didn�t wait for a response, leaned up, and kissed his lips, very gently and very tenderly. Then she sat back.
�See, that wasn�t so bad, was it?�
�Not bad at all.� He stood up. �Remember what I told you.�
�Yeah, yeah, stay put, don�t run, don�t open the door to anyone but you or Mr. Grouchy downstairs. I got it.�
�I may send one other person to you. His name�s Mickey and you can trust him. No one else.�
McCall turned toward the hotel door.
�So your name is really Robert McCall?�
He turned back. �To most of the people in the neighborhood, I�m Bobby Maclain.�
�But I know the truth.�
�Keep it to yourself.� He scribbled something down on the pad of Liberty Belle Hotel notepaper on the bedside table. �That�s my cell phone number. If you�re frightened, or if you just want to talk, call me. Doesn�t matter what time it is.�
He didn�t give her a chance to respond, opened the door, and closed it behind him. He paused for a moment in the corridor and listened to the sobs racking her body again.
When McCall walked out of the elevator the lobby was empty. The old couple had left. Mrs. Gilmore was probably up in her apartment feeding Hershey�s Kisses to her white poodle. Sam Kinney was not behind the reception counter. Shadows flowed from the corners of the past. McCall listened to the sighs and snatches of conversations in them. In his head. The past spoke to him. But maybe it was the present that was beginning to resonate.
The iPhone in his coat pocket vibrated. He took it out as he pushed through the glass lobby doors. Outside it was raining a little harder. He looked up the street both ways. No pedestrians. Light traffic. He pressed the button on his iPhone.
�Hello?�
Katia�s voice was distraught. �Robert, Natalya�s gone. I went to Washington Square Park, but she�s not there. She couldn�t be at the Public Library this late. I went all the way back to the nightclub, but none of the cocktail waitresses or the dancers have seen her. Sully, that�s the doorman, said she hadn�t been there tonight.�
�Calm down,� he said into the cell phone. �Where are you now?�
�Back home. I thought maybe she�d be here when I got back. She�s not. They�ve taken her, Robert. Oh, my God, they�ve taken her.�
�There�s an all-night coffee shop in the East Village on Second Avenue and Ninth called Veselka. I�ll meet you there.�
He disconnected and waved for a yellow cab that was cruising toward Broadway.

CHAPTER 13

She was waiting for him when he got to Veselka�s Coffee Shop on Second Avenue. It was crowded even at this late hour. People with nowhere else to go, or not wanting to go home. Katia was still wearing her black dress under a raincoat belted at the waist. She�d ordered a cup of black coffee, but hadn�t touched it. McCall slid into the table opposite her. She looked at the side of his head.
�You�re hurt.�
�I took a fall. Tell me about Natalya.�
She reached over and gripped his had.
�I haven�t heard a word from her.�
�Is there a friend�s house she would have gone to?�
�She has no friends.�
�She could have been in an accident, hit by a car. Paramedics would have taken her to the emergency room at one of the hospitals. Bellevue, probably. Did she have ID on her?�
�Yes, her library card has our address on it. But I know they took her.� She let go of his hand. �I�m sorry to call you. I didn�t know who else to call.�
�I�m glad you did.�
�Is your real name Bobby Maclain?�
�It�s McCall. Robert McCall. What�s the name of the man who was in the back of the Lexus waiting for you?�
She looked around the coffeehouse, as if expecting to see him sitting at one of the other tables. She looked out the rain-streaked window into the stormy street. She did not see him, of course, but she lowered her voice anyway.
�Bakar Daudov. He�s Chechen.�
�And he works for Borislav Kirov?�
She nodded. �He�s an enforcer. Is that the right term?�
�Yes. What happened tonight after I left?�
�Mr. Gardiner walked out and didn�t come back. I had several dances, but none of the men propositioned me. I didn�t see Daudov all night. No one spoke to me at all. I finished my shift. The other girls told me I�d been terrific. That I was a natural dancer. They were glad I hadn�t gone upstairs. But it was clear in their eyes. It�s only a matter of time.�
�You went straight home?�
�Yes.�
�How�d you get there?�
�I took a cab. It�s not that far to walk, but it was raining when I left the club.�
�Did you call home before you left?�
She shook her head, her small hands clenching into fists of anger and frustration � at herself. �I usually do. I always do. But I just wanted to get out of that club tonight. I wanted to get home to my baby.�
�And when you got to your apartment, she wasn�t there.�
�No.�
�Did she leave a note?�
�No.�
�Was there any sign of forced entry? Any kind of a struggle?�
Now the tears came. Katia shook her head, biting down on her lip hard enough to make it bleed.
�Is this like Natalya?� McCall asked. �To go out at night when you�re at the club?�
�I don�t know. I don�t think so. She doesn�t�� she doesn�t speak, as I�m sure you�re aware. She doesn�t communicate well. But that�s all I could think of. That she�d felt restless or trapped in the apartment, or something frightened her.�
�She wouldn�t have walked to Dolls? Maybe she was there, but none of your friends saw her.�
�She hates that place.�
�So you went to Washington Square Park, and she wasn�t there.� Katia shook her head. �Where does she like to sit in the square?�
�On the benches. I looked at every one of them, to see if there was a note or�� a handkerchief, a glove, something of hers, but there was nothing.�
She was beginning to hyperventilate, and this time McCall took both of her hands. �Nice and easy,� he said gently. �Deep breaths. What makes you think that Kirov�s enforcer kidnapped her?�
�He talked to me last night. About the dancing and�� sleeping with some of the customers. He didn�t put it like that, didn�t come right out and say it. They want little bits of information that might be useful to Kirov. Blackmail, like you said. When I refused, Bakar asked about Natalya. He said they hadn�t seen her in a couple of weeks at the club. That he missed her.�
�You took that as a threat?�
�Yes, but no one listening would have.�
�So that�s why you started dancing tonight.�
�I told him that was all I would do. I told him it didn�t matter who he had invited to put their hands on me. I would not allow it. I would call the police.�
�When did you have that conversation with him?�
�Ten o�clock. About an hour before you came to the club.� She forced back the tears. �This was stupid of me to involve you. You�re a bartender. I don�t know what you said to Mr. Gardiner to make him change his mind, but Bakar Daudov cannot be intimidated.�
�You�d be surprised. He won�t harm Natalya because he wants a cause and effect. You do exactly as you�re told, and your daughter will be returned to you. But it won�t be right away. He�ll let you spend a sleepless night worrying about her. Call the hospitals, Bellevue first. Just to make sure. He�ll expect you to do that. He�ll check that you did. Then, if they have no record of her, call Daudov. Do you know how to reach him?�
�Yes, all of the girls have his office number at the club.�
�Will he still be there?�
�He rarely leaves before four in the morning.�
�Call him. Don�t even mention Natalya. Tell him you want to talk to him. You�ll meet him tomorrow at Bentleys at 4:30 P.M. It�s pretty quiet at that time. Wait for him in that same first booth by the window where Natalya was today. Don�t look at me when you come in. The other bartender will bring you drinks. When Daudov sits down, tell him you know he took Natalya and ask him again what he wants you to do.�
�I know what he wants.�
�Make him repeat it. Make it look as if you�re trying to reason with him.�
�I�m not going to do that. I�m going to tell him I�ll do anything he wants, fuck anyone he wants, betray anyone he wants, as long as he�ll bring my daughter back to me.�
�Fine, tell him that. Just keep talking to him as long as you can. When your meeting is over, he�ll just get up and walk away. He�ll want to make sure you�re going to keep your promise. He�ll have someone lined up at the club for you. Maybe not tomorrow night. He�ll make you sweat it a couple of days. Once he sees that you�re going to be a good girl, once you�ve taken your first trip up to a room on the second floor, then he�ll bring Natalya home. But that�s not going to happen.�
Fear leaped into Katia�s eyes. �Why not?�
�Because she�ll already be home.�
�Why should I believe that?�
�You don�t have to. You can call the police. They�ll go to Dolls and interrogate Daudov. He�ll tell them he knows nothing about your daughter�s disappearance and there�ll be no evidence that he does. But do exactly what I tell you and I promise to bring Natalya home safe and unharmed.�
�I did not believe even Daudov would risk such an act. To kidnap my daughter.�
McCall picked up on it immediately. �Why not?�
She shook her head. She wasn�t going to say anything more. She looked across at him with determination in her eyes now. Tears gone.
�I�ll do what you ask.�
�After you�ve called Daudov, call me to let me know what was said. Don�t worry about Natalya tonight. They�ll keep her safe. It�s in their interest to do so.�
�You don�t understand,� Katia said, and her voice was soft again. �Natalya is special. She is fragile. She lives in a world not even I can enter.�
�Has she always been like this?�
�Not as bad as she is now. When we got to New York��
She let the sentence trail off.
�What happened?�
She stood up. �I�ll call you,� she said, and walked away from the table and out of Veselka. Through the window, McCall watched her figure become shrouded in the curtain of rain and then disappear.
* * *
This time when McCall opened his apartment door he knew someone was inside waiting for him. From the door there was a very short hallway that led into the living-room area. A misty Turner painting of London in the rain hung there over a tall table on McCall�s left where he�d throw mail if he ever got any. To his right was an entrance to the narrow kitchen.
The apartment was in shadows. McCall closed the door silently behind him. He edged toward the kitchen. From this angle, whoever was in the living room could not see him, nor could he see who it was�if anyone was there. There was no movement or sound. It was just the instincts McCall should have had when J.T. and company were lying in wait for him. He wished fervently now that he�d taken the Sig Sauer 227 with him when he�d left the apartment with Margaret. He hadn�t thought he�d need it. Not to go to the Liberty Belle Hotel. After all, he�d left his would-be killers on his living-room floor.
McCall padded into the kitchen. Pale moonlight shone through the window. He opened the microwave.
It was empty.
�I like the Smith and Wesson 500 revolver in the microwave,� a raised voice said. �It�s a nice touch. But I didn�t want you to think I was a thief and shoot me with it.�
McCall walked out of the kitchen through the archway into the living room.
Mickey Kostmayer sat on the couch waiting for him. The Smith & Wesson 500 revolver was on the coffee table along with a new glass bowl filled with M&M�s. The annotated Sherlock Holmes book was back in its place on the bookshelves. The dagger bookmark was lying on a lower shelf. There was no blood or shreds of skin on it. All of the broken glass had been swept up. All of the blood had been wiped off the hardwood floor.
The bodies of J.T., Big Gertie, and Sydney were gone.
Kostmayer was sipping a brandy in the shadows. He hadn�t turned on any lights. He�d opened the blinds a little and dissected moonlight drifted in. He was looking at the bronze sculpture.
�Is that sea nymph walking her big fish?�
�It�s an eel,� McCall said. �A Mark Newman bronze sculpture that cost more than the rent on this apartment for a year.�
�I was never much into art. I helped myself to a glass of your Louis Royer Force 53 VSOP. I hope you don�t mind.�
�I keep it specially for intruders. You cleaned up.�
�Yeah, I didn�t want you to come home to a messy place.�
�Full cleanup?�
�Oh, yeah. Those thugs were never here. No one will ever find them.�
�Do you need to know why I killed them?�
�Not really. You have a way of pissing people off and sometimes they�re very dangerous folks. You get hurt?�
Almost unconsciously McCall touched the side of his head where Gertie had hit him with the baseball bat.
�Not badly.�
�Were they waiting in here for you?�
�Yes.�
�How�d you get so careless, McCall?�
McCall sighed, sitting in the big leather armchair opposite the couch. �I�m a little rusty. How did you find me?�
�I�ve known you were in this apartment for about six months. I just never did anything about it.�
�Control doesn�t know?�
�No. But he knows where you work.�
McCall nodded. �Chase Granger. Subtlety is not his long suit. He tried following me from the 21 Club, but I lost him.�
�But he did get a picture of you on his iPhone that he sent to Control.�
McCall nodded again. �So what�s Control going to do about it?�
Kostmayer shrugged. �I don�t know. Come and see you. Try and persuade you to come in from the cold.�
�It isn�t cold in this neighborhood, Mickey. The sun shines brightly and the people are warm and friendly.�
�Yeah, I could see that from the weapons the Three Stooges had on them,� Kostmayer agreed wryly. �You stopped a lady of the night from having the crap beat out of her and word spread on the street. That was just the kind of intel Control had been waiting to hear. Something out of the ordinary happening in a local neighborhood.�
�He knew I was in New York City?�
�He guessed that�s where you�d gone to ground.�
�And how did you find me before anyone else?�
�I have my ways, McCall. You know that.�
He swirled the brandy around in the glass, staring at it.
�Something changed for you,� McCall said. �That�s why you came here tonight.�
�Good thing I did. You needed my help.�
�I�d have cleaned up. What is it?�
McCall already felt a very cold chill creeping through his body. It was as if he knew the answer, but he�d been waiting for someone else to voice it aloud.
�Elena�s dead,� Kostmayer said.
The words clung in the shadows. McCall let the pain sink in. It was like a sickness, permeating every part of his body.
�When?�
�Two nights ago.�
�Where?�
�In some kind of a Disaster Park outside Moscow. Never seen anything like it. A wrecked train, crashed airplane, a downed helicopter caught up in power lines. Russian Disneyland. The sniper was up in the helicopter.�
�Who was her local Control in the field?�
There was another long pause as Kostmayer swirled the brandy around in his glass.
�Drink it or put it down,� McCall said.
Kostmayer took another swallow.
�It was Control. He wanted to run her himself. I�d tell you he feels badly about what happened, but with Control you never know. Cologne in his veins. She died in his arms.�
McCall got up, walked to where the small wet bar was set up, took the VSOP brandy bottle, and poured himself a glass. He took a raw, burning swallow.
�If Control were here he�d tell you she made the ultimate sacrifice for her country,� Kostmayer said, and regretted it.
�You should leave.�
Kostmayer finished his brandy. He stood up, picked up the Smith & Wesson 500 revolver, and walked into the kitchen. He put his brandy glass in the dishwasher and the revolver into the microwave. When he walked back into the living room, McCall had finished his brandy, but had not moved.
�I was there in Moscow,� Kostmayer said quietly. �I let the bastard get away.�
�I�m sure you did everything you could.�
�It wasn�t enough.�
�Sometimes it�s not.�
Kostmayer walked to the short hallway leading to the front door.
�Where is Brahms these days?� McCall asked, not looking at him.
�Still in the Big Apple. Running an electronics store in midtown, Lexington and Fifty-second. If you see him, give him my regards.�
�He doesn�t like you.�
�He�s good at disguising his feelings,� Kostmayer said wryly. �Like you.�
He opened the apartment door.
�It�s good to see you, Mickey,� McCall said.
Kostmayer nodded. �Call me if you need me. You know my cell number.�
He closed the apartment door behind him.
McCall stood in the velvet darkness, memories assailing him again, but this time only of Elena Petrov. The two of them running through a market in Istanbul�� on a sailboat off the Serbian coast, near Split, drinking wine�� Elena laughing at him, which she did a lot�� her clothes falling to the floor, her slim body glowing in the moonlight coming through windows of hotel rooms and small apartments and a villa in Villefranche-sur-Mer in the South of France where they�d once stayed for three weeks. Her arms and legs wrapping around him, the ragged scars on her perfect body, her sweet kisses, her ironic barbs, she was delicate but oh so tough, so smart, and yet very vulnerable. He had always been frightened for her safety, since that night in Serbia at the hotel where she�d told him he shouldn�t smoke and then had stood naked and pointed a gun at his back. He�d left her that morning. He�d left her a lot of mornings. But they�d always, somehow, found each other again. And then too much time passed. Too much heartache and silence. He�d wanted to see her again. But he�d kept putting it off. He had resigned. He didn�t want even the most fragile spider�s thread to encircle him and trap him back into his old way of life. But he�d been going to call her private cell number. When the time was right.
And now that time was gone.
McCall closed his eyes. He felt hot tears behind the lids, but they didn�t fall.
They never did.
* * *
Kuzbec sat in the dimness of the small attic bedroom, right beside the door, and watched her sleep. It was fitful. Disturbed. But for a prison, she could have done worse. Single bed, firm mattress, nice furnishings, deep-pile carpet, blinds at the rain-lashed window. Her dark hair lay splayed out on the pillow around her angelic face. She looked a lot like her mother, but Katia did not have her inner beauty. There was something�� he didn�t know the right English word for it�� luminous about the girl�s skin, the luster of her hair, the glowing depths of her dark eyes.
The bedroom door opened and Bakar Daudov entered.
�Did she eat anything?�
�No,� Kuzbec said. �She refused. She was hysterical. I had to hold her down with Salam and give her a sedative.�
Daudov looked at him, alarmed. �You injected her?�
�Salam did. He was a medical student at the Pskov Central Oblast Hospital in Moscow. When she quieted down, I offered her pajamas, but she refused. She just got into the bed and pulled the cover over her. She was asleep in thirty seconds.�
�And she hasn�t moved?�
�No, sir.�
�If she has to go to the bathroom, you accompany her. If she needs water, bring her a drink. Make her eat food. I do not want her malnourished.�
�Yes, sir.�
Kuzbec wondered how many women Bakar Daudov had seduced in this gothic house near the river. Right here in this very room. Probably dozens, and most of them against their will. Daudov walked over and looked down at the teenage girl. Kuzbec knew he would not touch Natalya. Even Daudov would not dare to take such a risk. The thought of it made Kuzbec smile to himself. No, the deadly killer would not dare, but he had.
Everyone believed Natalya�s attacker on a dark New York street had been a member of some street gang. She had been in the wrong neighborhood, after all. The police were convinced it was a random rape and mugging. No one knew he had followed the girl. Had taken advantage of her disorientation. She had never seen his face. She had not described her attacker. She had said nothing at all.
Kuzbec remembered how her hair had smelled. Olive oil shampoo. Her skin had been soft. He had intended to strip her naked, but that didn�t happen. He�d only had time to throw her to the ground, pull down her jeans, enter her from behind, violate her, and hit her in the face. Then he�d escaped into the night. Two weeks later, when she�d come into the club with her mother, she�d looked right at him without a flicker of recognition. She didn�t know.
No one knew.
Daudov turned away from the bed and walked out of the room without speaking again to him. A key turned in the lock. Kuzbec also had a key in his pocket. The young man cursed his boss. Lucky the arrogant prick had the friendship of Borislav Kirov, or he might find a stiletto knife in his heart one night while he slept.
Kuzbec looked back at the girl. It would be so easy for him to take her. But the consequences would be dire. He could not blame an attack on some faceless intruder who had overpowered him. The place was like a fortress. Daudov had a private security force. No one could get in.
So he watched Natalya sleep with his own little secret close to his heart. There might be another time. He could wait. He would be patient. And if her mother continued to defy them, Bakar Daudov would give the order to dispose of Natalya.
Kuzbec would have his chance then.

CHAPTER 14

Manhattan Electronics was nestled between a dry cleaners and a Subway restaurant on Lexington Avenue just south of Fifty-second Street. McCall was not surprised to hear Brahms blasting from speakers when he walked into the store. It was small and jammed with electronic equipment, some of which looked as if it had been there since Bill Gates was tinkering in his garage. There were also Macs and the latest PCs and iPads and what looked like props from all seven Star Wars movies, only junkier, strewn on counters and piled up in corners. There was a long glass counter with newer stuff on display beneath it.
A young woman, rather erudite-looking to be working in this Dickensian establishment, McCall thought, walked over to him with a smile. She was dressed in black and wore Diane von Furstenberg dark tortoiseshell glasses hiding big brown eyes. She was petite with a knockout figure who looked like she should be having breakfast at Tiffany�s.
�May I help you, sir?�
�If you can tell me the name of this Brahms rhapsody you will have renewed my faith in human endurance.�
Her smile broadened. �I know it has something to do with an Alto.�
�How long have you worked here?�
�Almost two years.�
�Tell your boss if you hear one more Brahms symphony or concerto you�ll tear your hair out. Tell him you want Maroon 5 or Usher or even some Judas Priest.�
�That would break his heart. Are you here to see him?�
�Yes.�
�Is he expecting you?�
�At some point.�
�He�s in his office at the back.�
She pointed to a doorway at the very end of the long counter. McCall started walking toward it.
�But he really gets crabby if you disturb him while he�s��
�Tinkering,� McCall finished for her.
He walked around the counter and through the open doorway.
Beyond it was a cramped office that looked like a miniature version of the store, only more chaotic. Brahms was slumped at a cluttered desk with the guts of at least three laptops scattered on the scarred wood. Circuit boards, hard drives, optical drives, keyboards, pieces of soldered electronics that looked like they would fit into the heads of pins surrounded his pudgy hands. There was a small soldering kit in the middle of it all. McCall thought he was probably in his late fifties, but he�d always looked older. His hair was steel gray and stood out in every direction like he�d stuck his finger into a light socket. He had very gentle eyes. McCall had always thought he looked like George Costanza�s dad on Seinfeld. He looked up.
�Robert McCall,� he said softly.
�That�s the second time in twelve hours my name has been said with a kind of reverence.�
�It�s fear.�
�You don�t look very frightened.�
�My face hasn�t had an expression on it in twenty-seven years. Hilda wiped them off at the wedding when she told me she�d given up oral sex. I think it was for Lent. Shhh!�
He raised a hand as a particular passage of Brahms thundered around them.
�You remember this piece?� he asked.
�I don�t remember any of them, Brahms.�
�A haunting rhapsody for alto, male chorus and orchestra, based on three stanzas from an ode by Goethe, in which he described life as a pointless struggle against inevitable misery.�
�That�s the optimistic Brahms I remember.�
�No one remembers me. That�s why I�m still alive. You, on the other hand��
He waggled his hand back and forth.
�I try not to be memorable. Sam Kinney called you.�
It was a statement.
Brahms shrugged. �Old spooks network. We like to stay in touch.�
McCall moved to the desk where Brahms was fitting together a couple of pieces of a fractured circuit board.
�Don�t come any closer,� he said. �These flakes of silicone are delicate. I don�t want you bumping into the desk.�
�That Brahms rhapsody is shaking the whole office.�
�I don�t hear it. It�s just a part of me. I can�t make a mistake here.� He soldered two tiny electronic components together. �The real Brahms was a perfectionist. If he finished a piece and didn�t like it, he destroyed it. Or he didn�t finish it and left those works unpublished.� He patted a Mac that was on a table beside him with seemingly all of its innards intact. �That�s why I search. There are gold nuggets to be found in little music shops in Berlin and Hamburg and Bremen, if you keep looking for the clues, digging until the dirt spills away and there it is, lying tied up in faded red ribbon beneath some Schimmel piano, pages of copy in the master�s own handwriting.� Brahms glanced back up at him. �You look good for someone who took a blow to the head last night that would have killed an ox.�
McCall looked down at the explosion of circuitry on the desk.
�Where are the transistors?� he asked wryly.
�Actually, there are transistors in a computer. Also resistors, diodes, LEDs, capacitors, but you�re not here for the Apple laptop course. What can I do for you?�
�I need a sophisticated piece of bugging equipment. Short range. Across a room, but there might be all kinds of ambient noise in the place and I want it filtered out.�
�What kind of a room?�
�A restaurant. I�ll be at the bar at one end. Two people will be sitting in a booth at the other. A man and a woman.�
�I thought you were going to ask me something difficult.�
�I need you to be able to trace a cell phone call from the table.�
�How do you know anyone�s going to make a call?�
�The man will make it. It won�t be a long call. Probably fifteen seconds at the most. I need the location of the place he calls.�
�You want me patched into you at the same time?�
�Yes.�
�Who�s at this mystery location?�
�A teenage girl. She was abducted last night.�
Brahms sat back, regarding him. Idly he picked up a micro-compressor and turned it over in his hand so that it jewelled in the light.
�The last time I checked, kidnapping is a federal offense. You should call the FBI.�
�This is something I have to do personally. A promise I made. As soon as I involve other people, the risk to the girl increases. I didn�t want to involve you, but I can�t do this alone. I�m putting your life at risk. These are nasty people.�
�And, God knows, we�ve never come up against any of those in our careers.�
�You can say no.�
Brahms looked back down. �You saved my life once upon a time,� he said quietly. He was examining his delicate work carefully. �I owe you a debt. Isn�t that what you�re collecting?�
�There is no debt. You do this for me or you don�t.�
�You get a lot of refusals when you ask nicely?�
McCall smiled. �I don�t usually ask nicely.�
Brahms got up from the desk and walked over to rows of small enclosed glass shelves. He opened them one after another, rummaging through more electronic components, but these were shinier and had government labels on them.
�Who�s the kidnapper?� he asked.
�An enforcer named Bakar Daudov.�
�Daudov. Chechen name. Who does he work for?�
�Borislav Kirov, could also be Chechen. He manages a nightclub on the Lower East Side called Dolls.�
�Ask them if they need a piano player. I could do some moonlighting.�
�They might not want to hear Brahms.�
�I also play some mean ragtime. As a young man, Brahms played piano in restaurants, taverns, and brothels. He was quite the lad. Arthritis stopped me playing piano. But not putting wiretaps together.�
He returned to the desk and dropped some components onto it.
�When does this go down?�
�Four thirty this afternoon.�
�I�ll be here in my office. You�ll be able to talk to me using this.� He handed McCall a flesh-colored piece of putty. �No one will notice it in your ear.�
�Thanks, Brahms. If we had a debt, it�s settled.�
�I wake up every morning and thank God for Katy Perry and Robert McCall. I listen to Hilda kvetch. I watch the Today Show. I like that Savannah Guthrie. If I were sixty years younger�� Brahms looked up at him again. �Our debt�s not settled. It never will be. Come back in two hours.� McCall nodded, turned away. �This stuff is highly illegal, by the way. Unless you�re in law enforcement or work for the FBI or Homeland Security. No showing it off.�
�I�ll try to contain my enthusiasm.�
McCall walked out of the little office.
�Try to stay alive,� Brahms said.
He turned up the Brahms on the surround-sound system.
* * *
Katia walked into Bentleys and sat down at the first booth in the window. It was 4:25 P.M. Sherry was already at her hostess station, setting out the dinner menus. McCall was behind the bar putting glasses up into their slots. Andrew Ladd had just ducked under the bar hatch and was tying on his black apron. The restaurant was more crowded than usual at this hour. Two servers were working seven tables, three of them holding loud, boisterous parties. Early dinner revelers. Through the restaurant window, McCall saw the Lexus pull up outside. Sully, the bouncer from Dolls, got out and opened the back door. Bakar Daudov stepped out, looked up and down the street, saw Katia sitting at the booth in the window, said something to Sully, and walked into Bentleys. Sully got back into the Lexus and sat there, engine idling.
Daudov smiled as Sherry came around the hostess station, waving the menus away. He slid into the booth opposite Katia. McCall had placed the small, silver bug he�d picked up from Brahms earlier in the afternoon under the table. Now, as he took two Chardonnay bottles out of a fridge and put them in the bar well, he held his breath. It was unlikely that Daudov would check under the table, but McCall could feel his stress level rising. But the enforcer just settled into the booth and looked across at Katia. She was very still. She appeared calm, but McCall knew the fear and frustration that was going on inside her. Daudov had all the emotion of a corpse. He didn�t speak. She had called for this meeting. She would have to do all of the work.
McCall set more glasses up into their slots. �Laddie, would you mind getting the drinks order for booth one?�
�Sure.�
The young bartender ducked under the bar hatch and crossed the restaurant to the booth. McCall half turned away, but Daudov had not once even looked in his direction. McCall touched the putty-like earpiece in his ear, almost unconsciously. It was completely undetectable. He turned back and watched Laddie reach the booth.
�Can I get you folks some drinks?�
�Grey Goose vodka, double shot, straight up,� Daudov said. �Katia?�
She shook her head. McCall could hear every word, up close and personal, the ambience in the restaurant like white noise in the background. Brahms hadn�t let him down. Ever.
Laddie moved back toward the bar. McCall continued to stack up glasses, not looking toward the booth. He didn�t have to.
�I am here, Katia. You wanted to speak to me in person?� Daudov said cordially.
�You are a bastard,� she said, her voice very soft.
He smiled and his eyes hooded. �I have been called so much worse. I know you are upset. Emotion is clouding your judgment.�
�Natalya did not come home last night.�
�She is a strange child. She walks the streets at ungodly hours. It is a dangerous city.�
�I know you took her. Bring her home and never go near her again and I will do whatever you ask of me.�
He reached out a hand. There was a long moment, then Katia took her hands out of her lap. She touched Daudov�s hand, as if it was something slimy and contagious. He trapped her hand tightly in both of his.
�It is not enough to comply. You must do it willingly.�
�You risk a great deal, Bakar,� she hissed. �If I made one phone call��
�You will not do that,� Daudov said, although McCall detected the barest hesitation in his voice.
Did Katia have a personal card she could play against him?
Why didn�t she play it?
Daudov still held Katia�s hand tightly in both of his. �You are a beautiful, passionate young woman. Enjoy your times with these very special men. They will report to me. I will know.�
�I understand.�
She pulled her hand away. Laddie had poured a double shot of Grey Goose into a glass at the bar and was heading back to the table with it.
�I want to speak to my daughter,� Katia said.
Daudov showed some surprise. He looked up as Laddie set the vodka down in front of him.
�Thank you,� he said.
�Are you sure I can�t get you anything?� Laddie asked Katia.
She shook her head again. The young bartender walked back toward the bar, but veered over to one of the tables where a young woman was motioning to him as if the restaurant were on fire.
Katia leaned across the table. �I want to speak to Natalya right now. Or we have no deal.�
�I was not aware she spoke at all,� Daudov said. �I have never heard her utter a single word.�
�She speaks to me and to no one else.�
At the bar, McCall touched the putty in his ear, pressing it in tighter.
�You getting this, Brahms?� he asked softly.
In his office at the back of the electronics store, Brahms was hunched over a monitor. On it was a Google Earth map of Manhattan. There was a silver Bluetooth in his ear. Brahms played softly around him. Symphony No. 3 in F. The office door was closed and locked.
�I�m here, McCall,� he said.
In the booth Daudov regarded Katia for a moment, then nodded.
�It is a reasonable request. I would have demanded the same.�
He took a BlackBerry Z10 out of his pocket and punched numbers.
�He�s making the call,� McCall murmured.
Brahms�s fingers flew over the keyboard. �I�m on it.�
The Google Earth Manhattan map began to shift and change.
Daudov waited, then said into the phone: �Kuzbec.� There was another pause, and then the young man�s voice echoed from the phone. McCall could hear it as if the BlackBerry were pressed to his own ear. Brahms had told him this bug would pick up a robin farting in Central Park.
�This is Kuzbec,� the voice said.
�Bring her the phone,� Daudov directed.
There was another pause. McCall thought he could hear movement, like Kuzbec was walking to another room.
�How are you doing, Brahms?� he murmured.
�Working on it,� Brahms snapped, but there was no real irritation in his voice. �The signal�s bouncing from one cell tower to another.�
The sound of movement over the BlackBerry stopped. Kuzbec said something, but not into the phone, too muted for clarity. Then: �She is standing beside me.�
Daudov offered the phone to Katia. She took it from his hand. Now her emotions betrayed her. Her voice trembled with anxiety. �Natalya!� she said into the BlackBerry. �Let me know this is you. Say one word to me. Just one.�
There was some heavy, erratic breathing on the phone. No speech.
�Running out of time, Brahms,� McCall muttered.
Brahms was moving through a labyrinth of signals.
�Working on it, McCall,� he said again.
�Work faster. Fifteen seconds was optimistic.�
�Please, Kotik,� Katia begged. �Let me know you are not harmed.�
Nothing.
�Brahms�� McCall whispered.
�Yeah, yeah.�
Pause. Then:
�Mama,� a barely audible voice said on the BlackBerry.
The Google Earth map started to plunge down into the canyons of the city.
Katia gasped, as if this one word was a triumph of untold proportions. Daudov snatched the BlackBerry out of her hands.
�Very good,� he said into it.
�Now or never, Brahms,� McCall said.
On the monitor, the Google Earth map zeroed in onto the Sutton Place area of Manhattan near the Roosevelt Island tramway. An address popped up in a black circle.
�Number Five Sutton Square, right below East Fifty-ninth,� Brahms said.
And then the map on the monitor disappeared.
At the booth, Daudov had disconnected the line. He dropped the BlackBerry back into his jacket pocket.
�I will see you at the club tonight,� he said matter-of-factly, as if they�d just finished a pleasant lunch.
He started to rise. Katia grabbed his hand.
�You will bring her home to me today?�
�Not today. We will see how charming you can be to a special customer tonight. Or perhaps tomorrow night. Natalya will not be harmed in any way. You have my word. Come to my office before 4:00 A.M. We will have a glass of brandy together. We will talk. I might even allow you to speak to her again. If you keep your word, your Natalya will be home with you very soon.�
He had to actually wrench his hand away from hers to free it. He stood up, drained the glass of Grey Goose, set the empty glass down on the table, put money beside it, and walked out of the restaurant.
He had not once looked in the direction of the bar.
Through the window, McCall saw Sully hop out of the Lexus and open the back door for Daudov. He slid inside. Sully closed the door, got into the driver�s seat, and pulled out into the traffic.
Katia waited until the Lexus had turned the corner of West Broadway. Then she jumped up. Laddie moved away from the bar with a tray of drinks for one of the big tables. Katia ran up to the bar. There were tears brimming in her eyes.
�I know where she is,� McCall told her.
The tears spilled down her face. �Maybe we should call the police.�
�Too dangerous. Go home. Try and get some sleep. Go to the club tonight and put on that black dress and dance with the customers. Only dance. I�ll call you on your cell. Before 4:00 A.M. I�ll bring Natalya home. You have my word, Katia.�
She nodded. Let go of his hand and walked past the hostess station and out of the restaurant.
�I got it, Brahms,� McCall said softly.
�Enjoy your night,� Brahms said, and took the Bluetooth out of his ear. He sat for a moment listening to the Brahms symphony No. 3 in F. After the daring modulations in the inter-relations building up to the climax, the finale had a decidedly subdued coda.
Brahms picked up his cell phone from amid the glittering computer fragments on the desk and dialed.
McCall walked to the first booth and glanced around. Laddie was serving drinks to the boisterous table. The two servers, Amanda and Gina, were picking up more orders. Sherry was ushering a couple to a booth at the back. McCall leaned down, felt under the table at the first booth, and removed the silver bug. He slipped it into his pocket and looked out the window. He could just make out Katia�s figure striding down West Broadway. He didn�t have to see her face to know she was crying. Isolated, disoriented, afraid.
There were too many like her.
McCall�s shift was up. He shed his black Bentleys apron, put on his sports coat, and gave Laddie, who was back behind the bar, a wave. He kissed Sherry on the cheek � another ritual � and walked out of the restaurant.
McCall picked up the tail on Broome Street. Chase Granger was about two hundred yards behind him. A raucous crowd spilled out of the Broadway Tavern. McCall mingled among them, stepped into the lobby of a fleapit hotel called The Excelsior, came out a side entrance onto Mercer Street, cut across to Broadway, and by the time he reached Grand Street there was no sign of the gregarious would-be Realtor.
They needed to brush up on their shadowing skills at The Company.
When McCall put the key into his apartment door the hairs stood up on the back of his neck. This time he had the Sig Sauer 227 in his jacket. He took it out, opened the door, closed it silently behind him, and stepped into the muted darkness of the living room.
Kostmayer sat in the armchair waiting for him.
McCall lowered the Sig Sauer.
�You want a key?� he asked ironically.
Kostmayer shook his head. �I don�t think you�d be a fun roommate. Brahms called me. He said you were going to rescue a damsel in distress tonight. He worries about you.�
McCall crossed to the wet bar and poured himself a Glenfiddich.
�This isn�t Company business.�
�I know. But I�ve got your back, McCall. Just like always.�
McCall nodded. He�d been alone for a long time and didn�t like bringing someone else into his careful world, not even Mickey Kostmayer. But hadn�t he already involved old Sam Kinney and Brahms? It was difficult to operate in a vacuum.
�This has to be a single mission,� McCall said. �With no deadly force.�
�They�re going to be shooting to kill. Whoever they are. They�re not going to give up their hostage without a fight.�
�The odds against a friend of mine, Katia Rossovkaya, have to be evened up. But no one can die, or they�ll have no choice but to kill her. I can�t protect her or her daughter twenty-four-seven. Her situation has to go back to what it was. Without her having to perform some favors she�d rather not perform.�
�How bad are these bad guys?�
�Sexual intimidation, extortion, probably murder.�
�Oh, really bad guys. Even if you can make an extraction tonight, what makes you think they won�t try again to get what they want?�
�I�m going to talk to them about it.�
Kostmayer nodded. �That should do the trick.� He got to his feet. �I�ll get you some weaponry. Jimmy�s still around. Works for a security company. When do I need to be back here?�
�Before midnight.�
�That doesn�t give me a lot of time.�
�Be creative.�
Kostmayer walked to the short hallway leading to the apartment door, then turned back.
�I�m sorry about Elena.�
McCall nodded.
Kostmayer opened the apartment door.
�Have you got a car?� McCall asked.
�I can get one.�
�Meet me outside the apartment building at 11:30 P.M. Don�t let anyone know what you�re doing. Jimmy will have a limited need to know. If Brahms calls again, tell him you talked me out of a rescue attempt.�
�Oh, yeah, he�ll believe that. Maybe I�ll tell him to carefully watch the chimney on Christmas Eve. Later, McCall.�
Kostmayer left the apartment.
McCall took a swallow of Glenfiddich. It tasted of warm spice and honey.
�Yes, later,� he said softly.

CHAPTER 15

Kostmayer pulled his black Chrysler Delta rental to the back of the Kore 58 Hotel on East Fifty-eighth Street. It was almost 1:00 A.M. in the morning and there was no traffic on the Street and no pedestrians. A huddled figure lay sleeping in a doorway � could have been a man or a woman � but he or she did not stir. That would have taken an earthquake. Kostmayer got out of the driver�s side, McCall the passenger�s side. Both of them were dressed in black. Kostmayer opened the trunk and picked up a Yankees sports bag, which he rested on the edge. He took a package wrapped in a plastic sheet from the bag and unwrapped a tranquilizer gun and a plastic container with three darts nestled in it.
�This tranquilizer gun is state of the art, according to Jimmy,� Kostmayer said. �Experimental model. It delivers one of these ballistic hypodermic needles filled with a chemical compound. He gave me three options: paralytic, anaesthetic, or sedative. Personally I�d have gone for lethal, but he didn�t give me that choice, so I took anaesthetic. When it comes into contact with flesh the steel ball located above the plunger is slammed forward to deliver the dose.�
�What�s in them?� McCall asked.
�Curare. You know, that stuff the natives in Africa dipped their spears into before they threw them at Stanley and Livingstone. Curare is an alkaloid and is not actually toxic, but mix it with certain tree barks of the genus Strychnos and it becomes a virulent poison.�
�Strychnos as in strychnine.�
�Right. So we got some of that in these hypos, some nicotine, I swear Jimmy just crushed one of his cigarettes into each one, and some other ingredient that Jimmy wouldn�t tell me. This is a top-secret, illegal substance that would get Jimmy � and us � twenty years in a Federal penitentiary if anyone finds out we�ve taken them. There�s also a pinch of, and Jimmy insisted I write this down, because he knew you�d want to know�� He took a crumpled piece of paper out of the breast pocket of his shirt. �Phenyl-1-cyclohexyl-Piperidine.�
�And that would be?�
�Monkey tranquilizer.�
�But it works on human beings?�
�He says it will knock �em out for an hour and a half if the dart isn�t pulled out of their skin right away. If it is, who knows? Use them judiciously. Jimmy could only get three.�
�Good enough.�
McCall put the tranquilizer gun in his belt and the package of three bloated tranquilizer darts into the pocket of his black jacket. Kostmayer handed him what looked like a pair of swimming goggles.
�Night glasses, green background, three-times magnification, thiry-seven-millimeter objective lens up to a hundred yards.�
McCall took them, slipped them into another pocket.
�I don�t like you doing this alone.�
�You�re backup only, Mickey.�
�Yeah, I got it.�
�I�ll be back in twelve minutes.�
�I�ll be timing you.�
McCall pulled back his wrist, exposing an Aquatimer Automatic Chronograph Cousteau Divers watch. He set the timer for twelve minutes. Kostmayer set his own watch to the same time and they hit each button together.
Then McCall ran down the street, turned a corner toward the distant FDR Parkway, and vanished.
He ran along Sutton Place and slowed his pace when he came to number five. It was laid back from the street with a high iron fence surrounding extensive grounds. Two big gates were locked. McCall skirted them and ran low to where there was a narrow walkway � it wasn�t even an alleyway � along the east side of the fence. The branches of the trees on the grounds waved and trembled in the wind. Through that weaving pattern McCall could see the outlines of the house. It was Georgian in style, two stories, with only one light burning from a ground-floor room. Only the tree branches moved on the grounds.
But McCall knew the guards must be there.
He took hold of the fence and shook it. It didn�t move. He climbed it without difficulty and dropped down onto the other side with his black Nikes making a soft, whispering sound on the grass. He stood still and listened. Nothing. He ran forward, weaving through the trees and shrubbery, avoiding the open spaces where moonlight flowed.
McCall went down onto one knee. He took what looked like a mini-iPad from his coat pocket. He pressed some buttons and the LED screen on it brightened. Punched more buttons and a schematic of the house appeared on the screen in a glowing blueprint: on the ground floor, a hallway, a living room, dining room, some kind of a study or office, two bathrooms. Stairs in the center leading up to a second floor with what must have been three bedrooms. Then another set of narrower stairs leading up to a small room in an eave.
An attic room.
He knew that�s where she�d be. Out of the way, easiest to guard, no possibility of a prisoner getting out and wandering down a corridor.
He hit more buttons and turned the device toward the house. Now infrared heat forms glowed. Two of them moved around the front of the house, just beyond the tree line. Two guards. There was one more heat image of a human being in a room on the ground floor. No one on the second floor in the bedrooms � but two heat figures in the attic room. One was motionless. The other was moving. Back and forth. Pacing.
McCall looked down at the timer on his chronograph: three minutes and ten seconds had elapsed since he�d left Kostmayer at the Chrysler. He put on the night-vision goggles. Now his world was lit up. It was like having an owl�s eyes at night, where everything was as bright as day, albeit tinged with olive green. An Emerald City owl.
The figure he�d detected moving had stopped. There was a bright green tip glowing. He�d stopped to light a cigarette.
McCall ran forward, keeping low. He reached the end of the line of trees. Forty yards separated them from the front of the house. Stone lions stood at either side of marble steps leading up to an ornate front door. The guard was turned away from McCall, looking out toward the ribbon of lights that moved along the FDR Parkway.
McCall pulled the tranquilizer gun from his belt and loaded in the first cartridge. He aimed using the night goggles. He needed the guard to turn just a little to his right.
McCall inched around into a better position.
The guard stretched, turning more to his left; not the target McCall wanted. He thought he would have to risk moving forward, and then the guard raised his hand to take the cigarette out of his lips. He half turned toward McCall, the skin of his neck exposed above his black tunic.
McCall aimed and fired the tranquilizer gun.
The dart hit the guard in the neck. He staggered for a moment, instinctively reaching back to pull the dart out of his neck, but that�s as far as he got. He keeled over onto the narrow concrete path and didn�t move.
McCall turned his head, searching for the other guard with the night goggles. Found him, walking toward the back of the house. He�d make a sweep, come around to the front from the other side.
McCall ran forward to where the first guard lay. He was unconscious. McCall grabbed him under the arms and pulled him back into the heavy shrubbery at the side of the house. He didn�t remove the tranquilizing dart. He ran up to the front steps. Swept the area just ahead of him with the night-green goggles. He loaded the second tranquilizer dart into the gun.
And waited.
The second guard did not show at the other side of the house.
McCall had miscalculated.
Maybe the guard had heard his comrade fall to the ground. It had only been a dull thud, but there was only the wind sighing through the trees, and the traffic on the FDR might have been as far away as the 405 in Los Angeles for all of the noise it contributed.
McCall sensed the second guard behind him right before the man grabbed him. His arm went around McCall�s throat and squeezed hard. He was incredibly strong. McCall threw himself backward with all of his force and smashed the guard back into the smaller wrought-iron fence that surrounded the front of the house. A Beretta 92FS pistol flew out of his hand. But his reflexes were like lightning. He kicked out at McCall�s hand. The tranquilizer gun dropped to the pathway as the blow stunned McCall�s wrist.
Then the guard attacked.
McCall fought off the blows, twisting, turning, not giving the guard a good target. Then he went for the man�s face. Two fingers in his left eye and a chop to his throat. The guard staggered, but surprised McCall by plunging into him with a football tackle. It sent them both sprawling onto the path. McCall caught the guard with his feet in the solar plexus and heaved. The man went flying back. McCall�s fingers found the cold metal of the tranquilizer gun. He turned over on his back.
The guard had picked up his fallen Beretta and aimed it.
McCall fired.
The tranquilizing dart hit the hand holding the gun. The guard stiffened and then shuddered as the mixture hit his bloodstream. He fell over and the Beretta 92FS hit the path with a loud clatter. McCall was up on his feet and dragging the man into the bushes in the next ten seconds. He dropped him beside his partner and stood still.
Waited.
No sound or movement.
He checked his watch.
Five minutes, thirty-four seconds.
He was late.
McCall ran for the front door of the house, taking out the mini-pad as he did so. The three heat forms were in exactly the same places they had been before. McCall ran up the stairs and tried the front door. He didn�t think it would be locked. Daudov had two guards patrolling the grounds and wasn�t exactly expecting the cavalry to arrive.
The door was unlocked.
McCall pushed it open and moved into the carpeted hallway. It was decorated with heavy pieces of furniture, a ponderous grandfather clock ticking in a corner like the one in Moses�s antiques store. A stuffy, suffocating atmosphere. The faint sound of a television came from an open doorway on McCall�s left. He took off the night goggles and dropped them into his jacket pocket. He ran to the living room doorway and looked inside. The third heat form was sitting on a couch watching a re-run of a CSI episode. McCall liked the actress who played the blood expert on it. She was beautiful and feisty and smart and reminded him of his ex-wife, Cassie.
The guard sitting on the couch was short and overweight and really caught up in the scene unfolding on the TV. He didn�t even turn around as McCall aimed the last tranquilizer dart and fired. It hit the back of the man�s neck and he slumped down.
It was a calculated risk. There were two more heat figures in the house. One of them had to be Natalya. The other was whoever was guarding her up close and personal. But McCall couldn�t leave one of the guards conscious on the ground floor at his back.
He ran up the stairs to the second floor. Paused for one moment there, listening. Not a sound. He ran down the corridor to the middle of the house, where a very short hallway ended in five narrow wooden stairs up to the attic door.
He climbed them fast. He�d put the tranquilizing gun away. He had the Sig Sauer in his pocket, but if he had to use it, all of the stealthy planning and Jimmy risking jail time would be for nothing. McCall stopped and listened. There was no noise from beyond the thick wooden attic door.
He tried it.
The door was locked.
McCall took a ring of skeletal keys out of his pocket. He tried one, then more of them. The fifth one turned the lock.
With what seemed to him a very loud click.
McCall opened the door just wide enough to see inside. A very narrow room, a window at the far end, a dresser, two cane chairs, and a single bed. There were cigarettes and an ashtray on a table beside the door, and an iPhone.
A young man stood at the bed, his back to the door. He did not move as McCall crept inside. He had an iPod in his belt and ear pods in both ears. McCall looked at the Chechen�s reflection in the mirror over the bureau. He recognized him from Dolls. One of the enforcers, the one with the ostentatious gold watch chain in a vest pocket of his suit. Whatever music he was listening to was sending him into raptures. He had not heard the sound of the lock in the door turning. He had not heard the sound of the door opening.
His full attention was on the figure � the fifth heat form � lying on the bed. Natalya�s black hair floated over a pillow. Her face was pale. She was sleeping fitfully, a dark green comforter over her. Her jailor reached down and pulled the comforter off her body. She was wearing panties and a Game of Thrones T-shirt. Her body was glistening with sweat.
Kuzbec didn�t move for a moment. Then he leaned down and fondled her left breast, gently, through the T-shirt, making the nipple harden. Natalya stirred, but didn�t awaken. Kuzbec straightened and just stared down at her body.
And then McCall was behind him.
He threw his arm around Kuzbec�s throat, grabbing his left arm at the wrist, finding the pressure point and numbing it. The arm would be useless. Kuzbec writhed, grabbing McCall�s arm around his throat with his right hand, tugging on it. He might as well have tugged on a steel bar. McCall thought briefly of snapping the little creep�s neck, but his own voice came back to him.
No deadly force.
McCall exerted more pressure and Kuzbec stopped squirming and slumped down unconscious. McCall dropped him to the floor. The ear pods fell out of his ears, the music deliriously pounding faintly from them.
Natalya had awakened. She kicked herself back with her long legs until her back was against the wall. She stared wildly at McCall, without recognition. He took a step forward to her, his voice gentle.
�I�m here to take you home.�
She stared at him, her breathing shallow � and then with amazement, as she realized who he was.
�Put on your clothes,� McCall said. �We�re going down the stairs and then we�re going to walk right out the front door.�
There was a sound from below in the house.
Right on cue.
McCall turned toward the ajar attic door. Natalya slid off the bed and grabbed her jeans from the cane chair under the window. She pulled them on as McCall ran to the entranceway to the room. She pulled a turtleneck down over her head.
There were voices downstairs. Either Jimmy�s chemical anaesthetics needed more testing in lab analysis, or reinforcements had arrived. Probably the latter. A guard shift change.
McCall turned back. �Change of plan. We�ll use the window.�
He threw aside the cane chair. Natalya snatched up her Windbreaker, which had been at the foot of the bed, and put it on. McCall unlocked the window and pulled on it.
It didn�t move.
He heard footsteps pounding up the stairs.
McCall put more weight behind the pull. This time the window creaked up a couple of inches.
The footsteps reached the second floor.
McCall pulled up.
Another inch.
Stopped.
The footsteps pounded closer.
One more inch.
No good.
McCall gritted his teeth and heaved one more time.
The window went up just high enough. He helped Natalya through it and followed her out onto the roof. He turned back, took the Sig Sauer from his pocket, and fired it through the open window into the room. The bullets hit the ajar door. Footsteps that had been on the attic steps retreated fast.
Out on the roof the wind was fierce. McCall grabbed Natalya�s hand, but it was the girl who guided him down the slope of the attic room onto the flat part of the second-floor roof. They ran across to the edge where wooden latticework clung all the way down to the ground. Natalya climbed over and started down the latticework.
McCall turned.
No one followed them out the attic window.
They were waiting for more shots to be fired at them.
Just for an instant, McCall stood in another time and place, with the wind howling, while silhouetted figures ran across the roof toward him.
Then he shook off the memory, turned, and climbed onto the latticework.
Natalya was already on the ground. McCall climbed down fast and jumped the last few feet to the pathway. He didn�t wait for anyone to run out of the front door of the house. He grabbed the girl�s hand and propelled her through the trees toward the west side of the house.
Now came the sound of pursuit. They reached the high wrought-iron fence. Natalya climbed up it like a monkey. Behind her, McCall was a little slower, but not by much. They jumped down on the other side.
Kostmayer pulled up in the black Chrysler. McCall threw open the back door, pushed Natalya into the back, slid into the passenger side where the door was already open. He slammed it and Kostmayer drove away fast.
McCall looked at his Chronograph and hit the timer button.
Kostmayer did the same on his watch. �Twelve minutes, four seconds. Good thing I decided to move the car,� he said wryly. �A Lincoln town car pulled onto the grounds five minutes ago with more guards. If we�d been in radio contact, I could have warned you.�
�You did good, Mickey.�
McCall reached out a hand to the backseat. Natalya gripped it firmly. Her own hand was trembling, but her eyes were shining. McCall looked back at Kostmayer.
�Do we have a safe house in the city where she can stay for a few hours?�
�What�s this we, Kemo Sabe? You resigned, remember?� But Kostmayer nodded. �There�s a basement apartment on Ninth near Chelsea Park. If Control finds out I�m moonlighting, taking a rescued hostage to a secure Company location, he�ll have me shot.�
�Keep it a secret.�
McCall let go of Natalya�s hand, took out his cell phone, dialed. When Katia answered he knew she was on the dance floor. The music was thundering. Madonna was saying she was a material girl.
�I�ve got Natalya,� McCall said into the phone. �Tell your dance partner you have to take this call. It�s an urgent personal matter. Then walk outside.�
McCall head a murmur of voices, but not the words. The loud music diminished and then it was very faint � but not gone altogether � as Katia had obviously stepped outside the club. He could hear muted traffic.
�Is there anyone around you?� he asked her.
�No one who matters. Is she with you, Robert?�
�She is. I�m taking her somewhere safe. Get word to Daudov that you�re not feeling well. You have to go home. He�ll understand that. You�re worried sick about your daughter. Go to your apartment. What�s the address? Wait.� He opened the glove compartment, took out the Hertz rental agreement. �Go ahead.� He wrote her address on it and handed it to Kostmayer. �A friend of mine will pick you up there. You can trust him as you�d trust me. He�ll be driving a black Chrysler. He�ll bring you to Natalya.�
McCall disconnected and looked out the window at the dark streets sliding past.
Kostmayer shook his head.
�Four seconds late. You�ve lost it, McCall.�
* * *
The basement apartment on Ninth Avenue was furnished in sandalwood, low modern couches, Chinese screens, Warhols on the walls. There was a living room, two bedrooms, two bathrooms, an office area. It looked like something from an Ikea catalogue.
Katia and Natalya stood in the pale living room hugging each other. Both of them were crying. Tears of joy and relief. McCall walked outside. There was traffic on Ninth Avenue streaming past. Even at this hour of the morning, the city hummed and vibrated with life. Kostmayer joined him.
�Mother and daughter reunion. Kind of warms your heart.�
�Yes, it does.�
McCall looked at some people walking past on the other side of the street.
�I took a subway to Dolls nightclub last night. It wasn�t that late. There was a young woman waiting for the next train. No one else on the platform. When I walked up behind her, she was spooked. No threatening body language, but that didn�t matter. It�s not like it was after 9/11. People aren�t continuously looking over their shoulders, but you can still sense the dread out there. Monsters in the dark.�
�Yeah, like I said, I�ve got your back � but who�s got theirs?�
McCall didn�t respond. Kostmayer shrugged.
�Hey, we got Natalya back tonight. You can�t save everyone, McCall.�
�What was Katia�s apartment like?�
�I�ve been in walk-in closets that were bigger.�
�Unfurnished?�
�Yeah, I�d say she brought what furniture she had from Chechnya. Old and heavy. There are a couple of nice paintings. A few mementos, some photos, some books.�
�What kind of a view does she have from her living-room window?�
�A dark narrow street. The bedroom windows look out onto a brick wall. Cosy if you�re into prisons.�
McCall nodded. �I want you to take Katia home, let her get some clothes and whatever the two of them will need. They�re going to stay here for twenty-four hours.�
�Sure. When you go to that nightclub, are you going alone?�
�Yes.�
�And what happens after that?�
�I don�t know.�
�I mean if no one comes after you.�
�I don�t know.�
�You can�t lock yourself away from the world.�
�At some point I have to face my demons, is that it, Mickey?�
�You�ve got to do something. Bartending isn�t going to cut it.�
�Neither is returning to The Company.�
�Maybe something else?�
�I like to fish.�
Kostmayer sighed. �I�ll take care of the girls.�
He walked back inside.
Now all McCall had to do was take care of Borislav Kirov.

CHAPTER 16

It was early Friday morning in Singapore. When he walked out of the Ritz-Carlton, Millenia Square, he was not worried about any of the surveillance cameras picking him up. He looked completely different from the man who had checked in the night before. He wore beige overalls, white shoes, his hair was a bright blond. He carried a small Adidas bag in one hand. He limped a little on his left leg. The temperature was already eighty degrees and stifling. He walked along the Marina Bay. The thrusting skyscrapers were impressive. Several ships were at anchor. He looked at the grotesque (at least to him) huge Merlion fountain. Water spouted out of the statue�s stone mouth. He knew the name meant mermaid, but it looked to him like a lion�s head with the snout of a pig. Beyond it was the HSBC building, behind that the Hitachi building. Great monoliths, impersonal and cold. There was beauty in them, but he rarely recognized beauty in anything.
He walked all the way to the Overseas Union Bank Center. There weren�t many people out on the streets yet. He hoped Berezovsky�s intel was accurate. It would be early for the man to be at work in his office. The new building built next to the OUB Center was named One Raffles Place. He skirted the main entrance and walked down the street along the east side. There he found the entrance that Berezovsky had indicated. Sure enough, the door was unlocked. He pushed it open and walked into the skyscraper.
He found a bank of service elevators in a small hallway near the back. He took the ring of skeletal keys that had been waiting for him in a small box at the Ritz-Carlton reception desk. There had also been a Sar Arms Hawk 9 mm pistol in the box, a 9 mm Wraith QD suppressor silencer, and two boxes of ammo. He found the key with a red tag on it and turned it in the silver key lock beside the elevator. The elevator door opened. He stepped inside, flicked to the key with the yellow tab, and turned that in the key lock on the steel bank of floor buttons. A green light glowed. He punched the button for the thirty-seventh floor. The elevator whisked him up with no sound at all. He might have been in some kind of futuristic capsule being shot through space. There wasn�t even the smallest of shudders when the elevator reached the thirty-seventh floor. The door opened. He stepped out into a glimmering steel-and-gray hallway. He had studied the blueprints Berezovsky had sent to his iPhone. The man�s office was at the end of the corridor to his right through a reception area. The glass doors of the reception area were closed, but not locked.
He pushed one of them open. There was a Chinese cleaner inside, pushing a steel cart. He was probably in his sixties, in a gray uniform with the name ONE RAFFLES PLACE stitched onto the breast pocket. He turned at the faint sound of the reception door opening and Jovan Durkovi� shot him through the left eye with the silenced Sar Hawk 9 mm. He fell behind a desk, making as little sound as the elevator had.
Durkovi� walked through the empty desks to the corner office. The door had the kind of beveled glass you could not see through, like cascades of water gleaming down its surface. The man�s name glittered on the door: DINGXIANG LIM. He remembered that Dingxiang meant �stability and fortune� in Chinese. It was prophetic. The notes Berezovsky had sent to his phone had said the businessman was worth at least fifty million.
Durkovi� pushed open the door to the office and was surprised.
He had expected to find Dingxiang Lim working at his desk, maybe a cup of coffee beside him, probably from Starbucks, they were everywhere, wasn�t there one just in front of the Giza Pyramids? The executive was at his desk, and did indeed have a cup of coffee at his right hand, but it was a large white mug of bone china, with the faint aroma of a fine Arabic blend. Durkovi� could tell the businessman was tall even though he was sitting behind the desk. He had a crewcut of steel gray hair. He wore glasses that made his eyes almost completely disappear, the lenses were so thick. He was dressed in a gray suit with a dark blue tie. The cuff links on his white shirt were gold and looked expensive. He wore a gold wedding ring on his left hand and a gold signet ring with some kind of design on it on his right. Probably his family symbol. There was a manila folder open on the desk with business reports strewn across it.
The executive looked up, frowning, faintly irritated. He had not expected some workman to invade his privacy at this hour. All of that Durkovi� had anticipated.
But Dingxiang Lim was not alone.
What must have been his family were seated on a white leather couch against one wall. There was a young man, who looked exactly like his father, except his hair was black and wavy. The young woman was probably in her early twenties, very attractive, dressed in a business suit. She didn�t resemble Dingxiang Lim as much, but it was either his daughter or the young man�s wife. Durkovi� glanced at his left hand. No wedding ring. So perhaps his girlfriend. At the end of the couch was a very old woman, must�ve been in her eighties, her skin stretched so tightly over her face it made her appear desiccated. Dingxiang Lim�s mother. All three of them looked at Durkovi�, not with fear, but with irritation. He guessed he must�ve interrupted some intense family discussion. Perhaps they were trying to persuade the rich executive to part with some of his fortune.
Berezovsky�s intel had said nothing about the man�s family visiting him. What were they doing there so early? Perhaps it had been a surprise visit? They had wanted to talk to the great man before his day started. They�d wanted to cajole him before his phone started ringing and his colleagues came in and out with files and demands and concerns.
It didn�t matter, but Durkovi� felt a flicker of irritation himself. Berezovsky had not briefed him about the intelligence officers following Elena Petrov in Moscow, although, to be fair, that had been a last-minute crisis assignment and Berezovsky had just been lucky that Durkovi� was in the city. Now Berezovsky had not factored this executive�s family into his intel. It�s probable that he could not have known they were going to be there, but Durkovi� was still pissed off. These were loose ends that he was expected to tie up. He was not doing this assignment for his usual fee. Berezovsky was punishing him for not retrieving the flash drive from Elena Petrov�s body, and that was fair enough. He would only receive a million dollars transferred into his Cayman�s account for this Singapore job. It would pay off some gambling debts. He should charge Berezovsky by the body count, but Durkovi� was a professional, and he was not petty.
Dingxiang Lim stood and came around his desk to throw the workman out.
Durkovi� took the silenced Sar Hawk 9 mm out of his overalls� pocket and shot him in both knees. He collapsed to the thick carpet with a shuddering cry. His body went into shock. He trembled as he stared up at Durkovi�, almost uncomprehendingly.
The executive�s son leaped off the couch, picking up a heavy ashtray to hurl. Durkovi� had to shoot him dead, between the eyes, there was no time for finesse. The attack had been very sudden and stupid. But the man�s sister, or girlfriend, just sat frozen on the couch, her eyes wide with terror.
Durkovi� shot her in the right arm and the left leg. Blood spurted across her suit and the pale couch. She gasped and fell to her knees, clutching on to the glass coffee table, which had a big book on it extolling the wonders of Singapore. He shot the old woman in the neck. Her mummified hands trembled up to try and stem the blood pumping from the carotid artery.
Durkovi� looked down at Dingxiang Lim on his knees, both of them shattered. Even if he survived, he would never be able to walk again. Right now he could not move forward. He could fall backward, but he would not be able to get up again, and he knew that. So he just knelt there, as if he was a spectator at a macabre cabaret show.
Durkovi� turned back to watch the young woman writhe in agony. He wondered what it felt like? He suffered from sensory autonomic neuropathy � more specifically, CIPA � congenital insensitivity to pain with anhidrosis. He had always been getting hurt as a child and not realizing it. He�d once fallen off his bicycle and his parents hadn�t taken him to hospital for days because they hadn�t realized he�d broken two ribs. He could not sweat. He had once gone on the Internet to see what it had to say on his rare condition. It was an autosomal-recessive disorder. Only a very few people in the world suffered from it, and most of them did not live past the age of twenty-five. Durkovi� was thirty-six, so he had already beaten those odds. He lacked unmyelinated fibers and the amount of small myelinated fibers he did have were decreased � or some shit like that. He�d got bored and found some porn. At first doctors had thought it was a disorder he had got from his father, hereditary sensory neuropathy, although they never had the chance to examine his father. Durkovi� had killed him when he was twelve. Taken an ax to his head. If not hereditary, Durkovi� had what the doctors called a developmental defect. There was no cure. It didn�t bother Durkovi� any longer. He just had to be careful not to get too badly hurt. Or rather, if he was hurt, to realize it. He had felt the tug on his left ankle when the bullet in the Disaster Park had hit him. He�d felt no pain, but at least he�d been aware that something had torn through his flesh. He had dealt with it later.
Dingxiang Lim�s daughter � he decided that�s who she was, there was a resemblance � cried out now. Her body convulsed. Tears burned down her face. Durkovi� savored her pain. What must that sweet agony feel like? It gave him a thrill to watch her squirm and shudder. He could see that pain etched in her eyes, through the tears. He was envious. She could experience something he never could.
Dingxiang Lim made a sound like coughing. Durkovi� looked at him. The executive was spitting Chinese at him, angry, vengeful words, probably the lowest curses that his language could provide. Durkovi� did not understand Cantonese. The words would have meant nothing even if he had been able to translate them. He would not kill the executive yet. He wanted him to watch his family die.
The daughter was speaking now. The words were also Cantonese, and meaningless, but it was the look in her eyes. He realized she was pleading for her life. For the life of her grandmother. It was too late for her brother. Durkovi� almost smiled. Did she really think he was going to show her mercy? What made her even hold out such a shred of hope? He supposed it was human nature. There was always hope.
She continued to shudder, gasping. Durkovi� was enjoying it, but glanced at his watch. He could not allow his pleasure to compromise his job. Anyway, once he had watched the first sensations of pain and agony on his victims� faces, the thrill diminished. It was always the same. Then it became a little tedious.
The young woman reached out to him. He shot her in the other leg and she collapsed onto the glass coffee table, spread-eagled, like a marionette with the strings cut. Blood was everywhere, on her hands, in her hair where she�d reached up, across her lovely face.
Time to go.
Durkovi� shot her in the head. He heard Dingxiang Lim moan with horror. Durkovi� walked around the coffee table to the end of the couch. He�d thought he might shoot the old woman one more time, perhaps in the leg, to see some agony. He had yet to see any in her eyes. They were defiant. She sat up � where she got the strength from he didn�t know � and spit in his face. He liked that. He shot her twice in the chest and she slid off the couch and lay crumpled like something thrown away.
Durkovi� made eye contact with Dingxiang Lim before he shot him in the head. The force of the bullet sent the Chinese executive back almost behind his desk.
Durkovi� walked into the tiled bathroom to one side of the couch. It was modern and spotless. He put the silenced Sar Hawk 9 mm onto the counter beside the sink. He reached into the Adidas bag and took out a small bottle of brown hair dye. He squirted it into his hands and ran it through his hair. It took six or seven applications, but in the end it worked pretty well. He certainly didn�t look blond. He�d wash both dyes out of his hair later. He scrubbed his hands, dried them, then unzipped the overalls and let them drop to the tiled floor. Beneath them he wore a gray tweed jacket, a black turtleneck, and black jeans. He kicked off the white shoes and took out a pair of black moccasins, the kind that were so supple you could fold them into an Adidas bag and they just snapped back into shape. He put them on.
He picked up the Sar Hawk 9 mm and walked out of the bathroom. The four corpses lay with blood spreading. Durkovi� put the Sar Hawk 9 mm into his belt and buttoned the tweed jacket. It was a little awkward with the silencer still on, but if he had to shoot anyone on the way out he didn�t want to make a noise.
He walked back into the reception area and saw a uniformed security officer kneeling beside the fallen cleaner, feeling for a pulse at his throat. The officer�s head snapped up. He had a .38 Taurus Model 85 in his hand with a laser sight. He didn�t have time to aim through it. He just threw up his hand and fired.
Durkovi� knew the bullet had ripped into his right shoulder because he felt the tug and saw the torn fabric of his jacket. He fell to one knee behind a desk, drawing the Sar Hawk 9 mm, aiming, and firing. The silenced bullet missed the officer, hitting the water cooler behind him. The glass exploded and sent a deluge of water spewing over the man. It caused him to stumble to his left and that�s when Durkovi� had a clear shot.
He fired a soft pftt and the bullet hit the officer just above his right eye.
His body crumpled over the inert form of the cleaner.
Durkovi� was on his feet in an instant, running for the door. He had had plenty of time before, but now it was of the essence.
He ran out into the corridor.
Deserted.
He ran to the bank of elevators. He put the red key into the key slot beside one of them. The door opened. He stumbled inside, took a handkerchief out of his pocket, unbuttoned his shirt, and jammed the handkerchief over the bullet wound. His body began to tremble. It felt the pain, even if he didn�t. He put the yellow key into the key slot on the panel and the elevator whisked him down to the ground floor.
Durkovi� walked through a deserted side lobby and out into the street. He was not concerned about the surveillance cameras he could see high up in the walls. He looked nothing like the worker who had entered. Once he got to the airport, he would pick up his suitcase from the locker where he�d left it. Five minutes later he�d walk out of a stall in one of the bathrooms looking completely different to the man who had walked out of One Raffles Place at 6:42 in the morning.
That had been the plan before he got shot.
It would be tougher to execute it now.
He hailed a cab and slid with difficulty into the back.
At Singapore Changi International Airport Durkovi� took his suitcase from the locker and barely made it to a stall in the first bathroom. He took off the sport coat, balled it up, and took off his shirt. The wound in his shoulder was raw and ugly, but by a miracle the bullet had gone right through the soft tissue and out the other side. In his suitcase was a medical kit, the kind U.S. Army medics used in Afghanistan. He ripped open an emergency trauma dressing and put it over the wound. He secured it with surgical tape. The bleeding had already stopped in the taxi, but he took out a SOF tactical tourniquet and wrapped it around the top of his shoulder just above the wound. He didn�t want it to start oozing again.
He had several dress shirts in the suitcase and two other jackets. He carefully put on a new blue shirt, buttoned it over the bandage, shrugged on the new jacket, a black tweed this time. The blood hadn�t dripped onto his pants, so he didn�t need to change them. But his shoes were splattered. He kicked them off, took black dress shoes out of the suitcase, and put them on.
He wrapped the bloodstained clothes and shoes in a big beach towel with a bright sun on it that he�d picked up in San Diego. Then he packed up the suitcase. He left the Adidas bag stuffed behind the toilet. When he walked out of the stall, there were four young men pissing into the urinals. He waited for each of them to leave. Then he washed the blond hair coloring and the brown streaks out of his long hair. It was returned to its natural black color.
Durkovi� shoved the towel with the bloodstained clothes far down into a big round trash bin. He got rid of the Sar Hawk 9 mm and the Wraith QD Suppressor Silencer in the Cathay Pacific flight lounge. Then he walked, dizzy and nauseous, to his gate area. He found a leather chair away from the mob of people and sat back. His breathing was shallow. He had just closed his eyes when his iPhone vibrated. He took it out of his coat pocket and looked at the LED screen. A text from Berezovsky. Durkovi� had already texted him that the mission was accomplished. He had not mentioned getting shot. He didn�t want the man to think his number-one assassin was continuing to make missteps.
Berezovsky�s text read:
TIMETABLE MOVED UP. MEET IN VIENNA TOMORROW.

Durkovi� had no intention of changing his flight to go to Vienna. He needed a doctor to dress the wound who would not ask questions. There was only one place Durkovi� could do that. If Berezovsky was having a problem with a new schedule, he would have to come to him.
Durkovi� texted back a terse message that read:
HOME TOWN.

He put the iPhone back in his pocket. He closed his eyes and shut out the airport ambience.
He felt no pain.
He thought about the agony in the young Asian woman�s eyes as she writhed in the corner glass office.
It had been exquisite.
* * *
Karen Armstrong walked through the swinging doors from the back of the health club into the reception area, hefting her backpack a little more comfortably on her shoulders. She was exhausted. Her workout had been tough. She was certain that someone had switched the weights. They said ten pounds but she knew they were really twenty pounds. The treadmill had been ratcheted up so the LED screen read just short of the calories you needed to burn off to give you added incentive. Boy, was she going to ache tomorrow!
Then she turned her head.
He was standing in the reception area at the counter. Signing some kind of form. The shock of seeing him shot a pain right to the center of her chest. Hypertension. She fought for breath. She was suddenly acutely aware that her T-shirt was wringing wet and clung to her breasts.
Jeff Carlson turned and saw her. His eyes lit up with recognition and he smiled.
�Hey! Hi, there!�
And now the anger came, although it was more than that. It was an unstoppable rage that flashed through her like a fire.
�What the fuck are you doing here?� she said, starting to breathe in gulps to get air into her lungs.
Carlson looked startled. So did the receptionist behind the counter, an attractive African American girl named Stefanie, who Karen had decided worked out every day for three hours a day and never broke a sweat. Two young women Karen knew vaguely to say hi to were walking through the front door from the street. They glanced at each other like, wow, paranoia time. A health club worker, in sweats, turned from pinning some flyers onto a bulletin board.
Carlson looked around at them all, playing the room.
�I just came by to renew my subscription. Maybe you�re mixing me up with someone else.�
�Stop stalking me!� Karen shouted.
Carlson threw up his hands, his smile now embarrassed. �Hey, look, this is nuts. I see you in the street sometimes. So we go to the same gym? It�s the best one in the neighborhood.�
Karen was trembling now. She kept facing Carlson as she moved toward the front door to the club. �I swear to God, if you come anywhere near me again I�ll kill you!�
Now Carlson retreated, his hands still held in front of him, as if protectively.
�You�re a crazy lady,� he said. �You stay away from me, or I�m going to call the cops and tell them you�ve threatened my life.�
�Stay away from me!� Karen screamed at him.
She pushed through the health club door out into the street.
Through the glass door she could see Carlson talking to Stefanie, shrugging expansively, like: What the hell was all that about? Stefanie was shaking her head. Her eyes flicked to the front door. Karen suddenly felt very foolish and embarrassed. She wondered if Stefanie was going to cancel her subscription to the club.
Karen was angry with herself. Could she have handled that situation any worse? She had played right into the creep�s hands. She had come off like a crazy person.
Resolve steeled her. Okay. Now she knew what she had to do.
She had to get a gun.

CHAPTER 17

When McCall walked up to the Dolls nightclub entrance he was unarmed. He knew he�d be frisked and he didn�t want Borislav Kirov to think he was anything other than a misguided private citizen. The heavyset bouncer outside was in all black again. McCall had a mental image of twenty identical black outfits hanging in the closet of his Bronx apartment.
McCall moved to the front of the line. This time Sully was feeling lucky. Or he was trying to impress the two girls at the head of the line. They were made up to look like they were eighteen, but were probably barely sixteen and dressed for a porn audition. Sully jerked his head at McCall.
�Back of the line, pal.�
McCall didn�t move.
�Are you deaf as well as stupid?�
�You have three choices,� McCall said. �I can put you in the hospital for forty-eight hours. I can put you in the hospital for six weeks. I can walk inside.�
There was a palpable electricity that sparked back down the line. This could alleviate some boredom. The two teenage girls nudged each other, as if the confrontation was being played out for their benefit. One of them giggled nervously. The other unbuttoned another shirt button, in case this guy was being macho just for her. McCall looked relaxed, hands at his sides, not an ounce of tension emanating from him. His eyes never left Sully�s face.
But Sully was smart. He swallowed something that appeared to be constricting his throat.
�You�re good to go in,� he said casually.
McCall walked inside. Behind him, he heard Sully say, �V.I.P., knows the owner. Pain in the ass.�
Now McCall heard muttering from the crowd. If they were going to be deprived of their entertainment, they wanted to get in.
The music inside Dolls was blasting. In his DJ station adjacent to the silver bar, Abuse was basically counting down the Billboard 100. The silver ball over the dance floor spun fractured colors over the gyrating dancers. The nightclub was packed, even though it was only 6:00 P.M.
McCall paused on the level above the cocktail tables, taking in every detail of the big room. He noted Kuzbec standing to one side of the dance floor in his three-piece dark blue suit with the gold watch chain. Instead of a shirt and tie he wore a black turtleneck, no doubt to cover up the searing red mark across his throat where McCall had practically strangled him. But he didn�t seem particularly the worse for wear. More hurt pride, probably. McCall figured he�d get over it.
McCall�s gaze shifted across the dance floor to the bar area. He picked out another of the Chechen enforcers who had been at Moses�s antique store. His name was Rachid, although McCall didn�t know that. He was sitting quietly at a table, sipping a glass of wine, watching everything. McCall didn�t think he�d be a problem, but more of one than Kuzbec.
McCall stepped down into the cocktail area. One of the cocktail waitresses in their shimmering silver outfits came over to him, but he waved her off. He walked over to where six of the dancers were sitting. The one at the first table stood up. She was in her early twenties, he figured. She had blond hair that floated down her back to below her knees. It was quite beautiful. So was her face, brilliant blue eyes, porcelain skin. She wore a powder blue dress that showed off her figure. She smiled at McCall.
�Do you want to dance?�
McCall shook his head. �I�m looking for��
�Yes, you do,� she said, and lowered her voice. �Give me a hundred-dollar bill. Make a show of it. I�ll give it back to you. Come out onto the dance floor, we can�t talk to customers unless we�re dancing.�
She took McCall�s hand and led him out onto the dance floor. The Village People came on singing �YMCA.� Abuse�s idea of throwing the crowd a curve. Or he just loved that song, forget the get-ups and the lyrics. McCall moved the girl around the dancing couples, and threesomes, in some cases four girls grooving together, his eyes continuing to survey the battleground.
His partner said, �I�m Melody. You�re a good dancer.�
�I trained with Baryshnikov.�
She smiled again. In other circumstances it would have warmed McCall�s heart.
�Not going to tell me your name?� she asked.
�Are you going to tell me why you�re dancing with me?�
She lowered her voice again, although no one could have possibly eavesdropped on their conversation with the Village People saying the clientele could hang out with all the boys at earsplitting decibel levels.
�You were with Katia two nights ago,� Melody said. �There was something about the way you two danced. None of us thought you were a stranger to her. Are you her boyfriend?�
�No.�
Melody nodded. �Just a friend.�
�Not even that.�
�If you�re looking for her, she��
�I�m not,� McCall said.
�She didn�t come in tonight.� Now Melody�s voice sounded urgent. �She never misses a night. None of us do. There are another twenty girls waiting somewhere to take our place. So we�re worried about her.�
�She�s popular with the other dancers?�
�She�s the best. She doesn�t take crap from��
Reflexively she looked over at one of the cocktail tables on the other side of the dance floor. McCall followed her gaze. Bakar Daudov sat there, immaculately dressed in a dark suit, drinking a double shot of Grey Goose. He was very still. He was searching the crowd. Maybe he was also waiting for Katia to show up for work.
�He�s your handler?� McCall asked.
�He�s like the manager here,� Melody said. �He�s in charge of the dancers and the cocktail waitresses. He�s��
She bit her lip and didn�t continue.
McCall nodded. �I know who he is.�
�You know him?�
�Men like him.�
�I�m frightened for Katia.�
�She�s fine,� McCall told her.
Then he silenced her with his eyes as he danced her away from the side of the dance floor where Bakar Daudov sat.
�Where is she?� Melody asked, when his eyes told her she could. �I�ve called her apartment ten times. And her cell. It all just goes to voice mail.�
�She�s somewhere safe.�
Melody looked at him in silence for a moment as the Village People finished and Pitbull started feeling the moment with Christina Aguilera.
�Because you took her somewhere safe?� she asked.
McCall ignored that. �I need to speak to Borislav Kirov. Where�s his office?�
�Upstairs, first door on the left, but you won�t find him there. He�s hardly ever in his office. He likes being down on the floor. He holds court at a table over there.� She pointed. �In that alcove.�
McCall spun her around so that he could see the alcove. The angle was bad, and the alcove was in shadow. He could make out the dark figures of men at a long table. They could certainly see out into the club.
McCall nodded. �So Mr. Kirov is watching us now?�
�Oh, yeah,� Melody said. �He likes my hair. When I turn on the dance floor he says it�s like a curtain of soft rainbows floating through the lights behind me.�
�Very poetic. He that kind of a man?�
�He�s very private. None of us know much about him. He�s married, a couple of teenage sons. He�s surrounded at all times by an entourage. He�s at that table most every night, talking to customers, taking phone calls, working on his iPad. He�s a little scary. When is Katia coming back?�
�You�ll know when she walks in.�
�But she is coming back to the club, right? That would be very important to her.�
She said it as if it was life-and-death. With enough emphasis, albeit ambiguity, for McCall to stop dancing.
�Why is that?�
Melody shrugged. �She�s a stranger here in New York. She has a teenage daughter to raise. She needs this job. We all do.�
It wasn�t really an answer, but McCall wasn�t going to press it. A new number started. Demi Lovato having a heart attack. He escorted Melody back to the cocktail tables, making a show of handing her a hundred-dollar bill.
�I�ll give it back to you,� she whispered.
�Keep it,� McCall said. �If the snake in the dark suit watching us asks you questions, tell him exactly what was said between us. Which is nothing that can hurt Katia. You don�t know where she is because I haven�t told you. Understand?�
�I don�t. What�s going on here?�
�Have you been asked by Bakar Daudov or Mr. Kirov to do more than dance with the customers?�
Melody took a step back, as if she�d been slapped. Her demeanor changed. She tried to find some righteous indignation, but it didn�t work too well.
�I�m not a whore,� she spat out.
�I know you�re not,� McCall said gently. �You might consider finding a new club to dance in.�
�I can�t do that.�
�Then be careful,� he said. �Be aware.�
She took in a breath and nodded. �I try to be. Most of the time it�s fine. Most of the customers just come to the club to dance.�
�Try and keep it that way.�
McCall walked through the cocktail tables and skirted the dance floor. He didn�t look at Daudov. He was pretty sure the enforcer did not recognize him from Bentleys. He had not once looked in the direction of the bar when he�d been sitting in the booth there with Katia.
McCall reached the alcove.
Kuzbec stepped right in front of him.
�May I help you, sir?�
�I need to talk to Mr. Kirov.�
�Do you have an appointment?�
�He�ll see me without one.�
�Mr. Kirov is busy tonight. If you�ll leave your name with me��
�Next time you�re guarding a prisoner,� McCall said conversationally, �I�d take the ear pods out of your ears. Just a suggestion.�
It took a couple of moments, then realization flared in Kuzbec�s eyes. He almost lunged for McCall. A voice from behind him said, �Bring him in, Kuzbec.�
Kuzbec stopped, staring at McCall, humiliation in his eyes. His hands clenched into fists. Slowly he got himself under control. McCall gave him the time. The young Chechen stepped to one side and McCall walked through the archway into the alcove.
It held only the one long table. There was white latticework all around it, like a gazebo, with vines and bougainvillea laced through it. The table would seat at least eight. It was set for an early dinner, but it hadn�t been served yet.
Borislav Kirov sat at the center of the table. He was a compact, muscular man with dark brown hair. His eyes were brown and alert and highly intelligent. He had a close-cropped beard, a cleft chin, thin lips. He was in his forties, wearing a dark suit. McCall noticed his manicure was perfect. There was a whiff of cologne from him, something expensive. He regarded McCall with a kind of frankness that was both welcoming and wary.
There were four other men at the table. One of them, at the end of the table on Kirov�s left, was dressed in what McCall had come to think of as Chechen black, but he was not from Chechnya. His features put him more into Serbia or Croatia. He was probably in his late thirties. He watched McCall approach with gray eyes that were as dead as a fish. He had powerful hands, which lay on the table in front of him. No rings of any kind. No suggestion of marital or other affiliations. Colorless. Just the kind of barracuda who would be circling the likes of Borislav Kirov.
At the other end of the table was a guy who looked like he sold used cars in a suburb of Dallas. He wore a tan sport coat, a gaudy string tie, a black cowboy hat, no doubt alligator stitched cowboy boots hidden beneath the table. He was in the middle of an expansive story, his jeweled hand still waving vaguely in the air. He looked surprised by the interruption. Next to Kirov, on his right, was another young Chechen turk whom McCall had not seen before. On Kirov�s immediate left was a gaunt, ratty little man in a pinstriped suit who looked somehow haunted. As if he�d wandered into the alcove, sat down, and realized he was at a very dangerous table.
McCall stopped in front of the table. He didn�t move. The next move was Kirov�s. Kirov nodded at the Slavonic type. The man got to his feet with a kind of liquid grace. He walked to McCall�s side and gestured with one hand. McCall leaned against the table and splayed his legs. The Slav frisked him expertly. When he was finished he looked at Kirov and shook his head and then returned to his seat and placed his hands, palms down, back on the table.
McCall straightened, his eyes never leaving Borislav Kirov�s face.
Kirov said, �You took something that belongs to me last night.�
�The girl doesn�t belong to you,� McCall said. �Neither does her mother.�
�Who sent you?�
�No one.�
�You acted alone?�
�Yes.�
�It was a very sophisticated break-in,� Kirov said. �You used tranquilizer darts. Very effective.�
�I used to work with big cats. Philadelphia zoo.�
�They opened a big cat exhibit there, I believe.�
�That was a while ago. In 2006. First Niagara Big Cat Falls. In addition to the big cats there were three snow leopards, three cougar kittens, and I brought in a jaguar cub. When the three Amur tiger cubs were born in 2007 I left.�
�Taking with you some of the weaponry that was made available in your work.�
�I was going to go on safari in Zimbabwe. It didn�t work out.�
�I didn�t know Katia had such a special friend.�
�I�m not special.�
�You took out four of my colleagues. That makes you special.�
�They weren�t expecting an attack. Here�s the deal, Mr. Kirov. Katia works in your club. She likes it here. She�s grateful for the job. She enjoyed being a cocktail waitress. But you want her to dance. She can do that. But that�s all she�s going to do for you.�
Kirov had not moved since McCall had entered the alcove. Now he took out a package of Sobranie Russian cigarettes. It had SOBRANIE OF LONDON COCKTAIL 100�S on it. He took a distinctive silver lighter out of his pocket. McCall noted the initials BK on the bottom. He flicked the flame to the end of the cigarette, pocketed the lighter, blew out the smoke, and regarded McCall again with that frankness that almost bordered on cordiality.
�You rescued this young woman on your own?�
�That�s right.�
�Not even a backup?�
McCall let that one go. Kostmayer had stayed in the car.
�So, what are you, exactly?� Kirov asked. �Some kind of Don Quixote? Tilting at windmills?�
McCall said nothing.
Kirov leaned forward. Now any irony or amusement had left his eyes.
�You risked your life. Katia must be very special to you.�
�I�m just someone she knows.�
�Her lover.�
�No.�
�A vigilante.�
�If you want to call me that.�
�It was a very dangerous thing you did. And very stupid.�
�Maybe. But Natalya is somewhere safe right now. And so is Katia.�
Kirov shrugged. �At some moment they�ll have to continue with their lives.�
�That�s right. Tomorrow morning Natalya is going to go back to school. Tomorrow night Katia is going to come here to the club and put on one of those revealing, but very stylish, dresses and be charming and vivacious and dance with the customers. You�ve got other dancers you can coerce into after-hours activities.�
�And you don�t care about them?�
�I don�t know them. I know Katia. You�re going to leave her alone.�
Finally the Dallas car salesman could stand it no longer. He was grinning.
�Damn! This is fun.� He extended a beefy hand. �Samuel Clemens, sir. My ma was a big Mark Twain reader. Named her first boy Samuel. I�m working here with Mr. Kirov. He�s opening a new Dolls nightclub in Fort Worth and I�m gonna run it for him.�
Okay, Fort Worth, not Dallas, McCall thought. Pretty close.
McCall did not shake hands. Clemens let his hand drop, but was still grinning.
�Mr. Kirov�s been telling me about his dancers. How he looks after them. Think I�m gettin� a pretty good picture here. I�d say you�re in a heap of trouble, son.�
Samuel Clemens was probably only a couple of years older than McCall, but he let it go.
�Good that you know what you�re getting into,� McCall said. �Sinatra liked to hang out with the mob, but they never took him seriously. He didn�t interfere with business.�
�This is damn excitin�.�
�You got any daughters, Mr. Clemens?�
�My eldest, Bonnie, is twenty-four, an attorney, don�t that beat all? And I�ve got a teenage brat, Zoey, a giant pain in the butt.�
�Will this still be exciting when you do something that pisses Mr. Kirov off and he grabs your pain-in-the-butt teenage daughter and lets one of his errand boys fondle her breast while she�s sleeping?�
That shut Clemens up. Kirov�s eyes flicked over McCall�s right shoulder, to where McCall knew Kuzbec was standing. Then those eyes came right back to McCall�s face.
�The girl wasn�t to be touched,� Kirov said.
�Good help is hard to find.�
�So, in your vigilante world, what happens now, Mr.�?�
�Bobby Maclain,� McCall said. �Nothing happens now. At least, not to Katia or her daughter. Life goes on. No one gets hurt. I never walk back into this nightclub and you never hear from me again.�
�And if life doesn�t go on the way you want it to?�
McCall leaned against the table with one hand.
With his other hand he attached the little silver bug that Brahms had given him beneath the table. His fingers found a groove and wedged it in. It had a strong adhesive on the top. It would not fall off if the table was jostled or even moved. Of course, if someone was looking for a bug, it would be found, but McCall didn�t think Kirov had regular sweeps through the club. He was secure here. This very table was where he watched and listened and did business.
It was sacrosanct.
�Katia�s not important to you,� McCall said.
Kirov�s expression betrayed nothing. �How can you be sure of that?�
A tickle crawled up McCall�s spine. Something Katia had said.
I did not believe even Daudov would risk such an act. To kidnap my daughter.
Something Melody had echoed. Katia was important to them. Perhaps Borislav Kirov had his own sexual fantasies about her.
�If you harass her in any way, from this moment on�� McCall leaned forward even farther and his voice was soft, although every syllable echoed in the small alcove. �I�ll know about it. Whether she confides in me or not. I�ll come back to this club. But I�ll be coming back for you, Boris. May I call you Boris? I�ll hold you personally responsible for anything bad that happens to Katia or Natalya.�
�Am I supposed to be scared by that?� Kirov asked.
�I would be,� McCall said.
He leaned back, the fingers of his left hand gently brushing against the little silver bug. Still in place. He�d seen the Slavonic type push himself off the table in his peripheral vision. His coat was unbuttoned. McCall could see the butt of a gun in a shoulder holster. But the man didn�t move.
Now there was amusement in Borislav Kirov�s eyes as he regarded McCall.
�I�ve gotta say�� And then he laughed. �You�ve got balls. You take something from me in the middle of the night, you march in here without a weapon, and threaten me to my face. I can�t tell you how long it�s been since that�s happened to me. If ever.�
�I figured it would be a first,� McCall said.
Now Kuzbec grabbed McCall�s right arm from behind. McCall didn�t bother throwing him off. Kirov made an impatient gesture and Kuzbec let him go.
�I�m glad Natalya�s safe,� Kirov said. �She�s a fragile girl. When Katia returns to work her duties will be made clear. They won�t include anything but dancing. That was�� He paused. �Someone else�s idea.�
Bakar Daudov, McCall thought. You�d better rein in your pit bull a little tighter, Boris.
�This is a nightclub, Mr. Maclain, not a strip club or a brothel. There are fifteen Dolls clubs in the United States and more are going to open. Like the one in Mr. Clemens�s area of Fort Worth. I�m not looking for any trouble. No bad press. No misguided citizen complaining to the authorities. You�ve changed your friend�s situation. We�ll leave it at that.�
McCall nodded. He glanced once at the Slavonic type standing at the end of the table. His tension was palpable. But he would do nothing. McCall smiled pleasantly at him and walked out of the alcove, across the nightclub and out the front door, past the line of waiting patrons desperate to get in.
He felt exactly like he�d felt when he�d stepped into the alley to stop J.T. from beating Margaret to death. He was not supposed to interfere. He was supposed to stay off the radar. But he was back on the radar, wasn�t he?
And as Samuel Clemens would say: Damn! That was excitin�!
This time interfering felt good.

CHAPTER 18

Karen Armstrong loved going home on the weekends. Cold Spring was a beautiful village right on the Hudson River in Putnam County, New York. She�d adored the summers there, and even the winters, when the wind was howling and the rain sleeting. Being in the house now made her feel comfortable and secure. Especially when she watched her family.
Her mother looked like a slightly older version of herself, long blond hair, blue cornflower eyes, crow�s feet around them, pale skin, lots of freckles across her face and chest. She described herself as an aging hippie who�d actually missed the hippie era of the sixties, although Karen was convinced she�d been conceived at a free outdoor Grateful Dead concert in Golden Gate Park where her mom had first met her dad. That chance sexual encounter had led to twenty-five years of marriage and three kids, Karen being the first, followed by her brother Todd, two years younger, and her sister Kelly, who was fourteen and had been a surprise. Karen�s mother, whom everyone called Mandy, including her children, always wore soft silk blouses and long diaphanous skirts and enough jewellery to make Mr. T in that old A-Team TV series jealous. Her dad looked like that guy who played the leading role in Picket Fences�Karen could never remember his name � lean and tanned with a lot of lines etching his face and a terrific smile.
Karen watched her family playing flag football on the front lawn. Her brother, Todd, was very aggressive and her sister, Kelly, looked like she wanted to roll her eyes and be anywhere else, but then her competitive spirit took over and she tackled her brother to the ground. He jumped up and tried to patiently explain to her there was no tackling in flag football. Her mom and dad just laughed. The family golden retriever, Maggie, was romping around, but somehow she could never quite catch the football. She only managed to trip up the players who shouted at her.
The Gleasons from next door had joined in the game. Karen couldn�t remember a summer when the Gleasons hadn�t played flag football with her family on her front lawn. Ali Gleason was her mom�s best friend and they�d lived next door to the Armstrongs forever. Ali and Tim Gleason had four children, two boys and two girls. The girls were away at American University in D.C., but both boys were older, in their mid-twenties, Jerry and Blake, both of them attorneys in New York City. They were like her older brothers, that�s how close the two families were. They were in the thick of the football game.
Karen looked at Blake now, leaping up to catch the football that her dad had thrown across the lawn � interception!�� avoiding being tackled again by Kelly, who either didn�t understand the rules or chose to ignore them. Karen smiled to herself. Good thing these two strapping Gleason youths weren�t her real brothers, as she and Blake had mutually discovered all about sex in an overturned rowboat on the sand on the beach when they were both fourteen. No one ever knew about it. Neither of them had ever told their siblings or their parents. It was their secret. It had happened quite a few more times after that, but once they�d gone to high school, other lustful crushes had happened, and the two of them remained just great friends. How couldn�t they be? They had grown up within a few yards of each other.
Karen looked out at the beautiful Hudson River beyond their mansion. Her father told her they did not have a mansion, it was a nice Colonial four-bedroom on the river, but Karen had seen the square footage of most Manhattan apartments, and to her their Cold Spring home was a mansion.
She knew where her father kept his gun.
Karen walked back inside the house into the kitchen. She picked up her dad�s ring of keys off the counter and moved quickly to her dad�s office. She had left the windows open in the living room so she could hear the football game in progress. She didn�t want to be caught and have to explain. On her dad�s desk was a laptop and overflowing manila files with sketches in them. He was an architect.
She tried a small silver key in the lock of the bottom drawer. It was tricky at first, because it was slightly bent, but then it turned and she slid the drawer open. It was filled with old pens and batteries and crap. In the bottom of the drawer was a Smith & Wesson SD9 VE pistol with a 10 + 1 capacity. There was a box of ammunition beside it. She checked that the gun was unloaded, then set it onto the desk chair along with the box of ammo. She closed the drawer and locked it again. And straightened.
And thought she was going to have a coronary.
Her sister Kelly was standing in the doorway.
She couldn�t see the gun and the box of ammo from where she was standing. The chair was blocked by the desk.
�What are you doing in here?� she demanded.
Younger sisters always demanded.
�I was looking for some Wite-Out. Dad�s only got dried-up tubes he�s kept for God knows why. What�s up?�
�Mandy wants you on our team. We�re getting out butts kicked.�
She rushed out of the doorway. Karen knew her sister. If she had seen the gun, she would have said something. She wouldn�t have let it go to chat about it with Big Sis at a later time. Kelly wore her heart on her sleeve.
Karen picked up the Smith & Wesson gun and the box of ammo and walked quickly out into the ground-floor hallway. The front door was still ajar. No one locked their doors in Cold Spring. Karen could hear the football game continuing with more cries and falling and laughter. She ran back into the kitchen and dropped her father�s ring of keys on the counter exactly where she�d found them. Then she ran up the stairs to her old room on the second floor. She grabbed her backpack from the floor, stuffed the Smith & Wesson SD9 way down in the bottom, with the box of ammo, and zipped it up.
Then she ran downstairs and out the front door into the brilliant sunshine to play flag football.
* * *
The Dakota building is on Seventy-second Street and Central Park West. When Kostmayer told the cab to pull up there, Katia thought this must be where McCall lived. A very expensive residence for a bartender. But then, she knew that was not who the true Robert McCall was. Who he really was she didn�t know. But she clutched her daughter�s hand and thanked God for him.
Kostmayer paid the cabbie. Katia looked up at the fabulous high gables of the Dakota, the balconies, balustrades, dormas, and terra-cotta spandrels and panels. It echoed a way of life for the rich and famous she could not even dream about. If there was a doorman, he was not outside at this moment. Katia saw a woman of about fifty, long blond hair in a ponytail, kneel down and set a rose in front of the gated entrance. She was crying.
Kostmayer walked up beside Katia.
�That�s where John Lennon was shot.�
Kostmayer ushered Katia and Natalya into the building. He thought it was a shame the grand Old Lady, with all of its history and splendor, was best known as a murder scene. They walked through the ornate lobby, like a golden tunnel, to the elevators.
�They called it the Dakota,� Kostmayer said, �because in the old days the idea of going to the Upper West Side of New York was like going to the Dakotas.� He could see Katia was not tracking with him. �The Dakotas, North Dakota, South Dakota? Very far away, across the country. Never mind. It was only amusing in 1880.�
They stepped into an elevator and it took them up to the fourth floor. Kostmayer shook out a ring of keys from his coat pocket, put one of them into the door of a corner apartment, and pushed it open. He waited for Katia and Natalya to go in first.
The hallway had a table by the door, an ornate bureau in one corner, and a gorgeous old grandfather clock in another that ticked softly to itself. Katia walked through into the living room and stopped dead.
She gasped.
It was not the forty-foot ceiling, or the big windows that overlooked Central Park with a view to die for that took her breath away. It was the furniture in the big room.
It was hers.
Her couch, her armchairs, her heavy oak table, an heirloom that she had carted all the way from Chechnya fearful it would arrive in pieces. Her paintings were on the walls. A copy of Vincent van Gogh�s Sunflowers and a Sergei Tkachev portrait of a young girl with close-cropped brunette hair leaning on a fence rail. She looked like Natalya might have looked at ten years old. There were her bookcase and all of her books. There were fresh flowers in crystal vases everywhere. The furniture looked austere in the big room � there wasn�t much of it.
�Your beds are in the two main bedrooms,� Kostmayer said. �I put your Evgeniy Shibanov Anatoly Razumov, The Fisherman over the bed in the master bedroom. McCall supplied the bureau and table in the hall and the grandfather clock. He�s also put a bed and a bureau and table for clothes in each of the guest rooms. It�s a six-room apartment, moderate by Dakota standards, some have ten rooms, but he didn�t think you�d want that many.�
�I thought he must live here,� Katia said.
Kostmayer smiled. �McCall live at the Dakota? A little flamboyant for his taste. He�s a monk at heart. Everything from your old apartment is here, all of your photographs, mementos, clothes hung up in the closets, lingerie and shirts and sweaters in the bureau drawers. You might want to rearrange them. All of your kitchen stuff is in the kitchen, probably in the wrong places. You�ve also got a seventy-two-inch television over there, hooked up to cable, and a new wraparound sound system, stereo player, DVD player, a second TV in the main bedroom. If anything�s missing from your old place, let me know.�
Katia was looking around, almost in horror, shaking her head.
�This is not my home!�
�McCall thought it was too dangerous for you and your daughter to go back to that walk-up apartment. You don�t have to tell your handler where you live now. Or anyone else. Let the folks at Dolls assume you�re still in the same apartment.�
�But I could never afford an apartment like this!�
�McCall�s paid the rent for a year. With what you would normally save for rent, you�ll be able to stay here for another few months after that. A lot can happen in that time.�
Kostmayer looked over at Natalya. She was also in shock. Or was she? It was hard to tell because she never spoke. But she was looking around and, unlike her mother, her eyes were wide with wonder.
And hope.
At least, that�s the way Kostmayer read it.
Katia shook her head again. Her voice had dropped to almost a hoarse whisper.
�I cannot accept this.�
�It�s for your protection.�
�What does Robert McCall want from me?�
Kostmayer thought about that, choosing his words carefully. �McCall doesn�t usually want. He does.�
�But he must want something from me to repay him for this generosity.�
�You can talk to him about it.�
Katia�s laugh was harsh. �Let�s cut the crap. He�s just like the men at the club. He sets me up in a swanky apartment, so now I am his mistress. That is the price I pay.�
Kostmayer shook his head.
�Not McCall�s style.�
�What does he expect from me?�
�He might want a hug on occasion. I try not to indulge him.� Kostmayer moved closer to her. �He wants you and your daughter to be safe. To take a deep breath and relax and start to live the new life you believed you were getting when you came to New York.�
�But why? There must be a reason. He must want something.�
�Maybe. I don�t know what it is. I�m not sure he does.� Kostmayer pressed a slip of paper into Katia�s hand. �You�ve got McCall�s cell number. Here�s mine. If you can�t reach him, call me.�
�I have to go back to work. Natalya has to go to school.�
�She can do that. You can go back to Dolls tomorrow night. No one is going to talk to you about what happened to Natalya. If they do, let McCall know. I ordered in a pizza, by the way, everything on it, box is on the kitchen table. You can heat it up in the microwave. Best to stay in tonight. I�ll leave these keys, which are yours, on the hall table.�
Kostmayer walked into the hallway and dropped the keys on the table. Natalya ran after him. She took his hand. Didn�t speak. He didn�t expect her to. Her eyes said everything he needed to hear. Katia walked into the hallway and kissed him on the cheek.
�Thank you,� she said softly. �You risked your life for strangers.�
�McCall took all the risk. I was just there for moral support.�
�You are a good friend to him.�
�He doesn�t have friends.�
Slowly Katia nodded. �I don�t believe he is doing this for me. Perhaps he is doing it for himself?�
�With McCall, you never know. Still waters run deep. Except with him, they�re never still. If there�s a knock on the apartment door tonight, don�t answer it. You�re not expecting company. Call one of us. Good night, Katia. Natalya.�
Kostmayer walked out of the Dakota apartment. He glanced back as he shut the door gently behind him.
Mother and daughter had walked back into the living room, in something of a daze, and were looking out at Central Park.
They were holding hands.
* * *
Borislav Kirov looked at the monitors in the small communications room on the second floor. Kuzbec flipped through the various surveillance cameras using the keyboard on a laptop. The bigger monitors covered the main floor of the Dolls nightclub. There was no one on the dance floor yet, of course. It was lunchtime. A couple of Kirov�s boys were still working on that damned kaleidoscopic ball. Something about its rotation being off. Abuse was already at his DJ station, lining up the music for that night. Kirov liked the young man; he was a wild spirit and was very deferential to all of the dancers. He only flirted with them. His sexual predilections were much younger: girls between the ages of seven and ten. They all had to be blond, beautiful, and untouched before he put his hands on them. He found them on the Internet. It disgusted Kirov, but as long as Abuse did not bring any of these innocents anywhere near the club, he turned a blind eye to it.
On six smaller monitors were the rooms on the second floor where the dancers took their special guests. That was the way Kirov liked to think of them. The rooms were spartan: a large bed, a table, an armchair, a thick carpet, a bathroom off each one. All of them were deserted and in semidarkness in the middle of the afternoon.
Kuzbec was concentrating on the monitor right in front of him, running through footage from the various surveillance cameras inside and outside the club. Kirov spotted a congressman from the night before. He was a regular. He liked Kalena, a dark-haired exotic beauty from Kosovo, or, at least, that�s where she told the congressman she was from. Perhaps where she was born. Kirov had picked her up at a slave auction in Istanbul when she was sixteen. She had been very grateful. He had rehabilitated her life. She would dance for him, sleep with whomever he chose for her. Sometimes he indulged in sex with her himself, but those occasions were rare and known only to them. It bothered him. He didn�t like anyone to hold a secret that could be turned against him. He knew she would never betray him.
But he might have to slit her throat one night to be sure.
Kuzbec�s fingers froze a frame on the monitor. Robert McCall could be seen walking from the cocktail area toward the alcove from the night before.
�This man is not some private citizen playing the white knight.�
�And why do you believe that?� Kirov asked contemptuously. �Because he crept up behind you at Daudov�s town house and took you out? My mother could do that. And she�s eighty-seven and in a nursing home in Grozny.�
Kuzbec controlled his temper. Kirov was always belittling him. He would not rise to the bait with a retort that might get him killed. But he couldn�t control his hands from gripping the table on either side of the laptop.
�Sharpen the image,� Kirov said, �and move it closer.�
Kuzbec�s hands flashed over the keyboard. McCall moved forward in jerky frames, until he was almost at the alcove. Kuzbec switched to another surveillance camera, within the alcove, which caught McCall as he entered. Here he was in a medium close-up.
�Run him through facial recognition,� Kirov said.
�I already have,� Kuzbec said tensely. �Nothing came up. His face is in no police or FBI databank.�
�What about the CIA?�
�I have not been able to hack into that database as yet.�
�Then why do I keep you alive if you�re so useless?�
A sharp intake of breath, the tightening of his fingers, the rigidity of his body.
Kirov smiled to himself. He wondered how long it would take for the young bodyguard to make a rash move in defense of his honor. It didn�t matter. He�d be dead before the retaliatory thought had fully formed in his mind.
�Their firewalls are more complicated,� Kuzbec said.
�Keep working on it. I have confidence you will succeed.�
Throw him a bone. No need to cut off his balls quite yet.
�I can find no record of a Robert, or Bobby, Maclain that fits our man�s description,� Kuzbec said. �No social, no driver�s license, no address, no military service record. He�s a ghost.�
Kirov did find that interesting.
�Send that frame to my iPhone. Keep searching. There are no ghosts, except of the mind. I want to know who he is.�
�He is no one of any importance.�
Kuzbec muttered it, and knew it was a mistake. Kirov looked down at him. Young and angry. But ruthless and loyal. Two attributes that kept men like him alive in Kirov�s world. Until one of those qualities was compromised.
�All men have importance,� Kirov said quietly. �You didn�t look into the man�s eyes when he walked up to the alcove last night or you wouldn�t have tried to stop him. But I did look into them. What I saw was a dangerous man. But whether he�s dangerous to us, or merely misguided, remains to be seen.�
�I can kill him.�
Kuzbec made the offer sound casual, as if it was a small service.
Kirov finally allowed the inward smile to touch his lips.
�Let�s hope you�re never put to the test. Find his ID.�
Kuzbec hands clenched into fists as Kirov�s dismissed him and left.

CHAPTER 19

Kirov walked down the shadowy corridor and down the stairs onto the main nightclub floor. Some of his young men were hoising the kaleidoscope ball back into place in the ceiling. Kirov walked over to the alcove where he knew Bakar Daudov would be waiting.
Kirov liked to think of Daudov as a shark. He was gray and colorless and glided in and out of the shadows. He was even dressed in a gray suit. His eyes hooded as Kirov blocked out the light from the main room. His voice was barely audible.
�You wanted to see me?�
Abuse was blaring pieces of rock and rap, testing for sound levels.
�Where have you been?� Kirov demanded.
�Taking care of business.�
Kirov took a heavy silver ornate penknife from his coat pocket, flicked open the blade, and stabbed it down between the third and fourth fingers of Daudov�s left hand. He did not flinch.
�Are you out of your mind?� Kirov hissed.
Still Daudov didn�t move. He looked straight ahead. Multicolored lights strobed out on the dance floor as the workmen got the kaleidoscopic ball revolving again.
Kirov pulled out the knife and dropped it onto the table, but didn�t shut the blade. He stood where McCall had stood, staring down at his main enforcer.
Daudov finally raised his eyes to him. �She is a dancer now. She can be shown no special privileges. Clients will ask for her. She will accommodate them.�
�We�re not in the prostitution business,� Kirov said angrily. �We collect information.�
�She would be the best we have at that. A man would whisper whatever she wanted to hear for one caress of her lips.�
�So you fantasize about her?�
Daudov gave his boss a contemptuous look.
Kirov seemed to have regained his composure.
�Do you like soup cans or mackerel tins better?� he asked.
�I don�t understand the question.�
�Just pick one.�
�Soup cans. I don�t eat fish.�
�Because if he found out what you�ve done, he�d pack your body into as many soup cans as I could find and ship the pieces to random addresses around the world.�
�I am not afraid of him.�
�You should be.�
Kirov sat down on the other side of the table in his usual chair. He looked out at the activity in the nightclub. It always comforted him, brought down his blood pressure.
�When she returns to work, don�t approach her again,� Kirov said. �Let her dance and flirt. She can be just as persuasive to a high-profile client on the dance floor as in the bedroom. They�ll talk to her. They�ll bare their souls. It�ll be your job to make certain she gives us what information she gets.�
�So this man who came here last night,� Daudov said. �You are afraid of him?�
�Of course not. He�s no one. A misguided white knight, as Kuzbec put it.�
Daudov stood. He gently washed his hands together, as if washing away the conversation.
�And the other matter we discussed?� Kirov asked.
�It is being taken care of.�
�Good. Remember about Katia. She�s to dance. Nothing more.�
�That will change,� Daudov said.
His leg jostled the table as he walked around it and out of the alcove.
* * *
Sitting in Brahms�s back office, even with Brahms�s Double Concerto for Violin, Cello and Orchestra playing, McCall could hear the sharp explosion of sound from the concealed bug as the table moved. Then there was silence. Brahms sat beside him. He nodded, as if having realized a universal truth.
�You must have pissed these guys off.�
�I may have been a little terse,� McCall said. �Not my usual friendly self.�
�Love to see that sometime,� Brahms murmured. �Look, McCall, I can�t sit here all day listening to Chechen gangsters quarrel and kvetch.�
McCall looked out through the open door of the office to where Brahms�s one young sophisticate employee was staring out through the barred windows at Lexington Avenue. There was no one else in the electronics store. The sales assistant was in her usual black, with her Diane von Furstenberg dark tortoiseshell glasses on the bridge of her nose. He could almost see her beautiful eyes.
�Yeah, I can see you�re really swamped,� McCall said. �Does she ever take her glasses off?�
�Only in bed,� Brahms said.
McCall looked at him.
Brahms threw up his hands. �It�s a joke, as God is my witness, I look, but I would never touch and if I did, assuming she would let me, please God, Hilda would kill me very slowly.�
�I�d say in bed those glasses are all she�d have on,� McCall said.
Brahms looked at the girl through the open doorway, as if he was picturing that. He smiled, felt guilty about it, wiped the smile off his face, and stood. He went rummaging through what looked like more electronic junk on a table. There was no space in the cramped office that didn�t look like you could rummage.
�What�s your assistant�s name?� McCall asked.
�Mary.�
�It should be Audrey. Like Hepburn in Breakfast at Tiffany�s.�
�They don�t serve breakfast at Tiffany�s. But I like the fact that you think they should. Brahms was a child of romanticism. There�s a touch of that in you, McCall. Somewhere, buried deep. Why don�t you ask her out for a coffee? She�s a fun person. You could do with some fun in your life.�
�You�re rummaging.�
�Sure, ignore the old man, like a little friendly advice would harm you. Here!�
He came up with a small, square silver device, not much bigger than a matchbox. He slipped it into McCall�s jacket pocket.
�This is fixed onto the same frequency. You can hook it up to your laptop, listen into Dolls anytime of the day or night. You don�t have to come bothering me. Here�s my last piece of advice. Listen in � don�t go back there.�
�Thanks, Brahms.�
McCall stood and walked to the open doorway.
�Are you thanking me for the little gizmo I just gave you, for my advice, or for staying out of your way while you get yourself killed?�
�For letting me back into your life. You said that would never happen.�
Brahms looked suddenly embarrassed. He shrugged and moved away.
�We all say things we regret, McCall. That wasn�t one of them, but you�re back, so what can I do?�
�You can tell me to stay out of your life.�
�As if you�d listen to me.�
�I listen to you, Brahms. That kept me alive a few times.�
Brahms turned and looked at him fondly. He just nodded. �So those Chechen gangsters we were listening to were talking about this young woman you saved. One of them sounded like he was more afraid of someone else than of you. Who would that be?�
�I haven�t the faintest idea.�
McCall had disappeared into the shadows of the electronics store. Brahms saw Mary give him a smile and a wave. Brahms sighed. Thought about her with her glasses on and everything else off. Decided not to do that again. It would only lead to heartache.
Like allowing Robert McCall back into his life.
* * *
In his alcove, sitting in shadows now, only the kaleidoscopic colors revolving across him, Borislav Kirov debated what to do. On the one hand, this was a local matter, one he could take care of without any further problems. He would not want the circumstances of it to be known to his boss. On the other hand, there was something about this man � this Bobby Maclain � or whoever he really was. It made him uneasy. And that was a feeling he had not experienced in a long time.
The past haunts us, he thought.
Or was he making much too much out of this? A misguided white knight who could be swept away like so much garbage.
And yet��
Kirov took out his cell phone and scrolled through images until he found the picture of McCall that Kuzbec had sent to him from the surveillance camera.
He debated what to do with it.
* * *
McCall knew where to find him. He was sitting at one of the chess tables in Central Park, dressed in a blue jean shirt, dark blue jeans, Nike Ken Griffey high-top basketball shoes in green and white with the Nike swoosh in black. He was in his late forties, dirty blond hair, a little gaunt in the face, wearing square-cut, very distinctive granny glasses with green-tinted lenses. McCall knew his real name, but never bothered to use it. No one did. Everyone just called him �Granny.� There was a stillness about him. Very pale blue eyes could fix you with a laser stare. McCall would not want him as an enemy. But then, Granny had no enemies.
They were all dead.
He was playing an intense young man who leaned across the chessboard like a predator, ready to pounce on a careless move and capture his opponent�s knight or rook. Granny had lifted his eyes once from the game to note McCall�s approach. If he was surprised to see him, he didn�t show it.
�Hey, McCall.�
His opponent made his move. Hit the timer. Granny appeared to be studying the board, but McCall suspected that was for show. He was already several moves ahead of the kid in his mind.
�Granny,� McCall said.
The young man looked at his opponent.
�You let people call you that?�
�It�s the glasses, not my age or sexual predilection,� Granny said. �Mind you, I�ve spent some very special time with some pretty spectacular grannies.�
�You still hitting the party scene?� McCall asked.
Granny moved his knight, hit the timer. �I got invited to a ritzy shindig last weekend. Lady of the house was a socialite with bedroom eyes. Asked me what I did for a living. I said I played chess. She said, before that. I told her I killed people. I wasn�t invited back.�
�Imagine that.�
Now Granny had the young man�s full attention.
�You used to kill people?�
�Only slow chess players.�
McCall looked down at the battlefield. �How many moves do you need to beat him?�
�If I revealed that, it would take all the fun out of it.�
�Do it in three. I need some intel.�
The young man made his next move, almost defiantly, and hit the timer. Granny moved his knight again. The young man was in check. He moved out of danger, but it was too late. Granny slid his queen across the board and the young man was checkmated.
McCall nodded. �In two moves is good.�
Granny got up. His chess opponent stared down at the pieces on the board as if they�d betrayed him. McCall and Granny walked away from the tables.
�You�ve been off the radar for a while,� Granny said.
�You could have found me.�
�I wasn�t looking. You resigned. I only work for the Company on a part-time basis.�
�Otherwise you�re a mercenary for hire?�
�Other people�s wars are easier to fight. You know Control�s looking for you.�
�He found me, he just hasn�t made his grand entrance yet. I did something stupid. Stepped into a situation I should have left alone.�
�You were always good at that.�
�I�m glad to see you�re still alive.�
�I felt good about that this morning, too. What do you need, McCall?�
�I stumbled into a black cipher.�
Granny stopped. He took off his square-cut glasses and polished them with a handkerchief. His pale blue eyes bored into McCall�s face.
�That was careless of you.�
�Pure accident.�
�And you don�t know where to go or what the time frame is.�
�That�s right.�
Granny searched the crowd around the chess tables without seeming to.
�I wasn�t followed,� McCall said.
�You were never followed unless you wanted to be. But things change. We get older. Better The Company doesn�t know you�ve been in contact with me.� He put his glasses back on. �The rendezvous location changes every month. This is May. So it must be Grand Central Station. Twenty hours. How long have you got?�
McCall glanced at his watch. �Forty minutes.�
�You�d better hurry.�
�Thanks, Granny.�
�You�ve got a haunted look in your eyes, McCall. Like you�re not sleeping well at night.�
�I sleep just fine.�
�No. You let the nightmares come. We�ve both had to do things we regret. It�s like being burned by a match. It hurts, even later on.�
�You can�t stop it from hurting.�
�No, but you can stop caring that it does.�
�You wouldn�t be fun to torture.�
�There are terrorists who found that out. You need backup?�
�Not for this.�
�You can always call Kostmayer. He likes to worship at your feet.�
�You should cut him some slack.�
�He�s reckless.�
�He�s young. Weren�t you ever young, Granny?�
�I was born an old man. When the doctor spanked me my teeth fell out. You know the difference between us, McCall?�
�What�s that?�
�I really do sleep well at night.�
McCall smiled. �Good thing you fight on the side of the angels.�
Granny smiled and nodded. �Good thing.�
�Where can I find you these days?�
�Right here.�
McCall walked away from him and turned in some trees. Granny was sitting back at the chess table, this time facing a businessman in a black silk suit and red-and-white striped tie who looked as if he�d wandered into the park directly from the Stock Exchange floor. He moved his pawn and hit the timer.
Granny gave him a wolfish smile and moved his pawn to match.
* * *
McCall walked out onto the main lower concourse. He liked the energy of Grand Central Station. The floor glowed with reflected gold light from the three huge windows above the upstairs level. The large marble columns looked like gold sentinels guarding the concourse on both sides. In the center of the concourse was the information kiosk with the big round gold clock above it. The concourse was jammed with people. They were walking swiftly toward the ticket booths below the HARLEM LINE DEPARTURES, or running down the two big staircases from the terrace above, or just milling around in groups.
McCall remembered a screen writer friend of his, gone now, who had lived in Los Angeles before moving up to Carmel, California, to write thriller novels. He would routinely go to Disneyland, but never went on any of the rides. He would take a green notebook with him, sit on a bench in the Main Street Square, and watch the families going past as he wrote his plot and character notes. It was the people he was interested in. And the joy that permeated that happiest place on earth. There was no particular joy on the lower concourse of Grand Central Station, but there were lives being played out with energy and urgency. McCall liked that. He was used to isolation, but now it felt good to occasionally be around the pulse of humanity.
He didn�t see the Slavonic thug from Dolls � the one who had frisked him � moving through the crush of people from one of the entrances to the lower concourse.
The man was still dressed in black. His big hands hung loosely at his sides. His dark eyes searched the crowd and found his quarry. McCall was facing away from him, toward the big sweeping staircases on either side of the grand concourse. The Slav reached into his leather jacket pocket to where a .22 Magnum black-and-chrome pistol was nestled. His fingers coiled over the grip, one finger over the trigger. He did not expect his quarry to react to his presence. The concourse was noisy and a train announcement � a track change � was being broadcast.
He walked right up behind his target.
The figure whirled suddenly and gripped the Slavonic man�s right wrist.
The Slav froze, his hand on the gun, unable to bring it out of his jacket pocket. He looked into the figure�s face.
�Just what the hell are you doing, McCall?� the Slav asked.

CHAPTER 20

McCall hadn�t seen Danil Gershon in eight years. He�d aged. He�d hardened. He was one of the best agents The Company had. And McCall had walked in on a covert operation and could have blown it wide open. He let go of the Slav�s right wrist.
�Good to see you again, Danil.�
�I wish I could say the same. I didn�t really expect you to be here. I came because it�s protocol, and you know how Control is about that. How�d you know the rendezvous point? And the hour count?�
McCall didn�t answer.
�I guess you�ve still got your sources. I heard you resigned.�
�I did.�
�Then what the hell were you doing walking into that Dolls nightclub and confronting Kirov? Did Control send you?�
�I was there as a private citizen. I had no idea I might be compromising a Company mission. Let�s get out of here and find somewhere quieter to talk.�
Gershon nodded curtly.
They started to walk through the crowded concourse. There was another train announcement. McCall continuously swept the space in front of them. There were no signs that anyone had followed Gershon. But McCall sensed something.
�How long have you been working undercover with the Chechens?� he asked.
�Almost a year. I�m not the only one. There are two other operatives at Dolls� nightclubs. One in Dubai and one in Vienna.�
�Since when is The Company interested in the Chechnya Mafia?�
�They�re not. The nightclubs are a front. Sure, the one here in Manhattan, they�re extorting money from the merchants in their local neighborhood. They�re breaking some legs. They�ve killed some drug dealers who didn�t like these bad boys opening a club in their territory.�
�But they�re not running prostitutes,� McCall said. �They�re collecting information from politicians and diplomats. According to Kirov.�
Gershon looked at him. �How do you know that?�
�I planted a bug under his table. I wanted to make sure Katia was going to be left alone. She will be.�
�For now. The dancers have a handler.�
�Bakar Daudov. Katia talked to me about him.�
�A killer. A real piece of work. You don�t fuck with him.�
McCall smiled to himself. Gershon may have been born and raised in Kosovo, but he�d lived in New Jersey since the age of twelve and that attitude was as ingrained in him as his loyalty to his homeland and to The Company.
�As long as he stays away from Katia, I have no quarrel with him,� McCall said. �Tell me about Borislav Kirov.�
�He�s running a blackmail operation. You wouldn�t believe the politicians I�ve seen at the nightclub in the last ten months. Not to mention Saudi sheikhs and British foreign ministers and oil company CEOs. Any one of them could spill secrets to one of the girls that could compromise our country�s defenses. You�re not interested in that?�
�No.�
�So you really came to the club as some kind of vigilante?�
�I came there to save a young woman�s life.�
�You involved with her? That could be very dangerous.�
McCall stopped suddenly. He wanted to ask why, but now that trickle of awareness was running faster. He looked through the surging crowd and didn�t see anyone suspicious.
�No one followed me here, McCall. I�m one of them. I come and go as I please.�
McCall nodded. They walked on. They were close to one of the sweeping marble staircases leading to the upper level.
�This isn�t about potential blackmail,� McCall said. �What has Control so worried that he�d send you undercover at some New York nightclub? Even one run by Chechen gangsters?�
�Need to know, McCall.�
�I need to know.�
He said it quietly, and it resonated with Gershon. Robert McCall�s reputation was legendary at The Company. He knew if McCall wanted to find out, and he kept quiet, the ex-Company agent would discover the intel some other way.
�There have been a series of assassinations around the world,� Gershon said. �Very high profile.�
�How high?�
�Presidents of foreign countries. Oil billionaires. Two Pentagon four-star generals.�
�And Borislav Kirov is part of this assassination group?�
�We don�t know for sure. That�s why I�m there.�
�How many assassins?�
�Maybe three or four, but a new one recently, with a signature. Code name Diablo.�
�Got a real name for him?�
�No.�
�What kind of signature?�
�He wants his targets to suffer pain before he puts them out of their misery.�
�You have an ID on him?�
�No. I haven�t proof that any of the Dolls nightclubs are a part of this assassination cartel. But I�m getting closer. Or I was until you blundered in.�
�I�m really sorry,� McCall said. �I would never have walked in there if I�d known Control was running a covert operation. As long as Katia is left alone, you won�t see me back in that nightclub again.�
�Kirov may leave her alone, but Daudov won�t. Guy�s an animal. He�s got some of the girls so frightened they�d do anything he asked.�
�Then I�ll be back.�
�Even if that means compromising a Company mission?�
�I won�t be linked to you.�
�What if Daudov leaves Katia alone, but Kirov decides you�re a real pain in the ass and instructs me to kill you?�
McCall didn�t answer. Something had caught the edge of his peripheral vision. A young man in a dark overcoat, black slacks, dark sunglasses, had walked from one of the entrances out onto the lower concourse. McCall had seen him before: at the table in Luigi�s restaurant with Kuzbec, Salam, and some other young turks from Dolls. The young man�s face showed no expression. He walked deliberately through the crowd on a path that would intercept McCall and Gershon.
�One of Kirov�s boys just walked onto the concourse,� McCall said softly.
�Shit!� Gershon spat out the word. �I can�t believe it!�
�How many would they send after you?�
�Only one if he�s just keeping tabs. I�m still the new kid on the block.�
McCall took Gershon�s arm and propelled him over toward the information kiosk and the two staircases sweeping up to the upper level. One escape route. Behind the kiosk were the escalators to Forty-fifth Street: a second. McCall had the Sig Sauer 227 in the pocket of his jacket, but he couldn�t use it in a crowded concourse. Too many innocent people could get hurt in a firefight. It was not a viable option.
�They can�t see us together,� McCall said. �We�ll split up.�
Behind McCall, some distance away, a slim, slightly gaunt man worked his way through the ever-changing human pattern. He pushed his unruly blond hair out of his face. He was dressed in a gray Windbreaker, dark blue jeans, his green-and-white Nike high-top basketball shoes a little startling in contrast with the buffed black loafers around him. He was looking at the Chechen in the dark suit walking through the shifting crowd. The young man had one hand in his jacket pocket. The Chechen was coming up fast behind the figures of McCall and another man. Granny vaguely recognized him, but only got a fast profile. It didn�t matter. They were both targets. Granny could feel it.
The Chechen enforcer took a small pistol out of his pocket. Granny recognized it as a Colt Mustang .380, six plus one capacity. A family loitering between the Chechen and McCall and Gershon moved toward the ticket booths, clearing a space.
The killer raised the Colt Mustang and aimed it.
Granny didn�t have the same qualms as McCall about firing into a crowded concourse.
He took a Steyr SR45 9 mm pistol out of his belt, aimed it two-handed, and fired four rounds of the seventeen-round magazine. Two of them hit the assassin in the back, the other two in the head.
There was instant pandemonium on the concourse at the sound of the gunshots. People began to run toward the exits. Some just fell to the ground where they�d been standing. McCall half turned, saw the Chechen enforcer on the ground, blood oozing out of his head and back. McCall caught a glimpse of a solitary figure behind him, not moving, blond hair, the sparkle of old-fashioned square-cut granny glasses.
Then McCall looked ahead.
Three more young Chechens, in black, with black reflecting sunglasses, were moving fast down one of the staircases from the upper level. They all had M92 9 mm semiautomatic pistols in their hands. Gershon had seen them, too. He drew the .22 Magnum pistol from his pocket.
Too late.
The enforcers fired on them. A bullet struck Gershon�s arm. Blood spurted from it. The .22 Magnum spun from his hand and skittered along the polished concourse floor. Panicked feet kicked it around. Gershon stumbled. McCall took his weight, drawing the Sig Sauer, firing at the would-be killers. They scattered and sprayed bullets into the concourse.
McCall was instantly assailed with a terrifying sense memory.
He was in a high-vaulted church. Bullets were flying. A stained-glass window exploded. Teenagers were screaming. A bullet hit one of them, causing a fountain of blood to erupt from his chest. McCall leaped forward, throwing two teenage girls to the ground, smothering them with his body to protect them.
McCall looked up.
Dutch angles, nothing real, as if it had all been a fever dream at the time. Gunmen firing, innocent people shouting, more young people screaming in terror � a glimpse of Control, in a gray pinstriped suit, red tie with small chess pieces on it, face ashen, taking cover.
The memory was ephemeral. A split-second�s distraction. McCall fired at one of the Chechen enforcers who had almost reached the bottom of the Grand Central staircase. He pitched over. The other two retreated back a couple of steps. McCall dragged Gershon along with him as he ran, zigzagging across the concourse toward the Forty-fifth Street escalators behind the information kiosk.
Four more dark-suited young men in sunglasses rode down the escalator. All of them had M92 9 mm semiautomatic pistols in their hands.
They fired at McCall and Gershon.
McCall fired twice, dropping one of them, then half held, half carried Gershon back the way they�d come.
People were still scrambling out of the way of the bullets. Two uniformed cops ran onto the concourse, guns drawn. Two of the assassins from the staircase fired on them. Both went down. McCall turned, fired, took one of the assassins out.
Granny took out the other one.
But the three from the Forty-fifth Street escalator were running past the information kiosk, where the pleasant-faced African American woman was crouched down, unsure whether to stay where she was or make a run for it. Everyone on the concourse was down on the polished floor now or had reached the exits.
McCall turned again, fired at the side of the information kiosk, causing the three assassins there to take cover behind it. Gershon was gasping for breath, blood pumping out of his arm. He was dizzy and becoming a dead weight. McCall looked at the one other person left standing on the concourse � Granny, moving relentlessly forward, his gun held two-handed in front of him. He could not see the three assassins from his position. McCall signalled to him. Three fingers, a circle at the information kiosk. Granny gave him what could have been misconstrued as a nonchalant wave.
McCall put an arm around Gershon�s shoulders and hauled him through one of the big arched exits, where people were still fleeing. There were more gunshots behind them. McCall turned. One of the assassins was lying dead beside the information kiosk. Another ran for an exit from the concourse. Leaving one more behind at the kiosk.
Granny knelt beside a young woman in her twenties, a gunshot wound in her chest. He thrust a handkerchief over the wound.
�Lie still and slow your breathing down,� Granny whispered to the ashen girl. �You�re going to be fine. Paramedics are on the way. Okay? Stay with me here. Okay?�
She looked up at him with brown eyes, terrified, but calm, and nodded. Granny smiled. Then he grabbed a heavyset balding man, in his thirties, who was crawling away. Granny hauled him back as if he weighed nothing at all. He said something to him that couldn�t be heard in the screaming that was still going on. The heavyset guy looked scared, but nodded and put his hands on the handkerchief over the girl�s wound and held them there, pushing down hard.
Granny looked over at the cops. The first uniformed officer was not moving. His partner was on his knees, hit in the shoulder, conscious and radioing for an ambulance and backup.
Granny got to his feet. The last assassin behind the information kiosk moved around to get a better shot. Took aim on the cop using his radio. Granny fired. One head shot. The assassin sprawled to the floor. Granny pocketed the Steyr and walked to one of the exits. The second cop staggered to his feet and turned, coming off his radio. The cop did a 360, his gun held steady. No other young men were coming onto the concourse with guns.
Granny was gone.
McCall and Gershon ran down the Forty-second Street passage corridor that had shops on both sides. From behind them there was a submachine gun-like blast. Windows in a stationery store blew out, raining glass shards like pieces of sharp glistening confetti. McCall practically threw Gershon onto a bench, turned, and fired at the second assassin from the information kiosk. He crashed to the polished floor and lay still.
McCall pulled Gershon back to his feet. They ran up a marble staircase and then onto a broad marble passageway. Above them, on the arch it said 42ND STREET � VANDERBILT HALL. On the arches over the doors it said 42ND STREET � BUSES AND TAXIS.
McCall pushed through the big exit door with Gershon and they were out on the street. Above them was the three-way sign � one pointed to EAST 42ND STREET, the others to PARK AVE and PERSHING SQUARE. They ran under the signs, down the street, past the Satellite Airlines Terminal building. Sirens were blaring, getting closer. Also the whoop whoop of an ambulance.
A black Lincoln town car pulled up to the curb. Salam, Rachid, and two others from the Dolls nightclub got out. McCall and Gershon changed direction, running down a narrow alleyway. Salam pulled a walkie out of his pocket and spoke softly into it.
McCall, still carrying Gershon�s dead weight, changed direction again when a second Lincoln town car pulled up at the other end of the alleyway. He dragged the wounded agent into a caf� called Java Joe�s. It was packed inside. McCall weaved through the tables. Gershon was leaving a trail of blood. A couple of men at one of the tables stood up fast. McCall showed them the gun in his right hand. They stayed where they were. McCall reached a narrow passage beside the mahogany bar. There were two doors on the left-hand side to the restrooms and another door to the kitchen on the right. Ahead was the back door to the coffeehouse.
McCall pushed through it.
Outside, the sunlight was almost blinding after the gloom of the passageway. Gershon blinked in it, trying to stand without McCall�s assistance. It looked to Gershon as if McCall knew exactly where he was going, but when they turned another corner, what was in front of them was a high wall with graffiti scrawled on it. It sealed off the street. There were no doors into the building on their left and a high fence on their right. Too high to climb.
At least in time.
Behind them, they could hear movement in the caf�. Footsteps pounding through it.
They were trapped.
McCall gently set Gershon down on the concrete.
�Get out of here, McCall,� he said, trying to force strength into his voice. �Any bad guys who saw you with me on the concourse are dead. Kirov won�t make the connection.�
McCall ignored him.
He crawled a few inches over to a manhole cover. The cover was not flush with the hole. McCall heaved it up and moved it to one side. Below were iron stairs, painted rust, leading down into darkness. McCall pulled Gershon over to the edge.
�Climb down.�
Gershon climbed down the first few rungs. McCall climbed in after him. He reached up, gripped hold of the manhole cover, and dragged it across. It came down flush with the opening.
�Hold on to the ladder with both hands,� McCall told him. �I�m going to climb over you.�
McCall found a foothold on the ladder on one side, then the other. He managed to climb down, over Gershon�s body, to the rungs right below him. He could hear the running footsteps echoing above them, getting closer. They turned the corner of the street.
�Sixteen rungs,� McCall said in the darkness. �I�ll go first. Put your good arm around my shoulders and climb down after me. If you fall, I�ll catch you.�
�They�ll follow us.�
�It�ll take them a few minutes to figure out where we went.�
McCall felt Gershon�s good arm snake around his shoulders. He climbed down the sixteen rungs of the narrow iron ladder, virtually carrying Gershon on his back, into reeking darkness.

CHAPTER 21

McCall reached the bottom, stepping into stagnant water ankle-deep on the concrete floor. He swung Gershon down beside him. Directly in front of them were three huge pipes, two of them a pale blue, the third rust red, snaking off to the right like long fat slugs into semidarkness. Work lights cast a sparse radiance across the dank tunnel. There were smaller pipes in the ceiling above them. Pieces of broken plaster and splintered concrete were strewn across the tunnel floor. The air was fetid and heavy. And hot. Gershon looked around. Their voices echoed.
�What is this place?�
�Utility and steam tunnel,� McCall said. �Runs all the way to beneath Columbia University. Can you walk?�
�Yeah.�
�With me.�
McCall put his arm around Gershon�s shoulders again. They half walked, half ran down the narrow tunnel, following the three fat pipes. There was no sound of pursuit behind them yet. McCall could hear rats scuttling through the tunnel, most of them above his head, amid the small pipes. He felt a shudder at the thought of them falling on top of them, scrabbling through their hair, crawling down their faces. Gershon�s breathing was labored, but he seemed to be walking better.
They came to another tunnel with pipes barring their way. They had to climb over them. McCall stopped to listen. Gershon held on to the pipes, his hands trembling. It was colder here. There was no sound except for a constant dripping, echoing all around them, like fifty faucets leaking tiny putrid splashes onto the concrete floor.
�Maybe they don�t know where we went,� Gershon said, his voice echoing in the cramped space.
�Maybe,� McCall said. �Let me look at this.�
He took off Gershon�s leather jacket. Pulled up his sleeve. He had to unbutton and pull his shirt off his left shoulder to get to the wound on the upper part of his arm. It was still pumping blood. McCall jammed his handkerchief over the wound, then took the belt off Gershon�s jacket and tied a tourniquet around his arm above the wound.
�I thought the tunnels beneath the city carried the sewage away to big treatment plants,� Gershon said.
�Lots of them do. That�ll stop the blood loss until we can get you to a doctor.�
McCall put back on the shirt, buttoned it, and slid back on the leather jacket.
�Doesn�t look bad,� Gershon said, but his voice was fainter.
�It wouldn�t be if we were anywhere near an ER and not down in the bowels of the city.�
McCall took Gershon�s weight again and they walked quickly down the narrow tunnel, one side of it covered with gray pipes, the other a brick wall where the pipes were only at the bottom. This tunnel was dissected by four more. McCall stopped, as if trying to get his bearings. He guided them down another secondary tunnel.
There was a faint, throbbing sound.
The walls of the tunnel vibrated.
�Subway train,� McCall said.
�Great,� Gershon muttered.
The train was in a tunnel close to them. The sound and the vibration grew in intensity. The subway train thundered by, unseen, then the noise diminished and the vibration ceased.
McCall led the way through overlapping shadows farther down the steam tunnel and came to an iron door set into the wall. It was half ajar. He laid Gershon against the pipes. He staggered a little. His face was streaming perspiration. His eyes closed.
�Stay with me, Danil!�
Gershon nodded. Opened his eyes. McCall hauled on the iron door. It opened a few inches. Just wide enough for one of them to squeeze through. McCall shoved Gershon through the narrow opening. He waited for one long moment, listening in the semidarkness. Still no sound of pursuit. But that didn�t mean some of the killers hadn�t descended the iron ladder and were walking the tunnels.
They were trained to be quiet.
McCall wedged himself through the narrow doorway.
He stepped out into an unused subway tunnel. Water trickled obscenely down the clammy walls. The air was thick with cold.
�This where the subway train came through?� Gershon asked.
�No, that was farther away. This tunnel has been abandoned for years. But be careful of the live rail. And if you feel the vibration of an oncoming train, step into one of the niches.�
�You said it was abandoned.�
�It is, but service trains still come through it and unscheduled locals.�
Halogen lights were placed in the tunnel wall across from them at intervals, most of them blown out, but an occasional light burned, throwing phosphorescent radiance across the glowing tracks. McCall and Gershon walked down the center of the tunnel.
�You look as if you�re lost,� Gershon said, his voice still shaky with pain.
�I haven�t gone down below the streets from that location.�
�You go down into these tunnels?� Gershon asked incredulously.
�Alice down the rabbit hole,� McCall said. �It�s seductive to come down here. Leave behind the upworld with its hatred and violence and noise. I like the serenity of walking the tunnels.�
�How about the stagnant water and the filth and the stench?�
�There is that. Part of the experience.�
�You�ve lost it, McCall.�
�Kostmayer said the same thing.�
McCall gripped Gershon�s arm and indicated a door set back in a niche. A red light glowed over it. They climbed up onto a very narrow platform and McCall dragged the iron door open.
They stepped into a vault with rusting steel girders holding up a low ceiling. There was more debris strewn across the concrete floor, pieces of steel, split wooden timbers, fragments of plaster. The only light came through the ajar iron door leading out into the abandoned subway tunnel. In the echoing vault paintings glowed on a brick wall � one of a child holding her mother�s hand as they walked through a field of daisies. The little girl�s hair was golden and the daisies were yellow; the rest was all in charcoal. It was somehow stunning. Next to that mural was a golden bridge spanning from nowhere to the skyscrapers of Manhattan, also in charcoal, the bridge itself the only glowing color.
�What bridge is that?� Gershon asked.
A sepulchral voice said: �Williamsburg Bridge. Not sure who painted it, but I�m told it�s accurate.�
McCall whirled. Gershon stumbled back. From out of the milky darkness a figure emerged. He was African American, dressed in black jeans, a black NYU torn T-shirt, heavy brown workmen�s boots. His face was like a skeleton�s over which the skin had been stretched too tight. His eyes were black holes in the gloom. His hair was the same color as the charcoal on the brick wall, cropped close to his skull. He was probably in his sixties, but he could have been in his seventies, or even his eighties � he was timeless. If this underworld was ever made into a movie, McCall thought Morgan Freeman was the only actor who could play him. The old skeletal face split into a wide grin.
�Mr. McCall! You don�t usually come down into the tunnels this way!�
�An impromptu visit. Danil, this is Jackson T. Foozelman.�
�My friends call me Fooz,� the old man said. He pointed at the mural of the little girl and her mother in the field of daisies. �Old Jacob painted that one. Took him better than six months. He just needed a few more brushstrokes down in the right-hand corner. See there? That shape is supposed to be a dog followin� the mother and daughter. Golden retriever, he said it would be. Then one morning Jacob went topside. Wanted to walk in Central Park. Can you imagine that? He hadn�t been in the upworld for years. Don�t know what got into him. He never came back. Never had the chance to finish that golden retriever. I heard he�d been hit by a taxicab crossing Central Park West. I wanted to finish his mural for him, put in the pooch, but I can�t draw for shit. Damn shame.� He shook his head. �Dangerous in the upworld.� Then he said it again: �Damn shame.� He looked at Danil�s face in the dimness, frowned, and reached out a bony hand. His long fingers, like claws, pulled Gershon�s coat back from his arm. �What�s happened here? Your friend�s been bleedin� pretty bad, Mr. McCall.�
�He was shot,� McCall said.
Fooz shook his head, sighing, as if that�s what you get for living up in the city.
�Have you got a doctor in the tunnels?� McCall asked.
�Sure we do. Dr. Bennett. But he�s over with the Mole People seeing to a little girl who�s runnin� a high fever. They live off the Amtrak tunnel below Riverside Drive.�
�Can you get word to him?�
�Sure can. Your friend needs somewhere to rest till the Doc can get here. My place is kinda rough right now. Got flooded two nights ago when we had all that rain topside? Take him to Candy Annie�s. You know how to get there.�
�Not from here,� McCall said.
Fooz took an old Filofax book and a pencil out of his back pocket and scrawled a series of passageways on a Filofax page. �We�re here,� he pointed out. �Other side of this old subway station is a storm tunnel. Take it to here�� then cross to the viaduct here�� then you gotta go down the stairs here. Hope they ain�t flooded. Once you get into the passageway here, you�ll know your way, Mr. McCall.�
�Some very bad guys may have come down into the tunnels after us,� McCall said. �From the Forty-second Street manhole entrance.�
�Sure, I know it. They�ll get lost plenty fast.�
�They�re armed. Don�t go near them. But come and find me and let me know if they�re down here.�
�Sure will, Mr. McCall. You get to Candy Annie�s. I�ll get word to the Doc.�
He melted back into the shadows and was gone.
McCall put his arm around Gershon�s shoulders and they walked across the echoing space of the one-time subway station. Gershon shook his head. His words were compressed with pain.
�So there�s a whole subculture living below the streets of New York City?�
�For a lot of years. They call themselves �Subs,� Subterranean Dwellers.�
�How many are there?�
�I�ve only met a few of them. Probably over a hundred.�
�How do they survive?�
�How do any of us? They do what they have to do.�
�How do they eat?�
�They have �runners.� They go up into the city for supplies every few days.�
�What do they use for money?�
�They panhandle on the streets. They do construction work for a day. They don�t steal. Some people bring them down supplies.�
�Like you.�
It was a statement. Gershon started to cough. He spit up blood.
�Don�t talk. Save your strength.�
They reached another iron door, almost rusted shut. McCall hauled on it and they walked through into a circular sewer tunnel. This time the water was almost up to their knees. It stank. They sloshed through it, a light from far down the tunnel casting an oblique radiance across the black water. McCall was virtually carrying Gershon now. He was going in and out of consciousness.
McCall followed the crude map on the back of the Filofax page. He climbed down a set of crumbling marble stairs into total darkness. He had to feel his way, one tentative step at a time, holding on to an iron railing with one hand and Gershon with the other. They made it to the next level down. It was bitterly cold. A wind blew from somewhere, keening through the eerie semidarkness. They were in a circular brick subway tunnel. Lights hung down at intervals, some of them out, some with such low wattage it was hard to see beyond the pools of wan radiance.
They walked down the tunnel for at least a mile until it widened out considerably. They came to a series of dank passageways that were better lit. They were filled with more rusting pipes, but also with a lot of big nooks and crannies.
People were living in them.
McCall noted a dwelling made out of old storm doors. Through an open doorway he saw a woman in her sixties, sitting in a rocking chair, gently rocking back and forth, reading a book. Stephen King�s great time travel opus about saving JFK. There was a warm lamp on a table beside her. There was furniture around her that was not broken or discarded. Not quite off the Ikea floor, but in pretty good shape. She looked up, startled at the sound of their progress. Stared at them. Maybe she�d never seen anyone but Subterranean Dwellers in her domain. McCall and Gershon were clearly from the upworld. McCall couldn�t tell if there was fear or amusement in her eyes. Then they were past her entranceway and she was a memory.
McCall climbed up some metal stairs to a half-level above. Here there were three more dwellings, made out of sheets of plywood, concrete blocks, some metal sheeting that was dark with rust. In one of them an older couple were sitting at a table drinking Starbucks coffee out of plastic cups. One of them must have made a run up to the city. There were pictures nailed onto the plywood walls around them and an old bookshelf jammed with books. They looked like they�d been taken from a library.
Probably overdue, McCall thought.
In the second structure a young man with wild, curly hair, dressed in Army camouflage fatigues, was sitting in an old broken armchair smoking a cigarette. He never moved as they walked past. It was as if they weren�t there, or he wasn�t there.
In the third structure, this one made up of only metal sheeting, a man in his fifties was sitting at a table painstakingly putting together a LEGO town. He already had a police station and a fire station completed. He was working on what looked like a mom-and-pop grocery store. When his head snapped up as they passed McCall saw a flash of fear in his eyes.
Upworlders weren�t welcome here.
They weren�t to be trusted.
At the end of the tunnel, McCall and Gershon came out into a high-vaulted room that looked like some kind of fantastic Hollywood movie set. It had several levels with metal steps connecting them. There were more Subterranean Dwellers in them, tucked away beneath the pipes, most of them with some kind of wood or metal shelters around them, some of them just sitting on blankets or in big cardboard boxes as if they were in doorways above ground. What amazed McCall was a section of what looked like a park. Artificial grass had been put down onto a large rectangular space. A family was sitting on the grass with a picnic basket, actually having a picnic, like they were in one of the many beautiful small parks in New York City. A Yorkie was running after a tennis ball that a teenage boy was throwing for him. He picked up the ball in his mouth, romped back to the boy, who threw it for him again. He ran after it again. Repeat until the dog collapsed. Suspicious eyes looked at the intruders as they climbed up onto another level.
McCall wondered if they didn�t have the right idea.
No rent, no traffic, no job searching.
Make your own world.
When he got to the next half-level, McCall was relieved. There was a long narrow tunnel with more pipes crowding in on both sides. It was dimly lit, but he recognized it. He�d never accessed it from this direction before. He shifted Gershon�s weight under his arm.
�Stay with me, Danil,� he said, his voice echoing in the tunnel.
Gershon nodded, didn�t speak. But he was conscious.
McCall half dragged, half carried him to the other end of the tunnel. There was a large niche in it that went back about seventeen feet. It had obviously been another tunnel that had been closed off and abandoned at some point. Inside the niche there was furniture: a bed with a bright quilt on it, a dresser, a table, two upright cane chairs, two red leather easy chairs, a rocking chair, a bookshelf. There was a TV set, circa the 1990s, but there was a picture on the screen. A close-up of Walter White from Breaking Bad.
He wondered how she was getting a signal this far down and then he noted the stacks of DVDs beside the set and the DVD recorder. The final season of Breaking Bad was on the top. He did wonder again where the electricity was coming from. It had to have been set up specially for her. But then, she was a very popular girl in the steam tunnels.
Candy Annie was probably in her mid-twenties, but living below ground since she was sixteen had aged her face. She was very pale from lack of sunlight. She looked like a ghost in the semidarkness. There were two halogen lamps on either side of her bed that glowed with amber light. Her hair was red, a Julianne Moore kind of red, gorgeous, which showered down her back. She was wearing a white blouse and a long beige skirt. She never wore underwear and when she turned in the amber light both the blouse and the skirt were virtually transparent. McCall had long since stopped trying not to look at her voluptuous figure. She wore sandals on her feet. There was pink polish on her toes. The room, if you could call it that, was very warm. Must have a heating duct in it, or some of the ceiling pipes carried hot water. There was a sink that had been hooked up to a large tank of water. There was also a small toilet in one corner and even a shower stall with a paisley shower curtain. All hooked up. It was rudimentary, but it obviously worked. Candy Annie looked clean and radiant. There were shelves with paperback books, a few framed photos and canned goods on them. And lots of candy. Candy bars, M&M�s packages, gummy bears, liquorice sticks, jelly babies, nougat swirls, chocolate frogs and bunnies. If you stumbled upon her living space, and didn�t know how she got her nickname, one look at the shelves would solve the mystery.
Her face lit up when she saw McCall, but then immediately clouded when she saw he was half carrying a wounded friend.
�What�s the matter with him, Mr. McCall?�
Her voice was like a spring shower.
�He took a gunshot wound in his arm,� McCall said. �I need to put him down on your bed.�
�Of course.�
�Might get blood on the quilt.�
�I can always make another one.�
Candy Annie rushed to Gershon�s side and helped take his weight as McCall walked him to the bed and laid him down on the multicolored quilt. It was only then that he noticed the patches of the quilt were hand-sewn and made up of Norman Rockwell paintings. Gershon had passed out. Carefully McCall took off his leather jacket. Blood had soaked through Gershon�s shirtsleeve. McCall untied the tourniquet and tied it tighter again. Candy Annie ran to the little sink and turned on a faucet. A trickle of water came out. She ran it over a cloth and hurried back to the bed and wiped the sweat from Gershon�s face. Then she folded the cloth and put it against his forehead.
�How did it happen?� she asked, as if this was something inconceivable to her.
�We were attacked,� McCall said. �Not something that happens in your world.�
�It happens,� Candy Annie said softly. �But very rarely. Everyone here keeps to their own spaces. But we�re kind of a big family. We look out for each other.�
Gershon was conscious again. He tried to sit up. McCall and Candy Annie put a couple of pillows at his back, resting against the concrete wall. There was no headboard.
�I just made some mint tea,� Candy Annie said. �Can I bring you some?�
�Tea would be good,� Gershon murmured.
Candy Annie ran back to the counter beside the sink, lifted a porcelain teapot, and poured tea into a large mug that had the New York Yankees logo on it. The amber light soared through her blouse and skirt as she turned back, cradling her breasts, lighting her triangle of dark pubic hair. McCall resolved to bring some underwear the next time he came down with supplies for her, which usually consisted of food, magazines, books, and, of course, candy.
Candy Annie knelt beside the low bed and held the mug for Gershon. He took a sip. Nodded. Looked around the small shelter.
�This is your home?�
�This is it,� she said, with a kind of simplicity that said, What more do I need?
McCall heard footsteps running down the tunnel and half turned, his hand reaching into his pocket for the Sig Sauer. But it was Jackson T. Foozelman. With him was a man in his early sixties, short, compact, wearing a rumpled gray suit and carrying an old-fashioned doctor�s bag, as though they were in Dodge City. In fact, he reminded McCall of that wonderful character actor who had played the irascible doctor on Gunsmoke.
�This is Doc Bennett,� Fooz said. He was out of breath and leaned against the wall. �I ran into him comin� back from the Mole People. Say, I never asked ya how that little girl is doing.�
�Her fever broke,� Dr. Bennett snapped, as if irritated by the question. �She�s going to be fine.�
Curmudgeonly, McCall thought. Just like Doc Adams on Gunsmoke.
Dr. Bennett untied the makeshift tourniquet from around Gershon�s arm, unbuttoned his shirt, and slid it off. The wound was raw and had started bleeding again. He opened his doctor�s bag and took out some salve and gauze and scissors. Also a syringe and a small bottle.
�Give me some room.�
Candy Annie and Fooz moved as far away from the bed as the small space would allow. While the doctor dressed the wound and gave Gershon a shot for the pain, McCall moved to the edge of Candy Annie�s niche and looked out. There was nothing in the levels of the tunnels but shadows and silence. He turned back. Candy Annie was pouring tea for Fooz. McCall moved back to the narrow bed.
�I�ve stopped the bleeding, but he�s lost a lot of blood,� Dr. Bennett said. �He can�t stay down here. He needs to go to an ER right away.�
�They�ll report a gunshot wound.�
Dr. Bennett sighed. �What is this, some mob shooting?�
�No. But he can�t go to a hospital. Any other ideas?�
�I have a family practice on Columbus Avenue. My son Brian runs it. I go upworld every week to visit with him. See how the family is.�
�But you live down here.�
�For the last fifteen years. These Subs need a doctor. I�m all they�ve got.� He finished bandaging the wound and looked at Gershon. �You�re very lucky. The bullet went right through without touching the humerus bone.�
Almost subconsciously, McCall rubbed the wound in his shoulder, where a bullet had once grazed him. It ached badly when he was down in the subterranean tunnels.
�I�ll be all right,� Gershon said.
He got to his feet, pulling on his shirt. Dr. Bennett wrote an address and a note on a prescription pad he took out of his doctor�s bag. He tore off the page and handed it to Gershon.
�That�s the address of my son�s practice and a note from me to treat you.�
Gershon nodded his thanks.
Fooz stepped forward, setting down his tea, clutching at McCall�s sleeve. He pulled him to one side. McCall watched Gershon button up his shirt and painfully shrug back on his leather jacket. Dr. Bennett packed up his doctor�s bag.
�There�s two Upworlders in the steam tunnels,� Fooz said softly. �Young guys, kinda intense looking. I didn�t see no guns, but that don�t mean they weren�t carrying �em.�
�Show me where,� McCall said.
Fooz nodded. His eyes shone with excitement. McCall walked over to the table where Candy Annie was standing, as if unsure what more to do to help. McCall took her hand.
�I need you to show my friend a way to the upworld, as close to here as possible. Somewhere he won�t pop out of a manhole in the middle of Times Square. Can you do that?�
�Sure, Mr. McCall.�
�Just get him up that ladder and come back here.�
�I always come back here,� she said, her voice quieter.
�We�ve talked about that, Annie. You need to go to the upworld again.�
�Maybe. Sometime. With you.�
McCall didn�t have time to talk to her about it. He turned to Gershon.
�Annie will show you the way out of here.�
�Where are you going?�
�Two of them may have come down into the tunnels. I�ll make sure they don�t come after you.�
Gershon nodded and put a hand on Dr. Bennett�s shoulder.
�Thank you.�
Candy Annie threw a shawl over her shoulders, kicked off her sandals, and slid her feet into a pair of old bright pink Reeboks. They wouldn�t protect her feet like Fooz�s work boots, but they were better than sandals.
McCall handed Gershon the Sig Sauer pistol.
�After you�re treated by the doctor�s son, go to the safe house on Ninth Avenue. Nowhere else. I�ll meet you there tonight.�
�Take care of yourself, McCall,� Gershon said.
It was not the answer McCall had been hoping for.

CHAPTER 22

McCall moved out of the cramped, sweating space with the old black man. They ran down the steam tunnel and climbed down the iron stairs. McCall turned back once, to see Dr. Bennett walking along the tunnel above him one way, Gershon and Candy Annie hurrying down the other way. Soon they were lost to sight.
McCall swung back to Fooz.
�Show me where you saw these men.�
The trip back to where McCall and Gershon had climbed down the ladder from the manhole near Forty-second Street was quicker, because Fooz knew all the shortcuts. In twenty minutes they were at one end of the first utility and steam tunnel, in a cross tunnel. McCall kept the old man behind him. Two dark figures were walking down the main tunnel, searching in the gloom, guns drawn. They looked disoriented. They�d been searching for a while.
�Is there a way for me to get behind them?� McCall whispered.
�Sure thing, double back behind us, you�ll see a door,� Fooz whispered. �Might be kinda hard to open it. Rusted pretty solid. If ya can do it, you�ll be in this little corridor between the pipes about two feet wide. Gonna be a tight fit. But at the end of it, you�ll see an opening and you can step into that tunnel right behind them fellahs.�
�You stay here and don�t move,� McCall said.
He ran behind the old man and found the door.
Pulled on it.
It didn�t budge.
He looked back down the corridor of pipes, in shadow from this angle. He could just make out Fooz�s unmoving figure. McCall pulled on the rusted door again with all his strength. Squeal of sound. It sounded like a gunshot in the tunnel. McCall froze. No way around it. He had to open the door.
It had moved two inches.
He pulled again.
Another few inches, but no squeal.
He took a deep breath and scraped himself through the narrow opening.
Fooz hadn�t exaggerated. The space between the pipes was barely two feet wide. McCall had to walk like a crab down it, arms pinned at his sides. He could hear nothing now. He had gone about twenty yards when finally the opening Fooz had promised came up on his right. If anything, it was smaller than the crevice he had just edged through. There was a real risk he�d get stuck in this split in the pipes. But he had to take the chance.
McCall pushed himself through the narrow opening. Claustrophobia descended upon him fast. He snagged to a stop.
Couldn�t move.
He fought down an unexpected surge of panic. He could not be trapped down here unable to move forward or back the way he�d come. He closed his eyes in the darkness. Forced himself to stay calm. Opened his eyes. Inched forward.
Two more inches.
Three more.
Another three.
McCall saw the dim light now on his right from the main storm tunnel. He squirmed toward it.
A little bit closer.
Within arm�s reach now.
Then he stopped.
Held fast on both sides.
The pipes were crushing his stomach and breaking his spine. He fought down the panic again. Took a deep breath. Lunged to his left.
Couldn�t move.
Lunged one more time.
No good.
McCall became very still. Willed himself not to scream. Felt the panic being pushed down.
One more time.
Do it!
He lunged to his right.
And broke out of the narrow space into the storm tunnel.
McCall stood for a moment in the clammy semidarkness, catching his breath. Ahead of him, Salam and Rachid had stopped in the tunnel. Their backs were to him. They�d heard something, but whatever it was, it was in front of them.
Probably Fooz shuffling his feet nervously.
McCall would have no problem killing both of them. They wouldn�t hear him come up behind them. But he didn�t want to do that. It could bring reprisals down onto the Subterranean Dwellers. Even if he got rid of the bodies � and there were a thousand places to dump bodies in these tunnels where no one would ever find them � Borislav Kirov might be told that Salam and Rachid had gone down here.
And then Jackson T. Foozelman strolled out of his hiding place into the main tunnel. He looked very surprised to see the two enforcers. They held their guns on him.
�Hey, there!� Fooz called. �What are you guys doing down here? Why the guns?�
Salam stepped forward, a commanding presence, his voice reasonable.
�FBI agents,� he said. �We�re looking for two fugitives.�
�That you think came down here?� Fooz asked, as if incredulous. �No one comes down to these tunnels unless they�re maintenance men from the city or subway workers. Unless they�re aimin� to move down here.�
�They were trapped. We don�t see they had anywhere else to go.�
Fooz shook his head. �No, sir. Not down here. We kinda got our own security system in these tunnels. We�d know if anyone came down here wasn�t supposed to be here.�
�Who�s �we�?� Salam demanded.
�The Subs, son. Subterranean Dwellers. This is where we live.�
�How many are you?� Rachid asked.
�Oh, never really counted, people come and go, you know? Some can�t stand living in the upworld and climb down here to see if they can survive. Some of us, well it gets to ya after a few years, the smell, the isolation, they give up and go back to the surface. But I reckon there�s a couple of hundred of us down here. There�s hundreds of miles of tunnels under New York. Here, let me give ya a tour of my area. Be careful of the rats, though. And we got cockroaches that make the rats look puny.�
Salam lowered his gun, motioning for Rachid to do the same. They put them into holsters under their coats. �We�ll take your word for it, Pops.�
�Want me to show ya the way back to where ya climbed down? Which manhole was it, Forty-second street?�
�We�ll find it.�
�Awful easy to get lost down here. All these tunnels crisscross each other. Ya gotta know how to walk �em. Also there�s the subway tunnels. You stumble into one of them, you better watch out for the live rail, or it�ll fry ya.�
Fooz glanced past them without seeming to. McCall knew he could see his figure silhouetted against the light. The old man looked back at the enforcers.
�Let me show you a shortcut back to that ladder,� Fooz offered. �Right this way.�
He turned and walked on down the tunnel. Salam and Rachid hesitated, then followed him. McCall pressed himself back into the pipes into dark shadow. But the killers didn�t look back. He couldn�t hear what Fooz was saying, but he was chattering on and waving his arms dramatically and McCall figured the two enforcers couldn�t wait to climb back up that ladder and get the hell out of here.
It was Gershon that McCall was worried about.
He hadn�t liked what he�d seen in the agent�s eyes when he�d walked out of Candy Annie�s warm oasis home.
* * *
Danil Gershon had no intention of going to Dr. Bennett�s son for treatment, or to The Company safe house on Ninth Avenue. At least, not yet. His cover had been blown. He did not hold Robert McCall responsible for that. McCall could not have known he was working undercover at the Dolls nightclub. The fault was with himself. Something he had done had betrayed him to Kirov, a momentary recognition in his eyes when McCall had walked into the alcove, a change in his expression, something in his body language. Or they may have been suspicious of him for some time. He had fucked up. It was up to him to make this right.
His arm hurt like hell, but it was not incapacitating. Dr. Bennett of the Subterranean Dwellers had done a good job. The painkiller, might have been morphine, was wearing off, but that was okay. He needed to be alert. He couldn�t have a narcotic blurring his senses or dulling his reflexes.
That sweet waif Candy Annie had taken him through six tunnels to an iron ladder against a concrete wall exactly like the one he and McCall had climbed down. Or rather, the one McCall had climbed down with Gershon on his back. That had hurt his pride. He didn�t need to be carried by anyone. But he was grateful to McCall.
Gershon had climbed up the rusting ladder with difficulty, but it hadn�t been as painful as he�d feared. He�d looked down once and saw the young woman�s pale face staring up at him, concerned for a complete stranger. Then she�d turned around and he�d lost sight of her in the shadows, going back to her sad little dwelling under the city streets. He hoped McCall could talk her into joining the real world again. But McCall wasn�t the warmest human being on the planet. It wasn�t like him to care about strangers.
Or it hadn�t been.
Gershon�s plan was simple. He had McCall�s Sig Sauer 227 in his jacket pocket. He was going to walk right into Dolls. They�d be setting up for that night. Kirov would probably be in his office. He would walk up the stairs to the second floor. If Kuzbec or Salam or any of the other enforcers were there, and tried to stop him, he�d shoot them dead. He would surprise Kirov and shoot him also, probably in the leg. It would slow Gershon down, but better Kirov was in pain and worrying about whether he was going to bleed out and die. He�d then carry Kirov down to the man�s Mercedes, which would be parked in its usual spot in front of the nightclub. He�d take the car keys out of Kirov�s pocket and drive away. Then he�d get his arm wound treated and drive to the Ninth Avenue safe house and call Control.
It was a good plan.
He thought it was what McCall would do.
As Gershon crossed the narrow alleyway behind Dolls, heading for the back door of the nightclub, a black Lexus roared into life at the other end. It gunned forward. Gershon only had time to half turn before the vehicle hit him, throwing him over the hood, then right over the car. He crashed down onto the broken cobblestones.
In the Lexus, Bakar Daudov backed the car over Gershon�s body, just to make sure, then ran over him again. He stopped the car, got out, took a Sig Sauer 227 pistol out of Gershon�s jacket pocket, noted with interest the bullet wound in his arm, got back into the Lexus, and drove away. Someone would find Gershon�s dead body and call the police to report the hit-and-run.
* * *
On Sunday afternoon McCall went to Central Park. He found Granny sitting alone at one of the chess tables. There were four games in progress, but not near him. McCall sat down opposite Granny, hit the timer, and moved his white pawn.
�Pawn to queen four. What the hell were you doing?�
Granny moved his black pawn and hit the timer. �Pawn to knight six. You weren�t expecting trouble at Grand Central. It was rendezvous protocol between agents who accidentally meet in the field. I just had a bad feeling.�
�Pawn to king four,� McCall said, and moved the chess piece.
�Bishop to knight seven.� Granny moved his bishop. �You�ve been out of it for a while. There are times when you need someone better than Kostmayer to watch your back.�
�You fired into a concourse full of innocent people.�
�None of them got hit by any of my bullets.�
�That�s not the point!� McCall almost shouted at him. �You endangered their lives.�
�And saved yours.�
McCall took a breath, then nodded. �Bishop to king three.�
Granny moved his next chess piece in answer to McCall�s move. �Pawn to bishop five. There was a young woman wounded in the chest. I checked up on her later in the day. She pulled through. The young turk who shot her? Did it deliberately. Wasn�t even aiming in your direction. Very bad guys.�
�White pawn takes black pawn to bishop five. I didn�t ask for your help.�
�That doesn�t mean you didn�t need it. You�re emotional, McCall. That�s new. Might be a good thing, might not.�
�I have a different life now.�
�After what I saw in Grand Central Station yesterday, not that different,� Granny said, but there was no irony in his voice. �Bishop to knight two.�
�Queen to rook five,� McCall said.
�Really? Okay. Pawn to knight six.�
Granny took off his square-cut glasses and polished them with a blue silk handkerchief, looking out into the park beyond them. A softball game was in progress about a hundred yards away. He watched a young man swing at a ball like he was at Yankee Stadium. The bat connected and the ball sailed over the first baseman�s head. The batter took off. Another young man, in jeans, a lavender T-shirt, and canvas shoes, looking like he�d just been soaked off a sunglasses ad, came home to score.
�I wasn�t in that church with you,� Granny said. �I should have been.�
McCall let the silence deepen between them. He thought back to that day. Then he made his move.
�White pawn takes black pawn knight six.�
He took away Granny�s black pawn.
Granny moved his black knight without even looking at it. �Knight to bishop six.�
�White pawn takes black pawn rook seven.�
Granny looked down at the chessboard, as if in surprise.
�It wouldn�t have made any difference if you�d been in the church,� McCall said.
�You don�t know that,� Granny said. �Neither do I. But it�s haunted me, too.� He put back on his glasses. �Why did those guys at Grand Central want you dead, if you�ve been off the radar for this long?�
�They weren�t after me. They were after Danil Gershon.�
Granny made his last move. �Knight takes queen rook five.�
McCall made his. �Bishop to knight six. Mate.�
McCall stood up. Granny looked down at the chess battleground and nodded. �Gioachino Greco. Mate in eight moves. Nice.�
�You knew what I was doing. You let it happen.�
�Did I? Things happen to you, McCall. Bad things.� Granny glanced up at him, the sunlight catching his square-cut glasses, making his eyes opaque. �What are you doing? If it�s not a Company mission, who are you helping?�
�Probably myself.�
McCall walked away from him. There was a roar from the softball game as one of the Wall Street brokers got called out at second.
* * *
Bentleys was a madhouse on Monday and it was only 6:30 P.M. The bar stools were full with more patrons standing behind them. Laddie was mixing drinks with fast hands, taking credit cards and putting them beside the register, grabbing orders from the servers. McCall watched him as he put some drinks onto a tray. No one rocked a vodka gimlet the way Laddie rocked one.
On the TV set over the bar was a news broadcast with no sound. It was devoted almost solely to the shootout at Grand Central Station. There was shaky footage taken from people�s cell phones of the terror scene. People on the ground � the one uniformed cop lying dead, the other calling for backup � other people running for the exits. No shots of any of the gunmen. No shots of McCall in the crowd, or Gershon or Granny. The uniformed police officer was the only fatality. Innocent people had been injured, mainly in the stampede to get off the concourse, but none badly. One young woman had been taken to Bellevue in critical condition with a gunshot wound to the chest, but she was now in stable condition. By the time the police had arrived in force, all of the dead gunmen had simply disappeared.
Cleanup, McCall thought. No evidence left behind. No way any of them could be traced back to Dolls nightclub.
McCall put the last drink onto his tray and moved out from behind the bar with it. He made his way to the booth by the window where the Karen Mafia were gathered. He waved off their server, Amanda, whose hair was a dark mauve tonight, accentuating her black lipstick and eyeliner.
�I got this,� McCall told her.
Karen was showing her friends something in a faux Louis Vuitton Speedy 30 purse. She quickly dropped her purse at her feet, but he�d noted the Smith & Wesson pistol nestled in among the cosmetics. It was an SD9 VE model, 10 + 1 capacity, a few years old. He didn�t say anything about it. He set out the drinks all around.
�Manhattan, Corona, watermelon screwdriver, Long Island iced tea, Sex-on-the-Beach, and a strawberry daiquiri. I�ll need to see some ID.�
Karen looked up at him, surprised. �You carded me when I first came in here, Bobby!�
McCall�s tone was brisk. He wasn�t playing �friendly Bobby� tonight. �We get a lot of customers at Bentleys. Need to see all of your IDs.�
One by one, amid some muttering and eye rolling, the girls fished out their wallets and took out their driver�s licenses to show him. McCall picked up each one and appeared to be examining them carefully, but he barely glanced at any of them until Karen handed him her driver�s license. McCall looked at her address, memorized it, and handed the license back to her.
�Thanks. Sorry about that. The boss is on our ass about IDs in here. Seems some guy got into an accident two nights ago after he�d been drinking beer at Bentleys. Wasn�t seventeen yet.�
That seemed to relax the table. Karen smiled at him.
�No problem, Bobby.�
�You get to go home to see your folks this weekend?� McCall asked, as if casually.
�Yes! We did the whole big barbecue thing. Played flag football on the front lawn.�
Very Norman Rockwell, McCall thought. Like the patchwork squares that Candy Annie had sewn together for the bright quilt on her narrow bed below the New York streets.
That�s where Karen got the gun, McCall thought. Probably her dad�s.
�You ever see that creep again?� he asked her. �The one you thought was stalking you?�
�He is stalking me!� Karen flared. �His name�s Jeff Carlson. He was at S.O.B.�s last night!� Off McCall�s look: �Style On Beat, it�s a nightclub on Varick. Don�t you ever get out, Bobby?�
�I play bingo once a month,� McCall said. �You sure it was him?�
�Oh, yeah, I�ve been looking out for him. I took his picture with my iPhone.�
�Let me see it,� McCall said.
Karen looked a little startled.
�In case he walks into Bentleys, I want to know what he looks like.�
Karen nodded. Good idea. She fished her phone out of her pocket, scrolled through enough photos to fill an FBI database, found the one she wanted, and handed her cell phone to McCall. He pretended to drop it, muttered �Sorry,� and picked it up. As he did so, his fingers flew over the silver keys on her cell. Then he straightened and looked at Carlson�s image on the LED screen. The picture was a little rushed, taken in the Style On Beat club, just off the dance floor, but Carlson�s face was in focus. McCall nodded and handed Karen�s cell phone back to her. She showed the picture to the rest of the eager group, who passed the iPhone around almost in awe. A real-life stalker. Wow.
McCall moved away with the empty tray back to the bar.
Kostmayer was waiting for him on the last stool beside the server�s station. Amanda was putting cocktails that Laddie had just set out onto her tray. She looked Kostmayer over, liked what she saw, gave him a shy smile. She moved away with the loaded tray.
�Got a number for her?� Kostmayer asked.
�Big trouble,� McCall said. �Katia and Natalya?�
�Living the American dream at an apartment in the Dakota. Katia is certain there are emotional strings attached. I told her there weren�t. Try not to make a liar out of me.�
McCall ignored that. �What about Danil Gershon?�
�He didn�t go to the safe house. I waited for two hours, then I went to Dolls nightclub and looked around, but I didn�t see him.�
�He wouldn�t have gone back there.�
McCall glanced around, but no one in the noisy restaurant was paying any attention to them. The news broadcast was over. There were games playing on four of the TV screens around the bar, Yankees against the Orioles, Phillies and Red Sox, a Canadian hockey game, Canucks versus the Habs, and a hushed golf tournament.
�You sure about that?� Kostmayer said.
�Kirov sent a termination squad of ten men,� McCall said. �Gershon wouldn�t walk right back into the lion�s den.�
�Sure he would. McCall wannabe.�
At that moment Control walked into Bentleys.
McCall saw him reflected in the big mirror behind the bar. He walked past Sherry at the hostess desk up to the bar, showing Kostmayer no recognition whatsoever.
�We need to talk,� he said to McCall.
Laddie loaded up two more server�s trays with cocktails and Coronas.
�Can you give me an hour?� McCall asked him.
It looked for a moment as if the young bartender was ticked off � it was very busy. But he looked at Control, felt the palpable tension between the two men, and nodded.
�Sure, Bobby. I�ll pull Amanda off the floor. No problem.�
�Thanks.�
McCall didn�t look at Control as he took off his black Bentleys apron, tossed it to one side, and walked to the front door. Control followed him. Kostmayer noted the young bartender watching them leave.
�Old boss,� Kostmayer murmured. �Bobby left his last employment a little abruptly. They�ve got a lot to talk about.�

CHAPTER 23

He sat in the lavish office that had been put at his disposal for the grand opening. It was all steel and chrome with a glass-topped desk and pieces of modernistic sculptures, white explosions of tendrils like flowering alien plants that reached up to the tiny light sockets recessed into the ceiling. There were multicolored cubes decorating stark white shelves and chairs that looked like NASA had designed them. None of it was to this man�s exquisite taste, but that was fine. He would only be here for the weekend. He sat in an office chair, which was a padded bigger version of the white ones, not that it was any more comfortable. He was dressed in a tuxedo with a red bow tie. He looked elegant and relaxed. He had kept the office door ajar, because he wanted to hear the dance music drifting up from the main floor of the club. It pounded to a primal beat, some incomprehensible rap lyric. Leonardo was in Singapore shooting a movie, and had agreed to come to the opening night of the latest Dolls nightclub. The star was dressed in a white tux, right out of Gatsby. He had managed to get through the phalanx of reporters and photographers and had run into, quite by chance, his costar from Titanic. They had embraced and kissed and then did an impromptu turn together on the dance floor. The media had gone crazy. It was the best publicity the man could ever have hoped for. Now if one of the supermodels who had been desperately trying to get Leo�s autograph could have a wardrobe malfunction, let one of those big, ripe breasts pop out for the cameras, he�d be on YouTube.
He stared at the LED screen on his Mac. On it Borislav Kirov�s image was as clear as if he�d been sitting across the desk. The man listened without moving, with no flicker of expression crossing his face. He was good at disguising his emotions. Kirov finished his Skype report. It was as if he�d run out of steam. He was careful, patient, and ruthless. And not accustomed to setbacks. He had not liked giving the intel he had just provided.
Particularly about Katia and Natalya.
Alexei Berezovsky appreciated Kirov�s honestly and frankness.
But inside he was seething.
�Natalya was not hurt or touched?� he asked.
In his own office, with its antiques and shadows, in direct contrast with what he could see of Berezovsky�s office at the Dolls nightclub in Singapore, Kirov felt short of breath. He did not want to start hyperventilating, not in front of his boss. Any sign of weakness was a death sentence with this man. Kirov made certain his voice was strong and impartial.
�No.�
�Where is she now?�
�Returned to her mother.�
�They are at their home?�
�As far as I know. Natalya went to school today.�
�But she has not spoken a word to anyone since that vicious mugging on a New York street?�
�No.�
�Katia will come to work at the club tonight?�
�If she doesn�t, I�ll bring her here myself.�
�Let her come in her own time. She will. There is nowhere else for her to work and be paid enough money to live in Manhattan. As to the stranger who rescued Natalya from the arms of your enforcers��
Kirov squirmed inside, but did not interrupt.
�You are certain he is not a police officer or a federal agent?�
�He�s just some private citizen who took it upon himself to be a hero.�
�That he accomplished this daring rescue, without loss of life or real injury, either says a great deal about his skills, or a great deal about the ineptitude of your enforcers. Did you, at least, get this stouthearted fellow�s name?�
�Bobby Maclain. He�s a bartender at a restaurant called Bentleys on West Broadway.�
Berezovsky did not bother to disguise the contempt in his voice. �A bartender rescued your kidnap victim?�
�He took my men by surprise,� Kirov said. �They weren�t expecting any kind of a rescue effort.�
�Does this urban vigilante have a relationship with Katia?�
�He says he doesn�t. He says he�s not even a friend. Merely an acquaintance.�
Berezovsky was quiet for a moment. �And demanding that Katia partake in�� your business there�� was Bakar Daudov�s initiative?�
�Yes.�
�He overstepped his authority.�
�He�s your man,� Kirov pointed out. �He�s a law unto himself.�
�No, he answers to me,� Berezovsky said, his voice softer.
�Do you want me to kill him?�
Kirov asked the question with a certain bored nonchalance, but he knew that Berezovsky could see right through it. Bakar Daudov would be a very difficult man to kill.
�I will deal with him,� Berezovsky said. �What about the other matter?�
�Danil Gershon is dead. The victim of a hit-and-run accident. There were no witnesses and the police have no leads. Gershon discovered nothing in his time here at the club. He was strictly a low-level enforcer. He hadn�t risen through the ranks to be in a position of familiarity. He wasn�t a confidant.�
�What made you suspicious of him?�
�He tried to gain access to my computer files. I discovered it yesterday going over some surveillance footage.�
�You believe he was working undercover for the FBI?�
�Yes. They believe we�re running protection � which we are�but also prostitution and drugs, which we�re not. I�m trying to confirm Gershon�s association, but it doesn�t matter. He�s dead. He can�t have given the feds anything.�
Berezovsky nodded. He took a gold cigarette case out of his tuxedo inner pocket and extracted a Sobranie Black Russian cigarette. He lit it with a heavy onyx lighter on the desk.
�I see you still indulge in your weakness,� Kirov said.
�Better than the Sobranie Cocktails you smoke. Sobranie Black Russians were supplied to the royal courts of Great Britain, Spain, and Romania. They are pure. No filter. You might as well inject nicotine directly into your veins. My hero, Errol Flynn, smoked them. Of course, he died at fifty, with the body of a seventy-five-year-old man, but all heroes are flawed. Watch him in Charge of the Light Brigade. Magnificent. As for your hero, I want to see the man�s face.�
�I�ve got a picture of him. I�ll send it to your iPhone now.�
Kirov hit some keystrokes.
Berezovsky picked up his iPhone from the desktop. He found the picture within five seconds.
And his entire demeanor changed.
He stared at the image of McCall pulled off the surveillance camera. Slowly he set the cigarette down into a glass ashtray the size of a fist and blew out a cloud of blue smoke. But there was no warmth anywhere in his body. All he felt was an icy chill.
�I know this man,� he said. �He is not some local neighborhood hero. He would not take a personal interest in Katia or anyone else, even if she was his lover. He is a professional. An operative of a shadow unit within the CIA that no one acknowledges. It is called The Company. His name is Robert McCall. There was a rumor that he had resigned. That is obviously bogus. He is still working as a government operative. Or, if he did quit, he is back in the game.�
�But if he knew anything about the mission, he wouldn�t have walked into my nightclub the way he did. He would�ve known he�d be under surveillance. That I�d send his picture to you.�
�Perhaps he wanted me to know. I had the woman he loved killed.�
�What do you want me to do?�
�Find a place where he will be vulnerable. Take as many men as you need. Have Daudov lead them. And Kirov�� be very careful. Robert McCall is lethal.�
�I�m not surprised to hear that,� Kirov said. �There was something about the way he talked to me. The look in his eyes.�
�Inform me when he is dead.�
Berezovsky terminated the connection. He took out his wallet and extracted a worn photograph from it. In the photo were Katia and an eight-year-old Natalya, standing with Berezovsky in front of the Vienna Opera House. Across the bottom of Katia�s figure she had written, I love you, Alexei. Across the bottom of Natalya�s figure, in a child�s scrawl, was written, Love you, Daddy.
Berezovsky stared at the photograph for several moments. Then he took the onyx lighter from the desk and set fire to it. The picture curled and blackened. He dropped the charred fragments into the ashtray.
* * *
McCall had handed in two passes at the Albany and Greenwich entrance and now he and Control walked up to one of the magnificent reflecting pools at the site of Tower One. The 9/11 Memorial was packed with tourists. There was a reverential atmosphere; no kids were pushing and shoving; pictures and videos were being taken, but it was all in a kind of respectful silence. Construction workers were still toiling beyond the two pools.
The two men had said nothing to each other on the walk over from Bentleys.
�How many passes have you got to the memorial?� Control finally asked.
�A month�s worth,� McCall said. �I like to be able to walk down at a moment�s notice. There�s peace here. A sense of closure. I have an acquaintance; Hans Gerhardt, a charming German hotelier who used to be the manager of the Sutton Place Hotel in Toronto. His son Ralph was killed in Tower One on 9/11. He was thirty-four years old. Worked for Cantor Fitzgerald as vice-president of derivative bonds. His name is inscribed on this pool in bronze along with his girlfriend, Linda.�
�Did you know either of them?�
�I know them now.�
McCall stood still for a moment, looking at the fountain of water in the reflecting pool cascading into the sky, spilling rainbows down onto the memories of the fallen. Then they walked on, away from the deferential crowd, amid the trees, where the white benches were spaced out. McCall looked at his old Control.
�Why do I think you�ve known where I was every minute of the last year?�
He had made it a rhetorical question, but Control answered it anyway.
�We tracked you to that Home Depot you worked at in Boston. When you left there, you went completely off the radar. I suspected you�d have come home to New York.�
�It was never my home before. But now I live in a neighborhood with people I like.�
�Have you contacted Cassie and your son?�
�Not exactly. How did Elena die?�
The question gave Control pause for half a step.
�Kostmayer found you.�
McCall didn�t tell him Kostmayer had known where he lived in SoHo for several months. He didn�t reply.
�How much intel did he give you?� Control asked.
�I didn�t ask for any.�
�Elena was on a mission that took her to Moscow and��
�I don�t care what mission she was on or who she was up against,� McCall said. �I want you to tell me how she died. Kostmayer said it was a sniper�s shot.�
�Two bullets. One in the right leg. The second round hit her right hip and shattered it. She couldn�t move. She bled out.�
�Why wouldn�t the assassin have gone for a kill shot?�
�Bad weather, low visibility.�
�Not through a sniper�s scope.�
�I don�t know, Robert. Maybe he wanted to take her alive.�
�If he�d have wanted to do that, he would have come for her at ground level.�
�So he�s a cat who likes to play with the crippled mouse before he kills it.�
McCall said nothing. He remembered what Gershon had told him about one of the assassins that might be on Borislav Kirov�s payroll:
He wants his targets to suffer pain before he puts them out of their misery.
Something was on the edge of McCall�s mind, just out of reach. It wouldn�t come into focus. He let it go and stopped and looked around them. Checked the crowd. Saw no faces that worried him.
Control said, �Elena had a message for you. When I found you, I was to tell you to: �Get the bastard for me.� Those were her last words.�
McCall nodded. Said nothing. Control took something out of his coat pocket. It caught the sunlight.
�She stole a flash drive. There�s only one file on it. It appears to be part of a blueprint. Maybe an industrial complex. A series if tunnels or passageways. I want you to take a look at it.�
�It won�t mean anything to me.�
�Probably not. But you owe Elena that much. She gave her life for it.�
�No, she gave her life for you.�
Control�s voice was low and charged with uncharacteristic emotion.
�I thought I had all the bases covered and I didn�t. Her blood is on my hands. Take a look at this blueprint. If you recognize anything, no matter how farfetched you think it is, get in touch with me. Do it through Kostmayer if you don�t want to talk to me.� He paused. �The Robert McCall I know would avenge Elena�s death.�
McCall looked back toward the memorial pools.
�Maybe that man doesn�t exist anymore. Maybe he shouldn�t.�
�I need your help.�
�I�ll think it over,� McCall said.
Control followed McCall�s gaze.
�You knew Danil Gershon, didn�t you?�
McCall had been hoping that his chance encounter with Gershon had not got back to Control. And his use of the past tense hit him in the stomach.
�Our paths crossed a few times.�
�He died today. In a New York street. Hit-and-run.�
McCall took a long moment to absorb this. �An accident?�
�I doubt it. There was a bullet wound in his arm. It had been cleaned up and professionally bandaged. Maybe at an ER somewhere, although, according to the police report, there�s been no report filed of a gunshot wound. He was undercover on a mission. There�s a funeral service at Green-Wood Cemetery in Brooklyn on Wednesday. In case you want to attend.�
McCall nodded. Debated whether to tell Control that he had left Danil Gershon three hours ago, alive and functioning. Decided against it. Control didn�t need to know that. Not yet.
But the guilt McCall felt about Gershon�s death was overwhelming.
�Are you going to send anyone more seasoned than Chase Granger to try and bring me back into the fold?�
�I�ve kept the wolves off your back,� Control said. �I don�t know how much longer I can do that. There�s a lot of sensitive information in your head.�
�It�ll stay there.�
�Everyone has a breaking point, Robert. You found yours when��
He stopped. Didn�t want to go there.
�Don�t walk into Bentleys again,� McCall said. �I have a new life there. You represent something old and faded and worn out. Values I no longer care about. If someone from The Company comes to kill me, I�ll send him or her back to you in a body bag. That would look bad at Langley.�
�If there�s a termination order issued, I�ll make sure you know about it.�
�In time to escape?�
�How much time does Robert McCall need?�
�More than you think,� McCall said. And he smiled, although there was little humor in it. �We�re two old warhorses. Newer, smarter, tougher versions of both of us are being manufactured and nurtured. We won�t last long out in the cold.�
�So come back to where I can protect you.�
McCall shook his head.
But he took the silver flash drive from Control�s hand before he walked away.

CHAPTER 24

The village was called Stepanovi�evo in the Novi Sad municipality of Serbia. He heard the mournful whistle of a train in the far distance. It reminded him of home. He�d grown up near railway tracks in Grozny in Chechnya.
Alexei Berezovsky had never been to a cage fight. They were outlawed in Serbia, Montenegro, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Kosovo, but that had only sent the hugely popular sport underground. It was being held in a field behind the ruins of an Orthodox church on a country road at one end of the Stepanovi�evo main street. Berezovsky sat on the top tier of wooden stands that had been hastily put together. It would hold fifty people comfortably, but there must have been over a hundred Serbians in the stands, sitting and standing and crowding around the large cage. The crowd was almost entirely male, although there were several young women hanging on to the arms of their boyfriends. No children. That was one of the only rules. But Berezovsky noted many of the leather-jacketed males had to be teenagers. Some of them looked barely fourteen.
The fight cage was made up of interconnected steel rods. It was thirty feet across and forty feet high. Berezovsky had been told the entire structure, the cage and the stands, took less than an hour to put up and twenty minutes to strike. Sometimes they had to erase all signs of it fast, if the Serbian policija were called. The ground was dirt. There were two stools at either end of the cage. At one of them stood a big brute of a man. He was at least six-six. His face was lacerated with healing cuts and dark purple bruises. He had survived a cage fight recently, maybe even the night before. Berezovsky didn�t know his name. It didn�t matter. There was no fanfare here. No announcer, no blond bimbo in a bikini carrying a sign to tell the spectators which round it was. No managers, no seconds. There was a referee, but he was there to count down the rounds, not to make sure the Marquess of Queensbury rules were observed. There were spotlights at the top of the cage that illuminated the fighting area in a harsh, white light. The monster looked a little punch drunk, as if he wasn�t sure where he was. He blinked in the light, his breathing labored, as if he was already fighting.
Jovan Durkovi� stood beside the stool in the other corner of the cage. He was completely still. His entire focus, his body, his mind, his soul, were on the brute in the other corner. His breathing was measured. His hands were held loosely at his side. His bullet wound was just a raw scar. He had forgotten about it.
He just waited.
Both men were dressed in jeans. Both were bare-chested. Both were in bare feet.
The referee, a small Serbian man in a rumpled black suit, held up a white handkerchief.
Both of the fighters took two steps forward and stopped.
There were no cautions, no instructions.
The crowd was already going wild in anticipation. The betting was fierce. Berezovsky saw fistfuls of money changing hands. He wondered how many were betting on the bigger, stronger man? His money would always be on his assassin, if he was a betting man. And he was. But not with his own money.
The referee dropped the handkerchief. It fell in Berezovsky�s mind in slow motion, as though he were watching a movie. It hit the ground and the two fighters simply rushed each other. There was no circling, no weaving and jabbing, no determining the opponent�s weaknesses.
They went in swinging their fists.
The only rule in the actual cage fight: no kicks. It was a boxing match. Two men, stripped of all weapons, fighting with raw courage and savage strength.
To the death.
The brute got in the first punches, hard ones to Durkovi�s ribs and some punishing blows to his face. He did not even flinch. He backed away, came forward, and went right for the brute�s face. The blows hurt him. Berezovsky could tell that. He was winded already and stumbling a little.
Durkovi� hit his opponent again in the face, a vicious right, that knocked several teeth out. They flew into the dirt. The big man came back, dodged under a left hook, and slammed a fist into Durkovi�s right eye. The sheer force of it staggered him. The big man got in two more blows to Durkovi�s solar plexus, sending him back.
The referee leaned down and picked up the handkerchief. He waved it in the air. Both fighters saw the flash of white. Both backed off. The rounds were very short. Berezovsky glanced down at his Rolex. Hadn�t even been a minute. But the punishment the two fighters had taken would have amounted to several rounds in a Vegas casino.
The grace time was also short. Berezovsky counted thirty seconds. Then the small ref waved the white handkerchief, dirty now and actually streaked with blood where one of the fighters had dripped down on it, as if to catch their attention. Then he made a big display of dropping it to the ground again.
The crowd went wild, shouting and screaming encouragement to whomever they were rooting for. Berezovsky could tell most of them were for Durkovi�. He was the hometown boy.
The two fighters just ran forward and wailed on each other. The blows were vicious and barely blocked. The big man swung a fist into Durkovi�s genitals. He staggered for a moment, and his head snapped up, as if that low blow had actually pissed him off. The pain would have to have been excruciating.
It only made Durkovi� pause.
But long enough for the big man to swing another fist at the right side of Durkovi�s face. The force of it spun him around. Berezovsky could see, with a start of alarm, that Durkovi�s right eye was almost entirely closed.
You can�t block punches if you can�t see where they�re coming from.
Durkovi� compensated, turning more sideways on to the brute, who came in again, throwing more punches. Durkovi� blocked most of them. He took a right on the chin that would have sent another opponent to his knees.
Durkovi� shook it off.
And then he moved forward, head down, as if he wanted to finish this now.
The referee picked up the soiled white handkerchief, held it high, but Berezovsky didn�t think he was going to drop it again.
Durkovi� slammed a series of punches into the brute�s solar plexus. They were expertly placed. If the crowd hadn�t been so zealous, Berezovsky could almost imagine hearing the big man�s ribs crack and split apart. Durkovi� followed these blows with punches to the man�s face. The big man punched back, but his attack had no effect whatsoever.
Durkovi� rained more blows in on the brute, very fast, like a machine.
The crowd was on its feet now, yelling for blood.
Durkovi� swung his fist at the big man�s face, smashing his nose, shoving the splinters of bone up into the brute�s brain.
Berezovsky thought he was probably dead before he crashed to the dirt floor.
The referee raised up the white handkerchief as high as he could.
The sign of a victor.
Durkovi� turned slowly, looking around at the rabid crowd. There was no expression on his face. And then Berezovsky saw something he had never thought he would ever see from this man.
He smiled.
He acknowledged the crowd.
Berezovsky knew that Durkovi� had grown up with these people. They had been his neighbors and drinking buddies. Maybe he�d fucked some of the women, although it was difficult for Berezovsky to think of his assassin in bed with any of them. But then, perhaps in those moments he was a different person.
Two heavyset villagers came forward and carried the big man�s body out of the cage. Another two picked up the two wooden stools. The referee didn�t walk to Durkovi� and raise his arm in triumph. He just turned once in a circle, holding up the fingers of both hands.
Ten.
Berezovsky took that to mean this was Durkovi�s tenth victory.
In his cage fighting career?
Or just that year?
And once the fight was over, everything happened very quickly. The crowd moved away from the stands. Men started breaking down the steel cage and the stands.
Twenty minutes, Berezovsky thought. That�s what Durkovi� had told him. He heard no telltale policija sirens, but obviously the local populace wanted all evidence of the death struggle erased as quickly as possible.
As they erased the brutality of it from their minds.
It was in moments like this that Berezovsky despaired of the human race.
The crowd was streaming down the country road, bathed in light, fractured by clouds sailing over the pale moon. Durkovi� walked away, a solitary figure. None of the spectators would ever have approached him in the seconds after a fight. Durkovi� walked to an old Fiat parked in the back area of the ruined Orthodox church. He unlocked the trunk, took out a towel, and wiped the blood from his face. He pulled off his shirt, wringing wet, and put on a dark gray Patriots football sweatshirt. Berezovsky doubted Durkovi� had ever been to a Patriots game and wouldn�t know Tom Brady if he fell over him, but Berezovsky could allow his assassin some Western quirks.
Berezovsky headed for Durkovi�s car, but some of the crowd reached him first. Now they could approach their hero. They clapped him on the back and shook his hand. Two young women hugged him. He allowed himself to be pulled through the back area of the church toward the glowing main street.
Berezovsky trailed behind them, not wanting to spoil his assassin�s special moment. The main street was a quarter of a mile from the abandoned church. The Chechen turned and looked behind him. The steel cage was already gone. The last of the stands were being pulled apart and packed into the backs of old pickup trucks. In another five minutes there would be no sign of a death match except for the blood in the dirt.
And no policija would be looking for that.
By the time Berezovsky reached a tavern in the center of the village Durkovi� was already inside. Berezovsky waited for him in his rented Hyundai Santa Fe 4x4 parked across the street. A few minutes later Durkovi� exited the tavern with a tankard of beer in his hand. The man�s right eye was still virtually closed. He walked to the passenger door of the Hyundai, opened it, and slid inside.
Berezovsky had an iPad open on the little shelf between the seats.
�How much is the prize money?� he asked.
�Five hundred dollars,� Durkovi� said.
He was turning something small over in his fingers. Berezovsky couldn�t see what it was, but it caught the moonlight streaming through the windshield.
It unnerved him a little.
�Why do you do it? When you are paid more than a million dollars a job?�
�I grew up in this town. I have always been a champion. Since I was fifteen years old. These are my friends. My neighbors. My roots are here.�
�Did you know the man you killed tonight?�
�He was the butcher in Zhajevo, a nearby village. I remember him. He had a nasty temper. I once saw him strike a child for touching a piece of ham.�
Durkovi� raised his hand.
Now Berezovsky saw what was in it.
A razor blade.
Berezovsky involuntarily put a hand up to his throat.
Durkovi� put the razor blade up to where his right eye was closed and slit the skin above it. Blood spurted down the side of his face. Berezovsky was repulsed, but tried not to show it. Durkovi� took out a new handkerchief from his jeans pocket and wiped the blood away. More of it was coming, but he ignored it. His eye was open now. Berezovsky knew the pain must be excruciating, but the man did not even flinch.
The Chechen started to wonder if his assassin was human at all.
�I have sent a blueprint to your iPhone. It was on a flash drive that was stolen from me, but I was able to obtain a second copy. And not easily. You will commit this blueprint to memory. Can you do that?�
�Yes.�
�After that you will delete the blueprint.� Berezovsky tapped more buttons on the iPad, scrolled down, then turned it around so that Durkovi� could see a photograph on the LED screen.
�This is your target.�
Durkovi� stared at it and for the first time in their relationship Berezovsky thought he saw a shadow of doubt come into the man�s eyes.
�The price for the job would be twenty million,� he said.
�That is fine. The group who have ordered this assassination are prepared to pay a great deal for its execution.�
�Where?� Durkovi� asked.
Berezovsky typed on the virtual keypad and turned the iPad around again.
The location picture was on the screen.
Durkovi� shook his head. �Not possible. They will have extra protection around him. There is no way I could get close enough, not in any disguise, not in any other identity.�
�You are a sniper. You don�t need to be close. We have a way to get you beyond the security perimeter. No one will know how you entered or left the area. You will be a ghost.�
Durkovi� wiped more of the blood off his face. It had stopped gushing from the open gash above his right eye, but still trickled a needle of red.
�When is the conference?�
�In four days.�
Durkovi� nodded and opened the passenger door.
�Congratulations on your victory tonight.�
Durkovi� looked back at Berezovsky. He could see the assassin weighing the irony in the words. Berezovsky thought perhaps he had overstepped his boundaries. He remembered the punishing blows Durkovi� had delivered to his opponent�s solar plexus, breaking God knows how many ribs before he killed him.
Durkovi� did not respond. He got out of the car, closed the door, and walked back to the tavern. He was intercepted by some young men in the crowd who hugged him like he was a rock star or a soccer icon.
He was swept inside.
Berezovsky shuddered involuntarily.
The man scared the shit out of him.
He started the Hyundai and drove down the main street of the Serbian village back toward Novi Sad.
* * *
McCall came back from his break at Bentleys to find Brahms sitting at the bar. The stools on either side of him were empty, but the place was still jumping. McCall put on his black Bentleys apron. He picked up a couple of orders the servers had left and started mixing drinks. Laddie was at the other end of the bar serving customers.
Brahms shook his head. �Robert McCall the bartender. I never thought I�d see the day.�
�The name�s Maclain,� McCall warned. He glanced around, but their conversation was a quiet oasis in the overall tsunami of sound. �Take a look at the booth behind you at the window. Five young women.�
Brahms turned around and looked. Karen and her friends had long since finished their meals, but they were having yet another round of drinks. They looked happy and relaxed.
Brahms shrugged. �So they�re beautiful. Especially that redhead. I have enough trouble keeping my mind off Mary since you told me all she�d have on in bed is her Diane von Furstenberg glasses.�
�Karen Armstrong, the tall blond at the end, is being stalked,� McCall said. �She took a picture of the guy and showed it to me. I pretended to drop her cell phone and sent the picture to my iPhone.�
Brahms looked impressed. �How�d you learn to do that?�
�Time on my hands. His name is Jeff Carlson. This is his picture.�
McCall took out his iPhone, scrolled down, and showed Brahms the LED screen. �I�m going to send it to your cell. You do have a smartphone?�
�I run an electronics store, McCall.�
�Call me Bobby.�
�You�ve got to be kidding me? Okay. I have an iPhone. I also have a toaster that pops, an electric toothbrush, and a seventy-inch TV screen. Hilda dragged me into the twenty-first century. I�ll transfer the picture. Give me your iPhone.�
McCall gave it to him. Brahms�s fingers were a blur on the keys. McCall put several cocktails onto a tray, which was immediately whisked away by Gina, her eyes as soulful as ever. McCall set a whiskey sour down in front of Brahms.
Brahms smiled. �You remember what I drink.�
�Some things don�t change. Can you get your hands on a facial recognition program?�
�Already got one loaded onto my computer.�
�It has to be state-of-the-art.�
�It�s a prototype. If Homeland Security raids my store, I�ll need a get-out-of-jail-free card.� McCall nodded, glanced at the next order, and started mixing the drinks. Brahms shrugged. �Never know when that kind of software might come in handy.�
�Or when Control will walk into your electronics store with a problem?�
�Sure. But he�d send someone. I haven�t seen God in years.�
McCall wrote something on the back of a Bentleys cocktail napkin and handed it to him.
�This is Karen Armstrong�s address. Kostmayer went over there this afternoon. There�s a security camera outside her apartment building, shooting right down at the entrance door. Sometimes there�s a uniformed doorman standing outside, sometimes not. Do you have a jacket that says �Manhattan Electronics� on it?�
�Hilda had them custom made. Mary and I refuse to wear them.�
�Wear your jacket tonight. Go to Karen�s apartment building. That front security camera is malfunctioning. If the doorman questions you, tell him the owner of the building is an old friend. He called you and asked you to fix the camera. Put Carlson�s face recognition into it. Then send that signal to my iPhone. If Carlson steps up to that apartment building, I want my phone to beep. It has to be a special sound, one that I know only means that one thing. Can you do it?�
�No one else could,� Brahms muttered.
But he took McCall�s iPhone and slipped it into the pocket of his sport coat, which was loud enough to whistle for a cab. He looked back over at Karen Armstrong, who was laughing at something one of her friends had said.
�She doesn�t look very scared to me.�
�She�s got her father�s gun in her purse. She feels safe.�
�She�s a good friend of yours?�
�I only know her here at Bentleys. Serving her drinks.�
�Then why should you care?�
�Because there�s no one else to.�
�Does she know she�s got a guardian angel?�
�She doesn�t need to. Will you do it, or not?�
�Like I�m going to refuse you?� He looked back at McCall. �You been listening in on our Chechen gangsters?�
�Got a little busy.�
Mickey Kostmayer walked up to the bar. McCall looked through the big front window. A yellow cab was idling outside. Kostmayer smiled fondly at Brahms.
�So McCall dragged you out of the woodwork?�
Brahms did not return the smile. �I got a life, Kostmayer, unlike you. Your life belongs to The Company.� He thought about it and sighed. �Mine belongs to Hilda.� Brahms slipped off the bar stool. Looked at McCall. �I�ll take care of that matter tonight.�
�Thanks, Brahms.�
At that moment Amanda arrived at the bar. Her mauve hair was a little disheveled, but she�d just applied fresh black eyeliner and black lipstick. Kostmayer gave her his best high voltage smile. She ignored him, moved to Brahms, and squeezed his hand.
�Hey, Brahms,� she said, somewhat seductively, McCall thought, but that was the way she said, �Good morning.�
�Hey, sweetheart.�
�Good to see you again.�
She kissed him on the cheek, turned to McCall. �Rusty Nail, two vodka gimlets, one Greyhound.�
And was gone. Kostmayer looked horrified at Brahms. He shrugged.
�I see her at Brahms recitals. Lovely girl. I think she sleeps in a crypt at night.� He looked back at McCall. �You know about Danil Gershon?�
�Control told me.�
McCall didn�t bother to ask how Brahms knew.
�Too bad. A good man. Even if he did like Mozart.�
Brahms walked away. Kostmayer sat down on his vacated bar stool, dismayed.
�Cab�s waiting outside,� he said.
McCall mixed the drinks Amanda needed, then took off his Bentleys black apron. Signaled to Laddie that he was leaving. His shift was over.
�See you tomorrow, Bobby!� Laddie called.
McCall and Kostmayer walked to Bentleys front door.
�Too bad about Danil Gershon,� Kostmayer said. �Can�t have been an accident. He was working undercover for The Company. I�d say he was murdered.�
McCall nodded curtly.
Kostmayer felt the chill and changed the subject.
�You know I can put our hooker�� Kostmayer began.
�Call her Margaret,� McCall said. �That�s her name.�
�Okay, Margaret. I can put her onto a Greyhound bus without you holding my hand.�
�I want to say good-bye to her.�
�That�s important to you?�
�It�s important to her.�
Outside Bentleys McCall and Kostmayer got into the cab. Kostmayer told the cabbie to take them to the Liberty Belle Hotel. The cab pulled away from the curb.
In his Lexus parked down the street, Bakar Daudov pulled out after the yellow cab. Behind him, two black Lincoln town cars also eased out into the light traffic.

CHAPTER 25

There was no one in the lobby when McCall and Kostmayer entered the Liberty Belle Hotel. Sam Kinney was behind the reception counter hunched over a newspaper open to the crossword. He didn�t even glance up as they walked up.
�Seventeen down. Ten letters. Rebels playing a gig? Might be illegal! Starts with a C.�
�Contraband,� McCall said.
Sam nodded vigorously and wrote in the word.
Kostmayer looked down at the newspaper. �London Sunday Telegraph?�
�I finish the New York Times crossword every morning by nine.�
Kostmayer looked around the big lobby.
�You ever get any guests checking into this mausoleum?�
�You just missed two couples and a tractor salesman from Tennessee. Chloe�s on her break. You want to know the last time I watered the plants?�
�You remember Mickey Kostmayer?� McCall asked him, a little ironic.
�Oh, sure. Smart mouth, but a good shot. Joined The Company just about the time I got booted out.�
�You retired, Sam.�
�Perspective is a wonderful thing, McCall,� Sam said dryly. He looked at Kostmayer. �You came to the hotel this afternoon carrying a shopping bag from Bloomies. Went up to see the young lady in six-oh-two. Unless whatever you bought from the Lilly Pulitzer boutique department was for you?�
�The lobby was deserted then, too,� Kostmayer said. �I didn�t see you when I walked through.�
�Doesn�t mean I didn�t see you.�
McCall took out his wallet and handed Sam a credit card. �I�ll settle up for Margaret. She�s leaving tonight.�
Sam turned the credit card over in his hand. �Robert Maclain. Bad picture, which is good. 1494 West Thirtieth Street, apartment two B. That�d put you in the middle of the Hudson River.� He handed the card back. �There�s no charge.�
McCall nodded and headed for the elevator with Kostmayer. Sam went back to his crossword.
�So, if you�re going to stay in New York, McCall, come by sometime,� he said casually. �You like exotic coffee, I remember. I got a Sumatra blend to die for. We can sit in this mausoleum and reminisce about the old days. When I was young and you had ideals.�
�I�ll do that.�
�I won�t hold my breath.�
�He must be a lot of fun at parties,� Kostmayer murmured.
The elevator was on the ground floor. McCall opened the door, moved into it with Kostmayer, punched the sixth-floor button and the elevator ascended.
�You really going to come back here and see old Sam?� Kostmayer asked.
�I might.�
�You�re full of surprises these days, McCall.�
Outside, the Lexus pulled over to a loading bay spot two blocks from the Liberty Belle Hotel. Bakar Daudov got out and waited while the two Lincoln town cars found spaces on the next block.
It was gloomy in the hotel corridor when McCall and Kostmayer stepped out of the elevator on the sixth floor. There were only three lights lit in the recesses in the ceiling, and they were little better than night-lights. There was a door marked STAIRS twenty yards beyond the elevator to the left. The door to room 602 was across the corridor and to the right. McCall knocked on it. There was no immediate response. He took the second key he had got to the room from Sam Kinney and opened the door. He wasn�t expecting trouble. It would be a miracle if any of J.T.�s brothers had been able to trace Margaret to this hotel on the Upper West Side. But McCall�s hand went instinctively to his coat pocket.
It was empty.
Kostmayer shook his head. �Never leave home without a gun.�
�I gave my Sig Sauer to Danil Gershon in the tunnels,� McCall told him. �When we split up.�
�You were with Gershon? What tunnels?�
�Doesn�t matter now.�
The hotel room was in darkness. McCall could barely see Margaret�s figure sitting on the made-up bed. She was completely still, staring into whatever memories were churning in her head. She didn�t even acknowledge their presence. She was dressed in a soft blue blouse that Kostmayer had bought for her at Bloomingdales, new jeans, new sandals on her feet. Her purse was beside her. She had her hands clasped in her lap. Kostmayer walked to the window and pulled the drapes. The bright haze from hundreds of neon lights, skyscraper glass, and streetlamps shrouded inside. Still Margaret didn�t move. Didn�t look at either of them.
�I can�t go,� she said softly.
McCall glanced at Kostmayer. �Give us a minute, Mickey?�
�I�ll sweep the back of the hotel,� Kostmayer said, and left the room, closing the door behind him.
McCall walked over to the bed and sat beside Margaret. She had been crying; her eyes were red-rimmed. But there were no tears now. Her hair was clean and brushed and fell down her back. She smelled of lavender soap and a shampoo with organic extracts of honey and sage. With the moonlight floating through the window, catching her in its radiance, she looked beautiful, McCall thought. This was not Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds.
This was Margaret.
He realized he didn�t even know her last name.
He reached over and took one of her hands in his. It was soft, but felt cold. He warmed it up.
�It�s going to be all right,� McCall said.
She shook her head, but there was no vehemence in it. It was as if all of the passion and fire had gone out of her. Like she was a shell sitting there. If McCall opened the window � and these old windows in the Liberty Belle Hotel did open � a strong gust of wind would just splinter her figure into small rapier pieces.
�Your friend taped up my ribs this afternoon. He was very gentle.�
�It�ll have to do until you get home and see a doctor. Did you call your folks?�
She shook her head again.
�Do you want me to call them?�
She shook her head.
�Then surprise them. Get off that Greyhound bus, take a cab to your house, walk right in. The trip will be several hours. You�ll be there by breakfast time.�
�They know,� she said. �They know what I am. My mother knows I�ve been using.�
�You stopped.�
�Maybe I escaped from this creepy place, found a drug dealer on the street, and shot up again. You gave me enough money to do that.�
�You didn�t.�
�I wanted to.� She turned suddenly and hugged him. �You�re all I�ve got,� she whispered.
�You�ve got your family.�
�They won�t want me back. My mother will look at me and see a prostitute.�
�No, she won�t,� McCall said. �She�ll see her daughter.�
Silence followed that. Margaret broke the embrace, looking into his face. The tears came to her eyes and fled again.
�She gave up that relationship a long time ago.�
�You never give that up. She�ll be relieved you�re home. She may be angry with you, or angry with herself for failing you.�
�She didn�t fail me.�
�She might not look at it that way. You�ll have to help her. You can�t do that if you stay in New York. And you want to go home.�
�You know that, do you?� she asked, the familiar edge back in her voice.
�This is your last chance, Margaret. But I can�t force you to take it.�
�I�ll never see you again, will I?�
�You have my phone number. If you�re in trouble, you can call me.�
�But only if I�m in trouble, right? Not just to let you know how I�m doing. No progress reports. I get on that Greyhound bus, I�m a nuisance out of your life forever.�
There was silence, then McCall smiled in the darkness.
�That�s true. But you can let me know what it�s like working at Target in the local mall.�
�Fuck you,� she said, and then she laughed.
He had not let go of her hand. Now she let go.
�Your pal brought me this blouse, these jeans, some underwear � how did he know my bra size, by the way?�
�I made a lucky guess.�
�Panties and shoes. He took your overcoat for you. I got your Mets cap in my bag.�
�Keep it as a souvenir,�
�These are all the clothes I�ve got.�
�Buy new ones when you get to Golden Valley.�
�I don�t have any money.�
�Mickey has got some for you. In an envelope. He�ll give it to you right before you get on the bus.�
She nodded. Stood up. McCall moved back to the window and closed the drapes.
If he�d looked straight down, which he didn�t, he would have seen Daudov and five men walk up to the front of the Liberty Belle Hotel.
* * *
Sam Kinney looked up as the men entered the lobby and his instincts kicked in immediately. Five of them, all in their twenties, all in black, wearing dark sunglasses, even though it was night. They were led by an older man, impeccably dressed in a dark blue pinstriped suit. Handsome face. Dark, hooded eyes.
Killers, Sam thought.
And then he thought: McCall.
Sam pushed the crossword away, folded the newspaper, and smiled as he leaned down and opened a cabinet below the counter.
�Be right with you, gents.�
Inside the cabinet was a small safe. Sam knelt down, a spasm of arthritis searing through his leg. Technically he had arthritis, but it had affected the sciatic nerve, particularly in his left leg, so he thought of it as sciatica. The limp hadn�t been put on, but he hadn�t wanted to tell McCall that. He tapped the safe combination on the black buttons and opened it. On a top shelf was a Smith & Wesson black Sigma 9 mm pistol. Beside it were six clips of ammo, wrapped in tissue paper. He�d never had to load the gun in the eight years he�d been managing the hotel. He started to unwrap one of the clips with his left hand as he casually straightened.
Daudov walked up to the reception counter. The other men, including Kuzbec, fanned out behind him across the lobby.
�What can I do for ya?� Sam asked amicably.
�Two men came into your hotel ten minutes ago,� Daudov said. �Which room did they go up to?�
Sam didn�t glance down. His fingers, trembling a little, tore away the tissue paper from one of the clips of ammo.
�Who wants to know?�
Sam started to cough, leaning down. He pushed the ammo clip into the Sigma 9 mm, the cough covering the sound. Then he straightened again.
�Sorry. Can�t get rid of this bronchitis. Been hanging on for a month now. I think it�s folks not washing their hands often enough. They give me stuff, want to shake my hand, sneeze right in my face.�
�We�re Federal agents,� Daudov said. �The two men are fugitives. Which room?�
Sam gripped the Sigma 9 mm below the desk in his left hand, ready to transfer it to his right. His tone was still pleasant and a little awed.
�Ya don�t say? What did they do?�
�Which room?� Daudov said again.
�I can�t give up room numbers. I have to protect my guests. Some of them live here full time, ya know. I need to see some ID.�
Daudov made the smallest of gestures with his head and one of the enforcers moved to come around the reception counter. He pulled an M92 semiautomatic pistol from his pocket.
Sam shot him dead.
It was a good shot, considering he�d had to do it left-handed and at a low angle.
Sam flipped switches on a panel in front of him and the lights in the lobby went out. The enforcers scattered, drawing their weapons. When Sam looked straight ahead, Daudov�s figure was gone. Sam fired into the sudden darkness at the shadowy figures. Bullets ricocheted off the marble pillars and thumped into the heavy furniture. The enforcers took cover, firing back, splintering the wooden reception counter and the cubby holes behind it. Sam aimed again, adrenaline pumping through his veins. McCall had put him back in the game in the blink of an eye.
It felt good.
He never saw Daudov coming.
The man vaulted over the reception counter, drawing a Taurus 740 G2 Slim pistol from beneath his coat. Sam had never even noticed the bulge. Daudov fired. The bullet tore into Sam�s left shoulder. Blood spurted and excruciating pain burned through his body. A wave of nausea followed. He hadn�t even made the full turn toward Daudov when the Chechen knocked the Smith & Wesson 9 mm from Sam�s shaking hand. Daudov slammed the old Company agent against the cubicles of messages. His face was close to Sam�s. He brought the Taurus up against Sam�s right eye.
Then he stabbed the barrel into his eye.
Sam fought off more nausea, trying to rise above the pain and failing, swimming in the agony. He was held in a viselike grip. Daudov�s breath stank of stale cigarettes and vodka. His voice was calm and reasonable.
�This is what is going to happen. You will tell us which room they went up to. If you refuse, I will start on the first floor, at the first hotel room. Whoever opens the door, if it is not one of the two men I seek, if it is a man or a woman, young or old, or a child, I will kill them. I will kill everyone in the room. I will then move on to the next room. I will kill every human being in every room on every floor until I find these fugitives.�
The pain in Sam�s right eye was so intense he almost passed out. Daudov brought the gun barrel out of the old man�s eye. Sam�s breath came out in a series of wheezing gasps. He believed him. Instinctively he knew this man was capable of such barbarism. He could see it in his eyes. Sam thought of his hotel people, old Mrs. Gilmore with her white poodle; the beautiful Clara and Brittney, roommates in 108 on the first floor, going to NYU; the Colson family, six of them with two young children on the fourth floor; the elderly Blumsacks who still held hands and sat having tea together in the lobby as if it was their first date.
McCall will know they�re coming, Sam thought.
�Room six-oh-two,� he whispered.
Daudov slammed the Taurus against the side of Sam�s head. He slumped down to the floor behind the reception counter, his breath a dry rattle in his throat.
Daudov aimed the Taurus at Sam�s head, then decided against taking the kill shot. Let the old man bleed out in his own time. Daudov came around the counter, motioning one of the enforcers to come with him to the elevator. The others would secure the lobby and dispose of their dead comrade.
* * *
Kostmayer walked out of the back of the Liberty Belle Hotel, not expecting to find any trouble. He wanted to give McCall and Margaret their moment of good-bye. A bullet smashed into one of the antique carriage lamps on either side of the back door. Glass splintered hot across Kostmayer�s face. He fell back into the doorway, pulling a Beretta Px4 Storm 9 mm from his coat pocket, firing at the two men who were running from a parked Lincoln town car. They fired back.
* * *
Behind his reception counter, Sam Kinney thought he heard faint gunfire. His world had narrowed down to the space just a few feet in front of him. Around it was darkness, pulsing with the pain that throbbed through his body. His limbs were leaden. He couldn�t open his right eye. He could only see with his left eye. Blood had run hot down the right side of his face and was congealing. He ignored it. He fought to stay conscious, because he knew what he had to do.
He reached out a shaking hand. Too far away. He would have to move. It took every ounce of strength he had left. He pressed back with his right hand on the floor and scooted his butt forward four inches. The pain of moving even that little distance shuddered through him.
He saw the switch on the panel and fixed his attention onto it. Just another couple of inches. He willed himself to move forward again. Put the weight onto his right hand, on the floor. Edged two inches closer. None of the assassins could see him behind the reception counter. They weren�t interested in him now. He�d been left for dead.
He wouldn�t remain conscious for much longer.
He had to warn McCall.
He reached out again. This time his fingers brushed the light above the red button. He leaned forward.
His fingers found the button.
He pressed it and fell back, gasping.
The fire alarm bell began to clang loudly.

CHAPTER 26

McCall had just closed the door to room 602 when the alarm started to shrill. He knew there were frequent fire alarms that went off in hotels all the time. Usually false alarms. But this one was deliberate. He knew instinctively it was a message from Sam. He and Kostmayer walked into the Liberty Belle Hotel and five minutes later there was a fire? It was a warning. He saw the elevator rising from the lobby. On the lighted panel above the door it had gone from the big oval four to the oval five. It would be at the sixth floor in seconds.
McCall grabbed Margaret�s hand, dragging her to the door marked STAIRS along the corridor from the elevator.
�What�s going on?� she said. �Is there a fire?�
�I don�t know. Go up to the next floor!�
McCall threw open the door.
Margaret looked disoriented, but started to climb the concrete stairs. McCall stood in the open stairwell doorway. There was a soft ping as the elevator arrived at the sixth floor. The elevator door slid open. McCall waited long enough to see Bakar Daudov and a young Chechen enforcer step out into the gloom of the corridor and head to the door of 602. Daudov had a Taurus 740 pistol in his hand. He blew open the door to the hotel room.
McCall closed the stairwell door. Footsteps were pounding up the stairs from below. He saw a figure in black climbing fast. McCall took the stairs two at a time up to the next floor where the door read 7TH FLOOR. He pushed it open. Margaret was standing in an identical corridor to the one on the floor below, just as dimly lit. She looked scared.
�More of J.T.�s guys?�
�No. They�re here for me. In five seconds a man�s going to come through this door with a gun in his hand. You�ve just come out of your hotel room. Distract him.�
McCall stepped to the side of the stairs door. Margaret stepped back to the closed door of room 710. She unbuttoned her blouse and took it off. The fire alarm continued to wail. The stairs door burst open and the figure in black came through it. He was holding a M92 semiautomatic pistol in his hand. He stopped dead at the sight of Margaret, supposedly leaving her hotel room, pulling on her blouse, hastily getting dressed.
�Is it a real fire?� she asked him, anxiously, ignoring the gun. �Or is it a false alarm?�
The enforcer�s eyes went instinctively to her bra. McCall hit him in the side of the head and knocked the gun from his hand. It fell to the carpet. McCall thrust his arm around the enforcer�s throat, cutting off his air. The Chechen writhed, clutching wildly at McCall, but unconsciousness came fast. McCall twisted his head savagely to one side, snapping his neck. He went limp in his arms. McCall dragged him to a doorway and through it. He was in a service area. He opened the door of a broom closet with a sink and shelves piled with rolls of toilet paper, soaps, shampoo kits. He dumped the body onto the floor and closed the door. He ran back into the corridor to Margaret, leaned down, and picked up the enforcer�s fallen M92 pistol.
�Did you kill him?�
Her voice was calm. She�d seen him kill three men in his apartment.
�Didn�t have a choice.� He threw open the door to the stairs. �Back down!�
She just nodded, buttoning up her blouse.
There was a lot of movement on the stairs as they descended back to the sixth floor. People had come out of their hotel rooms, hearing the fire alarm, and were using the stairs, not the elevator, descending toward the lobby. Some were dressed, others had thrown coats over pajamas and T-shirts or sweats. They were climbing down from the floors above. McCall and Margaret reached the door to the sixth floor. McCall kept Margaret behind him as he opened it.
The door to Margaret�s hotel room hung ajar. Daudov and the Chechen were no doubt searching it to see if they were hiding somewhere. McCall ran to the elevator, punched the button and the door slid open. Margaret was breathless beside him.
�We�re taking the elevator?�
�It�s not a real fire.�
They stepped inside. McCall pressed the button for the second floor and the door closed. The elevator descended. The insistent shrill of the alarm bell was especially loud in the enclosed interior.
�Why are they trying to kill you?�
�Been rescuing too many damsels in distress.�
They reached the second floor. McCall had the M92 in his hand. The elevator door slid open. There were no hotel rooms on this floor, only offices and ballrooms. The lighting on the floor was brighter than in the other hotel corridors. It was deserted. There was a carpeted staircase to their right, which led down to the lobby.
A black-suited enforcer was running up it. McCall grabbed Margaret�s hand and ran to the first door across from them. Carlyle Ballroom. The door was locked. McCall blew it open, thrust Margaret ahead in front of him, and closed the door.
Not in time.
In McCall�s peripheral vision he saw the enforcer reach the top of the lobby staircase.
McCall flipped on the light switch.
The ballroom was set up for a convention. There was a high dais with a microphone on his left, the mic not yet connected. Behind it had been erected a forty-by-sixty picture of a cruise ship on the high seas. There were travel photos on big Chinese screens all through the room, breaking it up. There were small tables with brochures on them and empty pitchers and glasses. There were models of the cruise ship throughout the ballroom, with cutouts to show the various decks and myriad fun activities. There were also large pieces of scenery of a deck with a shuffleboard court on it, a climbing mountain, a wading pool for kids, pieces of other decks with portholes, all big props in an elaborate presentation.
�Get behind the dais!� McCall said.
Margaret ran to the dais and crouched down behind it.
McCall took a penknife out of his pocket, flipped out the long blade, knelt beside one of the sockets at the foot of the wall, and jammed the blade into it. Then he straightened and kicked the blade further in with the heel of his shoe.
The lights fused.
Darkness descended.
There were heavy drapes drawn at the three big windows.
McCall ran to the dais and knelt beside Margaret, gripping her shoulder.
�Don�t move from this spot,� he whispered. �I�ll come back for you.�
There wasn�t time for more.
The door to the ballroom opened. A sliver of light from the corridor cut across the darkness. The figure of the enforcer moved inside, gun in hand.
McCall ran, crouched low, through the darkened obstacle course of the room, kneeling beside a hatchway leading out onto the shuffleboard court.
The ballroom door closed. McCall could hear the light switch being snapped up and down.
No lights.
He waited.
* * *
One floor below, right beneath McCall, Mickey Kostmayer had been forced back into the deserted kitchen by the gunfire. He knelt down beside one of the counters in the darkness. Two of the men from the Lincoln town car had come in after him. They�d fanned out to his right and left. He figured they were Chechen enforcers from the nightclub where Katia worked. Probably didn�t care for the fact that McCall had rescued Natalya from them without a shot being fired. Kind of embarrassing. So tonight they were making up for it.
One of them raised his M92 pistol and raked the counter above Kostmayer�s head. Pots and pans pinged and were blown off their hooks, hitting the floor as the bullets ricocheted. Kostmayer was in a bad position. He picked up a frying pan and threw it along the floor. When it hit the stove at the other end two things happened simultaneously. One enforcer spun around and fired into the darkness. Kostmayer ran to his left and fired. The enforcer staggered and turned back. Kostmayer fired again, the bullet smashing into the man�s forehead, sending him to the ground. The second man opened fire on Kostmayer, but he was no longer in the same place.
Kostmayer maneuvered more to his left until he was behind the second assassin. Shot him in the back of the head. He gave himself a moment, his breath coming quickly. Then he ran, crouched low, to the door leading out into a darkened dining room. He pushed it open. It was deserted.
He ran through it.
Where are you, McCall?
* * *
In the Carlyle Ballroom McCall had moved to another piece of cruise ship scenery, a staircase leading up to a portion of a deck with deck chairs. The door to the ballroom opened again and three shadowy figures entered. McCall could hear them moving.
And then the drapes at one of the big windows were pulled back.
Moonlight flooded into the large space. McCall could see the silhouetted figures. They were dressed in black, so it was hard to define them until they moved again. But a spear of light caught Bakar Daudov�s face. He�d obviously been called, probably on a walkie, to let him know his quarry was on the second floor in one of the ballrooms.
Visibility in the room was poor, but McCall needed it to be worse.
He ran, still crouched low, to one of the tables where he remembered seeing a pack of matches in a gilt ashtray. He found them, then ran back to the fake deck. Beside him in the piece of scenery was the staircase that led up to the fake deck. He climbed the staircase. Caught some movement. Daudov and his enforcers were penetrating deeper into the obstacle course. They didn�t have much time. The fire department would be on its way, summoned by the alarm, false or not. McCall didn�t know what had happened in the lobby, but he knew Sam wouldn�t have given up the hotel room number without a fight. Shots may have been fired. Hotel guests were climbing down the staircase and were about to descend on the lobby. One or more of them might already have called the cops on their cell phones.
McCall reached the top of the staircase. He did not step through onto the sliver of boat deck. He lit one of the matches and ran it under the sprinkler in the ceiling.
It took three seconds.
The sprinkler erupted.
McCall climbed down as the rest of the sprinklers in the ceiling came on. Suddenly the entire ballroom was under a deluge of water. McCall looked out at the surreal scene. The pieces of scenery and tables looked like they they�d just been hit by a tropical rainstorm.
Visibility was virtually nonexistent.
McCall was drenched in ten seconds, but so were Daudov and the enforcers. Two of them, in frustration, fired machinegun-like bursts into the room. It lit them up in the downpour.
McCall threw up the M92 pistol and fired, killing one of them, wounding the other.
An angry voice shouted, �Stop firing!�
It was Daudov.
McCall headed back toward the raised dais and Margaret.
* * *
Below the ballroom, Kostmayer moved through a small cocktail bar, closed up and deserted, out into the ground-floor corridor leading to the lobby. He pocketed his Beretta 9 mm when he heard the sound of raised and confused voices over the noise of the ringing fire alarm. He ran into the lobby just like he was a hotel guest. There were twenty real hotel guests, some of them permanent residents, Kostmayer thought, milling around. A young attractive brunette wearing the hotel uniform, gray slacks, and a blue blazer with the words LIBERTY BELLE HOTEL stitched onto one of the lapels, ran into the lobby. She had a small silver nameplate on the other lapel that said CHLOE. She knelt down and put her arms around twin girls, aged four, who were crying, trying to comfort them. She looked around, stunned.
Firemen were moving into the lobby. The sound of police sirens was echoing, getting louder. Kostmayer saw an old woman with a white poodle in her arms beckoning frantically to the firemen from behind the reception counter. She was ashen.
�He�s been shot!� she called out. �Mr. Kinney! Please hurry!�
One of the firefighters talked into a walkie.
Kostmayer made it to the reception counter before any of them. Mrs. Gilmore was trying to comfort her poodle who quivered in her arms. Kostmayer knelt beside Sam Kinney.
�Sam!� he whispered.
The old agent opened only his left eye, looked up at him blankly for a moment, then recognized him. He tried to speak, but couldn�t.
�Fire department�s here,� Kostmayer said. �That means paramedics. Cops are on their way, I can hear the sirens. Liked the fire alarm gag, Sam. Very cool.�
Sam reached up with a trembling hand and gripped Kostmayer�s arm.
He managed one word.
�McCall?�
* * *
In the ballroom the rain came down in torrents from the ceiling. McCall slipped and slid around the jutting pieces of furniture and cruise ship scenery. Water streamed down his face. He could barely see. The wailing of the fire alarm ceased. The silence was oppressive. Only the drumming of the downpour echoed in it.
McCall ran to where the shape of the dais loomed. Gunfire exploded around him. He fired blindly back in the rainstorm and slid behind the podium. Found Margaret there. She tried to get up.
�Don�t move!� McCall hissed.
Bullets splintered wood from the dais.
�Sorry, sorry,� she murmured.
It was almost a whimper. She was shivering violently. Her new blouse clung to her breasts like sodden tissue paper. Her hair was like lank, dripping seaweed.
�I�m getting you out of here,� McCall said. �Don�t leave my side.�
�As if.�
He gripped her hand with his left hand, holding the M92 pistol in his right and they ran out from behind the protection of the dais.
No one fired on them.
They slid on the slippery floor. McCall stopped, both of them crouched low behind a table of brochures. They squinted through the blinding deluge the sprinklers had created.
There was no movement in the ballroom.
McCall heard faint sirens and then they ceased. Cops arriving. Daudov would have cut his losses and got the hell out of there fast. His window of opportunity had closed.
But McCall waited five long seconds in the torrential downpour to be sure.
Then he silently urged Margaret on toward the back of the ballroom.
They skirted around the large piece of boat scenery with the shuffleboard deck and ran to where a door was outlined in the wall. McCall pushed it open, gun held up. Outside was a dimly lit back corridor.
Deserted.
They moved into it. They looked at each other and Margaret burst out laughing. A combination of terror and genuine surprise.
�We look like drowned rats!�
�Stay with me,� McCall said, running a hand through his saturated hair. He motioned to one end of the corridor where another narrower staircase led down to the ground floor. Margaret nodded. They ran to the staircase and descended.
At the bottom on the ground floor the gift shop was closed and dark. The gifts looked like they�d been put into the window when people wore �I Like Ike� campaign buttons. There was an archway off to their right through which they could see a small sliver of the lobby.
It was a madhouse. Paramedics were pushing a gurney with Sam Kinney on it. His shirt was soaked in blood. His face was the color of faded parchment. McCall couldn�t see too much of it, but there was something wrong with his eyes. The paramedics were giving him oxygen and a makeshift saline drip had been hooked up. There was a brunette hotel desk clerk running with them. She was holding one of Sam�s hands tightly. McCall could see firefighters and cops in the lobby and some of the guests, old and young, and small children who looked around wide-eyed. From the sound of it there must have been thirty people in the lobby, if not more.
There was no sign of Kostmayer.
McCall changed position so he could get a better look at the paramedics wheeling Sam away.
I don�t want any trouble here, McCall. I�m too old for guys in dark coats with guns to come in looking to blow your head off.
The paramedics wheeled Sam through the lobby doors out of the Liberty Belle Hotel. The brunette desk clerk went with them, still holding on to Sam�s hand.
McCall dropped the M92 pistol into a gilt trash bin. He didn�t want to be armed if he ran into one of the cops.
�What do we do?� Margaret asked, shivering again.
�Walk out of here. We heard the fire alarm and left our hotel room like everyone else. There�s a side entrance to the hotel beyond the gift shop.�
�We�re soaking wet.�
�We can�t do anything about that. Come on.�
McCall knew the cops would lock down the multiple homicide crime scene within seconds. They walked quickly past the gift shop. McCall looked over his shoulder. Through the archway he could see uniformed police were gathering the hotel guests along one side of the lobby. A couple of detectives were questioning old Mrs. Gilmore. She held on to her poodle as if they were going to physically wrench the animal out of her arms. She looked at the place where Sam had disappeared.
She was crying.
McCall and Margaret reached the side entrance to the hotel and stepped out onto Amsterdam Avenue.
�Keep walking,� McCall said.
They walked down to the corner of Sixty-fifth Street.
Kostmayer was waiting for them there.
�How�d you guys get all wet?�
�Doesn�t matter,� McCall said. �How bad is Sam?�
�Gunshot wound in the shoulder. And his right eye is hanging out of its socket. The paramedics are taking him to Lenox Hill.�
McCall nodded. Kostmayer could see the anguish in his eyes.
�He had our back, old Sam,� Kostmayer said.
�Yes, he did.�
McCall raised his hand at a passing yellow cab that pulled up to the curb.
�Get her to the Port Authority. Give her that envelope of money. Wait until the Greyhound bus pulls out.�
�No one�s after her.�
�Wait anyway. I�m going to the hospital.� McCall took Margaret�s hand. �You okay?�
�I�m drenched from head to foot, these are the only clothes I got, and I�m going home. I�m great. I hope your friend Sam is okay.�
She kissed McCall lightly on the mouth.
He turned and walked farther down Amsterdam Avenue. Two more police cars passed him, lights turning, sirens blaring, and pulled up to the side entrance of the Liberty Belle Hotel. Uniformed cops jumped out and sealed off the entrance.
Kostmayer opened the back door of the cab.
�He�s not much for good-byes,� he said.
�Sure, he is.�
Margaret slid inside. Kostmayer followed her onto the backseat and leaned forward to the cabbie.
�Port Authority.�
The cabbie nodded. �Fire at the Liberty Belle, huh? That place has always been a death trap.�
Kostmayer nodded at the unconscious irony.
�Yeah,� he said.
The cabbie pulled away from the curb. Margaret turned to look out the back window, but McCall was gone.
* * *
McCall stayed at the hospital most of the night. He wanted to make sure Daudov didn�t go there to finish what he started, or send one of his enforcers. Sam had killed one of his own. But they didn�t arrive. Chloe, the desk clerk, had stayed for about an hour, then left. After that, no one had come into the quiet waiting room. McCall knew Sam had lost his wife to heart disease some years before. He thought there was a daughter somewhere, but she and Sam were estranged. There might have been a son in New York, also estranged, like McCall�s own son. Sam was good at estranging. No son, daughter, sister, brother, or friend came to the hospital as McCall sat there hour after hour. They operated on the old spook at 10:49 P.M and removed the bullet from his lung in a three-hour procedure. The lung had collapsed, but they repaired it. They had saved his right eye, but his vision from it would be permanently impaired.
You don�t have friends, McCall. You know why? Because they don�t live very long once they shake your hand or crawl out of your bed.
They took Sam out of the recovery room just before 3:00 A.M. McCall waited until he knew Sam was in a hospital room in intensive care, then went home and slept for eight hours. Kirov and Daudov didn�t know where he lived. He showered and changed clothes and had breakfast at the Cup & Saucer on Canal Street.
McCall�s thoughts were churning. Granny had probably saved his life in Grand Central Station and he had needed his backup. Old Sam Kinney was clinging to life. Kostmayer was a target now and Brahms would be if Kirov found that bug under his favorite table and traced it back to him. But if McCall was going to help people who had nowhere else to turn, he knew he couldn�t do it alone.
The high school was on Seventieth Street and Ninth Avenue. McCall walked up behind Katia who was waiting away from the other mothers picking up their kids. She stiffened for a moment, then relaxed when she turned to him.
�This is Natalya�s school. It�s only six blocks from my new apartment.�
�I know,� McCall said.
It looked as if she wanted to say more, about the apartment, but she didn�t. She looked at the doors where teenagers were streaming out, watching for the first sign of her daughter.
�I went back to the club last night,� she said. �No one bothered me. It was as if nothing had ever happened. Melody said she talked to you. She didn�t know your name, but she described you. She said you went into the alcove and spoke to Boris Kirov for ten minutes.�
�I did.�
�What did you say?�
�I told him you were only going to dance.�
�And he agreed to that?�
�He didn�t agree or disagree. It�s understood.�
�I didn�t see Daudov at the club last night. In fact, a few of them were missing. Kuzbec, Salam, Rachid, and they�re always there, watching us.�
�They can�t be there every night.�
�But it�s very unusual for all of them to be gone at the same time.�
McCall shrugged, like these things happen. Katia put a hand on his arm, as if she was finally going to say what was in her heart, when she caught sight of Natalya coming out of the front doors of the school. The teenager looked around, spotted them, and ran toward them. McCall was searching the faces in the crowd. No one he knew. No one he didn�t want to know. Natalya reached them and gave her mother a hug. There was something different about her to McCall. The way she moved, the radiance in her big liquid eyes, the way she turned her head.
She wasn�t afraid.
She turned to McCall and he thought he might get a hug also.
But then Natalya did something quite extraordinary.
She said softly, �Thank you.�
Katia went very still. Tears flooded her eyes as she looked at her daughter. She didn�t say anything. That would have spoiled the moment. McCall didn�t know why the teenager did not speak. But he thought he knew why she did now.
�You�re welcome,� he said, and smiled.
Then Natalya hugged him.
McCall put his arms around her, protectively, and looked away, into another time and place and was afraid.

CHAPTER 27

They�d moved her.
They�d come to get her in the black hole where she lived twenty-three hours out of twenty-four. They�d had her in isolation and darkness for months. She�d lost track of time. It didn�t matter if it was day or night. But she�d tried to keep a calendar going inside her head. It wasn�t accurate, but she clung to it, as if it were. It was spring, she thought. The one hour she was allowed to go out of the prison block, to walk around the narrow exercise area, it had not been as cold lately, with the smell of thunder in the air. The concrete had been wet most of the time. Spring showers.
They had allowed her twice into the front courtyard to walk to the main gates with other prisoners and look across the Neva River. On the embankment on the far side was a monument built �To the Victims of Political Repressions.� It consisted of two bronze sphinxes with women�s faces on one side. But on the side facing Kresty Prison the inmates could only see bare skulls. She saw her face in those skulls. There was a stylized window with prison bars between the sphinxes. She thought of that as her cell, except hers had no window. There was an urban legend in the prison. Originally it had 999 cells. The architect, Tomishko, in 1890, reported to Tsar Alexander III that he had completed building the great prison for him. To which the tsar had replied no, Tomishko had built it for himself. Then the architect was thrown into a secret cell, cell number one thousand, where he rotted to death.
She was being kept in a secret cell apart from the other prisoners. She believed it was this same phantom cell where the body of Tomishko was whispered to be rotting. She had not found his bones, but the cell smelled of death.
She repeated her name over and over to herself, so she would not lose her identity. That�s what they wanted. To reduce her to an animal with no human connections. She reached back into her memory for trips she�d taken with her parents. But they were fading. She could not see her mother�s face any longer. She could see her father�s countenance, but it was in profile, some moment when she�d disturbed him in his home office and he�d turned away from her. He�d never been particularly interested in her. He�d wanted a boy. She had been four. But that memory of him was precious, because it was one of the only ones she could grasp and hold on to. And even that remembrance was paling, growing old with her, becoming transparent to the point where it would soon vanish altogether.
She remembered her husband, Peter, being gunned down in a Tbilisi street in Georgia, once part of the Soviet Union. Rain sheeting across his body, glistening off the cobblestones, running red, his arteries spewing out the blood as fast as his heart could pump it around his veins. That horrific image was always with her. She could see the face of the Russian colonel she had killed. She had knifed him in the stomach and the surprise on his face would never leave her. It had been very satisfying. Up until that moment he had been arrogant and smug. He had kicked her dead husband in the ribs like he�d been a dog he�d found lying on the cobblestones and was seeing if it still yelped. There were fragments of other times: luncheons in Berlin�� being on a roller coaster in an old fairground that had traveled around Europe for six hundred years�� running across some railway tracks with bullets hitting the earth around her with dull thuds, like doors slamming�� making love to a man, not her husband, before she had met him, when she was an art student in Paris, a strong young man with pale limbs and a kind face, stroking her body, whispering in her ear how beautiful she was�� his longing for her had made her cry. She tried to remember why they had parted, but she couldn�t.
There was one other strong recollection she clung on to. A man she could see leaning over a sheaf of blueprints on a table in an old farmhouse. He was impeccably dressed in a light blue pinstriped suit, a blue shirt with white collar and cuffs, gold crossed golf club cuff links, a red tie with small chess pieces on it. A handsome face, if a little severe. Not kind eyes, but not cold, either. She could conjure up the smell of his cologne, like limes. Her Control. He had outlined her mission coolly, articulately, in detail. He was precise and meticulous. She had felt confident. She could do this. It was an easy infiltration for her. She spoke fluent Russian, from her mother�s side of the family. A Russian mother, a Swedish father. She looked very much like the young woman she was impersonating. That woman was dead. All of the paperwork had been immaculate. Or so she�d thought. At first she had fooled them all. She had been very close to her objective: the names of the men in a terrorist cell operating out of Georgia. She had been one day and night away from accessing the intel on that cell and getting it back to Control.
And then she�d been caught.
She tried to remember what had betrayed her. It had been a stamp on her forged passport. It had been missing a color. Something like that. She couldn�t really recall. It was just a part of the jumbled mosaic that had replaced her coherent thoughts. It didn�t matter. They�d trapped her. Taken her to the Kresty Prison on the outskirts of Saint Petersburg, two five-story cross-shaped buildings. Not a forbidding place from the outside.
A hellhole on the inside.
Then the questioning had begun. They wanted to know who she really was. Who she worked for. All of the precious information inside her head. She told them nothing. She feigned blackouts and memory loss. She�d been beaten when they�d taken her, and then a guard at the prison had beaten her again before he�d raped her in her cell. He�d been reprimanded, not for the rape, but for the beating. She had used it to her advantage, saying she could not remember anything, feigning disorientation.
Then they�d thrown her into her phantom cell. Her isolation was complete. No light. No proximity to any of the other prisoners. She ate alone and exercised alone. She didn�t shower alone. There was always a guard watching her. He was not the one who had violated her. She had not seen him again. Maybe they�d shipped him off to an ice hut in Siberia. Or killed him. But even that thought gave her no solace.
The darkness and isolation had taken its toll on her. She had felt it draining her of strength, blunting her emotions, dimming her thoughts, hour by hour, minute by minute. It was hard to sleep on the low pallet with a mattress so thin it was barely a pad. There was a toilet in one corner. Nothing else in her cell. Her memory loss had become real. They had not tried to interrogate her again. But she had heard whispers. Among the guards in the exercise area. She had heard a name: �Arbon.�
And it had struck dread in her.
It was a name she knew. Everyone in the intelligence community knew the man�s name.
An interrogator.
A monster.
And then they�d come for her in her prison cell and hauled her up off her pallet and taken her out of the cell block, in her black prison shirt and pants, like pajamas, down corridors she�d never been before and through a big steel door and out into a bright moonlit night. She had breathed in the night air, so cold but so sweet, looked up at the myriad stars like spilled diamonds above her. They�d thrown a black hood over her head. She�d been manhandled by two of the guards to some kind of vehicle; a van, she thought. She�d been helped up into the back and thrown down to the cold floor. She had curled up into a fetal position, one she knew so well, and had heard the van�s motor start up.
It wasn�t a long drive. She was able to calculate it at just over an hour because she counted the seconds off in her head. There was a loud, agonizing creak of gates opening that she could hear even inside the van. Then the vehicle rolled forward about a hundred yards and stopped again.
She waited.
The back doors of the van were opened. Hands reached for her, dragging her out of the vehicle. She stumbled as she stood up straight. The concrete was cold on her bare feet. Two guards marched her through an outside area. She strained to listen. Heard the distant, mournful whistle of a train. They were near railway tracks. She could hear nothing else but the wind gusting. She was taken inside a building. The sounds of the guards� boots echoed. A large space. Then she was shoved along a long corridor and down a series of metal stairs.
Another corridor, and they stopped her. She heard the rattle of a ring of keys, then a lock being turned. She was pushed forward and forced down onto a chair. The hood was removed.
She sat in a twelve-by-fifteen windowless room. There was a metal table in the center with two folding metal chairs at it and two more metal chairs against a blank green wall. A single lightbulb hung on a short electric cord from the ceiling. Two armed guards she had never seen before, in army uniforms, walked away from the table to an open doorway. She could see a slice of the green-walled corridor beyond it. She expected them to switch off the light as they left, plunging her into her familiar darkness, but they didn�t. The first guard went through the open doorway. The second turned and looked at her, flat eyes in a doughy face.
�Arbon,� he said in a nasty whisper, and closed the door.
The key turned in the lock.
Serena Johanssen shivered with fear.
It was better in the dark.
* * *
Granny sat in the cockpit of the AH-64 Apache helicopter on the edge of a wooded area near Lake Ladoga outside Saint Petersburg on the Volga River. He�d flown it to this location from Kemij�rvi Airport in Lapland. Control had greased a few palms. The local authorities believed the helicopter was being flown by two Finnish pilots en route to Saint Petersburg. The chopper was screened in three directions by trees, but it was vulnerable from the river. Except Granny didn�t think anyone would be rowing across the river with a windchill factor of minus-forty below. It was a two-man cockpit and Granny sat in the back pilot�s seat. The copilot was a young Company agent named Hastings who had the personality of a doorknob, but he�d been on twelve missions for Control and had come back from all of them. Granny didn�t like partners for the same reason McCall didn�t like them. They tended to get killed. But Control had insisted it was a two-man extraction.
Granny liked the AH-64. It had a nose-mounted sensor suite for target acquisition and night-vision systems. It had a self-sealing fuel system to protect against ballistic projectiles. It had a .30-millimeter M230 chain gun carried between the main landing gear under the aircraft�s forward fuselage. And besides the Hydra 70 rockets, it carried AGM-114 Hellfire missiles. Granny liked those, too. What he liked best was the IHADSS system the chopper carried, which he always thought of as �Bad Ass.� It was an Integrated Helmet and Display Sighting System built into the pilot�s helmet. Granny tapped his helmet with his fingers, as if to make sure it was still on his head. He could slave the chopper�s 30 mm automatic M230 chain gun to the helmet, or to the copilot�s helmet, making the gun track head movements. He could control the firing with the TADS/PNVS, Target Acquisition and Designation, Pilot Night Vision System. The Arrowhead system was newer and more sophisticated, but it had not been installed in this AH-64 bird, which was on the elderly side, having been built by Boeing in 1998. But it would get the job done. Granny would use the TADS/PNVS system to fire the Hellfire missiles. They had different semi-active laser variants � AGM-114K high-explosive anti-tank, AGM-114 KII with external blast fragmentation in sleeve, and the AGM-114K MAC, Metal Augmented Charge � enough firepower to cause a lot of damage in a very few seconds. They had a range of eight thousand meters. He would line the target up on the semi-active laser homing millimeter wave radar seeker, giving the controls over to Hastings. He knew the facility would be camouflaged, but he had put his own laser system into the AH-64 and this would be a good test for it.
Now he had to wait. He took out a crushed pack of Lucky Strikes, the ones from the 1940s, when they rivaled Camels as the number-one selling cigarette in the United States. He looked fondly at the front of the pack with the distinctive red circle with LUCKY STRIKE in black lettering. Beneath it was written �It�s toasted,� as if that made it any better for you. It didn�t have the L.S.M.F.T. (Lucky Strike Means Fine Tobacco) on the package, so it was from a carton manufactured before 1945. Granny had a supplier in Cairo who shipped cartons to him. Where the Egyptian got them, dating back to the 1940s, and in good condition, Granny didn�t know and didn�t care. He offered Hastings one. The kid shook his head. Probably bad for his two-hour a day workout regimen. Granny lit one up, blew out smoke, wondered just how black his lungs must look by now. Not that he cared about that, either. He cared about few things. Saving this Company agent�s life � he cared about that. He didn�t know her. But he�d found out in the briefing session that she�d been bold and fearless and at the eleventh hour she�d been caught. That had been a year ago. Now they had a chance to get her out. Even though the bigger mission had been running for almost six months, the extraction phase Control had put together in under thirty-six hours. They�d moved her from Kresty Prison outside Saint Petersburg.
Bad idea.
Control had given Granny rough coordinates for the location. They were not exact. And they didn�t know how long she would be kept there. The window for her rescue could be very short. Probably only a couple of hours, maybe less.
Granny looked once at the glowing dial of his Omega diver�s watch. Almost midnight.
�Come on, Control,� Granny muttered under his breath. �Our little girl�s time is running out.�
In the next moment he heard Control�s terse voice.
Granny took a deep drag on the Lucky, crushed it out, and tapped his copilot�s helmet.
�Good to go,� Granny said.
A moment later the AH-64 chopper lifted off the ground.
* * *
The Citro�n pulled up to the big iron gates of the abandoned automobile factory. General Palkovnik Ivan Dymtryk of the Sovietskaya Armiya stepped forward with an uncharacteristic thrill of anticipation. He would actually be seeing the legend, in person, for the first time. He knew his description, of course. All Soviet military officers did. When the man stepped out of the back of the Citro�n, the general was not disappointed. He was a tall, striking figure, a black beard closely cropped to a chiseled face. He wore a dark gray fedora. There was a single diamond earring that glittered in his right ear. He was a little heavyset. He wore his signature long black overcoat, which broke over the ankles of his black boots. He wore black gloves. He carried a slim steel briefcase that almost glowed in the soft darkness. General Dymtryk couldn�t see the man�s eyes from this distance, but he knew they were like chips of black ice.
Dymtryk knew the man�s real name was Vladimir Gredenko, but he was probably the only Russian soldier in the abandoned automobile factory who did. The interrogator was known throughout the intelligence world as �Arbon,� which meant �devil� in Russian, or rather, an English bastardization of the Russian word. It was said he got the nickname because his victims would scream and scream while he tortured them and the terrifying wails were like those of the Tasmanian devil�s nocturnal cry.
From the front passenger seat a younger man emerged. He was blond and slight and wore his own trademark dark brown leather flying jacket, black jeans, and boots. General Dymtryk knew his name was Josif Volsky, an ex-FTB officer, Arbon�s bodyguard, assistant, and constant companion. It was whispered they were lovers, but no one dared voice the suspicion aloud. The driver got out, lit a cigarette, and waited.
Volsky�s eyes darted everywhere, sweeping the area ahead of them, looking for the smallest anomalies in security. He would find none. General Dymtryk looked at his face. It was said that Volsky was even more of a sadist than his boss.
The two men strode up to the Russian general. Arbon�s eyes looked up at the camouflage nets covering the old brick building. He nodded. Up close, the man gave off a charisma that was chilling. General Dymtryk suddenly felt ill at ease, almost sick to his stomach. He knew everything was in order. It always was with Dymtryk. But the presence of the interrogator made him queasy.
�Is the prisoner here?� Arbon asked in Russian.
He spoke in a deep, guttural cadence. His voice was a little hoarse. It was rumored he had lung cancer. That he smoked three packages of Belomorkanal cigarettes a day.
�She is, Arbon,� General Dymtryk said.
He knew the great man liked to be called by his nickname. He nodded curtly and waited. A cold wind blew through the courtyard of the derelict plant. General Dymtryk suddenly wanted to get his famous visitor inside as quickly as possible.
�Follow me, please.�
The general strode across the broken cement of the courtyard. There were forty soldiers in position around it. They were not expecting any trouble, of course, but General Dymtryk wanted to assure Arbon that he was well protected.
It was even colder inside the old factory. The three men walked down echoing steel catwalks over a large area, past abandoned shapes cloaked in darkness, rusting metal frames, pieces of fractured cars rotting along with the building. There were armed soldiers stationed every few feet who stood at attention. General Dymtryk could tell they were in awe of the great man who swept past them, his black coat swirling around his ankles. They actually saw him in person! It would be something to tell their grandchildren. The general wondered if they would also describe the screams that he had no doubt would emanate from the room in which the young woman waited.
Their illustrious visitor did not speak as they walked down the catwalks and then along one last corridor to the room. There were two soldiers stationed outside it. They stood aside, unable to take their eyes off the interrogator�s face, which by reputation was as familiar to them as any movie star. General Dymtryk unlocked the door. Josif Volsky went in first. The folklore had it that he tasted Arbon�s food before he did, drank the first sip of wine or vodka, undressed the women before he would allow his mentor to proceed. Volsky returned to the doorway and said something softly to Arbon that the general could not hear. He thought he saw the ghost of a smile on Volsky�s face. The interrogator just nodded. They all moved inside.
The girl sat at the table, her hands on it. As she looked up with lackluster eyes, she started to tremble. She couldn�t help it. She knew who this man was. Control had burned his description into the minds of all of his agents. She knew his real name and his nickname: the Devil. Terror burned in her eyes. She swore to herself this monster would learn nothing from her. And wondered how many other intelligence agents had vowed the same thing silently to themselves before their unbearable agony began.
General Dymtryk stood at the ajar door, the two guards outside in the corridor behind him. He was unsure whether he was invited in or not, but he had his orders.
The interrogator set his steel briefcase down on one of the chairs at the blank wall. Volsky took up a position on one side of the table. He smiled at Serena, small, white even teeth, his tongue wetting his lips. He looked her up and down as if undressing her, examining her body, then going deeper, peeling back her skin, looking at her organs and her bones. His breath came a little faster. His long slender fingers clenched and unclenched at his sides, but slowly, not in frustration or anticipation, but like he was flexing them.
The big man took off his fedora and tossed it onto the second chair at the wall. His hair was jet black and combed across to hide a balding patch. He did not remove his long black overcoat. He stood towering over Serena. He did not move. Just stared down at her with eyes so fathomless they appeared dead.
�Your name is Serena Johanssen.�
A soft, guttural drawl, emotionless.
She didn�t bother to confirm or deny it. She stared up at him with as much defiance as she could muster, which was about as much as a sick mouse. She was nauseous. She did not want to retch in front of this looming creature. She fought back the urge to vomit and continued looking up at him. Her world telescoped down to his face, his cruel eyes.
He peeled off his black gloves. His hands looked soft and pliant, like a surgeon�s hands. He handed the gloves to the blond sycophant who took them like he�d guard them with his life. The Devil had an economy of movement that was frightening. He would do whatever was necessary and nothing more.
�You will talk to me,� he said, his voice a little hoarse, she noticed. �At first, it will be very little. A few words. Denials. Lies. Then you will tell me everything I want to know.�
�I won�t,� she whispered.
He leaned forward and his breath was hot on her face. It stunk of vodka and cigarettes. His voice was still coarse and soft. �Then you will start to tell me things I don�t want to know. Special things. Personal details. About your life. Your family. Those you love. People you will never see again.�
She spit in his face.
He leaned back. Blondie slapped her hard across the face. It stung and brought a trickle of blood from her nose. But the interrogator seemed completely at ease. He took out a linen handkerchief, wiped away the spittle from his cheek, and smiled.
It was the most awful thing she�d ever seen.
He nodded to the blond, who picked up the steel briefcase from the chair, opened it, and removed some items wrapped up in plastic sheeting. He brought them to the table and unwrapped them. There were gleaming surgical instruments in narrow sleeves in the plastic. The big man took out just one, a thin steel instrument, and laid it all alone on the table.
�This is a number-eleven scalpel,� the interrogator said in his soft, guttural tone. �Triangular blade with a sharp point, flat cutting edge parallel to the handle and flat back. Excellent for precision stripping and sharp angle cuts. When I gouge out your right eye you won�t feel a thing.�
Terror took hold of her. She began to shake.
The man turned to General Dymtryk still standing in the doorway.
�You may leave now,� he said.
�My orders are to stay with you at all times,� General Dymtryk said.
There was no anxiety in his voice, only an ease of command.
He was enjoying this.
The interrogator nodded. Flicked a hand at the open door behind the general. No need for his soldiers to receive a first-hand education. General Dymtryk closed the door. Then he moved closer to the table. His heart was pounding. This interrogation repulsed him, but also excited him. He wanted to watch the master at work.
Serena tried to stop her body from shaking. It was no use. She looked around her. The Russian general was on one side of the small metal table on her right. The little blond creep stood on the other side of the table on her left.
The monster stood unmoving in front of her.
Then he moved.
He picked up the scalpel from the table and stabbed the blond man in the neck. Blood gushed from his carotid artery. At the same time, the man pulled a Russian GSh-18 pistol from the blond man�s belt, turned, and fired twice at the general. Two head shots. He slumped to the ground, dead before he hit it. The man swung back to Volsky, who was on his knees, trying to stem the blood that was pouring through his fingers like someone had turned on a faucet. He stared up at his benefactor with total disbelief in his eyes.
In one last, swift move the man sliced the scalpel across Volsky�s throat. He slumped over and did not move, a lake of blood forming around him.
Serena caught her breath, staring up at the man with disbelief in her own eyes.
McCall said: �Company,� and then there was no time for more.

CHAPTER 28

McCall had been keeping Vladimir Gredenko under surveillance for over five months. He had traveled to Pushkin from Saint Petersburg by train and had checked into the Hotel Natalie on Malaya Ulitsa as a Finnish writer named Christian Hyvonen. He was writing a book for a Finnish publisher on the reconstruction of the Catherine Palace after a devastating fire destroyed much of it in 1820. The reconstruction had been supervised by architect Vasily Stasov. Between 1811 and 1843 a wing of the Catherine Palace hosted the Tsarskoye Selo Lyceum where Alexander Pushkin studied between 1811 and 1817. The other spectacular palace in Pushkin was the Alexander Palace, built in the northwest corner of a new park, later named Alexander Park, just west of the Catherine Palace. It had been constructed for the future Emperor Alexander I by architect Giacomo Quarenghi. It became the main royal residence of Nicholas II in 1905 and, after the October Revolution of 1917, the members of the royal family were kept there under house arrest. That was the end of the Romanov dynasty and the Russian Empire. The thrust of Christian Hyvonen�s book was the contrast between Alexander Pushkin studying and writing in one palace and, across the way and several years later, the Russian royal family exiled in the other. The book had several fantasy scenes where Alexander Pushkin would visit Alexander Palace and walk on the grounds with Nicholas II, discussing the changes in Mother Russia. McCall thought it might actually be an interesting fictional exercise, if it was ever written, which it would never be. Control had had a Russian scholar write two sample chapters, in case McCall ever had to show his �work-in-progress,� but beyond that it existed only in McCall�s mind.
McCall spent a lot of time in caf�s on Sadovaya Street in the northeastern part of Pushkin, in what the residents called Old Tsarskoye Selo, some of the oldest streets in the city. He wanted the residents to get to know him, to understand that he wasn�t a tourist, he was there to research his fictional book. He wore dark trousers at all times, because he didn�t want to have to hastily change them later, and black boots. He wore a dark gray overcoat. His hair had been dyed black. He had a beard, but it was not close-cropped like Gredenko�s, but kind of shaggy and shot through with streaks of gray. He carried a dark red backpack with him everywhere he went. He became a familiar figure who also spent time at the Catherine Palace, the Alexander Palace, and took long walks through Alexander Park, in case anyone followed him to check out his story. He thought the chance of that was unlikely, but he went through the motions frequently. Besides, he liked walking through Alexander Park. There was a kind of tranquility there he enjoyed. He did think of Nicholas II walking through it, with his family, watched closely by guards, although he doubted they�d ever let him set foot outside Alexander Palace.
Gredenko lived in a beautiful house at the end of Sadovaya Street. He lived alone, although Josif Volsky was his constant companion and often stayed late after dinner, usually until midnight. He never stayed the night. They were discreet. Several young women did spend the night, all of them prostitutes, so Arbon was certainly bisexual. McCall had located several motion detectors at the front and the back of Gredenko�s two-story house. Not that he couldn�t have circumvented them, but he didn�t want to grab Gredenko at his home. It was too dangerous. McCall had no idea how many guards were inside, besides his blond bodyguard, and there was no intel from The Company on it. McCall had never seen any of them, but that didn�t mean they weren�t there.
Gredenko took long walks with his bodyguard around the Old Tsarskoye Selo area, stopping at various caf�s, where everyone knew him. None of them knew his reputation as an interrogator, of Arbon, the Devil, a monster feared throughout intelligence circles. He was on the cool side, but courteous and friendly and enjoyed his meals and his vodka. Volsky always accompanied him. In the more than five months McCall had Gredenko under surveillance, there was not a single instance when Gredenko went to a restaurant or bar or caf� alone, or even walked alone.
McCall had, in those months, only seen the great man a dozen times. But it was enough to have taken a lot of pictures. McCall studied them on his walks in Alexander Park. Their faces were similar, high forehead, long nose, prominent chin. The eyes were completely different. Gredenko had very dark eyes, almost black. The interrogator�s hair was much blacker than McCall�s, and thinning. He combed it over a bald spot in the center of his head. McCall had been able to buy an identical black silk shirt of the kind that Gredenko usually wore. The black gloves would be no problem. They would be in one of Gredenko�s overcoat pockets.
The restaurant that Gredenko frequented most was the Stroganoff Pushkin on Srednyaya Street in his neighborhood. They knew him well. Greeted him like family. It was in the file that Control had given to McCall. This was the restaurant the interrogator visited before going out on an assignment. Gredenko was a creature of habit, or superstitious, or both. He always went to this particular restaurant, drank six Beluga vodkas, and ordered a chicken Kiev meal before leaving Pushkin. It was ritualistic.
McCall also frequented Stroganoff Pushkin. He ate lunch and dinner there, sometimes in the same day. He purposely put on weight. Gredenko had about thirty pounds on him, but he quickly caught up. No diet drinks or carrot sticks.
Their intel had been that Serena Johanssen would be moved from Kresty Prison to an unknown location. No more than an hour�s drive from the prison. They did not know when, but within six months. The interrogator would be brought in to question her. She would resist and she was courageous, but in the end he would torture her, break her, then walk away and give the order for her to be put out of her misery.
McCall had to be patient. He got far into his cover. He became that Finnish author and actually wrote some chapters of the nonexistent book. A few of the Pushkin � Nicholas II conversations he decided were quite good. Pithy, a little ironic, heartfelt. Of course, McCall had no editor to censor him and no one would ever read the pages, which was probably a good thing, but it gave him a focus. He wanted the locals to see him writing in his green notebook in the caf�s. If one of them happened to stroll by his table, he wanted them to see words on the pages. Words they could even read, if they lingered, which would make sense as dialogue in the novel.
One young Russian had looked up from the pages he�d glimpsed as he�d paused beside McCall�s table, smiled sympathetically, and walked on.
Everyone was a critic.
Then McCall had got the word from Control. He was 168 days into his deep cover. Control would take the train up from Saint Petersburg. They met at the center of one of the four quadrants of the New Garden in Alexander Park at the ruins of a Chinese theater. Built in 1778, it had once been a full-size opera house with an incredibly sumptuous interior. But it had been gutted during the Nazi invasion and the shelling of Pushkin in 1941. McCall and Control, writer and publisher, walked around it, then strolled toward the Grand Chinese Bridge with its lurid sculpture of a Chinese man sitting cross-legged on it, holding an immense lantern. Control had told McCall the extraction phase of the mission had been initiated. The Russians were moving Serena Johanssen from Kresty Prison the next night. Gredenko would leave Pushkin on that same night. Control was not convinced McCall could pull off this daring impersonation, but McCall had argued there was no other way. They still didn�t know exactly where Serena would be interrogated. There were a number of possible locations within a fifty-mile radius.
They had to get to Gredenko on his own turf. Control gave his agent a final briefing. Told McCall that Granny and another Company agent would be in an AH-64 helicopter on the banks of the Volga, waiting for a signal. They had coordinates of the area that they believed housed the interrogation location, that was all. But Granny would find it. Control wished McCall good luck. Shook his hand. Then had walked away through the trees toward where McCall could see the high tower of the Chapelle Pavilion in the distance.
McCall hadn�t waited for Gredenko outside his home. He�d gone directly to Srednyaya Street. He�d checked the burned-out building at the back of the street, about halfway down. The coal cellar still had the new padlock on it. McCall had the key. Then he walked down the narrow space between buildings, you couldn�t even call it an alleyway, and walked into the front of the Stroganoff Pushkin restaurant. He�d been greeted warmly by the proprietor who asked how the book was coming along. McCall�s persona was diffident and self-effacing. He said it was slow and difficult, but words were appearing on the page. He wrote out everything in long hand in his green notebook. Later, back at his hotel, he typed the pages onto his iPad. McCall sat at a table at the back of the restaurant. It did not attract any attention. It was the table where he usually sat. He was five steps away from the short dark corridor that led to the restrooms.
McCall waited. His heart was beating fast. His mouth was dry. He had everything ready, but if he�d miscalculated, Serena Johanssen was dead.
Arbon walked into the Stroganoff Pushkin restaurant at 7:14 P.M. Josif Volsky was with him. Gredenko was dressed in his usual outfit, the long black coat, the gray fedora on his head. Volsky was in a brown leather flying jacket. McCall noted the Russian GSh-18 pistol in his belt, which he didn�t bother to hide. He always carried it and no one took any notice of it. Volsky carried a slim, steel briefcase for his boss. McCall knew it was filled with instruments of torture. The two of them were greeted warmly by the proprietor, with a lot more reverence than McCall had been greeted, and sat at a window table. Volsky set the steel briefcase down at his feet. He looked relaxed and happy. McCall was glad to see that Gredenko kept on his gray fedora.
McCall had his backpack on the chair across the table from him. He was nursing a vodka, so his breath would smell of it. He lit up a Belomorkanal cigarette and tried not to cough his lungs out. They made the Camels he used to smoke feel like they�d had three filters on them. He waited. Gredenko ordered chicken Kiev. Volsky ordered a steak. They both ordered Beluga vodkas. Then they ordered Russian appetizers, Deruny Ukrainian potato pancakes.
McCall waited. Drank another vodka, smoked three more Belomorkanal cigarettes. The potato pancakes were served at the window table. Gredenko and Volsky ate them ravenously. They talked quietly. Both were very calm.
Then Gredenko got up and walked to the back of the restaurant. One thing McCall had noted during his surveillance was that Volsky did not follow his boss into the men�s room. Gredenko passed McCall�s table without once glancing at him. When the door swung shut on the men�s room, McCall got quickly to his feet, grabbing his backpack off the chair, shouldering it. No one had gone into the bathroom before Gredenko. That had been always a variable. If someone had been in there, they would have either become collateral damage, or McCall would have had to wait for them to leave. He got lucky.
He walked into the men�s room. Gredenko, still in his long overcoat, still wearing his fedora, zipped up and moved from the urinal to an old enamel sink. He glanced into the mirror, dismissed McCall, and washed his hands. Then perhaps the merest trickle of instinct touched him. He half turned.
It took McCall two steps to reach him, a second to wrap his arm around the man�s throat and another two seconds to break his neck. The notorious Arbon, the Devil, a man feared by so many, his face etched into the nightmares of his victims who had survived, was reduced to a slack corpse in five seconds.
McCall locked the men�s room door. He shoved Gredenko�s body into a stall, sitting up, took off his overcoat and the fedora and stuffed them into his near empty backpack. Gredenko�s black trousers were identical to the ones McCall was wearing. He took Gredenko�s wallet and ID papers from the pocket of his trousers, transferred them to his own pockets. He checked the wallet and found a wad of Russian rubles in one thousand, five hundred and one hundred denominations. Gredenko didn�t have a smartphone. Old school. In fact, he didn�t carry any kind of cell phone. McCall had expected that. He�d never seen him use one. McCall took the Rolex Yacht-Master II in blue with a thick silver band off Gredenko�s left wrist. He took off the Breitling Chronomat 44 GMT that had been Christian Hyvonen�s watch and replaced it with the Rolex. He shoved the Breitling into his pocket. Then he heaved the dead man over his shoulder and moved to the one window in the men�s room. It was narrow, but McCall had climbed in and out of it a dozen times in preparation. He opened the window to a biting wind. He heaved Gredenko�s body across the sill and then heaved again. It fell with a thud down into the alleyway behind the restaurant. McCall climbed out after him and jumped down.
The alleyway was deserted. Another variable, but in the five-plus months that McCall had walked the back route behind the restaurant he had never seen a soul there. He heaved Gredenko up onto his shoulder again and ran with him three buildings down to the empty lot overgrown with weeds and strewn with garbage. Also deserted. He had never seen anyone there, either. He ran to the coal door, unlocked the padlock, opened the door. Inside, it was the size of a small closet and empty. He stuffed Gredenko�s body into it, shut the door, and snapped the padlock back into place. Then he was running back to the Stroganoff Pushkin�s men�s room window. He tossed the Breitling Chronomat 44 GMT watch into an overflowing Dumpster and climbed through the narrow window back inside.
McCall jumped down, closed the window, and looked at his new Rolex. One minute and thirteen seconds. He was a little behind schedule. He pulled Gredenko�s long back overcoat out of his backpack and laid it on a towel stand near the sink. He put the gray fedora beside it. He took scissors from a small kit in the backpack and trimmed his beard until it matched Gredenko�s perfectly. He darkened it and took the gray out of it. He took a glittering diamond earring, an identical match to Gredenko�s, and fixed it to his right ear. You would never know his ear was not pierced unless you looked very closely. From out of the backpack he unwrapped a hairpiece. It was black, like his hair color, like the color of Gredenko�s hair. McCall faced the mirror over the window and carefully put the hairpiece into place. He combed his hair over the new bald patch and now his hair matched Gredenko�s exactly. He took out a small plastic contacts case from his pants pocket and removed two contact lenses. He carefully put them in, blinked, looked at himself in the mirror.
He had Gredenko�s almost-black eyes.
There was an impatient knock on the men�s room door.
�One moment!� McCall called out in Russian, in a soft, guttural accent.
Gredenko�s voice.
He shrugged on Gredenko�s dark overcoat, put the fedora on his head, zipped up the backpack, carried it in one hand, and opened the men�s room door. He half expected to see Josif Volsky standing there, but it was one of the patrons. He pushed past McCall to the urinal.
McCall walked out of the men�s room. He dumped the empty backpack into an alcove behind a statue of Lenin on a pedestal. He�d put his own gray overcoat on the other chair at his table and left it there. No one would notice it until it was too late.
Then he walked out into the main area of the restaurant.
He walked to the window table and sat down. Gredenko�s chicken Kiev had arrived, along with another tumbler of Beluga vodka. Volsky was just being served his steak. McCall took off the fedora, dropped it onto the table. He wanted Volsky to see the new hairline, black hair combed over the balding patch. With the close-cropped black beard and the diamond earring in his left earlobe. Volsky looked at him. Had no reaction. Took a bite of steak. This was the big test. McCall believed he had Gredenko�s voice and mannerisms down cold. If he didn�t, it was all over.
McCall asked, in Russian, how the steak was?
Volsky nodded. Very good.
McCall made a show of looking at Gredenko�s Rolex Yacht-Master II watch, checking the time. He pretended to be preoccupied, although it wasn�t much of a pretense. He was�with trying to stay alive. But Volsky appeared completely at ease. He was with his boss, whom he protected and presumably loved. He did not look at McCall and see a stranger. His senses were dulled with familiarity. They did not speak again through the rest of the meal. When the bill arrived, Volsky paid for it � his usual custom. He glanced at his watch and said they should leave. The car would be waiting. McCall nodded and got up from his chair. He put the gray fedora back on his head.
Volsky picked up the slim steel briefcase.
The two men walked out of the restaurant.
Outside a Citro�n was parked, motor running, a driver behind the wheel. McCall climbed into the back. Volsky climbed into the passenger seat in the front. The driver pulled away from the restaurant.
McCall and Volsky did not talk on the long journey to the abandoned automobile plant. McCall smoked more Belomorkanal cigarettes. Volsky looked out the window, lost in thought. Perhaps savoring the torture to come.
When McCall saw the big iron gates of the factory he took in a deep breath and let it slowly out.
Showtime.
* * *
Granny had narrowed down the coordinates from the fifty-mile radius Control had provided for the possible location to within a four-mile perimeter. He could see nothing on the radar below. He activated the LIDAR system he had personally installed in the chopper. LIDAR was the acronym for Light Detection and Laser Imaging and Ranging System. He used the Leica AL550-II system with an output at a factor of five over other LIDAR systems, which allowed him to fly at a much higher altitude. The higher power provided superior foliage penetration as the laser light pulses scanned the forest beneath. He knew they would have camouflaged the facility. They felt safe.
He found the old abandoned automobile factory sprawled in about twelve acres of cleared forest. Granny could see the high fence surrounding it. There were two big gates at one end, and a couple of smaller exits from the facility on the other side with only one gate at each. It was surrounded by forest and the only cluster of buildings that made sense for the torture location. The helicopter had passed over some isolated farmhouses and even an abandoned school, which might have fit the bill, but Granny had ignored them. This old auto factory felt right to him.
Granny flicked a switch and incandescent red heat images glowed on the instrument panel. There were a lot of them, both inside and outside the facility. Granny checked his watch. If the timetable Control had given them was accurate, McCall should be inside the facility by now. Whether he had reached the target or not was incalculable, but it was unlikely he was still outside. Granny picked up the shape of a vehicle outside the main gates, the one that would have brought McCall there, with the heat register of a man standing beside it � the driver, smoking a tiny bright blip of a cigarette.
There must have been thirty heat signatures in the exterior area. Maybe another dozen inside. No way of knowing who was who. But McCall had known that going in. Granny�s orders were simple. As soon as he got there, and ascertained the car that had driven McCall was there, he was to give McCall covering fire. Then pick him and the target up outside the facility.
Granny tapped Hastings�s helmet.
�Good to go.�
Hastings started firing the 30 mm M230 chain gun at the targets on the ground. The Soviet soldiers scattered, firing up at the chopper. Bullets lacerated the chopper�s sides. Granny lined up the Hellfire missiles, using the AGM-114K MAC, Metal Augmented charge. Two missiles erupted from the AH-64 and blasted down into the compound. A Russian jeep exploded in a fireball that sent the vehicle fifty feet into the air. It crashed back down, a twisted, burning wreck, scattering more of the troops. The second Hellfire erupted into a low metal outbuilding, destroying it. Granny angled the chopper away as bullets slammed into the fuselage and came back around.
Granny looked down at the monstrous shape of the abandoned factory. Heat signatures within the building were moving fast. He had no idea if any of them were McCall and the target. But he sent a Hellfire missile streaking down to the building. It erupted spectacularly.
* * *
The door to the interrogation room burst open and the two guards rushed in. McCall threw the table over and with it Serena to the ground, shielding her. PP-91 Kedr submachine-gun bullets strafed the interior. McCall fired twice with Volsky�s GSh-18 pistol. The guards collapsed into the doorway. McCall grabbed Serena, dragged her roughly to her feet, and pushed her toward the open door. He could hear the fireworks outside the factory. Granny had arrived, maybe a minute late, but God bless him! They had four minutes to get out of the factory on the other side.
A moment later the entire building shook as an explosion ripped into it.
McCall knelt down, grabbed one of the PP-91 Kedr submachine guns from the lifeless hand of guard number one. Serena had already jumped over their bodies. McCall dragged both bodies inside, slammed the door shut, locked it, and tossed the key away.
They ran down the corridor, turned it at right angles, and came out into the huge open space of the factory spread out below them. Pale moonlight shafted through the high windows, not enough to really illuminate the gloomy interior. Most of it was in darkness. More army soldiers were running forward, submachine guns firing. McCall pushed Serena down a steel catwalk, firing back. One soldier crumpled to the ground. A second was blasted over a low railing and fell to the floor below. McCall ran after Serena, who stumbled and clutched on to the railing. There was a momentary respite in the firing. They were cloaked in darkness. McCall took a pencil flashlight from his pocket. Serena was gasping. He shone the flashlight down onto her bare feet. They were bleeding in several places, torn up by the catwalk�s protruding nails and pieces of raw metal. Nothing to be done. He couldn�t carry her. He put away the flashlight and replaced it with the GSh-18 pistol in his left hand. He still carried the Kedr submachine gun in his right. He pushed Serena on.
Outside, when Granny made his second pass over the factory yard, they were ready for him. He fired two more Hellfire missiles, exploding in blinding flashes, and Hastings kept up the machinegun fire, but one of the Russian army soldiers had a RPG surface-to-air missile on his shoulder. He fired it with unerring accuracy. The rocket struck the tail section of the AH-64, causing it to spiral. The crippled chopper passed dangerously close to the roof of the abandoned automobile factory.
McCall heard clatter of the AH-64 overhead.
Much too low.
He waited for the sound of the crash, but it didn�t happen. He and Serena had reached another catwalk that crossed the main factory floor. He had seen it on his way to the prison room and noted its position. They ran across the catwalk. Bullets strafed around them. It lit up the soldiers for brief moments, but McCall didn�t fire back. They had to reach the other side.
A bullet tore across the top of McCall�s left shoulder. He dropped the Russian pistol and it clattered on the catwalk and then fell to the floor below. He absorbed the pain. More bullets whined past their running figures. They reached the end of the catwalk and McCall jumped down to the ground floor, lifting Serena down beside him. He had the floor plan of the building in his head. There was a heavy iron exit door just in front of them. The moonlight here was minimal, but he didn�t dare use the pencil flashlight. He thrust the girl toward where the door was etched in his mind. More bullets crashed and pinged off the metal structures around them.
McCall heard one of the soldiers off to his left. He swung up the Kedr sub and fired into the darkness. The soldier was hit and fell to the ground. Bullets from his own submachine gun fired blindly. One round went past McCall�s head so close he felt the rush of air.
He looked up.
The sound of the helicopter was receding.
* * *
In the AH-64, Granny fought the controls. The chopper was still spinning. He couldn�t get off any more missiles in the maelstrom.
�Plan B,� he said into the radio.
His copilot did not respond.
Granny looked over and saw that Hastings was hit. Shoulder wound. Granny tapped his helmet. Motioned. We�re leaving.
Granny angled the chopper up, still fighting for control. Another RPG screamed up at the chopper, missing it by inches. Granny angled up and over the factory building. He looked at the green-lit area below on the screen. Thought he saw two heat signatures emerge from the east end of the building. Could have been McCall and the target. McCall could not have risked bringing a radio into the facility with him. They had an appointed extraction point three hundred yards from the facility in a forest clearing, north northeast. But that didn�t matter now. Control had been very specific � if the helicopter was damaged to the extent it could not land or, if it did, might not be able to lift off again, Granny was to abandon McCall and the target. They�d take their chances in the forest.
�Sorry, McCall, you�re on your own,� Granny said.
Then he tried to gain height over the trees.
* * *
Below, McCall and Serena came to a halt. The night air was cold. The girl shivered violently beside him in her prison pajamas, her bare feet bleeding profusely now. McCall looked up and saw the AH-64 in the moonlit sky, coming out of a spiral and leveling off, but fighting to stay that way. The tail rotor was damaged. The chopper was listing badly. Granny would not be able to land and pick them up. He�d be lucky not to crash into the forest below. McCall knew what Granny�s operational orders from Control were. A moment later the AH-64 had angled over the trees and was gone. McCall put a protective arm around Serena�s shoulders and felt afraid.
He was not sure how to get them to safety now that Granny was out of the equation.
McCall looked around them. There was an old UAZ 3172 Soviet Army jeep parked beside the fence. McCall took Serena�s hand and they ran for it. She limped badly and he had to haul her along with him. Footfalls pounded on cement. There were cries and shouting in Russian. Soldiers had entered the factory building. They were searching for the fugitives. Their General Palkovnik was dead. There might be a premier/major or a lieutenant in their ranks, but there was confusion and no clear person in command. They would seal off the compound, but they should have done that already, and there�d been no one to give the order.
The sound of the AH-64 was gone.
McCall thrust Serena into the back of the UAZ jeep. He was ready to try and hot-wire the vehicle, but the keys were actually on the driver�s seat.
Your helicopter ride goes south, but you find a ring of keys, McCall thought.
Win some, lose some.
He tossed the Kedr submachine gun onto the passenger seat, fired up the jeep, and pulled away. Ahead of him Russian soldiers rounded the side of the building, throwing up their submachine guns. For a moment they didn�t fire � this could be a Russian officer driving toward the front of the factory. But as soon as McCall veered off to the right, they opened fire. Bullets slammed into the jeep. Serena slid down so that she was below the level of the seats in a heap.
The back window blew glass shards across where she�d been sitting a moment before. Some of them rained hot across the back of McCall�s neck. The gate in the fence was right in front of him. It was slightly ajar, held to the fence by a single rusty chain.
McCall smashed into it. The chain split apart and the gate swung open. He gunned the vehicle out of the compound. More bullets hit the back of it. McCall could not hear over the rush of wind, but he knew some of the soldiers were running for other jeeps and trucks that had transported them to the isolated facility.
There was a last fusillade of bullets. The jeep swerved violently. McCall plunged off the road into the dense forest surrounding the factory. He bounced over a dirt track for a quarter of a mile, then one of the tires blew as it hit an obstruction in the road.
Going too fast.
The jeep sailed up into the air and flipped over.
It crashed down and cartwheeled into some heavy bushes and a tree trunk tore apart the front of the vehicle.
It lay there with smoke pouring out of the hood and the sound of wrenching metal faded away into the silence of the forest.

CHAPTER 29

Twilight gathered the city in its arms.
McCall had picked up his iPhone from Brahms who�d told him it would chirp if Jeff Carlson walked up to Karen Armstrong�s apartment building. He�d thought about making it chime a Brahms waltz, but had decided a simple electronic beep would suffice. McCall had walked from the electronics store to Fifty-ninth Street and bought a hot dog from a vendor outside the Plaza Hotel in front of Central Park. He liked it with diced onions and mustard, no ketchup or sauerkraut. He walked into the park and found a bench on one of the paths. On one of the other benches was a family who�d been to the zoo and were trying to figure out how to carry shopping bags and balloons and small children and ice-cream cones and large pretzels with mustard at the same time. McCall needed to regroup. Something was not right. He was missing something. Or there was something he simply didn�t know.
Margaret was on a Greyhound bus back to Minnesota. Karen Armstrong was being stalked, but McCall could not give her surveillance 24/7. If Carlson was going to go after her, he�d have to make his move and McCall had to hope he�d be close.
That left the gang at Dolls nightclub. Yes, they�d flexed their muscles with one of their cocktail waitresses. Wanted her to be a dancer. Wanted her to sleep with certain high-profile clients of the club. Collect what could be valuable information. Set up blackmail. But they weren�t running a prostitution ring in the neighborhood. They were working protection on the merchants, but it was almost like they had to do that if they were going to have any standing in the community.
So what was special about Katia Rossovkaya? They had wanted to intimidate her. They had kidnapped her teenage daughter to show they meant business. McCall had rescued her. Without a shot being fired or anyone really getting hurt. That was a humiliation for the Chechens that might not be tolerated. But humiliating enough for Borislav Kirov to send his enforcers to the Liberty Belle Hotel to murder McCall and anyone who was with him?
McCall ate some more of the hot dog. It was a clich� to say there were no hot dogs you could get in any other American city as good as the ones in New York, but he had to give it some credence.
This wasn�t just about Katia Rossovkaya.
It was about him.
The same thin icy dread he�d felt when he stepped into the alleyway to stop J.T. from beating Margaret to death � the same dread he�d felt when he didn�t think he could save Serena Johanssen in that forest surrounding the abandoned automobile factory � took hold of him.
McCall had come into Borislav Kirov�s world and it shouldn�t have made him break into a sweat. McCall was Bobby Maclain, a bartender at Bentleys restaurant. And even if Kirov was savvy and perceptive enough to sense a past, to feel the threat of violence that could wrap itself around McCall, he was still a stranger and would have stayed that way. And yet Kirov had sent his pit bull Bakar Daudov with ten armed assassins to kill him. Kirov didn�t know McCall had been with Danil Gershon in Grand Central Station. McCall might�ve been spotted with him on one of the station�s surveillance cameras, but Kirov would have no access to any of those tapes. He�d sent his enforcers after Gershon because The Company man�s cover had been blown. It could not have just been McCall�s fleeting visit. They must have been suspicious of him for some time.
At least, that�s what McCall wanted to believe.
So Robert McCall was dangerous to Borislav Kirov and Kirov�s operation. And that operation wasn�t running the Dolls nightclub in Manhattan.
So what was it?
McCall ate the last two bites of the hot dog, wiped his fingers on a napkin, dropped it into a wastebasket, stood up, and walked down the path.
When in doubt, he thought.�
Go to a Broadway show.
* * *
It was the opening night of the revival of Les Mis�rables on Broadway at the Imperial Theater on West Forty-fifth Street. McCall was glad to see that some people still dressed up to go to the theater, at least to an opening night. There were men in business suits, even a few tuxes here and there. Women were dressed in cocktail attire with lots of jewellery. And then there were the appliance salesmen from Ohio in shapeless corduroy pants and loud sport coats that even Paul Drake on Perry Mason wouldn�t have worn and the sweatshirt-and-jeans women who needed to be comfortable more than they needed to make a fashion statement.
McCall himself was dressed in a dark blue suit. It was the only one he owned and it didn�t see much use. There had been a small photograph in one of the pockets that had been dry-cleaned along with the suit. It was of Elena Petrov, in a restaurant somewhere, holding a glass of wine and toasting the camera, or rather, the cameraman, her face radiant in the candlelight. He had stared down at it for a long time. I�d tell you he feels badly about what happened, Kostmayer had said, but with Control you never know. Cologne in his veins. She died in his arms.
McCall had taken the photo and put it into a shoebox in the top drawer of the dresser in his bedroom. There wasn�t much in the shoebox. Some photos, some letters. He hadn�t looked at anything else in it. He�d closed the top of the shoebox and shut the dresser drawer.
Then he�d gone to the theater.
The lobby of the Imperial Theater was packed. People milled around, drinks in hand, five deep at the bar, a general sense of excitement in the air. It was an exhilarating show and this was a big Broadway revival. Les Miz was McCall�s favorite musical. Its high emotions and sense of humanity resonated with him on a very visceral level. Not that he tried to analyze his feelings about it.
It was just one hell of a good show.
McCall knew Borislav Kirov was going to be at the opening night because he�d listened in on the bug under his alcove table. Kirov had called his wife and promised he wouldn�t be late to pick her up. He was standing near the bar, drinking a vodka-and-tonic. He was dressed in a black suit with a dark crimson tie held in place with a gold tie clip. Rings sparkled on his fingers. Beside him was a very attractive American woman, early forties. Kostmayer had found out her name was Kristine, with a K, she came from Swedish stock, her folks had owned half of the Upper East Side and she was an interior decorator who Trump called in the middle of the night. She was blond and a little raucous and laughed a lot. When her husband motioned that he was stepping outside onto the street to smoke, she nodded and smiled lovingly at him. She would allow him one vice. McCall wondered if she knew he was a man who ordered people killed. Or maybe she did and had long since compartmentalized it somewhere she could not access it. Her husband was a good man. He was the father of their two teenage sons. He loved life and embraced it in a big way.
McCall followed Kirov out of the theater. The Chechen took out a package of Sobranie of London Cocktail cigarette 100�s, took the silver lighter with his initials on it from his pocket, shook out a cigarette, and lit it. He took his iPhone out of the right-hand pocket of his suit coat and checked for messages. There didn�t seem to be anything urgent. He dropped it back into his coat pocket with the lighter. He looked down Forty-fifth Street, smoking, lost in thought. His body language showed no tension. If anything, a little resignation about the waste of an evening.
He was too isolated out here in the street. McCall would have to wait until he was back inside the lobby.
But that didn�t work out, either. Kirov smoked three cigarettes in quick succession and then the lights were flashing in the lobby and a polite but somewhat urgent voice was telling the theatergoers to take their seats as the performance would begin in five minutes. Kirov walked back into the theater and moved over to his wife. They were with another couple, a balding man in his forties in a gray suit with a much younger woman who looked like she�d just stepped out of a Playmate calendar and had rushed to join him, throwing on a beige silk handkerchief to cover her serious endowments and wearing beige high heels. McCall recognized the man�s face, but couldn�t remember his name. A high-powered criminal attorney. Probably Kirov�s.
McCall might have had a shot with the crowd surging toward the auditorium doors, but they weren�t doing it like the place was on fire. It was kind of leisurely, even though the ominous voice told them the performance would begin in three minutes and the lights kept flashing. Plenty of time. These shows always went up late, particularly on opening night.
McCall followed Kirov and his wife and his lawyer and his date into the theater. He stood at the back, waiting to see where Kirov and his wife were sitting. They were in the A section, even numbers, to the right, row F. The attorney and the Playmate were sitting beside them. McCall�s seat was in the center section, but row V, the last row, on the aisle. People found their seats. The lights came down and the overture started and the sense of anticipation was electric.
McCall sat for the first twenty minutes of the show. Then he got up. He told one of the ushers that he had sciatica and had to stand periodically, which was why he�d chosen an aisle seat in the back row. The usher nodded. He didn�t care. From this vantage point, McCall could get a better view of Kirov and his wife. Kristine Kirov was absolutely enchanted. Her face was radiant as she watched the show. It was the big �Master of the House� scene where Th�nardier, the �best innkeeper in town,� was explaining that nothing gets you nothing, everything has got a little price.�
�Charge �em for the lice, extra for the mice, two percent for looking in the mirror twice.��
And that: �How it all increases, all them bits and pieces, Jesus it�s amazing how it grows.��
The innkeeper�s wife, Madame Th�nardier, told the audience �God knows how I�ve lasted, living with this bastard in the house,� and when the chorus wanted to toast the master of the house and sang, �Everybody raise a glass,� and she sang, �Raise it up the Master�s arse,� McCall laughed out loud.
It seemed a long time since he�d done that.
Quickly they were at the rousing finale of the First Act, �One Day More,� Jean Valjean�s voice magnificent and rousing, before the barricades of freedom go up and the lovers and rebels wonder what their God in Heaven has in store for them. This brought the audience to their feet. McCall looked over at Borislav Kirov. He didn�t stand. He looked bored. McCall walked out into the lobby. The doors to the auditorium opened and the theatergoes poured out and within seconds the bar area was like last call at an Irish pub in Dublin.
Perfect.
Kirov had ordered drinks ahead. McCall timed it so that he drew parallel with Kirov as he turned to hand his wife and attorney their drinks. Bumped into him in the crowd. McCall thrust his hand into the right-hand pocket of Kirov�s suit coat, came out with his iPhone, jostled him, and murmured an apology, which was completely lost in the overall ambiance. By the time Kirov turned around, McCall was gone, swallowed up in the seething mass of people.
Kirov never felt a thing.
It was the same coat pocket in which he carried his lighter. The loss of weight should not register with him.
McCall walked outside. There were lots of people on the sidewalk, smoking, talking on their cell phones. McCall walked down the street to an outdoor caf� where there was an empty table. He took out his own iPhone, plugged in a small device Brahms had given him earlier in the day, connected it to Kirov�s iPhone, and started downloading Kirov�s documents and e-mails.
It took longer than he thought it would. He kept an eye on the time and finally had to get to his feet and rejoin the crowd outside the theater. It was sparser. The lights in the lobby were flashing and people were moving toward the auditorium doors. End of intermission. McCall walked back into the theater lobby. He had both phones in the pocket of his suit coat, the transfer of data continuing.
Kirov was just knocking back the last of his fourth gin-and-tonic. Kristine was urging him to come on! They�d be late back to their seats! Kirov threw off her arm and McCall saw, for the first time, a flicker of fear in her eyes. Now he got it. She loved him and she tolerated him and she turned a blind eye to his business.
Because she was afraid of him.
They moved to the auditorium doors. McCall followed, watching Kirov�s right hand, feeling tension coiling inside him. But the Chechen�s hand did not move to his right-hand coat pocket. You could not use your cell phone once you were in the theater. He had already checked for messages just over an hour before.
Inside the auditorium Kirov and his wife took their seats. His attorney and his Playboy date joined them soon afterward. The hubbub in the theater died down as the lights went out. The orchestra started the overture for the Second Act of the musical. Lots of applause. The lights went up on the stage and Enjolras brought his band of freedom fighters downstage and McCall went back out into the lobby. He walked to the men�s room and into an empty stall. Sat on the top of the toilet and brought out the two iPhones. It took another ten minutes to complete the download. Then he put his own iPhone back into his pocket, strode across the lobby, and opened one of the doors to the theater. He motioned to the usher who was standing at the back, enjoying the show. Onstage, Gavroche had just turned in Javert as a traitor. McCall handed the usher Kirov�s iPhone.
�I found this in the lobby,� McCall whispered. �The man who dropped it is sitting in section A, row F, right on the aisle. I didn�t want to go down there myself with the show already started, but I have to leave. My leg is really hurting me. Can you give this to him? I�ll wait right here and make sure you give it to the right guy.�
�It�ll have to wait until the end of the performance,� the usher whispered.
�It can�t. I need to know he�s got it back. I don�t want to be accused of stealing it. It�ll only take you a few seconds. Look, people are still finding their way back to their seats.�
It was true. The last intermission stragglers were coming down both aisles, apologizing in whispers, sliding into seats. The usher took the iPhone from McCall and moved quickly down the right-hand aisle. McCall watched as he knelt beside Kirov at row F and whispered to him. He handed him the iPhone. Instinctively Kirov felt his right-hand coat pocket. His heavy silver lighter was in there. McCall nodded. He�d mistaken the weight for both the lighter and the iPhone. Kirov took the iPhone and thanked the usher, looking up the aisle. McCall knew what he was saying without having to hear the words. Who handed it in? The usher must�ve told him it was one of the theatergoers. Found it on the lobby floor. The usher said something else, probably to warn Kirov not to turn on the iPhone while the show was in progress. Kirov nodded and put the iPhone into his pocket.
McCall stayed long enough to see �ponine�s death scene with Marius. The actress was Samantha Barks, who had played the role in the London stage production, and also in the terrific movie. McCall wanted to see her performance again. It had moved him both times. She didn�t disappoint him. She was poignant and believable and had the voice of an angel. At the end of the song, most of the audience rose to its feet and cheered. It stopped the show.
Kirov remained seated. He looked back up the aisle. In the darkness at the back of the theater, McCall gave him an ironic wave, even though he knew he would not be able to see it.
Then he walked out of the auditorium, through the lobby, and out of the theater.
In the kitchen of his apartment, McCall plugged his iPhone into his laptop on the square kitchen table and started the process of transferring Kirov�s documents onto the computer. Brahms had already been to his apartment while he�d been at Les Mis�rables. He didn�t need a key. Brahms could break any lock on the planet. He had installed software onto McCall�s laptop that would bypass encrypted files and firewalls and passwords. Highly sophisticated and illegal. He�d left a note for McCall on the coffee table in the living room: �Nice place. Too tidy. Live in it!�
McCall had smiled. But his mind was in a different time and place. Seeing that actress as �ponine in the musical had touched off another sense memory within him.
She looked very much like a younger Serena Johanssen.
McCall looked out at the darkened rooftops outside the kitchen window and was drawn back to her.

CHAPTER 30

He had to get her out of the jeep. The insistent thought burned through the pain. He felt the night air on his face. His eyes were like slits. His left leg was pinned beneath the steering wheel. His left arm was wedged under his body, but his right arm was free. He pushed on the crumpled dashboard and dragged himself up a few inches. He twisted his body a little more and wrenched his left leg toward him.
A couple of inches.
Again.
Two more inches.
He managed to free his left arm and put both hands on the steering wheel and pushed hard against it. His left leg moved farther along the seat.
One more heave.
McCall could not hear her breathing or moving. He felt exposed, as if he was no longer inside the jeep, which he knew he was. He opened his eyes further, swimming up through the layers of hurt toward a light just out of his reach. It was not bright, but it beckoned him.
He opened his eyes fully.
Half of the UAZ jeep had been torn away by the tree trunk. The driver�s door had been thrown to the ground, most of the windshield was buckled and the left-hand front-side of the vehicle was crushed. The roof had been torn off completely. Blood streamed down the left-hand side of McCall�s face. He was able to raise his right hand and wipe it away. He twisted in the crumpled front seat and looked at the back. It was caved in. From this angle there was no sign of Serena at all.
He smelled fuel leaking.
One spark would do it.
He looked down at his trapped left leg. It was almost free of the bent steering wheel. He put both hands onto the seat and heaved again.
His leg came free.
Pain immediately shot through it. McCall started taking deep breaths to help absorb it. There was no way for him to climb into the back. It was too mangled. The Kedr submachine gun lay on the passenger-seat floor. He leaned down and scooped it up. He pulled himself through the jagged space where the driver�s door had been. He fell onto the ground. It was cold. Vestiges of snow clung to it. He pulled himself up and leaned against the wreckage for just a moment.
Listening hard.
Now he heard the sounds of pursuit through the forest. A truck engine. Some crashing through the undergrowth. Muffled shouts. They were all pretty far away to the west.
McCall set down the submachine gun and staggered to the back of the jeep. He was afraid of what he was going to see. But Serena was still below the seats where she�d wedged herself before the back window had been blown out. There was a shroud of glass over her. She was moaning softly now, moving a little, trying to pull herself up. Unlike him, she didn�t seem to be trapped by any of the protruding wreckage, but she couldn�t get out on her own. She didn�t have the strength.
McCall reached down and caught her fluttering left hand. He pulled her up�� slowly, so slowly.�
And then the direction of the pursuit changed.
It was coming closer.
McCall put his left hand under her right shoulder and heaved up.
She came up into his arms with a cry and no farther.
Her foot was trapped by the crushed front seat.
McCall leaned farther down while she lay awkwardly across the mangled backseat. He found her foot. It was bloody and twisted in the wreckage. Gently he turned it one way. She gasped, but stifled her cry. He turned it the other way. It gave a little. He turned it a little more and heaved up.
Nothing doing.
The sounds of pursuit were closer.
McCall tried again.
One last heave.
Her foot came away.
He straightened, caught her body, and lifted her out of the wreckage. Both of them stumbled and fell heavily to the sodden ground. They lay there gasping in deep breaths of the frigid night air. McCall pulled himself to his knees beside her and ran his hands over her arms and legs. No broken bones. He felt her ribs on both sides. He didn�t find any breaks. Her sides were swollen; there might be internal bleeding, but there was nothing he could do about that.
She turned her head and looked up at him.
There was fire in her eyes.
�I�m all right.�
McCall got up, grabbed her hand, and pulled her to her feet. She swayed, but stayed on them.
There was more muffled shouting from their left.
Much closer.
�Can you walk?� McCall asked her.
�I�ll have to.�
�I can carry you.�
�I can walk.�
She shivered violently. He picked up the Kedr submachine gun, thrust it into one of the big pockets in Gredenko�s overcoat, took it off, and put it around her.
�It�ll be a little heavy with the sub in it.�
She nodded. That�s okay. The bottom of the coat dragged on the ground. He put an arm around her shoulders. They ran toward the shelter of the trees.
They got twenty yards.
Behind them the UAZ exploded in a fiery rage.
The blast knocked them both to the ground.
Heat blazed across the back of McCall�s head. There were fiery cinders tossed into the air along with the drifting snow. Some of them sprayed through Serena�s hair. McCall rubbed them out and dragged her up to her feet.
She was shaking.
�You okay?�
She nodded.
He took hold of her hand.
That explosion will bring them right to us, he thought.
They ran into the trees. Moonlight speared down through the branches, some of it reaching the forest floor. There was enough radiance to see where they were going � just. The ground was treacherous, covered with a layer of snow that disguised the tangles of vines and protruding rocks. They continuously stumbled, McCall holding Serena up. A light snow began to fall again, big heavy flakes lazily swirling among the trees, heading with no urgency toward the ground. The muted shouts had diminished, but McCall knew that was illusionary. The wind had risen, blowing the fat snowflakes around, soughing through the closely packed trees. It was masking the sounds of pursuit.
�I heard a chopper,� Serena said, her voice coming out in fitful gasps as they continued to navigate between the dark sentinels.
�That was our extraction. It got hit.�
�So it�s not going to pick us up?�
�Granny will be lucky if he can land it somewhere safe. It won�t be here, even if he found another clearing in the forest. He might not be able to take off again.�
�Leave no one behind,� she said.
�He had his orders. Besides, Granny�s a pragmatist. Two agents trapped on the ground, that�s bad. Stranding four of them, that�s worse.�
They moved on, McCall never taking his arm from around her shoulders. She was limping badly on her right foot. Both her feet were bloody, but the constant stepping into the snow was washing the blood away each time. Their breath came in plumes. They didn�t speak for several minutes. The running took too much out of both of them.
�You call him Granny?� she finally asked.
�Nickname. He wears these square-cut granny glasses at all times. I�m not sure if they�re necessary for his eyesight or just a prop.�
�What�s his real name?�
�No one uses it. He�s a good operative. If there�d been a way for him to land and pick us up, he would have.�
�Is he Company or a mercenary for hire?�
�Company. Used to be a mercenary. He�s out of the equation. We�re on our own.�
�I�m just talking because I�m scared and I haven�t heard the sound of my own voice in so long. It sounds weird. Like it�s not really me talking.�
�How long did they keep you in solitary?�
�I don�t know. I lost track of time. Maybe a year. Maybe longer. What�s your name? Or do you have some kind of a funky nickname, too?�
�Robert McCall.�
�You look exactly like the description of Arbon.�
�That was the idea.�
�Where are we heading?�
�The nearest town to that abandoned automobile factory is thirty miles away. Not in the direction we�re going. It doesn�t matter. We�d never make it there.�
�So where are we going?�
�Away from the Soviet army.�
�They�ll send tracker dogs after us.�
�No, they won�t.�
She stumbled hard and fell. McCall couldn�t stop her. He knelt down beside her.
�Thirty seconds to rest,� she gasped. �Please.�
McCall nodded and turned around.
He could hear the roar of the jeep burning, but he couldn�t see the glow of the conflagration through the trees. They were too tightly packed together. He couldn�t hear any of the telltale sounds of pursuit now, but that didn�t mean there weren�t soldiers in the woods coming toward them. It meant the ground here was thicker with snow and the wind was loud and fierce.
�Why won�t they send out tracker dogs?� Serena asked.
�Because this is an army unit. They�re not trained for search and destroy. They were little better than a security detail. They weren�t expecting trouble. Their General Palkovnik is dead. There might be a premier/major who�s now in command, but he�ll be completely disoriented. He can�t seal off all the forest roads. He can put soldiers at one end of the main road, at the abandoned factory, and more at thousand-yard intervals, but that�s shotgunning. He has no idea where we�re going to run.�
�That�s because we have no idea.�
McCall looked back at her and smiled. She was feisty. Even with all the torment and abuse she�d taken, even with the months of darkness and isolation, there was a spirit there that couldn�t be broken.
�There�s that,� McCall said. �All the premier/major now in charge can do is send his men into the woods in various directions. That jeep explosion brought them close to us. There are no roads near us. He�ll have his troops converge on this area.� He offered his hand and pulled her back to her feet. �But we�ll be long gone.�
He winced a little and rubbed his shoulder.
�You�re hurt.�
�Bullet just grazed the top. The bleeding�s stopped. I�m fine. We have to move on.�
�We could make a stand. How many rounds are in that PP-91 Kedr sub?�
�Not enough. We have to find some shelter and get out of this forest.�
�So we just run like rabbits.�
�That�s right,� McCall said. �But faster.�
�Too bad you had to pick up a gimp with bloody feet.�
�You�re doing great.�
He put his arm around her shoulders again. She looked up into his face.
�In that room�� you were everything I�d ever heard about that monster.� I was terrified. Pee-yourself terrified. The way you moved�� so fast�� it was great.�
�Yeah, sometimes I scare myself,� McCall said, and smiled. �Let�s go.�
They ran on through the trees, which seemed to be getting closer together. In a couple of places they had to transverse them in single file, then McCall would put his arm around the girl again and they�d stumble on. The wind howled around them as it blew harder, disturbing the big swirling flakes, bringing visibility down to a few feet. They were almost feeling their way along. McCall took comfort in the fact that if it was tough for them, it was really tough for the troops behind them. He could hear some vague shouting, the words indistinct, snatched away by the swirling wind. But they seemed to be going off to his right. And they were farther away. He remembered a ribbon of a road that led from the crashed Russian jeep. It wasn�t even a road, barely a dirt track. The soldiers probably thought the fugitives had taken off down that track. They were hurt, especially the prisoner, and would take the route of least resistance. It would be much more difficult for them to try to make their way through the thick trees that shouldered in on the wreckage site. A mistake on a new commander�s part.
McCall and Serena continued on through their obstacle course.
Their world telescoped down to the trees and the snowy perilous ground beneath their feet. The moonlight was restricted as it fought a way down through the foliage. Branches tore at them. Snow showered down on them as they pushed their way through. McCall knew the girl wanted to stop again to rest, but she wouldn�t ask. Freedom, even this kind of desperate liberation, was too sweet for her. She was running away�� she felt the wind in her face�� it was cold and invigorating. The pain in her limbs and her feet made her feel alive.
It was McCall who stopped them half an hour later. They came to a small clearing in the forest. He hoped that might mean some kind of shelter � maybe a small stone hut or a cabin. There was nothing. McCall looked over to his left. That wasn�t true. There was a structure of some kind on the edge of the trees; it was in ruins. But at least it would give them some respite from the storm.
They ran over to it. There was no roof and only one wall, three feet of a second wall on the other side, and a partial back to the structure, but they huddled into it. The moonlight was stronger here without a canopy of branches to splinter through. The wind howled, but its scream was not as high-pitched or as loud in the small clearing. The snow continued to swirl. The flakes were falling faster now, hitting the forest carpet and covering whatever was there.
Including their footsteps.
McCall put his mouth to the girl�s ear.
�No talking.�
She nodded.
He stepped out of the ruined structure and stood in the center of the clearing.
Listening hard.
Hearing nothing.
He believed the soldiers had gone off on a tangent. They could also be very lost. The forest had no distinctive markers. It all looked the same, no matter which way they turned.
But, in the heavy silence, with the snow falling, McCall did hear something.
He walked farther away from the pile of snowy ruins, through a leafy archway in the trees, forest crowding him on both sides. He stopped again. It wasn�t really a sound, or if it was, it was so ephemeral in his mind it was almost an echo.
It was more a feeling of being watched.
It raised the hairs on the back of his neck. He looked into the forest on all sides. Shapes moved liquidly, and then they merged into the foliage and were gone.
Just shadows in his mind.
Then he saw the first pair of eyes.

CHAPTER 31

They weren�t yellow. Not wolves. But the eyes were diseased, glowing in the darkness, a dark shade of blue that was shot through with red. McCall remained absolutely still. He could wait, but the creature could wait longer. After three minutes McCall moved again. There was no sound of the animal following, but the glowing eyes were gone. McCall knew there were more of them. He�d had intel about packs of wild dogs roaming throughout the forests of Siberia, particularly on Sakhalin Island. But there were packs of wild dogs all through Russia. On the streets of Saint Petersburg and Moscow. Statistically you were more likely to get bitten by a dog on a Moscow street than mugged.
Not all of the packs of wild dogs were rabid, but he�d seen the disease in that one mongrel�s eyes. If one was rabid, they all were.
He heard a cry from behind him.
McCall ran back into the clearing.
Twenty wild dogs had surrounded the old ruins.
Serena�s figure was pressed back into the stones. She had no way of escaping. She clutched a large stone in one hand. She was frightened, but it was not the terror of looking up at the monster in the interrogation room she had believed was Arbon, the Devil. There was a wild look now in her eyes. She would smash the rock against the head of the first dog that attacked her.
And she�d be dead within a few seconds.
She still wore the heavy overcoat with the Kedr submachine gun in one of the pockets. But she couldn�t use it and neither could McCall. The gunfire would summon the Russian troops to them, and right now McCall believed they were some distance away and going in the wrong direction.
But he could use the coat.
He picked some rocks out of the snow and hurled them. He hit three of the dogs, who yelped, turning. Two more turned and snarled. The pack started to lose interest in Serena and creep toward him. He knew they wouldn�t make a real move.
Not yet.
Not until the alpha dog made its move.
McCall wasn�t sure which of them it was. He didn�t think the alpha was in the clearing. It had sent the pack on ahead. McCall moved slowly, but showing no fear, toward the ruins. He didn�t want to shout. He gestured to Serena. Throw it to me! At first she misunderstood and hefted the large rock in her hands.
He shook his head and mouthed: Throw me the coat.
Now she got it.
She slowly took off the overcoat and shivered violently. He circled closer to the ruins, keeping the dog pack in his line of vision the entire time. He reached out a hand and she threw him the overcoat. He caught it.
What had to be the alpha dog ran out of the trees like a blur.
No slinking into the scene, no caution, no assessing the situation.
The alpha dog had already done all the processing it needed.
It attacked.
McCall grabbed the Kedr submachine gun out of one of the big pockets in one hand and wrapped the overcoat around his right arm. The alpha dog hit him with the force of a linebacker on a football field. McCall fell hard and his head hit a rock hidden in the snow. He blacked out for a second and felt the hot, fetid breath of the wild dog on his face. He opened his eyes to see the creature�s jaws open, the teeth, yellow and dripping with saliva, going for his throat.
McCall twisted. The dog was not heavy. It was scrawny and hungry. But it was not to be shaken off. It snarled and snapped at McCall�s face until McCall was able to throw up his overcoat-wrapped arm. He shoved it into the alpha dog�s mouth and its jaws clamped over it. They were so sharp they bit almost through the doubled-up material right to his arm. McCall clubbed at the dog with the barrel of the sub, smashing it against the side of the rabid animal�s head. It had little effect, although blood spurted from the creature�s ear.
McCall could feel the other dogs feeding off the energy and ferocity of the attack. He saw movement in his peripheral vision. He turned the Kedr around, instinctively to fire, but it was Serena who had moved. She leaped out of the hut, smashing the rock against the alpha dog�s head. Behind her, McCall sensed the movement of the others, stirring, edging closer, but they wouldn�t attack until they saw what happened to their leader.
Serena�s blow distracted the alpha dog long enough for McCall to shift on the cold ground. He dropped the Kedr into the snow, reached into his trouser pocket, and came out with a large penknife. He tried to snap up the blade, but couldn�t do it. The alpha was thrashing wildly and McCall�s head was turning almost as wildly back and forth.
Serena grabbed the knife out of McCall�s hand, snapped up the blade, and stabbed it down into the alpha dog�s head, just above the ear. It howled and the pressure on McCall�s wrapped-up arm diminished. She should have gone for the creature�s eye, and maybe she knew that, but its head was away from her.
It gave McCall the second he needed.
He twisted half off the ground and pulled his arm away from the dog�s jaws.
Serena pulled off her prison pajama top and dropped it over the alpha dog�s head, which was no mean feat, as it was still thrashing violently. McCall unwrapped the big overcoat a couple of twists and threw it over the alpha�s head. Now it was thrashing completely blind.
McCall threw the diseased creature off, rolled over onto him, and grabbed the knife from Serena�s shaking hand. He held it, ready to use it, his other arm around the dog�s throat now. He pulled back against the dog�s throat with all of his strength. He didn�t want to kill the animal. The rest of the pack would do that for him if the alpha dog failed in its attack and was lying injured. McCall kept up the pressure, rearing up, like he was fighting a big fish bucking on a fishing line. Slowly the convulsions of the dog diminished. McCall jerked on the wild dog�s throat with one final, vicious twist and the creature slumped forward, unmoving.
McCall stood up fast. He threw off the overcoat, then grabbed the prison shirt off the dog�s face and tossed it to Serena, who stood half-naked and shivering in the cold. She put it back on. McCall closed the bloody blade on the knife, grabbed the fallen Kedr from the ground, and took Serena�s arm.
The alpha dog lay motionless, its face bloody.
The other wild dogs were still, watching, but whimpering now, a low keening sound that was like something from Hell.
McCall unfurled the overcoat and put it around Serena�s shoulders. They backed up, away from the pack of wild dogs, their eyes never leaving them. They walked behind the ruined building.
And then they ran.
There was no sound of the wild dog pack coming after them.
There were snarls and the awful sound of jaws snapping as they tore the alpha dog apart. One of them would become the new alpha.
McCall had no desire to stick around for the ceremony.
He and Serena plunged into the thickest part of the woods. Branches of the trees tore and clawed at them again. Their hands and faces were both cut and bruised, but they kept on running. Then, ahead of them, the trees were not so tightly packed together. They came out of them, not into a clearing, but into a space the size of a prison cell. McCall signaled for them to stop. Serena tried to regulate her breathing. They found a huge fallen log and sat on it. She pulled the overcoat tighter around her. She looked down at the ground. Her voice came out in fitful bursts between breaths.
�If you had really been Arbon, the Devil, I would have told you everything. About The Company, Control, agents� names, safe houses. Everything.�
�Except I wasn�t. And you didn�t.�
She continued to stare down at the ground. She shook her head. Her voice was a little stronger.
�I�d have told him.�
�Me, too.�
She looked up at him. �No.�
�Everyone has a breaking point. In fear, in love, in grief. Better not to know what it is until you have to.�
She looked out into the dark forest. The moon was going in and out of clouds, throwing pale splintered light through the trees and then extinguishing it.
�Do you have a plan?� she asked.
�Keep going.�
�That�s not a plan.�
�Best I can do on the spur of the moment.�
She took in a deep breath and let it out again.
�So wonderful to breathe the night air. To walk�� to run�� even if it is away from men with guns and rabid dogs. I didn�t remember what all this space around me could feel like.�
McCall nodded. He didn�t appear to be listening.
�Is this a good moment to thank you for saving my life?�
�It�s what I�m paid to do.�
�I can still thank you. We�re not strangers anymore,� she said softly.
She kissed him gently on the cheek.
He stood up.
�What is it?� she asked, alarmed. �What can you hear? The dogs?�
�No, it�s in front of us.�
A sound had been creeping into the heavy silence of the night. A low, slightly shrill thrumming noise. At first he couldn�t place it. Serena tried to get to her feet, but staggered. He steadied her and pulled her up beside him. She listened hard.
�What is that noise?�
�I�m not sure.�
�Are those voices I can hear?�
�Yes.�
�You said there wasn�t a town or a village within thirty miles.�
�There�s not.�
�So what is that?�
�It�s a train,� McCall said, finally recognizing the sound. �Not moving, idling, stopped on the tracks.�
There was no train stop in the area, he knew that, but the tracks did run through the forest. McCall looked at her. Okay to move on? She had regulated her breathing. She still shivered violently, even in the big overcoat. It was open at the front. McCall could see her breasts thrusting against her thin pajama top, the nipples hard in the cold. He buttoned up the coat. She smiled at him. Took his hand and held it tightly.
They ran through the trees. They started to peter out quickly. Through them, McCall could see the train on the tracks, gleaming in the moonlight.
It had stopped.
It took them another few strides to reach the edge of the trees and see what had happened. It was a horrific accident. There was an old gray VAZ-2107 that had been flipped thirty yards and landed on its side, upside-down. The front of it was crushed. It must have stalled on the tracks, or the teenagers inside had raced the train. McCall could reenact the tragic scenario in his mind. The train driver slamming on the brakes, sparks flying from the rails � too late. The train had ground to a halt some sixty yards on. There were two bodies lying beside the wrecked vehicle with a blanket thrown over them. Glass was strewn everywhere with a few pieces of twisted metal. Amazingly one headlamp on the wrecked vehicle was still on, throwing a square of bright radiance onto the ground. There was a crowd of spectators around the tragic scene, passengers from the train. A couple of train personnel and the conductor were conferring to one side. Faces were pressed against the windows of the carriages.
McCall hated to do it, but Serena needed shoes.
�Stay here,� he said.
He ran across the edge of the forest until he was parallel with the wrecked VAZ and the bodies. Then he walked forward, as if drawn by the tragedy like the others. The people already there looked at him, a little guiltily, as if they had been caught doing something very wrong.
The blast of the train whistle made all of them jump. Almost as one, they turned back toward the train. The conductor was shouting in Russian, waving an arm, telling them to come back.
Four rail personnel were pushing through the crowd, two of them carrying stretchers.
Quickly McCall knelt beside the blanket and removed the shoes from the dead teenage girl�s feet. They were Jive silver yellow cab sneakers. He straightened and lost himself in part of the crowd, all of them with their backs to him. The train guards knelt down and lifted the bodies of the two teenagers onto the stretchers. They carried them back toward the train through the dispersing crowd.
McCall ran along the edge of the forest. Serena was still in its shadow. He reached her and dropped the yellow cab sneakers onto the ground. She thrust her bare, bleeding feet into them. They were a tight fit, but better than nothing. McCall took her hand and they ran out of the protection of the trees.
People were climbing back onto the train, moving through the bright windows in the various carriages. Nothing they could do about this sudden tragedy. McCall noted one businessman, in a window, looking down irritated at his watch. The death of two innocents was making him late for whatever awaited him in Moscow.
McCall and Serena reached the steel steps between two of the carriages. He pushed her up ahead of him and climbed up. They entered the carriage to their right. It was not full. Some people were still standing at the windows looking out into the bloody night.
They made their way to one of the rows of seats on the side of the carriage not looking out on the tragedy. Serena took the seat by the window. McCall slid into the seat beside her. Across from them sat a heavyset woman in her fifties, folds of flesh making little pigs of her eyes and erasing her chin and neck. She wore an old black coat and a flowered dress beneath it and flat shoes. She reacted to their sudden presence. They had not been sitting there before.
�It�s crowded in the next carriage,� McCall said, in Russian. �Not so many people in here. We�re not disturbing you, are we?�
The old woman just shook her head. Whether she believed him or not, she didn�t want to talk to a stranger. She certainly didn�t think they had just boarded the train here in the forest on this desolate section of track.
McCall waited to see if any of the onlookers turned back and found their seats occupied. They didn�t. The conductor came through, telling them all to take their seats, the train was pulling out. In fact, it had already started to move. He glanced at McCall and Serena and stopped. If he asked them right now for their tickets, and discovered they had none, he would put two-and-two together and realize they�d only just boarded the train.
The Kedr sub was in the pocket of the overcoat, which Serena had pulled over her body like a blanket.
The ticket conductor looked down at her scratched face, then looked at McCall.
�Terrible thing,� the conductor said in Russian.
�Da,� McCall said.
�The driver did not see them in time. He was not going fast through this stretch of forest. He braked, but it was too late. You could hear those brakes yeah? Screaming in the night. There was nothing he could do.�
�It is a tragedy,� McCall said in Russian, and then shrugged. Like these things happen, so what? He looked down at the watch on his wrist � Gredenko�s watch. �What time will we get into Moscow now?�
�Just over three hours.�
McCall nodded curtly, then indicated Serena beside him, wrapped in the overcoat, shoes on her feet.
�My friend wants to sleep,� he said in Russian.
The conductor shook his head at such disregard for human tragedy and the loss of innocent life and moved on. The train picked up speed. McCall caught one last fleeting glimpse of the wrecked VAZ through the far window before it was replaced by forest glowing in the moonlight.
He didn�t know how many stops there were before the train pulled into Moscow. He knew that he and Serena would get off at the next one.
Because there might be another conductor, and he might not be so easily fooled, if he was fooled at all. Word of their escape, and the manhunt going on for them in the forest, would be reaching new ears by now.
McCall closed his eyes.
The ping was like a gunshot in the silence.

CHAPTER 32

Jeff Carlson was sitting on a bench in the little park opposite Karen Armstrong�s apartment building. Her doorman was named Harry and he was the last of a dying breed. A man who had a strict work ethic. But his apartment building wasn�t Buckingham Palace, where the Beefeaters, or whatever the fuck they were called, had to stand at attention and not move a muscle. Not even when bratty little girls kicked their shins or American tourists tried to engage them in witty conversation. Carlson had a mental image of a gorgeous American student visiting London, standing outside Buckingham Palace in a summer dress, looking up at the Beefeater standing there stalwart and unmoving, no expression on his face. She�d say: �Hey!� and lift up her skirt, till it was above her panties, then pull them down, revealing a triangle of pubic hair. Sometimes it was blond and sometimes it was brunette, depending on who was on Carlson�s mind at the time. What would the Beefeater do? Would his eyes flick down to that treasure between her legs? Or would he keep that stiff British upper lip, along with a stiff cock hidden beneath his formal robes, and stare straight ahead?
Carlson knew what Harry would do. He�d look right at the money in a New York second, never mind a minute. Carlson had watched his favorite new doorman for nine hours. He took a lot of breaks. Carlson knew exactly when to return to get into the building without Harry standing outside.
He just had to pick the right night.
* * *
The laptop pinged again. McCall turned from looking out the kitchen window at the rooftops to his laptop on the kitchen table. He closed out his memory of Serena and went through Borislav Kirov�s documents. A lot of accounting, a mass of information about the Dolls Club opening in Manhattan. A great many business investments all over the world. None of it told him anything more than Kirov was meticulous and his personal empire was far-reaching. About 1:00 A.M. McCall started on the e-mails and text messages. There were a number of them from a phone address with the initials AB. The tone of the texts were deferential from Kirov, demanding and dismissive from AB. But the final text message, dated two nights before, caught McCall�s attention.
It said:
YOU WILL PERSONALLY SUPERVISE DIABLO IN THE FIELD. DATE MOVED UP. YOUR OWN PASSPORT OK. AB.

McCall started going through Kirov�s pictures. It took him ten minutes to find the one he wanted. He isolated it, sent it, then picked up his iPhone and dialed.
It took Brahms two rings to pick up. McCall could hear nothing in the background, just the old man�s soft breathing.
�No Brahms tonight?� McCall asked.
�Silence can sometimes be just as soothing. How is Sam Kinney doing? That robbery at the Liberty Belle Hotel is all over the news. I tried calling the hospital, but they won�t release any information unless I�m family.�
�His condition has been upgraded to stable.�
�Was it really a robbery?�
�No. The gunmen were after me.�
Brahms let the silence linger for a moment. He knew McCall would feel guilty about Sam, so he didn�t comment.
McCall said, �You�re working late.�
�How do you know I�m not at home?�
�I�d hear Hilda. She�d want to know who in the world was calling you in the middle of the night and what did they want.�
�That�s why I don�t work at home. What do you want? You get the intel you needed?�
�Mostly. Borislav Kirov�s firewalls and protection screens all came crashing down. How did you know his password was �Sardolov�?�
�I took a stroll around the Dolls nightclub a couple of nights ago. I had on a rumpled suit and looked like Warren Buffett. I said I was from the city planning commission. There was talk of rezoning the street. I didn�t speak to Mr. Kirov, but I did admire his taste in art. It was a guess.�
�A good one. There�s a surveillance picture he took off one of his security cameras of me. I�ve just sent it to you.�
�I�ve got it,� Brahms said.
�Kirov sent the picture to someone. I need to know who it was. A full name.�
�Call you back,� Brahms said, and hung up.
There was something in Brahms�s voice McCall didn�t like.
A heaviness. A loneliness. He recognized it in his own voice.
McCall sat down again by the window and looked out at the series of roofs washed with moonlight.
* * *
The train was out of Saint Petersburg going to Moscow. It was not a Sapsan high-speed electric train, or there would have been nothing left of the VAZ-2107 or its two victims. It was a local and made frequent stops. Serena had her legs tucked up under her with the overcoat around her. Her eyes were closed. If she was sleeping, McCall knew it was fitfully. But she didn�t open her eyes.
McCall waited. The train slowed in the night. There was nothing out the window beyond Serena�s curled-up figure except blackness. McCall tried to remember his Russian train timetables. He believed the next station was Uglovka. He was one off. It was Bologoe Moskovskoe. He and Serena had traveled farther than he�d thought. The train pulled sluggishly into the station. No one in the compartment got off. There was some activity on the platform. Railway guards had jumped down and were talking to a man in an overcoat and fur hat, stamping in the cold on the platform. A railway official. A further report on the fatal accident. There were too many railway officials for McCall and Serena to disembark; their departure would be noted. McCall would wait for the next stop. A heavyset man, in a train uniform, passed the small knot of concerned railway personnel and climbed up the steel steps. Another conductor.
He�d be looking for tickets.
No one else got onto the train. The anxious group of train personnel broke up and reboarded. The train started to pull out from the station. The new conductor strode down the center aisle.
McCall closed his eyes. Let him disturb him.
A few moments later McCall felt a shadow darken over him. He opened his eyes and looked up. The conductor had a bland face, small deep-set eyes that were so pale they almost disappeared, and a thin mouth. He motioned for tickets without a word.
McCall sat up a little straighter. Just that one move was like a physical blow. The conductor took a pace back. The train picked up speed, starting to rocket through the dark countryside. The conductor placed a hand on the top of the seat in front of McCall to help his balance.
McCall reached into the pocket of his jacket and came out with Gredenko�s ID. He opened it and showed it to the conductor.
�I do not need a ticket,� McCall said in Russian.
He said it in Gredenko�s soft guttural drawl. The conductor took the wallet and examined it. He stood unconsciously a little taller. His piggy eyes opened to almost a normal aperture. He was impressed. Gredenko�s rank in the Sovietskaya was M�rshal Rossiyskoy Feder�tsii, or Marshal of the Russian Army. It was an honorary rank, but you couldn�t get any higher. The conductor handed the ID back, gesturing, a little more deferentially, toward Serena�s sleeping figure.
�My companion is asleep. I do not want her disturbed,� McCall said in Russian. �She is not well. I will vouch for her.�
There was a moment�s pause as the conductor weighed the pros and cons of informing Vladimir Gredenko, Marshal of the Russian Army, that this was not protocol. He obviously decided the backlash that might accompany fastidious insistence could land him in a Siberian penal colony. He nodded and moved on.
Beside him, McCall could feel Serena stir. She had not been asleep. She had heard the exchange. He put a hand on her arm and gave it a gentle squeeze. Everything�s all right. She did not open her eyes.
McCall knew the conductor might report the incident, even if nothing was done about it. The authorities would be looking for Vladimir Gredenko. No one at the abandoned automobile factory would for one moment believe he was being impersonated. They had seen the great man in person. It had looked just like him. A face that all of them knew by reputation. A brusque manner. His blond sycophant assistant at his side. Something terrible had happened to the famed Arbon. He had gone out of his mind. He had murdered his dearest friend, shot General Dymtryk, taken the prisoner, and driven out of the facility. McCall was not certain how fast this news would travel. There would be an alert in Moscow. There would be troops watching the arteries into the city. They would be at the airport. They would be at the train station. But that would just be protocol; a precaution. There was no way Gredenko and the prisoner could be on a train. There was no train station within fifty miles of the abandoned automobile factory.
No one could have foreseen a train stopping on the tracks because of a senseless tragedy.
But McCall was not going to take any chances.
Twenty-two minutes later the train began to slow down.
McCall nudged Serena beside him.
�We�re getting off,� he told her softly.
She opened her eyes. Nodded. Handed him the overcoat, which he shrugged on, the Kedr submachine gun still in one of the pockets.
The next station was Tver Oblast. There was no one on the platform as the train pulled in. The station house was dark. No one else in the train compartment even stirred. McCall got to his feet and moved down the aisle to the back of the car. Serena walked behind him. She stumbled a little and McCall grabbed her hand to steady her. Keep the pretense going that she was unwell. But no one even looked at them.
The train came to a shuddering stop.
The conductor who had talked to McCall was at the back of the car. He opened the door and set down the steel stairs. Serena climbed down first. The conductor gave McCall a little formal bow, as might befit an Honorary Russian Marshal. But the man�s eyes betrayed something else. McCall climbed down onto the platform.
He looked up and down the train. No other doors were opening. No more passengers were getting off at Tver Oblast. It was the middle of the night. Above McCall the conductor pulled up the steps and closed the door. The train started to pull out of the station. McCall caught a glimpse of the conductor�s face looking through the window, eyes boring into his before the train picked up speed and moved out of the station.
It could have been McCall�s imagination. His credentials were perfect � they were Vladimir Gredenko�s. Not forgeries. Still, McCall had his hand in the pocket of the big overcoat, holding the Kedr sub as he and Serena hurried through the train building.
There was no one in the building to stop them.
There was no one out on the street.
McCall put the overcoat back around Serena�s shoulders and buttoned it up.
They walked for almost half an hour, along the Volga River, before McCall found a four-story hotel where there was a light burning on the ground floor. A tarnished brass plaque said: HOTEL MEDICI. They entered a shabby lobby. The furniture was heavy and sparse. A carpet had been worn down to the floorboards. A burly innkeeper was behind a small reception desk. The man stared at them, a little startled. Before he could say a word, McCall showed him Gredenko�s ID.
�I am Colonel General Vladimir Gredenko, M�rshal Rossiyskoy Feder�tsii,� McCall said in urgent Russian. �We were on the train to Moscow, but my companion has taken ill. She must lie down. We need a room for the rest of the night.�
The innkeeper told McCall they were lucky he had come downstairs at this time of night, he was restless, sometimes he sat in the lobby at this hour and drank strong tea and read a book. He was almost apologetic. He had never had a dignitary of this magnitude in his humble establishment. There were a number of tourists in Tver, his hotel was virtually full, but he did have one room on the fourth floor. The window overlooked the city with a view, albeit some distance away, of the Volga River. But he only had one room. McCall told him that would be fine.
�I have a doctor friend,� the innkeeper said in Russian. �He lives only a few streets away. I can call him. He would come and attend to your friend, Comrade Colonel.�
�She does not need medical care,� McCall replied in Russian. �She needs rest. Thank you. The key. Now.�
The innkeeper turned quickly to a row of keys hanging on rusting hooks that looked as if they�d been forged during the reign of Peter the Great. McCall took a big old key from the innkeeper. It had 412 stenciled on it. Serena was already climbing the threadbare staircase. McCall climbed up after her. He glanced back down at the innkeeper who was smiling and nodding. Not quite bowing. Then they turned the corner.
There were four rooms on the fourth floor. McCall unlocked the door to the one just to the right of the narrow stairs. The room was furnished a little better than the lobby. There was a big four-poster bed, a dresser, two heavy armchairs, an old rocking chair. There was no bathroom � that was down at the end of the dimly lit corridor.
McCall shut the hotel room door and locked it. He moved immediately to the window and opened it. There was a roof right there that he could climb out onto. To his left was a series of rooftops, sloping away, four or five of them, like stepping stones from higher buildings down to the hotel. Below them, beyond the roof, was the series of small streets that led down to the walkway along the Volga River. There was not a soul anywhere. Moonlight washed the streets and the rooftops. It glistened off the river.
McCall kept the window open, even though the wind had strengthened and blew in gusts of arctic air. He wanted a clear escape route.
Serena had unbuttoned the big overcoat and thrown it onto one of the armchairs. She collapsed at the foot of the bed in her black prison pajamas. She did not lie back. She sat, trembling, pressing her hands together.
�Do you want me to close the window?� McCall asked her.
She shook her head.
He walked from the window to the bed and sat down beside her. She folded into him. He put an arm around her shoulders until the trembling stopped.
�I don�t know your name,� she said quietly.
Her voice was stronger than it had been before.
�It�s Robert McCall.�
She nodded. �And you�re a Company agent. You work for Control.�
�Yes.�
�Can you get word to him that you�ve made a successful extraction?�
�I will.�
�How?�
�I don�t know that yet.�
She smiled. �But you have a plan?�
Now McCall smiled. �Of course.�
�More of a plan than the one in the woods?�
�Not much more.�
�The FTB will find us,� she said, and the trembling came back.
McCall pressed her tighter into him.
�No, they won�t.�
�There�s a manhunt going on right now. We got off that train in the middle of the night.�
�There was no one else on the platform. The station was closed.�
�We fit the description of the fugitives.�
�They won�t know we were able to get on a train. They�ll still believe we�re somewhere in that forest. Maybe we stole a vehicle. We�ll be on a forest road. Maybe we found shelter, some abandoned hut in the woods. They�ll be looking for that. We�re safe here.�
She nodded. McCall didn�t know if she believed him. He didn�t believe it. That�s why he�d left the window open. They could step right out onto the roof if someone pounded on the door.
�My mission was a failure,� Serena said. �I�m surprised Control sent anyone for me.�
�Control doesn�t leave his agents twisting in the wind.�
�But how could you have pulled off this impersonation? It must have taken months of preparation and surveillance.�
�It was worth it.�
�You dedicated a great deal of time to a stranger.�
�I thought we weren�t strangers?�
�We were before tonight.�
�We couldn�t let them keep you in that prison.�
�Because I would betray The Company. It would only have been a matter of time.�
�Because you�re a human being. We weren�t going to let you rot in a prison cell.�
�It was terrible,� she whispered. �You know the story of the architect of Kresty Prison, Tomishko, and what happened to him?�
�No.�
�They put me into isolation. I know he was buried in that cell somewhere with me. I could smell his bones disintegrating, crumbling to dust.�
�Darkness is disorientating. Silence is worse.�
She nodded, reached out for his hand. He gripped her hand tightly. It was small and cold and still trembling.
�I thought about being rescued. Every day, even though I knew it was impossible. I thought how strong I would be. Look at me! Shaking like a leaf.�
�You need to get some sleep.�
�What about you?�
�I�m fine.�
�I don�t think I have the strength to even move.�
McCall swept her up into his arms. She looked up at him with her liquid brown eyes and smiled. �Very Clark Gable in Gone With the Wind.�
�I can�t believe anyone your age knows who Clark Gable is,� McCall murmured.
He carried her to the top of the big four-poster and gently laid her down on it. He pulled back the old muslin quilt. Beneath were cotton sheets in a dark blue. He pulled them back and set her down. She slid under the covers. He pulled them over her. He turned to move away, but she reached up and caught his arm. He turned back. She pulled him down toward her. McCall sat on the edge of the bed. She sat up as if it took all the strength she had. She gently rubbed the side of his face, over the close-cropped beard.
�Do you have a beard when you�re not playing the role of Vladimir Gredenko?�
�No.�
�And your hair?�
�Not this black. And the bald spot is a piece. I�m going to make a phone call. I�m going to take the key with me and lock the door behind me.�
�You�re calling Control? Can you do that?�
�I�m calling someone I pray is still alive. Don�t let anyone in unless it�s me.�
With her hand still cupping his cheek, Serena drew him farther down to her and kissed him lightly on the lips. Then she slid back down again and closed her eyes.
McCall stood up. He crossed back to the window, closed it, and locked it. Then he picked up the overcoat. He shrugged it on and took the Kedr submachine gun out of the big pocket. He set it on the foot of the bed.
�I�m leaving you the sub.� He walked to the door and unlocked it. �I won�t be more than a few minutes.�
She didn�t open her eyes.
�Got it.�
He opened the door. There was no sound out in the corridor. Just the creaks and low moans of an old building and the rush of the wind grasping to find a way in. He closed the door and locked it. He walked fast down the narrow staircase. Met no one on the stairs. He half expected to find the innkeeper in an armchair with his feet up on the scarred low table drinking hot sweet tea and reading Dostoyevsky. Or maybe Fifty Shades of Grey. But the lobby was deserted. McCall moved through it out into the night.
He remembered seeing the phone booth in the small square off the promenade along the Volga River. He jogged through the deserted streets. Then he slowed. A dark figure was walking along the promenade. He was tall, wearing dark clothes. He was smoking. He leaned against a railing and looked out. McCall stood still. The man smoked for a moment, then walked on. McCall waited until he was lost to sight.
He found the small square. There were shops and restaurants, all of them deserted. The phone booth he had seen through the trees was on the east end of the square, outside the Caf� Teatralovnoye, which McCall remembered meant �Theatrical.�
He was taking a chance the phone had not been vandalized. In the era of cell phones, most pay phones in Russia, like in every other country, had been either removed or destroyed.
McCall lifted the receiver. There was a dial tone. He took Gredenko�s gold AMEX card out of the interrogator�s wallet. It was a risk, but he didn�t have enough change.
He knew the number by heart and dialed it.
A hundred and twelve kilometers away, Granny was walking out of the International Clinic MEDSI, moving between two of the white posts out into the street. The white building was lit up behind him. His cell phone rang. He took a Samsung Galaxy S 4 Red Aurora out of his pocket. There was no caller ID. But only three people in the world had the number of a secure second line he had had installed in the phone. Control was one and his teenage daughter no one knew about was the second.
�Hey, McCall,� he said into the phone. �Where are you?�
McCall shivered a little in the intense cold and stepped farther inside the phone booth. Its swinging door had long since been ripped off its hinges.
�In a little town called Tver Oblast on the Volga.�
�How the hell did you get that far?�
�By train. Too long a story for this call. What happened to you?�
�I had to land the AH-64 in a field about fifteen miles from the automobile plant. It was touch and go. I blew it up. I had my orders.�
�I know that.�
�Half an hour later I got extracted by another chopper. Took it to the International Clinic MEDSI, used to be the American Medical Center, in Grokholsky Pereulok, outskirts of Moscow.�
�You�re okay?�
�Yeah, but my copilot took a bullet. Kid named Hastings? I don�t think you ever met him. He�s looking forward to shaving. But he did good. Can you stay at this location?�
�I can come back to it.�
�Give me half an hour to reach Control. I have to find him. What kind of a phone is it?�
�Pay phone in a square by the river.�
�They still have those?�
�You can still get a cup of coffee in the Caf� Teatralovnoye for a dollar and change.�
�I�ll call you back in one hour. Give you a meet point. How is she?�
�Psychologically damaged, physically abused.�
�No, I meant before you got to her.�
McCall smiled. �She�s okay. She�s going to be just fine if I can get her somewhere safe.�
�It�s not safe where you are?�
�I don�t know. A bad feeling.�
�One hour. I don�t call you, call me.�
�Copy that.�
�And McCall,� Granny said. �Good to hear your voice, dude.�
�Yours too.�
McCall hung up and stepped out of the phone booth.
The square was still deserted and layered with moonlight. McCall walked to the river end of it. The stroller had disappeared. No one had taken his place. McCall jogged back to the Hotel Medici. The lobby door was still unlocked. The lobby was as he�d left it.
Something was wrong.
McCall climbed the stairs two at a time. His heart started to hammer in his chest. He reached the door to Room 412 and thrust the key in the lock.
He opened the door.
Serena was asleep, still under the covers of the bed. She was so exhausted she did not hear him enter. The Kedr submachine gun was still at the foot of the bed. McCall shrugged off the big coat and laid it over the rocking chair. He walked over to the window, unlocked it, and opened it. He sat on the edge of the open window and looked out at the Volga River sparkling with scattered pinpoints of moonlight.
He waited.

CHAPTER 33

They came for them forty minutes later.
McCall saw the silhouetted figures running low over the roofs, jumping lightly from one to the other, making no sound, like wraiths. He climbed up above the open window and lay flat. He could not be seen there. He waited until the first assassin was within six feet of the window. He was carrying a silenced Glock 17. McCall inched forward. The assassin�s full attention was on the open window.
McCall leaped down onto him, both of them sprawling onto the roof. The Glock 17 went flying out of the man�s hand, skittering down the slanted roof to a stop a few inches from the edge. The assassin got his hands around McCall�s throat. McCall viciously head-butted him. Ripped the hands from his throat. Saw in his peripheral vision the second assassin running fast, over the hotel roof, raising another silenced Glock 17. McCall heaved the first assassin�s body around. There was a soft cough in the night. McCall felt the bullet hit the first assassin in the back. The man shuddered and went slack in his arms. McCall used him as a shield, dragging his body down the sloping roof to the edge. He reached for the fallen Glock 17, fingers scrabbling on the rust-red slates, finding the gun, turning it over in his hand. The second assassin was aiming again, trying to get a shot at McCall�s head.
He fired.
The bullet was so close to McCall�s face he felt the sting of it on his cheek.
McCall fired the Glock 17, at an awkward angle on the roof with the body of the first assassin crushing him, but hit his target. The second assassin slid down the roof and plunged over the edge. McCall heard him crash down below into the street outside the side entrance to the hotel.
The third assassin jumped onto the roof next to the hotel roof.
McCall was maneuvering to get out from under the first assassin when the man suddenly came alive, jabbing two fingers into McCall�s left eye. He was momentarily blinded. The assassin�s hands clawed at McCall�s face, drawing blood.
McCall smashed a fist into the assassin�s face. Shattered his cheekbone. He heaved and the first assassin went sliding down the slanted roof. He hit the edge and hung, not falling off yet, balancing there.
The third assassin was right on top of McCall. The silencer on the Glock 17 in his gloved hand touched McCall�s forehead. The man was heavyset and grunted, as if the run across the roofs had been tougher than he�d anticipated.
One moment the cold barrel of the silencer was against McCall�s right temple.
Then it wasn�t.
The gun and silencer were skittering down the roof.
It slid into the second assassin hanging on the edge.
McCall and the third assassin went after it, sliding down the slate roof. McCall couldn�t stop the slide. They both hit the second assassin hanging on the edge and sent him over. McCall slammed the side of his open hand into the third assassin�s throat. Heard the sickening thud as the second assassin hit the ground below.
The third assassin kneed McCall in the balls. The pain was excruciating. McCall folded in on himself. The assassin grabbed McCall�s hair and dragged his body right to the edge of the precipice.
McCall felt himself going over.
Then part of the hair the third assassin was holding came away in his hand.
The Gredenko hairpiece with the balding spot.
The third assassin looked comically startled.
McCall broke his hold on him, grabbed the third assassin�s head, and slammed it down onto the slate. Out of the corner of his eye McCall saw the shape of the fourth assassin reach the open hotel room window. He completely ignored the fight going on at the edge of the roof. He had his own silenced Glock 17 raised in his hand.
McCall surged up with adrenaline propelling him. He slammed the third assassin�s head against the slate a second time. He slumped down. He might have been unconscious. McCall wasn�t sure and didn�t care.
He kicked him and sent him over the roof to the ground below.
Then McCall was crawling on hands and knees toward the top of the slanted roof.
Too late.
The fourth assassin was already through the open window.
There was a burst of gunfire from the room.
Then silence.
McCall crawled up to the window and climbed through into the hotel room.
The fourth assassin lay sprawled on the floor in front of the window. The silenced Glock 17 was still in his right gloved hand. Serena was kneeling on the bed, holding the PP-91 Kedr in her hands. The fourth assassin didn�t move, the blood pool growing larger on the hardwood floor.
McCall jumped down. The sound of the gunshots still reverberated through the room. Serena was already climbing out of the bed.
�How many more?�
McCall held up three fingers as he moved, turned his thumb down three times. He picked up the overcoat from the rocking chair, took the Kedr sub from her trembling hands, shoved it into one of the big pockets, unlocked the door, and threw it open. He could hear stirring from the other rooms on the floor. Some movement on the floor below.
The gunshots had been very loud.
McCall and Serena ran down the narrow staircase to the lobby. It was deserted, but McCall noted a light on at the end of a short corridor to one side of the reception desk.
They ran through the lobby out into the night.
McCall led the way around to the side of the hotel. The bodies of the three assassins lay sprawled there. McCall threw the overcoat around Serena�s shoulders and they plunged into a rabbit-warren of small streets that led away from the Volga River.
�We have to get off the streets,� McCall said.
�Where can we go?�
�Somewhere no one will look for us at this hour.�
There were no streetlamps. The only illumination was the moonlight, and streaming clouds were beginning to take that away. McCall tried to keep his bearings straight, so he knew where the small square was in front of the Volga River. They ran farther into the heart of the small town. Then McCall saw what he was looking for.
It was a one-story building, painted white with small wooden windows and a heavy wooden door below an arched doorway. It didn�t even look like a church, but McCall had seen the sign: CHURCH OF OUR LADY DERZHAVNAYA. There was a concrete path in front of it and a short wooden fence, about four feet high, separating it from a two-story white house with high trees in a front yard.
McCall and Serena ran up to the church door. McCall tried it. Unlocked. Most church doors were. He pulled it open, creaking on rusty hinges. The sound was grating and explosive in the silence of the night. McCall stopped, putting a hand on Serena�s shoulder to stop her moving. They listened. There was no movement inside the church. McCall stepped outside and looked at the house separated by the wooden fence. No lights came on. He looked back down the street. No shadows moved. He heard a distant clock tower chime three times.
McCall stepped back inside the church. They moved down the center aisle toward the altar. McCall could smell fragrances in the air. They were quite potent. They reached the altar where a statue of the Virgin Mary stood beside a large crucifix. McCall sat Serena down in the first wooden row before the altar.
�I�ll be back in twenty minutes.�
She reached up and took his hand.
�Don�t leave me.�
�If they come for you, just run. I�ll find you. Stay quiet and use the sub if you have to.�
She nodded, let go of his hand. She was wrapped up in the big overcoat again.
McCall ran down the center aisle and out of the church.
He looked at Gredenko�s Rolex Yacht-Master II on his left wrist.
His hour was almost up.
He ran through the tangle of narrow streets, keeping the location of the small square in his mind. He made one wrong turn, corrected it, squeezing into a passageway between two houses, ran out onto the next street, and smelled the river. He made two more running turns and the square was in front of him. It was still deserted. No lights were on in the Caf� Teatralovnoye.
The phone in the booth was ringing.
McCall ran to the booth and lifted the receiver.
At the other end, Granny said, �I was just about to hang up. Thought you�d be waiting for the call. What delayed you?�
�Had to change accommodations.�
�Bad guys with guns?�
�Four of them. I took three of them out, but Serena shot the fourth and it could have awakened the dead.�
�You�ve got to get out of there. Get to Moscow. Then take a bus to Yaroslavl. They might be expecting you to take a train, but probably not a bus. Here�s the intel on the station and the bus times.�
McCall listened and committed them to memory.
�The oldest monastery in Yaroslavl is the Spaso-Preobrazhensky,� Granny said.
�Transfiguration of the Savior.�
�If you say so. It�s on Bogoyavlenskaya Place, number twenty-five, you can�t miss it, the belfry tower could be seen from Istanbul. Get there by noon for the exchange. It�ll take place in the cathedral, which is closed down for renovations. Control will personally take charge of her.�
�Good enough.�
�Tough night.�
�There was no way you could have landed that chopper to pick us up. You�re lucky you got it down at all.�
�You think I was agonizing over abandoning you to the Russian army and the wolves in the forest?�
�Actually they were wild dogs. Wolves wouldn�t have attacked. I think you agonize over more than anyone realizes.�
�Keep that to yourself.�
�Will you be at the monastery?�
�I�ll be there.�
Granny hung up. McCall ripped the receiver out and dropped it onto the floor of the booth. Better for someone coming on the booth to believe it had been vandalized a long time ago. No calls could have been made from it that night.
There was a clothing store on the corner of the square called Lilies. McCall knew it sold low-cost lines for women by prominent Russian designers. There were two of them in Moscow. He walked up to the front door, then prowled around to the back and found a narrow back door looking like something from Alice in Wonderland. It was small and narrow and thin and warped. There appeared to be no alarm system connected to it. McCall knelt down, took the knife out of his pocket, and jimmied the lock. He took a breath, then pushed the back door open. No alarm. People were still trusting in rural Russian communities.
McCall scavenged through the small store. He found a dress that he thought would fit Serena, simple black, coming probably down to just below her knees. He found some underwear and a pair of black shoes that would�ve cost plenty on Fifth Avenue or Rodeo Drive, but here were about 650 rubles, or under twenty bucks. He found a dark brown leather jacket he decided was the right size. It was unlined, but would help keep out the cold. McCall put the dress, jacket, underwear, and shoes into a carrier bag with LILIES on it in purple and left 2500 rubles on the counter by an old cash register, which would more than cover what he�d taken. He also took the Gredenko diamond earring out of his ear and dropped it onto the counter beside the cash register. A bonus.
He left by the back door, letting it click into place. Locked again. He stood still and listened. There was a wind rising off the Volga, which stirred the branches of the trees in the square. He heard no sharp sounds. No footsteps, no car tires, no snatches of conversations getting closer. Nothing at all.
McCall walked back to the Church of Our Lady Derzhavnaya. He got there quicker this time, no detours. No one followed him. He saw no one in the streets. There were some lights burning on the ground floors of houses. People up late, maybe students burning the midnight oil, working on their laptops, maybe older folks like the innkeeper of the Medici Hotel wrestling with whatever inner demons that were keeping them from sleep.
There was no one on the street in front of the Church of Our Lady Derzhavnaya. McCall looked over at the house behind the wooden fence. Trees obscured the windows as their branches moved restlessly in the wind, but he could see no lights. He pushed open the door of the church and closed it behind him.
Immediately his sense of smell was assailed again by the fragrant odors inside. He walked down the center aisle, looking to his left and right. Nothing moved in the shadows. Serena was no longer in the first wooden row. She was sitting on the floor near the statue of the Virgin Mary, beside the large crucifix that glowed above her. McCall noted there were beads and icons and religious books placed at the feet of the statue. They were the ones saturated with fragrance. Serena had taken off the big overcoat and it was draped over her legs. Moonlight just touched them from the ground-floor windows at the front of the church.
He set the Lilies carrier bag on the floor beside the altar.
�I got you some clothes. It�s just a simple dress, but I think it will fit. Underwear and shoes. A short leather jacket. We�ll get you a whole new wardrobe when you reach the safe house.�
�Thank you.�
He sat down beside her.
�Are we set?� she asked.
�We have an exchange point. In Yaroslavl. We�ll have to steal a car to get to Moscow. To the bus station.�
�Are we going now?�
�I don�t want us out in the streets. They�ll believe we�ve already stolen a car to get out of the city, but they�ll be looking anyway. Half an hour. Then we�ll make our move.�
Serena nodded. She shivered again. McCall put an arm around her. He felt her warm and soft and yielding beside him.
�Are we going to die tonight?� she asked softly.
�No.�
�You can�t know that.�
�I do.�
�I�ve heard of this church,� she whispered. �It was consecrated to the new Russian martyrs. That statue of the Rosa Mystica was a gift from someone in Germany. From Essen, I think. It has been weeping fragrant tears since July 1998.�
McCall looked up at the beautiful face of the Virgin Mary, shimmering in the semidarkness. It was dry. He nodded.
Serena whispered, �O my Lady All-Merciful, O Mistress All-Holy, All Immaculate Virgin, O God-bearer Mary, Mother of God, Thou art my Only Hope beyond doubt. Despise me not, reject me not, Forsake me not, depart not from me. Defend me, plead for me, hear me, see me, Help me, pardon me, forgive me, O All-Blameless One.�
�Sometimes we need to be forgiven,� McCall said.
�And not rejected.�
�Where did you see that inscription?�
�Here. In the church. We�re lost souls, but we still have a chance for redemption.�
�For one of us, anyway.�
She looked up at him. Her breathing was quiet and a little labored. She brought her hand up to the top of her black prison top. Unbuttoned three buttons. Took his hand and guided it inside the top, across the softness of her right breast. She rubbed his fingers over the roughness of her nipple. With her other hand she caught him around the neck and brought his face down to hers. They kissed. At first very gently, then with more passion. She took off his shirt and shoes. He took off the rest. He slipped her prison top off her shoulders, slid off the black prison pants.
When their naked bodies came together it seemed like the most natural thing in the universe. He caressed her glowing skin, at first cold to the touch, but their proximity warmed them both up. The passion was brief, fierce, not desperate, but it had been a long time since either of them had felt so much sheer longing for another�s body. There were no words between them. Just the touch and the feel and the explosions of ecstasy. And then the stillness between them was even sweeter, locked together, holding on to the tender moments for as long as they could. She nuzzled her head into his shoulder. Her hair tickled him. He brushed it away from his face and held her very tightly.
He hoped it wasn�t sacrilege to make love to her in this church.
He looked over at the statue of the Virgin Mary, the Rosa Mystica.
Tears sparkled on its painted cheeks.
McCall hugged Serena a little tighter.
He couldn�t remember a time he�d felt so close to anyone else.

CHAPTER 34

McCall�s iPhone vibrated insistently on the kitchen table. It startled him out of his intimate memory. He picked it up, looked at the caller ID, said into the iPhone, �Got my name, Brahms?�
�Kirov sent the picture to an iPhone registered to someone named Alexei Berezovsky,� Brahms said.
AB, McCall thought. Kirov�s boss is Alexei Berezovsky.
A name McCall knew well, but had not heard of or thought about in years.
An old enemy.
Berezovsky would have leaped to the wrong conclusion. The Robert McCall he knew would not go out of his way to save some innocent woman from sexual harassment. The Robert McCall he knew was a ruthless professional. And obviously still in the game. Now it made sense to McCall why Kirov had sent Daudov and his enforcers to the Liberty Belle Hotel to kill him. Berezovsky considered him a threat to whatever mission he was running.
�The suspense is killing me,� Brahms said. �You recognize that name?�
�Yes. From my past.�
�Ah,� Brahms said, as if that explained everything. �The past is a specter that casts a shadow. You can�t step out from under it. It�s always with you. Threatening your future.�
�Thanks for cheering me up.�
�I�m not here to hold your hand, McCall.�
McCall thought of holding Serena�s hand.
Of her hand slipping out of his.
Of her running out of the church into the watery sunlight.
And the imagery that had been on the edge of McCall�s consciousness drifted in from a dark shore, just for a moment catching a streak of sunlight. McCall saw it with pain and clarity.
�One more favor, Brahms,� he said into the phone.
McCall told him what he wanted.
There was a long silence.
For the first time McCall wished that a piece of a Brahms concerto was filling it.
Brahms said, �I do this for you, our debt is settled.�
McCall said, �I know that.�
Another silence.
Then Brahms�s soft voice: �I get caught, I think they still give you a blindfold and a cigarette before they execute you for treason. What are you looking for?�
�Just do this for me. I could try and break in myself, but that�s riskier and I�m running out of time.�
�You�ll be the death of me, McCall.�
�So far you�re one of the lucky ones.�
That produced another silence, then Brahms said, �I�ll get back to you. Are you going to Danil Gershon�s funeral tomorrow?�
�Yes. Before I do, I�ll be at your store at noon.�
�I won�t have the intel for you that fast.�
�There�s something else I need.�
Brahms sighed like the weight of the world was pushing down his shoulders just a little harder.
�You want me to hand over my Brahms collection?�
�You can keep that.�
McCall told him what he needed.
�See you tomorrow at noon,� Brahms said.
�One last thing. Where is Jimmy these days?�
�Ask Kostmayer. They�re still tight. Anything more you need at three in the morning? I�m making a list.�
�That�s it. Go home and give Hilda a big hug.�
�It�s not her birthday. Get some sleep, McCall. But no dreaming.�
Brahms hung up.
McCall disconnected and jumped up.
He had a lot to do before dawn.
* * *
McCall waited for him at one of the red tables in the island in the center of Times Square. It was still about half an hour before the first lightening of the sky would happen. He was amazed at how many people were in Times Square at this hour. The outside tables under the red awnings across the street from him were a third full. Yellow cabs cruised by him on one side, most of them empty. McCall looked over at the Forever 21 store and the big pink Barbie sign across from it, towering stories high. He watched the advertisements that rolled all day and night on the giant screens: AMERICAN EAGLE OUTFITTERS and BANK OF AMERICA and the BLACKBERRY Z10. The city�s pulse was never dormant. McCall was alone at the island tables except for a middle-aged man dressed in a rumpled silk Armani suit, black with thin gray stripes, with a yellow cravat at his throat. He looked like he�d just come from having tea with No�l Coward at the St. Regis Hotel. He had an iPod in his belt, the pods in his ears, listening to something that was making him happy. He was smiling. Predawn in Times Square and all was right with the world. He had an old-fashioned black-and-white notebook in front of him and was scribbling furiously. McCall couldn�t decide if he was homeless or a Harvard professor. He looked down at his shoes. Adidas Energy Boost in pink with black stripes. Could have been either.
McCall was dressed in black jeans, a black sweater, a charcoal tweed sport jacket, and Nike Air Pegasus + 26 running shoes in black with two pale red stripes. They were scuffed and almost blackened with filth.
Kostmayer had told him Jimmy�s route. He lived in Hell�s Kitchen on West Fifty-second Street. He would start his run on Ninth Avenue, cut across to Broadway at West Forty-ninth Street and then on through Times Square. Eventually he would end the run at Penn Station and walk home.
McCall glanced at his watch. If Jimmy was still in shape, he�d be here any second. He looked up. A figure ran into Times Square past the TKTS booth sign on the pedestrian side, glanced at the tables on the island, and immediately changed direction. He slowed his pace and jogged up to McCall�s table.
Jimmy was slight, maybe five-ten, in his late forties, in a dark green running suit with Mizuno Wave Creation Anthracite/Orange Nikes. McCall knew runners liked them because they had an intercool full-length midsole ventilation system. Jimmy had wavy black hair, shot through with gray, that was pulled back into a small ponytail. His face was long and angular. His eyes were hazel, not bright. He looked like he worked for a big accounting firm, fourteenth office on a low floor somewhere toward the back.
Jimmy jogged in place at the table. If he was surprised to see McCall he didn�t show it.
�If you want to talk to me, McCall, you�ll need to keep up. I�ll slow my pace.�
�I�d appreciate that,� McCall said, wryly, getting up.
Jimmy looked down automatically at McCall�s running shoes. Dedicated runners tended to do that.
�Where�ve you been walking, in the sewers?�
McCall didn�t want to tell him that was exactly where he�d been walking, so he let it go. Jimmy started to run, at a relaxed rhythm, a little faster than a jog. McCall kept up with him.
�How�d those tranquilizer darts work out for you?� Jimmy asked as they continued down Broadway.
�They were fine. I need something else and I need it in a hurry.�
�You know I�m not with The Company any longer?�
�If you were, I wouldn�t be talking to you. When did you leave?�
�Retired three years ago. Sarah said it was about time. Every day I walked out of the house she was afraid I wouldn�t come home that night. Like a cop�s wife, you know? It ate away at her.�
�So now she�s relieved?�
�Yeah. I work for a private security firm. Lots of rich folks, lots of CEOs who spend most of their time in the Bahamas, old buildings converted into multimillion-dollar businesses that a street punk could knock over with a penknife. I was always good with alarm systems.�
�Bypassing them.�
�And installing them.�
�And not as many bad guys shoot at you.�
�That�s what sold it for Sarah. She wouldn�t be too happy to know I�m running with you.�
�Control still have a leash on you?�
�I wouldn�t call it a leash. He reaches out from time to time. He�s a hard man to say no to. He always looked out for me. He�s the best.�
�He was.�
Jimmy nodded. �Mickey told me about Elena Petrov. I know you two were close. Mickey said Control feels badly about what happened.�
�Doesn�t change anything.�
�You�re not much on forgiving and forgetting, are you, McCall?�
�I forgive, I don�t forget. You didn�t mention to Control that you�d helped me out?�
�I heard you�d resigned. Mickey said you�d been off the radar for a while. I figured you didn�t want anyone to know you were shooting curare mixed with strychnine into bad guys. You get one more free favor.�
�Because you always liked me?�
�I never got to know you. I don�t know anyone who did. But you�re also a hard man to say no to. You want to take a rest?�
�I�m fine.�
�What do you need?�
McCall took a small piece of paper out of the breast pocket of his jacket and handed it to Jimmy. He unfolded it and brought them to a stop himself. McCall steadied his heart rate and glanced around. They were at the corner of Broadway and West Thirty-seventh. There were no pedestrians here at all. A few more yellow cabs passed them, along with a waste removal truck.
�You got a picture of this?� Jimmy asked.
�No, I drew it from memory.�
�But that�s where the initials go?�
�Yes, on the bottom right-hand side.�
�This the correct dimension of the letters?�
�Close enough.�
�When do you need this?�
�Before Danil Gershon�s funeral this afternoon.�
Jimmy nodded, refolded the piece of paper, and slipped it into the pocket of his running pants. �I didn�t know him. I heard he was a good agent.�
�He was.�
Jimmy noted the change in McCall�s voice.
�You have something to do with his death?�
�I�d like to think I didn�t, but I might have been the last nail in his coffin. Can you do this for me?�
�If I can�t, Mickey will get in touch with you. If I can�?�
�Leave it in an envelope at the reception desk in the Plaza Hotel addressed to Honus Wagner.�
�Who�s he?�
�One of the best shortstops in baseball. In twenty-one seasons he hit .329 and stole 722 bases. He was one of the original five-man class inducted into the Hall of Fame in 1936.�
�That�s pretty safe,� Jimmy said dryly.
He looked at McCall as if wanting to say something meaningful to him, but couldn�t find the right words.
�You�re a free agent,� he said instead. �You don�t owe The Company anything.� McCall didn�t answer. �Mickey says you�re living in New York now. Come and have dinner sometime. Sarah would be glad to see you again.�
�No, she wouldn�t. But thanks for the offer.�
McCall winced, rubbing the top of his left shoulder.
�That old bullet wound still giving you trouble?�
�The memory does.�
�Can�t let it go?�
�Unfinished business.�
Jimmy nodded. �You want to run with me to Penn Station?�
�I�ll bet it�s still there.�
Jimmy smiled for the first time. �Good to see you again, McCall. I know Danil�s death was no hit-and-run accident. Don�t get yourself killed.�
Jimmy ran on down Broadway. McCall watched him for a while, but then his figure grew fainter in the gloom and the last of night swallowed him up.
* * *
McCall went back to his apartment. There was a package waiting for him on the living-room coffee table. No note, but he knew it was from Kostmayer. He unwrapped it. Inside was a Beretta M19. It was nestled in a Bianchi M12 holster. McCall put the gun and holster into a drawer in the bedroom. Then he slept for five hours. He felt safe enough. Kirov didn�t know his home address. But he did know where he worked. Daudov and his enforcers must have followed him from Bentleys to the Liberty Belle Hotel last Saturday night.
McCall showered, changed underwear and shoes, kept the rest of his outfit the same. He put the Beretta M19 into his coat pocket, forsaking the holster. He took the subway uptown to Fifty-ninth Street. He picked up the small package addressed to Honus Wagner at the reception desk in the lobby of the Plaza Hotel at 11:30 A.M. He sat in one of the round yellow chairs in the massive lobby beneath a chandelier that looked like it had been rescued from the Titanic ballroom and tore open the envelope.
The item was perfect.
He took a cab to Lexington and Fifty-second Street and walked into Manhattan Electronics. Brahms echoed, but discreetly this morning. He actually recognized the piece, a song for tenor or soprano and piano: �Nightingales Swoop Happily.� Somehow incongruous when thinking of his Brahms. Mary, dressed today in Madison Avenue chic, with her Diane von Furstenberg dark tortoiseshell glasses firmly in place, was actually serving a customer. She turned when the little bell tinkled over the doorway as McCall entered. She smiled and hearts leaped and ships sank. She motioned for him to go on into the back.
Brahms sat in his cramped office with what looked like a pile of bills. He was looking at a spreadsheet on his Mac screen and frowning. McCall laid the item on top of the bills. Brahms glanced down at it and nodded.
�Come back in an hour.�
�Have you noticed anything suspicious in the last couple of days?�
�Mary flirted with me yesterday afternoon.�
�No one following you?�
�I don�t get followed anymore, McCall, except by bill collectors. So what�s happened to you that you�re worried about an old man�s safety?�
�A bunch of Chechen enforcers tried to kill me.�
�I�m guessing they failed. Hilda says when I state the obvious God rolls his eyes.�
�I want to make sure they don�t go after the people I care about.�
�I�d be touched if I thought I was one of them.� But he smiled, then frowned again at the computer screen, as if it was betraying him. �Go away. Leave your cell phone.�
�I need to make one call.�
McCall took out his iPhone and dialed Bentleys bar. Then he set his iPhone on Brahms�s desk, walked through the store and out onto Lexington Avenue.
He hailed a cab and it took him to McSorley�s Old Ale House on East Seventh Street in the East Village. McCall got out of the cab, paid the driver, and looked at the front of the place. The sign said: ESTABLISHED 1854. When he walked inside the blast of sound hit him in a wave. It was jammed to the rafters at lunchtime. He made his way to the bar, where there was one seat at the end. He took it. The bartender, who looked like he�d been working there since Jimmy Cagney was a regular, moved down to him. McCall ordered a Rolling Rock pale lager. They only served beer and wine in this establishment. McCall looked at a sign over the bar that said: BE GOOD OR BE GONE.
Words to live by.
Andrew Ladd walked into the place three minutes later. He spotted McCall at the bar, and moved over to it. The man on the stool beside McCall got up to leave. Laddie took his place.
�Hey, Bobby.�
�It�s Robert,� McCall said.
Laddie nodded. �Okay.�
He ordered a Bud Light and waited until the bartender served it to him before he looked back at McCall.
�You missed four shifts. We tried calling you, but it kept going to voice mail. I looked up your address and went to the street. It doesn�t exist.�
�I�ve had to lie to you. Mainly by omission. I can�t tell you or Harvey my real name.�
�I always wondered a little about you,� Laddie said. �Something just not quite right. I didn�t think you were a criminal, but�� just something.�
�I�m not on the run from the police.� McCall thought about the death toll at Grand Central Station and at the Liberty Belle Hotel. �But there are criminal elements who are looking for me. I don�t want them coming to Bentleys and endangering any of you. Just tell Harvey I�ve had to go out of town. Personal stuff. If I can come back sometime, I�d like to. I like working behind the bar with you.�
�Thanks.� Laddie took a swallow of the Bud Light. �Are you in the witness protection program?�
�No.�
�Just who the hell are you?�
McCall shook his head.
�But you�re one of the good guys, I know that,� Laddie said.
�Depends on your perspective,� McCall said, and smiled.
�I�ll handle things with Harvey. The servers will be distraught. Especially Amanda. Who�s she going to go punk for with you gone?�
�You�ll be a good surrogate.�
�She likes older men.� He grinned. �Sorry. Hostess Sherry will be very upset. You�re her favorite. Come back when you can.�
�How�s your play coming along?�
�Nearly done with the first draft. It�s an erotic comedy.�
�I�ll be at the first night when it opens off-Broadway.�
Laddie toasted that idea, finished off the beer, and stood.
�You�re not going to get yourself killed, are you?�
�I have to go back into an old life. It�s dangerous.�
�Just when I think I�m out, they pull me back in,� Laddie said, dramatically, very Al Pacino. �Michael Corleone in Godfather III.�
�I remember.�
McCall wrote something on the back of a McSorley�s cocktail napkin and handed it to the young bartender.
�My cell number. Don�t give it to anyone else. But if someone you don�t like the look of walks into Bentleys, if some real alarm bells go off in your head, call me.�
Laddie nodded and slipped the cocktail napkin into his pocket. He held out his hand. McCall shook it.
�Good luck,� Laddie said. �I really will miss working with you behind the bar.�
He turned around and walked out of the noisy pub.
McCall was surprised to know that he would miss it also.
He took a cab back to Manhattan Electronics. Brahms had gone. Mary handed him the item. Her look was quizzical.
�Brahms says you are, and this is the quote: �Good to go.��
McCall nodded and dropped the item into the pocket of his jacket.
�What am I missing here?�
�Boys and their toys. Where is he?�
�He went home for lunch. His wife makes spectacular holishkes, I believe that�s stuffed cabbage, on Wednesdays with Jewish apple cake. Oh, and here�s your cell phone. He said he added the software you needed.�
�Good.� McCall dropped the iPhone into his jacket pocket. �Do you know if he�s going to the funeral?�
�He said your friend was a good man, but he doesn�t go to funerals. Besides, and here�s the next quote: �Tell him I�m busy this afternoon and probably half the night getting him something that will result in my own funeral� end-quote. I know you�re someone from his past. I know his past is mysterious. I think it was dangerous. Just little things he lets slip sometimes when he�s melancholy and has a few too many nips at the dry sherry bottle he keeps in his desk. You�re not putting him in harm�s way, are you?�
She asked him the question so ingenuously that McCall was at a loss for an answer.
�He told me he owes you big time.�
�He doesn�t owe me anything,� McCall said.
�Don�t bring him any more grief, please. I love him dearly. Like a dad. Mine died when I was four.�
The bell tinkled and a young man walked into the store as if on an urgent quest. Mary moved over to him. McCall walked out.
He did some shopping at the Manhattan Mall on Broadway and Thirty-third. After that he had one more delivery to make and then he was good to go.

CHAPTER 35

Green-Wood Cemetery lies a few blocks southwest of Prospect Park in Brooklyn. It has comforted New Yorkers for 175 years. McCall remembered a reporter for the New York Times once wrote: �It is the ambition of every New Yorker to live upon Fifth Avenue, take his airings in the Park, and sleep with his fathers in Green-Wood.�
There was a big turnout for Danil Gershon�s funeral. Most of them were his family and friends, which appeared to number in the dozens. Few, if any, of them knew Gershon�s real job. They believed he worked as a consultant to an independent contractor for the U.S. Army that provided extra security in hostile theaters around the globe. People crowded one side of the grave, dug beneath some beautiful black beech trees, a few of them twisted into pretzel shapes, somehow Faustian and eerie. McCall knew about three hundred of the century-old trees in the cemetery had been damaged by Hurricane Sandy. They were still being worked on. As he�d walked in, he�d seen the green feral parrots that nested in the huge ornate gates to the cemetery. He�d walked down the paths and noted again the big mausoleums with Tiffany glass in the windows. He had been to the famed cemetery once before to visit the grave of Laura Keene. She was an actress who had been on stage the night Lincoln had been shot. McCall had promised to lay a single rose at the headstone for a young woman he�d met in Paris. He�d never heard the story of why she�d wanted him to do that, but he�d promised he would.
McCall stood back in the shelter of some trees, the leaves damp with rain. A misting drizzle was just starting to shroud the scene. He spotted Control standing about forty feet from Danil�s graveside, Mickey Kostmayer beside him. Control had on a dark raincoat. Kostmayer was in a black Windbreaker and dark jeans. Near them was Jimmy and his wife, Sarah. She was a tall girl, towering over her husband, very pretty with blond hair and pale eyes. She could look severe at times, especially when she�d looked in McCall�s direction in the past, wondering if he was going to get her husband killed. But he�d always liked her. Beside them were some Company men McCall didn�t know. You didn�t get to meet a lot of the folks back in Virginia when you were out in the field all the time. He did recognize one of them: Jason Mazer, who stood on Control�s right side. He was in his early fifties, a stocky, volatile Company man, also a �Control� in the field. McCall remembered Control had described him as �somewhat deceptive and manipulating,� which McCall had always thought was a little pot-calling-the-kettle-black. He�d never had a run-in with Mazer, but if anyone on the shadowy Company committee was demanding McCall�s head on a plate, it would be him. There was one tousled blond head not far from the group: Granny, but he stood alone, like McCall, to pay his respects. If Control knew McCall was there, he didn�t acknowledge him. Kostmayer looked once in his direction, then back to where the minister was walking up, shaking hands with the bereaved. His eulogy would start soon.
McCall looked around again. There were still latecomers moving through the gravestones toward the knot of people around Gershon�s grave. Perhaps he�d guessed wrong. Then he saw a black Lincoln pull up onto the path that skirted this part of the beautiful cemetery. One of the Chechen enforcers, Rachid, jumped out of the back and opened the passenger-side door. Borislav Kirov stepped out. Kuzbec got out of the driver�s side. McCall hadn�t been sure that Kirov would come � but Gershon had worked for him for over a year, and it might appear strange that the affable nightclub owner did not want to pay his respects for an employee tragically struck down by a hit-and-run driver.
McCall was three hundred yards away, but he had rehearsed the next scene in his mind a dozen times. Now he just had to see whether it played out or not.
A young woman came running past the parked Lincoln. She was clutching a wicker bag bouncing on her left shoulder. She was wearing a tan blouse and a long skirt of some kind of sheer material. Even though it was now drizzling, the afternoon light shone through it as she ran. McCall was very glad he�d bought her some underwear. He�d even guessed her bra size.
He was getting good at that.
She was eating a Hershey�s almond candy bar and not really looking where she was going. She ran right into Kirov, almost knocking him to the ground. She stumbled, grabbing his jacket to stop herself from falling. Kuzbec and Rachid both leaped forward, but Kirov waved them away. McCall couldn�t hear what Candy Annie was saying to him from where he stood in the trees, but she was obviously apologizing profusely. She kept grabbing his jacket, as if to steady him, and he gently shoved her away. He nodded � he was fine, no harm done. She spoke to him for another few seconds, then continued on her pell-mell run through the gravestones, late for the service.
She reached the back of the crowd. Kirov, Kuzbec, and Rachid climbed up the gentle slope after her, but veered off toward the other end of the gravesite. The crowd swallowed them up. McCall pushed gently through the throng of mourners, murmuring indistinct apologies, until he was standing right beside Candy Annie. She did not acknowledge him. She was pale and breathing heavily. McCall didn�t think the labored breath had anything to do with her run to the gravesite. It was being topside, above ground. It scared her. It had taken McCall half the night to persuade her to do this. And then he hadn�t been certain if she would really come through for him.
McCall half turned and saw Jackson T. Foozelman, dressed appropriately in his usual outfit, black jeans, black NYU torn T-shirt, heavy brown workmen�s boots. He had an old black crushed fedora hat that he held respectfully in his hands. He stood near the path and the parked Lincoln town car. He wasn�t coming any farther. McCall guessed he had come along to make sure Candy Annie didn�t let her emotions get the better of her being out in the fresh air in the real world. It gave McCall a moment of alarm. He looked at Kuzbec and Rachid amid the crowd. If Rachid turned he�d recognize Jackson T. Foozelman, even at a distance. He was a striking figure in his black tattered clothes and his skeletal face, looking as if he�d just dragged himself out of one of the stone crypts. Rachid would know the chances of Fooz being there could not be a coincidence. He didn�t even live in the real world. But Rachid, Kuzbec, and Kirov were looking ahead at the minister, who had begun his eulogy.
Candy Annie had regulated her breathing. She was calm now. McCall nudged against her. There was something clutched in her hand. She opened her fingers and let it fall into McCall�s open hand.
Kirov�s silver lighter. His real one with the initials BK in silver at the bottom.
Candy Annie had dexterously lifted Kirov�s lighter out of his right jacket pocket and dropped the fake one, which McCall had given her, into his pocket. She�d done it as she�d jostled and held on to him. He�d never felt a thing. It was as good a bait-and-switch as McCall had ever witnessed. Fooz had murmured something about Candy Annie pickpocketing on the streets of New York when she was a teenager, before she�d fled down into the subterranean tunnels.
The lighter would look and feel the same to Kirov. It had his initials in exactly the same place, same height of letters. Jimmy had done a good job. The difference was the lighter Kirov now carried had a very tiny, sophisticated homing beacon in it that Brahms had attached. It weighed nothing and would not be detected. But McCall would know exactly where the man was at all times.
The minister finished his eulogy.
McCall dropped Kirov�s real lighter into the pocket of his tweed jacket. He squeezed Candy Annie�s hand. She gripped his fingers tightly, like she didn�t want to let go, but knew she had to.
They started to lower Danil Gershon�s coffin into the cold ground. His sister, whose name McCall had never known, threw a bunch of lilies onto the coffin. What were obviously his mother and father stood stoically, although tears streamed down his mother�s face. Her husband held her hand tightly. McCall walked away, feeling the weight of that death squarely on his shoulders.
Kostmayer caught up with him in the copse of trees where he�d first waited. McCall was looking at the far end of the group of mourners who were breaking up now that the coffin was in the ground. Kostmayer followed his gaze and picked out Borislav Kirov and the two young enforcers heading back to the parked Lincoln.
�Anyone I should think about killing?�
�You should remember the faces of the younger ones,� McCall said. �They were probably at the Liberty Belle Hotel. The older man is Borislav Kirov. He runs the Dolls nightclub.�
�What are they doing here?�
�Paying their respects. Danil Gershon was employed by Kirov. How�s Sam Kinney?�
�They moved him out of intensive care a couple of hours ago. Upgraded his condition from stable to fair.�
�That�s good.�
�I�m going to be out of the country for a few days. Big trade summit conference in Prague. It just got moved up forty-eight hours. The White House wants security beefed up at these meetings, even though there seems to be one every month. Control is coordinating the security. I�ll be with him.�
McCall nodded, not interested.
�I won�t have your back here in New York.�
�You can�t always be there for me, Mickey.�
�Someone should be.�
�It doesn�t always work out that way.�
Kostmayer�s gaze shifted over to Granny, in the midst of the exodus from the gravesite.
�Be careful if it�s Granny. He�s unreliable.�
�And he speaks so highly of you.�
Kostmayer gave him an ironic look. �Whatever you�re going to do against Kirov, make sure you�ve got all the bases covered.�
At the gravesite, Control turned around and looked at them. Beside him, Jason Mazer turned and recognized McCall. He said something sharply to Control. Control just shook his head.
�You�d better get out of here,� Kostmayer advised. �Jason Mazer is out for your blood.�
�He�ll have to take a number. Good luck in Prague, Mickey.�
�Routine stuff,� Kostmayer said.
He walked out of the copse of trees to meet Control and Mazer.
McCall walked the other way, skirting around a pond where koi fish leaped in the air, on down to the ornate gates and through them. The green parakeets swirled around, diving and wheeling, protecting their turf. He was looking for Candy Annie or Jackson T. Foozelman. He could see neither of them. Cars were streaming through the main gates as the mourners for Danil Gershon left his last resting place. McCall remembered that Leonard Bernstein was buried here. Danil was in good company.
The black Lincoln town car drove through the gates and turned down the road toward Manhattan. McCall caught a glimpse of Kuzbec driving. No one was looking at him in the woods across from the gates. The town car drove away into the gathering twilight gloom. McCall�s iPhone rang. He fished it out of his pocket and looked at the caller ID.
He didn�t recognize it.
But he did recognize Sam Kinney�s voice. It was low and hoarse, but the words were distinct.
�Room three-two-five. Come now!�
That was all.
* * *
The cab ride to Lenox Hill Hospital took thirty-two minutes. McCall ran across the main lobby and took the stairs two at a time up to the third floor. Room 325 was in the J Wing. It was quiet in the ward, that muted sense of life-and-death urgency being dealt with matter-of-factly and efficiently. McCall moved quickly past the nurse�s station to room 325 at the end of the ward.
The door was half open.
McCall pushed inside.
Sam was in the far bed. He was the only patient in the room. The bed nearest the door was vacant.
But he wasn�t alone.
Salam was standing in green scrubs at Sam�s IV drip. He had a syringe in his hand. Sam lay in the bed hooked up to various machines. His right eye was bandaged. His left one was closed. He was murmuring something McCall couldn�t hear.
Salam whirled at the sound of someone entering the room. McCall was beside him in two steps. He grabbed the syringe from the enforcer�s hand and hurled him away. He slammed hard into the wall, the entire room shaking. McCall would have gone after him, but Sam grabbed his arm, tugging him toward the bed.
�Let him go!� Sam whispered.
The hesitation was all that Salam needed. He bolted out the door into the ward.
�You break his neck, we�ve got cops all over us,� Sam said. His voice was above a whisper now, but barely. There was no strength in it, like a very distant voice over a bad phone connection. �He thinks he got what he came for. Let him go back with that.�
McCall pocketed the syringe, walked to the open door, and looked out. There was no sign of Salam. If any of the nurses had noticed the new intern leaving the room in a hurry, they didn�t think anything of it. Salam was too smart to have run from the room. But he would be halfway down the stairs to the lobby by now. McCall closed the door and walked back to Sam�s bed. The door to the room opened almost immediately and a nurse strode in. Her voice was clipped and severe. Nurse Ratched, eat your heart out.
�Mr. Kinney isn�t allowed visitors unless they�re family.�
�He�s my uncle,� McCall said. �You might want to check his IV. I stumbled against it when I got to the bed.�
The nurse hurried over to the IV drip, checked it, checked the monitors.
�It�s fine. You can stay five minutes. The doctor is on his way down to see Mr. Kinney.�
McCall nodded. The nurse left, leaving the door to the room open. McCall pulled up a chair to Sam�s bed. The old man�s left eye was watery, but clear. He reached up a trembling hand and McCall caught it in one of his.
�At least you didn�t say I was your dad.�
�What happened?�
�He came in about half an hour ago. I recognized him right away, even in the green scrubs. One of the men in the hotel lobby. He thought I was asleep. He couldn�t do anything because there was a uniformed cop right outside my door. A homicide dick had questioned me. I didn�t know anything. Some guys came in to rob the hotel. Started shooting. I shot one of them. Didn�t see any faces. I�m a bad eyewitness.�
�Most eyewitnesses are.�
�As soon as the homicide dick left, I called you. They let me keep my cell cause I told them I was expecting a call from my son. Yeah, like that was going to happen. They pulled the cop outside my door about five minutes ago.�
Sam started to cough and McCall squeezed his hand.
�Don�t talk anymore.�
Sam ignored that. �A couple of minutes later the intern in scrubs came back in. Said he had to check my chart. He closed the door. I pretended to be delirious. Like I was still talking to the homicide detective. Saying how you came into the hotel and threatened me. I�d never seen you before. I was afraid of you. Crap like that. Then the creep got a cell phone call. I couldn�t hear the voice at the other end, but I got the gist of it.�
Sam shuddered and took in a breath and let it out.
�How�s your right eye?�
�I�m not gonna lose it. Let me talk. The door opened and the uniformed cop told the intern he couldn�t have a cell phone in the ward. He apologized and pocketed it, made a show of checking my chart and left. I guess he came back to finish me off with whatever�s in that syringe.�
�I�ll get rid of it.�
�How was the funeral for Danil?�
�Respectful.�
That was as much as Sam could manage. He nodded and McCall let him rest, never letting go of his hand. Five long minutes passed. McCall waited. Then Sam opened his left eye again.
�Whatever�s happening, it�s going down tomorrow. That�s what I heard. Whoever the intern was talking to is going out of town tomorrow. Some big deal. Best intel I can give you, McCall, for a dying old man.�
�You�re not dying.�
�Aren�t all of us dying?�
�When I want to have a deep, philosophical discussion, I�ll play chess with Granny.�
�Don�t do that. He cheats.�
�He doesn�t have to. I�ll check up on you later.�
�Who asked you?�
But there was a smile on Sam�s face. He closed his good eye again. McCall sat still for another two minutes. Sam�s breathing became rhythmic, and McCall knew he had slipped off to sleep. He let go of his hand, stood up, and walked out of the hospital room.
McCall walked up to the nurse�s station. The nurse who�d entered the room was sitting behind it, on a computer. She looked up.
�He�s sleeping,� McCall said. �Make sure no one else goes in there.�
�You shouldn�t have been in there.�
�I know. Thanks for letting me see him.�
She didn�t quite swoon, but her gaze softened to a glare.
McCall walked out of the ward, took the stairs down to the lobby, and walked out onto Seventy-seventh Street. He took Salam�s hypodermic out of his pocket, smashed the needle on the top of a trash can, and dropped it in. He took out his iPhone and dialed a number he knew by heart.
Control picked up after one ring. �You could have talked to me at the funeral.�
�Sam Kinney. He�s at the Lenox Hill Hospital on Seventy-seventh. There was an attempted robbery at Sam�s hotel a couple of nights ago. He was shot.�
�Is he all right?�
�He�s out of intensive care, but one of the robbers was in his hospital room this afternoon. Probably worried he could identify them. I chased him away.�
�Did you kill him?�
�If I�d killed him, I�d be talking to you from a police precinct. I just scared him off.�
�What�s this about, Robert? You�re both ex-Company agents. What do I need to know?�
�You don�t need to know anything more than I�m telling you. Sam�s life may be in danger. You need to move him and make sure no one knows where he is.�
�I can do that.�
�I�d consider it a favor,� McCall said.
�That�s a two-way street.�
�I�m not coming back, I�m just reaching out.�
�I�ll see that Sam�s well looked after.�
�Thanks.�
McCall disconnected.
Almost immediately his cell phone rang.
�Yes, Brahms,� he said into the iPhone.
�It�s Mary,� her light, refreshing voice said. �I just heard from Brahms. He�ll be finished with his treason, as he calls it, by nine o�clock. Where can I meet you?�
�There�s a Starbucks on Delancey Street at Orchard. I�ll meet you there at nine-thirty.�
McCall disconnected.
* * *
Mary was waiting for him at the Starbucks on Delancey Street when he got there. It had long since stopped drizzling, but the outside tables were deserted except for the one at which Mary was sitting. She had on a very chic raincoat that looked like it was worth more than three months of McCall�s apartment rent. He slid into the chair opposite her.
�Do you mind if we sit out here?� Mary asked. �It�s packed inside and I get claustrophobic.�
�Out here is fine,� McCall said.
�How was the funeral?�
�Like all funerals. They need to happen, but they�re for the living, not the departed. It was sad, but it�s a gorgeous place. Danil will rest easy there.�
�Do you believe he�s really there? Or is this earthly body like an old coat we throw off when we�re not using it anymore? Isn�t his spirit somewhere else?�
�It�s a nice thought. Brahms couldn�t come himself?�
�No. He had to go home. He told me this was very important to give to you.�
She took a small manila envelope out of her bag and handed it to him. He opened it and saw a thin black flash drive inside. He closed the envelope and dropped it into the pocket of his jacket. Mary took off her Diane von Furstenberg tortoiseshell glasses and looked down the street. McCall had never seen her without them. Her eyes were brown and gorgeous.
�He told me he shouldn�t have done this for you.�
McCall nodded. �Treason.�
�He said he no longer owed you. I know you�re going to say he never did, but he felt like he did, and Brahms is very passionate about what he believes.�
�Do you know his real name?�
She looked back at him and nodded. �He introduced himself to me as Brahms, when I came in for the job interview, and he�s never told me. But bills come to the store sometimes addressed to Mr. Chaim Mendleman. I only think of him as Brahms. He said I should tell you, and I�m sure my Yiddish pronunciation is mangling this: �A legen ahf dir.� He said it means: �You should live well and be well.��
�Brahms has always been kind of a father figure to me, too, even though we�re not that far apart in age.�
�You know his wife is very sick?�
McCall stared at her. �I didn�t know that.�
Mary nodded. �Hilda,� she said, as if Brahms had had several wives. �Ovarian cancer. Stage two. She�s a fighter, but it�s really taking a toll on my boss.�
�Has he told you what the doctors are saying?�
�She�s undergoing chemo. There�s an experimental procedure she qualifies for at a Boston hospital, but it�s a lot of money and Brahms can�t afford it. His insurance only goes so far.�
�Maybe I can help.�
�He won�t take that kind of charity from you. Or anyone.�
�Brahms has given a lot of himself. To his wife, to his family, to his country. Maybe it�s time for someone to give back to him.�
�It would be nice.�
�I know he has a grown-up son and daughter.��
�They call and they e-mail, but they live out of state and they�re both very busy.� She smiled a tired smile. �I�m kind of the surrogate daughter right now.�
She stood up suddenly and offered her hand. McCall stood and shook hands. Her grip was firm and did not linger.
�I hope whatever is on that flash drive is worth all the trauma you put him through.�
�So do I. Thanks for bringing it. Is Brahms at home?�
�He�s at the hospital with Hilda. He doesn�t need to know we had this conversation. He�d be very mad at me. The other night he was merrily going through the last of the dry sherry and I was working late on the accounts with him. We schmoozed a lot.� She grinned. �He looked at me in a way that was not appropriate for a boss checking out his one hardworking employee.� She leaned forward conspiratorially. �So here�s the scoop. When I�m making love, I do only wear my glasses. And sometimes I even take those off.�
She winked at him, put back on her Diane von Furstenberg glasses, and walked away from the table. McCall smiled, but the news about Brahms�s wife had disturbed him.
He took out the envelope with the flash drive in it.
He knew this would disturb him even more.
* * *
He�d walked into her apartment building while good old doorman Harry was on one of his frequent breaks. He�d taken the stairs up to the fourth floor and was standing outside apartment 4G. He tried the door. Locked, of course. He set down his heavy backpack and removed a set of thin steel pincers from his jacket pocket. It took him seconds to pick the lock. That wasn�t the hard part. But like a lot of New Yorkers, Carlson suspected she�d have at least one bolt across the door from the inside.
She had two.
That was fine. That�s why he was carrying the backpack.
He unzipped the top and took out a heavy industrial magnet. He laid it against the door just above the lock. Moved it across the door. Nothing happened. He tried it higher up and found the first bolt. Slowly he pulled the industrial magnet across the door. Inside, he heard the bolt moving and sliding across. It clunked into place. He froze and waited for a moment. Heard nothing. He brought the industrial magnet down about two inches, then four inches, then it vibrated a little. He�d found a second bolt. He did the same maneuver, carefully sliding the magnet across the outside of the door, moving the bolt on the inside with it, until it clanged into place.
He put the industrial magnet back into the backpack, zipped it up, and heaved it up onto his shoulders again. He stopped to listen. Still heard nothing.
Carlson opened the door to Karen Armstrong�s apartment and stepped into her hallway and closed the door behind him.

CHAPTER 36

Carlson liked the way she had decorated her apartment. Cream-colored sofa and chairs, bleached pine bookcases jammed with paperbacks, lots of glass and ceramic elephants: a collector. There were modern paintings on the walls, bright chaotic colors. There were framed photographs everywhere, on the bookshelves, on the glass tables, on a piano. Mostly of Karen at home, he guessed. It was a beautiful house on a river, big front lawn, wraparound porch, just the kind of idyllic setting he�d imagined the bitch would come from.
There was an open door at one end of the living room. Presumably to her bedroom. He could hear the faint thrumming of a shower running. He was a little disappointed. He liked to make them strip for him. She would already be naked, unless she hadn�t undressed yet, but in his experience young women didn�t turn the shower on until the last minute. Water conservation. Probably only took a few seconds to get hot.
Carlson set the backpack beside one of the glass tables nearest the front door. He unzipped one of the compartments in the front and took out the knife. It was a KIYA Deba Honkasumi Japanese chef knife, Yasuki steel, 180 mm blade. It had a pale wood handle and a black enamel wrap before the blade. It could cut through a hunk of sirloin steak like it was butter. It would slice through a human being�s cheek down to the bone in a second.
He walked silently through the living room to the open doorway. He picked up one of the small glass elephants from a bookshelf, about four inches high, and dropped it into the pocket of his coat.
He always liked to take a souvenir.
He stepped into the bedroom. There was a burgundy quilt on the bed and clothes waiting for her on it. A soft gray blouse with small pearl buttons, dark blue jeans she would have to squirm to get into, a black lacy bra and panties and wraparound white sandals on the floor. Where was she going at this hour? Out to dinner? It was almost ten-thirty! What happened to eating dinner at civilized times, like 8:00 P.M?
There was a bureau, and a rocking chair with a red throw cushion on it, piled up with discarded clothes. There were three paintings on the walls, all of them Picasso prints, their names etched in gold script on plaques beneath two of them. One was Woman in a Hat with Pompoms and a Printed Blouse. Another was Picasso Presley. There was no title for the Picasso over Karen�s bed, but it was of a naked girl washing herself from a jug of water in a small round kiddie�s pool in a room with a blue bed, blue walls, and she herself was tinged blue. Weird, but not unattractive.
What jumped out at him immediately was an old Smith & Wesson pistol on the bedside table. He pulled out the ammo clip, emptied it, and slid it back in again. Then he set the gun back down on the table.
The sound of the shower was louder. The door to the bathroom was ajar. Steam curled through the doorway. From his position in the middle of the bedroom, Carlson could see some blue tile and the edge of a toilet. He walked silently toward the bathroom. His breath was coming a little faster now. The excitement always built this way. He was about to step around and look through the ajar bathroom door. He had thought of what her body would look like so many times. He wondered if she�d be facing him or have her back to him? If she was facing him, he would have to move in on her immediately. It was always better if they were facing away. He�d have a moment to savor her, check out her ass, the slope of her back. He wondered if she had any hidden tattoos. One of the women he�d raped looked so demure when dressed, white shirt, wool skirt, sensible shoes, like a classic librarian in some old Jimmy Stewart movie, but when he�d made her strip, and turn around, there�d been a snake tat that started on her lower back and then wrapped itself around her ass.
Never judge a book by the cover.
He stepped to one side of the bathroom door. He could see part of the shower. The shower door was open. A bonus. He hated his first look of their figures to be distorted through glass. But his view was being cut off. He raised his foot and gently nudged the bathroom door open all the way.
He had a clear view of her.
Karen had her back to him in the shower. She was washing shampoo out of her blond hair. He wondered if she was a real blond. She�d have to turn around for him to discover that. His bet was real blond. Her ass was dynamite, like he knew it would be. And she did have a tattoo: a lacy blue butterfly with black edges on the wings on one of the cheeks of her ass. Her legs were long and much better looking outside of the short skirts.
She was not aware of him at all. Didn�t even have the slightest twinge of danger. He could have leaned against the doorway, made himself at home, and watched her soaping herself for another few minutes. Until she turned around and saw him. Maybe that�s what he�d do. He didn�t want to rush this. Let her rinse and soap again and then turn and see him.
See the Japanese chef�s knife in his hand.
See that he was blocking her only exit from the bathroom.
See the look of realization that would come into her eyes. They�d look beyond him. Knowing she had the gun on her bedside table. Knowing there was a way to get past him, let him ogle her body, seduce him with pleas of terror, he can do anything he wanted, just don�t hurt her, don�t cut her, out into the bedroom where she could reach her gun and shoot him dead.
But it wouldn�t happen that way. He�d let her walk into her bedroom. It was too cramped in the bathroom and he didn�t want to slip on a floor suddenly slick with water. He might even allow her to grab her gun, point it, and pull the trigger.
And see the shock and despair in her eyes.
He�d use the chef�s knife to make her go down on her knees and beg him.
Then he�d make her do everything he wanted.
That didn�t happen, either.
He never heard anyone come up behind him. Maybe it was the sound of the shower masking the footsteps. Or perhaps the footsteps were completely silent. All he knew was that suddenly an arm snaked across his throat. Simultaneously the Japanese chef�s knife was wrenched from his hand, even though he�d been holding on to it very tightly. It didn�t drop to the floor. It had been caught. The pressure around Carlson�s throat tightened. He was choking, but he couldn�t even struggle, the grip around his neck was so tight. The world started to rush away from him on all sides. He felt his body go slack and then his world suddenly reversed and darkness began to rush toward him.
And engulfed him.
Two minutes later Karen turned around fully in the shower. She gave her hair one more rinse and stepped out of the shower and reached for a towel.
* * *
McCall had been one block from his apartment building when his iPhone had beeped a distinctive beep. He�d fished it out and had seen a video picture of Karen�s apartment building on the LED screen. Jeff Carlson was entering the lobby. McCall had hailed a cab and given the driver Karen�s address and told him he�d double the fare if he got him there in ten minutes. He got him there in twelve, but McCall doubled the fare anyway. There�d been no doorman standing outside the apartment building. McCall had taken the stairs up to the fourth floor and found Karen�s apartment door not quite latched shut. He�d noted Carlson�s backpack lying beside a glass table near the short hallway into her living room. He�d heard the sound of the shower. He�d run across the living room and entered her bedroom. He hadn�t pulled his Beretta. He didn�t want to shoot Carlson if he didn�t have to.
He�d seen the young man lounging in the doorway of the bathroom, the sound of the shower thrumming loudly now, steam streaming past him. He had a large knife in his right hand, some kind of a Japanese Ginsu kitchen knife. McCall had reached the doorway to the bathroom in three silent strides. He�d wrenched the knife out of Carlson�s hand and brought his arm around his throat in one move. He�d held the rapist so tightly he couldn�t even struggle. He�d just wanted to incapacitate him. It was easy to crush the larynx if you weren�t careful. Only then had McCall looked into the bathroom. He�d seen Karen through the open door of her shower, rinsing shampoo out of her hair. Her back was to them. She�d turned slightly, water splashing off her breasts. She still hadn�t seen them.
Two seconds later Carlson had slumped unconscious into McCall�s arms. He�d dragged him away from the door. Karen hadn�t heard them. The sound of the shower filled her ears. At the bedroom door McCall had heaved Carlson over his shoulder and carried him back out to the living room.
McCall had leaned the unconscious rapist against the sofa had gone through his pockets. Found a clip of ammunition for a Smith & Wesson � Karen�s gun � and a small glass elephant. McCall had glanced at the bookcases, seen a space where the elephant probably lived, and had gingerly put it back. Then he�d heaved Carlson back over his shoulder in a fireman�s lift and had run over to the last glass table. He�d picked up Carlson�s backpack with one hand, still carrying the big knife in the other. He�d looked around to see if there were any signs that Carlson, or himself, had been in the apartment. Nothing seemed disturbed. He�d walked out of the apartment and closed the door behind him. The lock had caught and held. He�d carried Carlson�s unconscious figure through a staff door and down a flight of back stairs into a service corridor on the lobby floor. He�d carried him out a side entrance to the apartment building.
Kostmayer had parked his black Chrysler rental exactly where McCall had asked him to, two streets over. The doors had been unlocked, the keys in the glove compartment. McCall had hit the button to raise the trunk. There was a roll of gray duct tape there. McCall had dumped Carlson into the trunk and bound the young man�s hands and ankles tightly. Then he�d slammed the trunk shut, slipped behind the wheel, found the keys, fired up the Chrysler, and pulled away from the curb.
The whole operation had taken four minutes and fourteen seconds. Karen would have stepped out of her shower, toweled off, got dressed in the clothes that had been waiting for her on her bed. She might have checked her gun and found the clip was empty. She might think she had forgotten to load it, or she might not. But she probably wouldn�t have checked. She�d have dropped the Smith & Wesson pistol into her faux Louis Vuitton purse. She might have noted the two bolts were not drawn at her front door when she went out for her dinner date, but she could have forgotten to throw them across. She would still feel secure that she had her stalker situation under control.
And she did.
She just didn�t know how.
It all went through McCall�s mind as he sat on the edge of a dented fender amid the jumbled panorama of smashed and discarded vehicles. The automobile wrecking yard was in a remote industrial area in Queens. Moonlight fractured through the piled-up metal carcasses. There were big iron gates shutting off the yard, with razor wire coiled at the top. But the padlock on the gates had been no trouble for McCall. The Chrysler was parked a few feet away from the opening in the gates.
Jeff Carlson stood upright in front of McCall at a towering mountain of wrecked cars. His hands were high above his head, taped together around a steering wheel that protruded from the smashed dashboard above him. His ankles were duct-taped together. He looked like he was doing some kind of extreme yoga exercise where you reached up as high as you could for the sky without moving your feet apart.
He was naked.
McCall had the KIYA Deba Honkasumi Japanese chef knife at his balls, blade up.
Carlson stirred and opened his eyes. McCall gave him a few seconds of orientation. He was cold and shivering. He noted a dark car parked at some open gates. There was moonlight reflected off the rotting car skeletons.
And then he looked down.
And saw where the knife was.
He gasped. It was audible, like a whimper, which echoed across the glistening canyons of destruction. He twisted around, but couldn�t see who was sitting beside him, holding the knife. His face was in shadow. All he could see were jeans and black loafers.
�I wouldn�t move if I were you,� McCall said. �Not an inch.�
Carlson froze. His eyes flicked desperately left and right, but there was no one strolling along this desolate piece of real estate. The sound of traffic was a low murmur, very far away.
He was terrified.
�Breathe deeply,� McCall advised. �You don�t want to start hyperventilating. Not with this knife blade where it is.�
Carlson took in a deep breath and let it out. McCall allowed him to take a couple more.
�Here�s how this is going to work,� McCall said, his voice snatched away by a rising wind and thrown down the rotting metal corridors. �I�m going to ask you some questions. You�re going to answer yes or no. Do you understand?�
Carlson shook his head. He didn�t understand. Was this Karen�s boyfriend? Her father? Some old professor?
�Don�t shake your head,� McCall said. �I need to hear your voice. Do you understand me? Yes or no.�
�Yes,� Carlson said, but his voice was so hoarse it was barely audible.
�Do you know Karen Armstrong?�
�Who�s that?�
McCall applied a little upward pressure on the knife blade. Carlson gasped and shut his eyes tight.
�Yes or no answers,� McCall said. �You�ve been stalking her. Let�s not go down the path of �I walked into the wrong apartment, I�m an old friend, I was just scaring her with the knife, I used to fuck her but she dumped me.� Because if we go down that road, my hand is going to twitch. She was your next rape victim. But did you know her personally?�
Carlson opened his eyes, took another deep breath, let it out.
�No.�
�Are you from New York?�
�No.�
�So you haven�t lived here long?�
�No.�
�Rented apartment?�
�Yes.�
�Is there anything in that apartment you can�t leave behind? Any personal stuff that you�d really want to take with you?� Carlson opened his mouth to speak, but McCall said, �It�s a trick question. It doesn�t matter if you say yes or no. You�re not going back to your apartment. You�re leaving New York tonight with the clothes you have on your back. Well, the ones I folded and put into that crumpled Ford Mustang about seven feet west of us. Second level up. You and I are going to come to an understanding. There�s no discussion or negotiation. Either you do exactly what I tell you, or I cut off your balls and let you bleed out. Clear?�
�Yes.�
Carlson�s voice was so constricted he could barely get the word out.
�When I leave, you�re going to get dressed. You�re going to walk to the nearest main thoroughfare, which is about twenty streets west of here. You�re going to hail a cab. You�re going to go to LaGuardia and take a plane out of the city. I don�t care where you go. I put some money into your coat pocket. It will get you wherever you want, unless it�s the Bahamas. And you can�t go there without your passport. You won�t come back to this city again. You will never go near Karen Armstrong again. With me so far?�
�Yes.�
His voice was stronger now, McCall noted. Getting over the terror. He was still alive. His balls hadn�t been chopped off. This maniac was going to let him go.
�If you deviate from this path for any reason, I�ll know it. Just like I knew you were going to rape Karen tonight. If you come back into the city, I�ll know it. If you go back to your old apartment, I�ll know it. I�ll find you and I�ll kill you. Still with me?�
�Yes.�
�Say it like you mean it.� McCall�s voice had dropped to a whisper. �Because I mean it.�
�Yes.�
Stronger.
McCall said, �Good.�
Carlson mustered enough courage to ask: �Who the hell are you?�
There was a pause, and Carlson froze, as if remembering his yes-no orders and realizing he might have just said good-bye to his manhood.
McCall said, �I�d say your worst nightmare, but Eastwood does that line so well. I�m the man who�s going to kill you if you break our deal. Do you really understand that? One word, yes or no, convince me.�
�Yes,� Carlson said, and McCall was convinced.
He took the knife away from Carlson�s balls.
�When I cut the bonds to your wrists you can bring your arms down, but you can�t try and tear through the duct tape on your ankles until I�m gone. Okay?�
�Yes.�
McCall stood and lifted the knife up to where Carlson�s wrists were bound to the broken steering wheel and slit the tape. Carlson brought down his arms. He turned his head. McCall moved out of the shadow so that Carlson could see his face. He was too afraid to speak. Just looked at McCall with wide, wild eyes.
�I�ll be taking the Japanese knife with me,� McCall said.
�Don�t you want to know if I�ll do this again?� Carlson asked.
Not really defiance, more like a real question in his voice.
McCall didn�t stop as he walked back to the Chrysler. �None of my business.�
�Why was Karen Armstrong your business?�
McCall turned back. �Because she had no way to stop you. I did.� He hefted the Japanese cutting knife in his hand, looking at Carlson�s flaccid penis and balls. �I should just cut them off, save us all a lot of trouble, but we�re miles from an ER and you really would bleed out.�
The terror came back into Carlson�s eyes. Reflexively his hands went down and covered his genitals.
McCall climbed into the Chrysler, turned the key in the ignition, and drove through the gates. He didn�t bother to get out and close them again. He was sure the wrecker�s yard was broken into all the time. Junkies looking to stash dope, teenagers looking to screw somewhere nightmarish, homeless people looking for some kind of shelter.
He glanced up once into the rearview mirror. Carlson stood naked and shivering in the night cold, looking vulnerable and terrified and alone.
After that McCall didn�t give him another thought.
Until much later.

CHAPTER 37

He sat at the coffee table in his living room in front of his laptop. He had a glass of Glenfiddich beside him. He inserted the black flash drive into the USB slot. A couple of seconds later the file came up on the screen. It said SERENA JOHANSSEN at the top in small lettering and TOP SECRET � FOR CONTROL�S EYES ONLY. That meant Control, Jason Mazer, and a Control named Davidson that McCall had never worked with, but knew by reputation. McCall didn�t know how Brahms had obtained the file. Didn�t know if he�d figured out how to bypass all of the firewalls and Company protocols while sitting in his cramped office at his computer, of if he�d taken a trip to Virginia to physically break into the system there. That was unlikely. Brahms�s days of stealth and covert infiltration were over. But he could still surprise you. He could have walked into Control�s office and hacked right into his computer while waiting for some tea to be served for them by Emma, Control�s curvaceous British assistant. McCall suspected it was the former. Brahms could hack into any database around the world right from Lexington Avenue without breaking a sweat. And he would want to stay near Hilda, if she was in the hospital in New York.
McCall opened the file.
And read.
And remembered.
* * *
They left the Church of Our Lady Derzhavnaya just before 5:00 A.M. It was still dark, but there was a flush of violet in the east starting to drive out the night. Serena wore the black dress. The shoes had low heels and fit her nicely. The leather jacket was a little big on her, but that was okay. It did the job McCall wanted it to do. He had already picked out the car he was going to steal, a VAZ Lada 2015, probably a 2002 or 2003, in black, rusting in places. The doors were unlocked. Serena climbed into the passenger seat. Her eyes were hollow with fatigue and her face pinched with cold, but she seemed stronger and more alert. McCall pulled out the wires from the ignition and touched them together. The old car started immediately. He drove away from the curb through the sleeping town. He adjusted the rearview mirror to give him one last look at the Church of Our Lady Derzhavnaya before they turned the corner. He thought about their becoming one in the chapel. He didn�t regret it. Not for a second. He was just very surprised it had happened at all.
The VAZ Lada had about half a tank of gas. McCall pulled off one of the country roads into what looked like a Shell station about forty miles outside of Tver Oblast. Instead of SHELL the sign said SHELF, but it had the Shell symbol over the pumps.
First point of vulnerability.
McCall didn�t want to stop, but he needed enough gas to get to Moscow and the oil and water levels were low. He also wanted to put more air into the tires. If he blew out a tire they�d be sitting ducks at the side of the road somewhere. It was early; the station had just opened. No one came out of the low building. No official-looking black cars or Army trucks pulled in. McCall filled up the tank. He�d noted a can of oil in the trunk. He topped up the oil and used the water nozzle. He slammed down the hood and pumped up the air in the tires. Then he walked into the low building. A big, heavyset Russian was behind the counter. McCall still had the money he�d taken from Gredenko�s body. He paid for the gas. The Russian manager of the station was barely awake. Their conversation consisted of very few words. McCall walked back out to the VAZ Lada and slid behind the wheel. Serena was awake and the Kedr submachine gun was in her hands. McCall fired up the car and pulled out of the station. Serena slid the Kedr back into the big pocket of the overcoat, which she had over her lap, and closed her eyes.
They were just over half an hour into their run to Moscow when McCall saw flashing lights up ahead on the two-lane highway.
Second point of vulnerability.
Cars and trucks were slowing in front of him. A roadblock. It might not have been for them, but McCall wasn�t taking any chances. They were looking for a man in his forties with a young woman in her twenties or early thirties. McCall could have put Serena in the trunk, but to leave her in darkness again, curled up into a fetal position, was unthinkable. And if they stopped him, and decided he fit the description of the man they were looking for, they�d open the trunk anyway. His Gredenko ID would seal their fate. In retrospect, he should have kept his Christian Hyvoneh ID. It would have been a risk to carry it along with Gredenko�s wallet and ID papers, but he could have shaved off the beard, washed the black dye out of his hair, combed it into its natural waves, and would look different enough from their fugitive description to give them a chance. But if that second ID had been found on the train, they�d have been trapped.
Serena had her eyes closed, her head back on the seat rest. When he braked and slowed she opened them, looking ahead.
�What is it?�
�Roadblock.�
�What do we do?�
�Change of plan.�
McCall swung off the two-lane highway onto a country road that merged into the misty darkness ahead. There was a flat field on one side, groves of trees on the other.
�We�re not going to Moscow?�
�There�s another city where we can pick up the bus to Yaroslavl. Kostroma. It�s farther to drive, but the bus trip will be much shorter.�
And he knew how to get there.
On those long walks in Alexander Park in Pushkin, McCall had memorized the small towns and the roads outside Saint Petersburg. He didn�t know the back roads into Moscow, but he had a map in his mind of the labyrinth of country roads that would get him to Kostroma. He�d also studied bus schedules from the Moskovsky Train Station in Moscow, bus schedules from Bogolyubovo, Ivanovo, Rostov, Pereslavl-Zalessky, Vladimir, and Vologda on the Golden Ring of cities on the Volga. He glanced at the Rolex Yacht-Master on his wrist: 6:42 A.M. They wouldn�t make the 7:20 A.M. bus from Kostroma to Yaroslavl. But there was one at 9:10 A.M. they might just catch.
�Try and get some sleep,� McCall said. �You only drifted off for half an hour in the church. I�ll wake you if there�s trouble ahead.�
She reached up, turned his face to her, and kissed him lightly on the lips. Then he looked back to the hazy road ahead, a blue-black thread with the flat fields still on one side and the trees moving in a sudden wind on the other. In his peripheral vision he saw her settle back down into the seat, Gredenko�s coat around her, and close her eyes.
McCall drove all the way to Kostroma in silence. As the roadmap in his mind unfurled, he took the various turns, driving through sleepy little villages with names he couldn�t even pronounce, through more farm country. There were no more roadblocks. The sky lightened slowly as if the dark was reluctant to leave. The sunrise was shot through with a vivid orange, which soon gave way to a hazy gray. The sun struggled to get through. The murk clung to the fields and the trees and the roads. But it got brighter and brighter. McCall glanced over every few minutes at Serena. She was asleep. No murmuring, no REM, no nightmares. She seemed at peace.
It was just before 7:00 A.M. when McCall saw the Ipatiev Monastery on the other side of the Kostroma River. The sixteenth-century walls, tower, and belfry were magnificent, having survived two Polish wars. The seventeenth-century cathedral beside it was imposing. All he remembered about Kostroma was that it was supposed to be, in fairy-tale legend, the birth place of Snegurochka, the Snow Maiden, granddaughter of the Russian Santa Claus, Grandfather Frost. McCall drove into the city proper on the UL. Shagova, got lost on the UL. Krasnye Ryady bordering one of the beautiful parks, but kept the image of the map in his head. He finally pulled into the Kineshemskoe Shosse at 8:58 A.M. and parked the car in the bus terminal parking lot.
Beside him, Serena stirred. She threw off his overcoat and stretched. McCall saw their bus standing in front of the terminal building. Passengers were getting on board.
�Stay where you are,� McCall said. �If anyone approaches the car, slide into the driver�s side and reverse out. Don�t try and pick me up. Just get out of here.�
She nodded. Instructions from a senior Company agent. There was no need to acquiesce. McCall pulled Gredenko�s overcoat from her lap, got out of the VAZ Lada, and shrugged it on. He felt the weight of the Kedr submachine gun against his right hip. He jogged into the bus station. He had more than enough of Gredenko�s money. The fare to Yaroslavl from Kostroma by bus was forty-three rubles, or less than a buck and a half. He bought two tickets. The young man in the teller�s cage barely glanced at him. He was reading a book on a Kindle Fire. McCall moved out of the terminal and looked at the crowd climbing onto the bus to Yaroslavl.
No avoiding this point of contact.
Boarding the bus would be the riskiest part of Plan B. But the Russian authorities did not know they were traveling to Yaroslavl. And they certainly didn�t know they were going by bus, or they were boarding that bus in Kostroma.
Still McCall didn�t move. He didn�t see anyone paying him the slightest attention. He motioned for Serena. She climbed out of the VAZ Lada and ran over to him. They walked up to the front of the bus. The driver examined their tickets. He gave McCall the smallest of smiles. Not a father and daughter. Not the right body language. Lovers, perhaps. Not quite May-December. May-September. McCall smiled back, a secret understanding between men of the world.
He and Serena climbed onto the bus. There were two seats toward the back. McCall would have liked it better to be nearer the front and the bus door, but the seats were nearly full. If the bus came to a halt at a roadblock, McCall would have the Kedr sub out of his coat in an instant. He would not fire it on the bus. But it would make sure no one rushed to the door to get off before them.
They settled into their seats.
Fifteen minutes later the bus to Yaroslavl pulled out of the bus station.
Serena had the window seat. She looked out, but McCall wasn�t sure what she was seeing. Not the beautiful city around them, or the heavily wooded countryside as they headed toward Yaroslavl.
She was looking at freedom.
Her breathing was slow and easy. Her eyes shone with hope.
McCall thought about Elena Petrov. He hadn�t seen her or talked to her in over two years. Their parting had been sudden. He�d been called by Control to go on a mission in Istanbul and she had gone to Helsinki. There�d been no argument, no bitter words, no accusations. No tenderness, either. Their love affair had run its course. It had nowhere else to go, unless McCall wanted it to, and he didn�t. He loved her, but the people who loved him back became targets. He thought of Cassie and his son, Scott, whom he hadn�t seen now in years. One by one he�d cut himself off from those who could be harmed by loving him. He told himself it didn�t bother him. He knew what his life would be like when he embraced it. But the emotional isolation had got to him. He hadn�t believed anything could break it.
Until last night.
They�d been traveling through the countryside for half an hour. Serena was still looking out the window at her memories. He finally cleared his throat and said softly, �About last night��
She reached over and took his hand and squeezed it to stop him finishing his sentence. She looked at him and just shook her head.
�It was wonderful,� she said, also soft, and leaned into him and put her head on his shoulder.
She was asleep in two minutes.
McCall nodded.
He felt the same way.
Just over two hours later the bus pulled into the Yaroslavl Moskovsky Railway Station and Bus Terminal.
Third point of vulnerability.
Serena had been awake for twenty minutes, but she was clearly still exhausted from her ordeal. The bus began to unload its passengers. McCall put his hand into Gredenko�s overcoat pocket, his finger at the machine-gun trigger. They shuffled down the center aisle of the bus and climbed down into the bright sunshine.
There was no reception committee waiting for them.
McCall took his hand out of his overcoat pocket.
�Where are we going?� Serena asked.
�The Spaso-Preobrazhensky Monastery. It�s really a museum now. The cathedral is under renovation. That�s the rendezvous point.�
There were taxis lined up outside the train station. McCall and Serena climbed into one and McCall told him where they wanted to go. He didn�t need to give him the address. The monastery contained the oldest buildings in Yaroslavl, circa 1516. It was the town�s major tourist attraction. The taxi driver turned down the UL. Svobody, past the beautiful Butusovskiy Park. Serena reached for McCall�s hand and held it tightly. Her eyes were shining. She couldn�t be calm or blas� about the handover. It was all she had thought about in her darkness and isolation.
Twenty minutes later the taxi turned onto Bogoyavlenskaya Place. Ahead of them was the magnificent Spaso-Preobrazhensky Monastery. It was surrounded by a thick, white-painted sixteenth-century wall, the impressive watchtowers and embattlements sheltered behind it. The magisterial cathedral and the asymmetrically ordered towers gleamed in the bright sunlight. The bell tower rose into the sky like a glistening monolith. The taxi drove through a large gap in the wall. There were several cars parked in a parking lot and a tour bus outside the main monastery museum building, disgorging American and European tourists with a smattering of Japanese for good measure.
�Transfiguration of the Savior,� the cabdriver said, with a flourish of his hand.
He figured both of them for tourists.
He pulled to a stop. McCall paid the cabbie and he and Serena climbed out. Serena pulled her new jacket tighter around her, as if she was suddenly chilled, even though sun was bathing the plaza. McCall looked up at the bell tower with its three big arches with bells glistening in them. Above the center arch was a turret with another bell, a cross atop it. Crosses were positioned along the east and west walls. McCall was looking for movement. A flash of light.
There was nothing.
There were a couple of young men on either side of the courtyard. They were smoking and watching the growing crowd. Company men, McCall figured. They did not acknowledge him or Serena.
McCall was bothered that there were so many tourists in the courtyard. He hadn�t counted on that. On the one hand, it was good cover. They were streaming into the museum buildings. On the other hand, there were a lot of innocent lives on the periphery of a delicate mission handover. McCall took Serena�s arm and they entered the melee. They were swept inside the main monastery building with the surging crowd.
The big museum room was also white, with exhibits about the region, souvenir stalls and tea stands dotted through it. There was a large display about Minin and Pozharsky preparing their citizen�s army to sail down the Volga River to help defeat the Poles. There was an archway with lettering above it that said TREASURES OF YAROSLAVL. There was a handwritten sign that said MASHA THE BEAR � THIS WAY and an arrow.
Only the Russians would have a bear as part of a museum exhibit, McCall thought.
There was a corridor that led to the cathedral. McCall stopped short. It was no longer under renovation. A lot of the tourists were moving into it.
�What�s the matter?� Serena asked.
�The cathedral is supposed to be closed.�
�Does it matter? None of these people are going to know you�re delivering a package to your boss.�
McCall�s lips twisted into a wry smile.
�I don�t actually think of you that way.�
�I know that, but Control doesn�t need to know you�ve lost your heart to me.�
�Who says?�
�I do. Last kiss for a while.�
She stood up on tiptoes and kissed him. McCall propelled her gently toward the entrance to the cathedral.
The cathedral was large, echoing, with gorgeous elaborate frescoes on the walls, lining the archways and in the windows. One of them caught McCall�s attention: Yaroslavl the Wise, sporting a long red beard, standing on the edge of the Kotorsl River, holding a long pole with a blue ax at the top, the body of a bear at his feet, one that legend has it he killed right before he founded the city. Control was standing under it, wearing a gray pinstriped suit, his red tie with the chess pieces on it. Jason Mazer was with him, nervously stroking his beard, looking around. The cathedral was filling up with even more tourists, about forty young people so far, most of them Japanese. More of them were pouring in through the main cathedral doors. Another tourist bus must�ve pulled in. There was subdued chatter and lots of smartphones taking photos.
Control spotted McCall and Serena and nodded. McCall started the journey across the cathedral with Serena beside him.
He sensed the danger before he ever saw any of the assassins.
They came in fast through three separate entrances into the cathedral. They were all wearing long dark overcoats. Each of them had Kedr submachine guns in their hands. No attempt at stealth or secrecy.
They came in firing.
Pandemonium seized the crowd. The young Japanese tourists were cut down, falling into each other, clutching on to one another, screaming. Blood spurted from bodies in billowing flowers, long crimson trails that seemed to hang obscenely in the air. Other tourists were diving to the ground or scrambling to get out of the way, but they were caught in the crossfire.
Bullets erupted around McCall and Serena. Behind them, one of the frescoes in a stained-glass window exploded.
Serena let go of McCall�s hand.
McCall dived forward, knocking two teenage German girls to the cathedral floor, smothering them with his body to protect them as more bullets screamed over them.
Serena stumbled back, then turned and ran toward the front entrance to the cathedral.
McCall jumped to his feet, his own Kedr submachine gun now in his hands. He fired over the heads of the huddled tourists. Bullets lacerated the body of one of the assassins. He was thrown back into an archway, smashing over a table. Two of the others just kept moving relentlessly forward, firing with what seemed to McCall like indiscriminate aim.
Like they weren�t interested in their main target.
McCall cut them down. But there were others behind them. He caught a glimpse of Control and Mazer ducking down behind an exhibit. Neither of them drew weapons. People lay sprawled on the marble floor, whimpering, moaning, some crawling, trying to go somewhere, anywhere, others lying completely still, either dead or feigning death. Cordite burned in the air. The screaming was continuous.
It was a bloodbath.
McCall whirled to see Serena reaching the main cathedral door. Three young women, blond, Scandinavian, fell under a hail of bullets around her.
Serena ran out of the cathedral.
One of the shooters started up again, aiming at Control and Mazer, but was cut down by gunfire. A Company agent, somewhere in the crowd. McCall opened up on another assassin coming from the back of the cathedral. His body convulsed as the bullets hit him.
But in the staccato of the Kedr submachine guns, McCall heard something else.
Isolated gunshots.
From outside.
McCall ran for the main entrance. There was more gunfire behind him. He was bent low, zigzagging, a tough moving target, but not if one of the assassins really took aim on him. He expected bullets to slam into his back. They didn�t. There was one last spurt of gunfire from behind him, then an awful silence.
McCall burst out of the cathedral into the courtyard where the two tourist buses were parked and a third one had pulled in. People were milling around, bewildered and terrified. Some of them were climbing back into the buses, as if they�d be safer there.
Serena was sprawled in the center of the Spaso-Preobrazhensky Monastery courtyard.
The top of her head had been blown off.
A sniper�s shot.
McCall looked up at the bell tower. He saw no one in any of the bell alcoves. He ran to the tower. There were stairs along the west side leading up to a first-floor entrance. McCall took them two at a time. He ran into a whitewashed hallway. Stairs led up to the top. He climbed them fast.
Halfway to the first set of bell towers he almost tripped over the prone figure of a man. He�d been shot in the back of the head, execution-style. He was a Company agent. McCall recognized him vaguely. Micawber, some Dickensian name like that. McCall didn�t stop. He ran up the rest of the stairs to the three bell towers.
The first one was deserted.
So were the other two.
McCall ran up the last flight of steps to the top-most bell tower turret.
Also deserted.
But there were three Sobranie Russian cigarette stubs ground out on the floor.
McCall looked down into the monastery courtyard. There was a perfect trajectory to where Serena was lying. This was where the sniper had fired from. McCall could feel the man�s presence. It wrapped around him like a stifling blanket. He could smell the noxious odor of the cigarette smoke.
McCall climbed back down the steps.
The body of The Company agent was gone.
By the time McCall reached the bottom of the bell tower, exiting through the main entrance, Serena�s body had also been removed.
The aftermath of the shootings was more shock than hysteria. People were standing in small groups, families sticking together, monastery personnel trying to restore order and assure everyone that the terrorists � what else could they be?�� were no longer a threat. Police sirens echoed faintly.
McCall walked slowly to the place where Serena�s body had lain.
Granny ran up to him. His hair was disheveled and streaked with blood. There was the graze of a bullet across his forehead. He was out of breath and as disoriented as McCall had ever seen him.
�You�ve got to get out of here, McCall.�
�Damage report?�
�Eight hostiles. All down. All removed. Three Company agents down. Removed.�
�I saw one of them on the stairs of the bell tower.�
�That was supposed to be me. At the last minute Control switched me to the back of the monastery. Sent Micawber to the bell tower. You can�t stay out here.�
The sounds of the sirens were louder, as if punctuating Granny�s breathless words.
�The sniper was up in the top turret of the bell tower.�
�Yeah. He was a backup.�
�No. The FTB agents in the cathedral were firing indiscriminately. They were driving Serena outside. Where the sniper would have a clear shot. They didn�t care about the collateral damage. Neither did Control.�
�Not true. Our intel was that the cathedral was still closed for renovation. No tourists would be in there. McCall, don�t make me drag you out of here.�
McCall turned and looked at him.
Granny backed off. �Getting detained by the Yaroslavl poltisya will compromise the mission even further.�
�How did the sniper get out?�
�I don�t know. He didn�t go out the back of the bell tower. I was there. He didn�t go out the front. Control had run out of the cathedral by that time. He had to make the extraction decision. You need to come with me. Right now.�
McCall allowed his rage to govern his reason for one moment longer, then he ran with Granny along the west side of the bell tower. Behind it was a gold Lada Priora with both doors open, engine running. McCall slid into the passenger seat, Granny got behind the wheel and pulled away. They could hear the sound of the poltisya arriving in the main courtyard of the Spaso-Preobrazhensky.
McCall closed his eyes in agony.
Serena was dead. All of it had been for nothing. He had failed her.
McCall looked down at his hands.
They were trembling.

CHAPTER 38

They met in Yaroslavl�s Red Square, outside the three-story building on the north side that had once been Yaroslavl�s Aristocrat�s House, but was now the main building for the city�s Demidov State University. Control had changed his clothes, which may have been blood splattered. He was in another Savile Row blue suit with thin red pinstripes, his red tie with the chess pieces, gold golf cuff links, and a camel-hair coat. McCall had not changed except to shed Gredenko�s overcoat and, along with it, the Kedr submachine gun, which Granny had taken off him. McCall noted that Jason Mazer was at the other end of the square, near a parked car. The square itself was filled with tourists, standing in groups, taking pictures. Control started to walk, as if restless, unable to stand still. McCall fell into step beside him.
�Who was the sniper?�
McCall�s voice was soft, no ragged emotion in it, no hint of anger or betrayal.
But Control knew this man as well as anyone could know him.
He felt the tension coiled within him.
�We don�t know.�
�How did he escape out of the monastery compound?�
�We believe he ran through a connecting corridor into the monastery itself. There are dungeons in the basement. We think he made his way along one of those passageways and entered the Gatehouse Church.�
�Which was not under surveillance.�
�No.�
�And then he just walked away.�
�We think so.�
�You don�t have an ID on the sniper?�
�No.�
�How did the FTB know about the recovery location?�
�They must have followed you there.�
�Not a chance,� McCall said. �We didn�t take the bus from Moscow. We had to detour and pick up a bus in Kostroma.�
�Then they picked you up here in Yaroslavl.�
�How did they even know we were coming here? Unless there was a tap on Granny�s cell phone when he called me in Tver Oblast.�
�No, that was a clean conversation over a secure line.�
�Then how did they know?�
�Someone must have recognized you as Gredenko when you got off that bus. He�s a striking figure and well known through the intelligence community in Russia.�
�Bullshit.�
McCall stopped and so did Control, in the middle of the square. McCall looked around it. He was pretty sure there were at least two Company agents with sniper rifles pointed at his head. In case he turned out to be rogue and had called the meeting with Control to kill him.
�What are you saying?� Control asked. �That there�s a leak within The Company? That we have a mole?�
�I�m not saying anything. I�m telling you the target wasn�t compromised by me.�
�But you can�t be sure of that.�
McCall paused, then shook his head. �No, I can�t. What was the collateral damage?�
�Six civilians killed, including a girl of fourteen, twenty-two injured, two critically.�
�Did you know tourists would be there?�
�Inside the museum.�
�And you thought that would be good cover. That�s why you chose the monastery.�
Control looked away, across the square. �The cathedral was supposed to be under renovation. There should have been no tourists in there. They reopened it two days ago.�
�And your intel didn�t disclose that?�
�We were working under pressure, Robert!� Control flared, showing uncharacteristic emotion. �We put the handover rendezvous together in four hours. It seemed like the best place. Don�t you think those lives weigh heavily on my conscience?�
�They might, if you had one. You know where the World War Two memorials are in the city?�
�I can find them.�
�Meet me there in one hour. Come alone.�
McCall walked away from him.
* * *
McCall found out much later that Control had brought one person to their private rendezvous, and that was Granny. He stayed back in some trees; just an observer. There were fresh-cut flowers in front of the two memorials, and eternal flames alight. McCall and Control walked down the grassy knoll in the park from them. Granny had been instructed to take a silenced weapon with a magnified sight with him, but he hadn�t done that. He had his Steyr SR45 9 mm in his pocket, but he didn�t intend to use it, no matter what happened.
Granny could not hear what was being said from his position in the trees. But for once McCall was doing all of the talking and Control was listening. McCall was as animated as Granny had ever seen him. He punctuated his angry comments with his hands. In the end he was yelling at Control. Control walked with his hands dug deep in the pockets of his camel-hair coat and looked down at the ground. As if he were carefully walking through a minefield and had to pay attention. McCall did some more shouting. Then he stopped, as if the anger and emotion had taken every ounce of strength he had left. McCall said one more thing to Control. Granny wasn�t much on reading lips, but he was sure he said, �I resign.� Control said something to that. McCall didn�t answer. He just walked away from him, down the path toward where the Volga River could be seen sparkling through the trees. Granny followed him to make sure he wasn�t going to do something stupid. If not to himself, to someone else.
McCall walked down to the Volga and along it until he stopped in a Yarmarka at a dock. He looked at the various stalls, merchants selling local goods, most of them souvenirs. Granny didn�t think he saw any of them. Finally McCall just stood on the edge of the dock and looked out at the boats and barges on the river. He stayed that way for a long time. When it was clear he wasn�t going to throw himself in, or anyone else in, Granny walked away.
When he talked to Control at the debriefing that night he learned that McCall had, indeed, resigned from The Company.
And no one knew where he was.
He had disappeared off the radar.
* * *
In his quiet living room McCall scrolled down Serena Johanssen�s file on his laptop screen. It was very detailed and complete until it got to her removal from Kresty Prison and transfer to the abandoned automobile factory. McCall had not been at the Yaroslavl debriefing. He had not given a detailed report as to what had happened after he�d rescued Serena from the factory. He had fallen off the face of the Earth as far as The Company was concerned. There were his two phone conversations with Granny from Tver Oblast and the preparations to make the rendezvous at the Spaso-Preobrazhensky Monastery in Yaroslavl. There was virtually nothing on how McCall and Serena escaped from the automobile factory, got to Tver Oblast, got to Yaroslavl, except the assumption they had taken the bus from Kostroma because McCall had mentioned that to Control in Yaroslavl Red Square. There�d been eight Company agents in place at the Transfiguration of the Savior. They hadn�t been enough. Because the sniper in the bell tower had been the wild card, someone The Company had no intel on. Not how and when he entered the bell tower, nor how he�d escaped from the compound, although it was conjectured that he had used the tunnel connecting the old monastery dungeons with the Gatehouse Church and had simply walked away, carrying his briefcase with the broken-down sniper�s rifle in it. He certainly hadn�t left it behind.
McCall scrolled down a little more. The Company had worked overtime to discover the identity of the assassin. They had only been successful in hearing a name, and that was not verified.
The name leaped out at McCall from the screen.
Diablo.
Now the elusive memory from within the horror of the Spaso-Preobrazhensky Cathedral came rushing back to him with absolute clarity. There had been the staccato chatter of the Kedr submachine guns in the assassins� hands. But in a momentary lull, McCall had heard distinctive shots fired from outside. The sounds had been muffled, like a finger tapping on a kettle drum.
Four taps.
Four shots.
When McCall had rushed outside, and seen Serena�s body slumped on the ground, with the top of her head blown away right above her eyes, he hadn�t looked for other wounds. It had clearly been a sniper�s shot. From a high position judging by the trajectory of the bullet. He had raced to the stairs and entered the bell tower with his mind reeling and rage coursing through him. By the time he had climbed back down the stairs and reentered the courtyard, Serena�s body had been removed before the poltisya could arrive. McCall had never seen her again. But now he read the autopsy report in the top secret document. She had been shot three times before the fatal bullet through the head. Once in the leg to bring her down�� once in the chest, just above her right breast�� once in her left arm. She had been lying in the courtyard, in excruciating pain, for at least forty seconds. Why hadn�t the sniper just executed a clean kill shot?
McCall knew the answer. Because the assassin had wanted her to suffer first. He had wanted to watch her through his magnified rifle scope, writhing in agony, before he finished her off with the fourth bullet to her forehead. Danil Gershon had talked about Borislav Kirov being part of a worldwide elite assassination group.
�How many assassins?�
�Maybe three or four, but a new one recently, with a signature. Code name Diablo.�
�Got a real name for him?�
�No.�
�What kind of signature?�
�He wants his targets to suffer pain before he puts them out of their misery.�
McCall got up from the sofa and walked into his bedroom. He opened the top drawer of the bureau and removed the shoebox. He took off the lid and picked up the picture of Elena with a glass of wine in her hand, toasting the camera. He set it on the bureau, propped up against the wall. He shuffled through the few photos in the shoebox and took out a picture of Serena Johanssen, the one he had been given by which to recognize her when he�d become Vladimir Gredenko. It was a college snapshot of her with her brunette hair cut very short, the smallest of smiles on her lips. He set the photograph beside the one of Elena, propped up against the wall, and stepped back and looked at them.
There was a special place in his heart for his ex-wife Cassie. He had once loved her very much and she was the mother of his son. That place was sacrosanct and no other romance or passion ever touched it.
He looked at the pictures of the two women who had mattered the most to him in his life. One of them for a long time, the other very briefly. The two women he had truly loved. Both of them killed, a year apart, by the same assassin, code name: Diablo.
The same assassin who was linked to Borislav Kirov and to Alexei Berezovsky.
McCall smiled at the two young women in the photographs.
Diablo was so dead.
* * *
Dolls nightclub was jumping at 2:00 A.M. The dance floor was packed. They�d finally got the kaleidoscopic ball to spin properly and spill its rainbowed colors over the dancers. Katia was dancing with a twenty-something hotshot who was doing his best to impress her. She smiled and nodded. He wasn�t getting anywhere, but he was certainly getting his money�s worth around the dance floor. He didn�t look like he was propositioning her.
McCall could see obliquely into the alcove, but could not be seen from it. Borislav Kirov was holding court at his table, as usual. A lean, swarthy young man sat on his left. Danil Gershon�s replacement. He was quiet and calm and his eyes looked through the crowd he could see through the alcove entrance. A man who had guarded important people before. At the head of the table Samuel Clemens leaned forward and shook hands with Kirov. Closing the deal. A new Dolls nightclub would soon be opening in Fort Worth, Texas.
More young women to be exploited.
More profits for Alexei Berezovsky.
McCall climbed the stairs to the second floor.
He tried the first door on his left. It was unlocked.
Borislav Kirov�s office.
It was nicely furnished with antiques. There were two more Rustam Sardalov paintings on the walls. The one above the desk was a hawk-faced man playing a violin that was disintegrating into a brilliant blue background. McCall liked it. He fired up Kirov�s old Mac on his desk. It was slow. McCall looked up at the Sardalov painting on the opposite wall. There was a woman�s face taking up most of the canvas with horses galloping on either side of her head through cascading water, as if she was being hit by a tsunami. The woman was screaming. Two tiny white horses were galloping down her tongue to get out of her mouth.
Kirov�s warning to all of the girls.
Open your mouth about anything that happens in this club and you will scream, McCall thought.
The Mac pinged. McCall punched in the password �Sardalov� and went to Kirov�s e-mail. McCall had been listening in on the bug in the alcove downstairs, but Kirov had not mentioned any travel plans to anyone. He would have a confirmation if he was flying anywhere tomorrow. Sam Kinney had said: �Whoever the intern was talking to is going out of town tomorrow. Some big deal.� McCall scrolled down Kirov�s in-box until he got to a travel agent. He double-clicked on the message. There it was. American Airlines flight #106 from JFK the next night, overnight to Heathrow in London, then American Airlines flight #6481 from Heathrow at noon to arrive in Prague at 3:00 P.M. in the afternoon. Kirov had a confirmed reservation at the Ventana Hotel on Celetn� near Old Town Square.
McCall heard the footsteps coming up the metallic stairs through the ajar office door.
He got out of Kirov�s e-mail, closed the program, put the laptop onto sleep. He had three seconds to exit the office, step into the first room on the other side of the corridor and shut the door.
The room was in darkness except for a nightlight emanating from a small bathroom, its door ajar. McCall could see the naked figures of a man and a woman on the narrow bed. He recognized the young woman. It was Melody. The man was on top of her. She looked at McCall. He put his finger to his lips. Shhh. The man, whose clothes were neatly folded on a chair, had not heard anyone come in. He was in the throes of ecstasy. Melody clearly recognized McCall also. Tears of shame sprang into her eyes. The man dug his nails into Melody�s bare shoulders and then grabbed her long hair, pulling on it.
McCall took an involuntary step toward the bed. Melody shook her head, the smallest of movements. Don�t. You�ll only cause trouble for me. McCall nodded. The unspoken conversation disturbed him. But there was nothing he could do for her.
At least not tonight.
The VIP slumped down onto her, all done. McCall stepped out of the room into the deserted corridor and climbed back down the shiny silver stairs to the ground floor of the club. He exited Dolls nightclub through a side entrance that was normally locked. He�d unlocked it when he�d entered and made sure it was locked now when he left. He walked down the street and pulled up his coat collar against the sudden biting cold.
Underground, where he was going, it was warmer.
* * *
When Candy Annie saw him she threw her arms around his neck and hugged him. When she let go her face was alight with happiness. Her home in the old subway niche looked the same to McCall as it always did. Her bed was made-up, the colorful quilt pulled tight, all of her precious knickknacks neatly arranged on her bookshelves. She had jumped up from her rocking chair.
�How did I do at the cemetery?� she asked him. �I don�t think the mark felt a thing.�
�He didn�t. I�ve got his real lighter, he�s got the one with the tracker in it. You could make a living at this in the upworld.�
She made a face. �I don�t want to go back to a life of crime,� she said wryly. Then she did a turn in the dress he had bought her. �I love my new dress! And thanks for the underwear! I�m not sure about the bra yet. I need to get used to it.�
She nodded at the bras he had bought for her lying on top of a leather armchair. As she turned, the amber light from her lamps flooded through the dress, lighting up her ample breasts.
McCall hoped she would get used to it soon.
�I need to talk to you,� he said.
They sat down on the Norman Rockwell quilt on her narrow bed. Behind her was Dolores and Eddie, sitting back to back on a theatrical trunk that had DOLORES & EDDIE DANCE TEAM written on it. Between McCall and Candy Annie there was a little boy and girl sitting together on a sagging bench looking at a bright round yellow moon while their dog sat forlornly at their feet.
�How did it feel being in the upworld again?� McCall asked her.
�It was scary. The sounds and the�� bigness of it all. But Fooz was there. And you were there.�
�Fooz was not beside you and I was a long way away in the trees. You were on your own and you did great. I want you to consider going to the upworld for longer periods. Walk through Central Park. Sit outside a coffee shop. Look at the people going by.�
�There are too many of them.�
�They walk by one at a time.�
�They�re on their cell phones or shouting for cabs or preoccupied with their very important lives. No time for strangers.�
�You won�t always be a stranger.�
�I�m afraid.�
�We�re all afraid of things. But we face those fears. You need them in your life. To get past them. You had hopes and dreams once, Annie. I�m sure you still have them. But none of them will happen if you stay down here in the tunnels.�
�Why are we having this pep talk?� she asked, distress in her voice. �You�ve never asked me to give up my life before.�
�I�m asking you to consider starting your life again.�
�Why now?�
�I�m leaving New York.�
She looked shocked. �For good?�
�That�s not my intention. But there�s a chance I might not come back. That means no more visits, no more bringing you supplies and food and candy from the surface. No more pep talks. You�d be on your own.�
�I have a family here in the tunnels,� she said defensively.
�You have friends here. Bound together by despair. All I�m asking is for you to consider a life where you can breathe fresh air and be free.�
�I can�t do it,� she whispered.
He took her hands. �You can. I�m going to leave you some money.�
�I couldn�t take it.�
�It gives you an option. Maybe one morning you�ll wake up and look around your home here and decide it�s not enough. Then you�ll pack what you need and go up to the surface. Promise me you�ll think about that morning.�
She nodded, but her eyes were very troubled.
�Why wouldn�t you come back?�
McCall let go of her hands. He thought about spinning her a story, but she was much smarter and savvier than her sweet persona suggested.
�I�m going to kill a man,� he said. �A bad man. A man who took from me two of the most important people in my life. But I may not succeed.�
�He might kill you.�
�Yes.�
�Do you have to do this?�
�Yes.�
�Is it the man I stole the lighter from?�
�No. But he�s involved. He�ll try to stop me.�
Candy Annie got up suddenly from the bed and turned away from him. Not before he saw the tears in her eyes spill down her cheeks.
�I�m glad you came to say good-bye,� she said softly.
McCall got up and gently turned her around. Unknowingly he echoed Control�s words.
�I�m hard to kill.�
He wiped the tears from her cheeks. She snuffled, then shook her head.
�How will I know what�s happened to you?�
�I�ll come back and see you as soon as I return to New York.�
�And if you don�t walk in here, ever again, I�ll know.�
McCall nodded and let her go. He took an envelope out of his coat pocket and put it on top of her bureau. There was five thousand dollars in it, all in hundreds. He�d written �Candy Annie� on it.
�I don�t know your real name.�
�Candy Annie is fine,� she said.
�Think about what I said.�
�I will.�
She kissed him on the cheek and sat down in her rocking chair. McCall left her in the amber light rocking gently back and forth.
He hoped she was thinking about the world above her.

CHAPTER 39

McCall put the barrel of the Beretta against Chase Granger�s forehead. He awoke with a gasp, his eyes flying wide open.
�Don�t move a muscle,� McCall said softly. �Take a deep breath and count to three.�
Chase did what he was told. McCall withdrew the barrel from the agent�s forehead. It was dark in Chase�s bedroom, thin slats of light coming through the blinds. There was a Glock .22 in a holster on the bedside table within Granger�s reach. McCall took a step back, giving him more time to orientate to the situation. Granger took his deep breath and his three count.
�What�s the gun for?� Chase asked.
�I didn�t want you waking up too quickly. You might�ve made an instinctive move we�d both regret. I took the ammo clip out of your Glock. You get it back when I leave. I have a favor to ask.�
Chase Granger sat up in bed, putting a pillow at his back. He looked heavier and more out of shape without a sport jacket covering his stomach. He glanced down at his blue-striped pajamas, as if a little embarrassed by them.
�At least they don�t have Spongebob Squarepants on them,� McCall said.
�How�d you get in here?�
He still sounded groggy.
�Apartment locks are not made to resist skeletal keys.�
�The door has three bolts on it.�
�I picked up a nifty industrial magnet. Does wonders throwing bolts across a door.�
�How�d you find me?�
�There are six Company safe houses in the greater New York area. This is the closest one to Bentleys. I need to talk, you need to listen. I�m going out of the city for a while.�
�What�s the mission?�
�No mission. Personal business. There�s a Chechen dancer at the Dolls nightclub in SoHo. Her name is Katia Rossovkaya. Tall, brunette, very pretty. She�s a friend.�
�Your girlfriend?�
�What part of I speak and you listen didn�t you understand? Just a friend. She has a seventeen-year-old daughter named Natalya who goes to a high school on Seventy-ninth and Ninth Avenue. They�re living in an apartment at the Dakota. You know where that is?�
�Where John Lennon got killed.�
�I want you to look out for Katia,� McCall said. �Follow her to the Dolls nightclub. She usually gets there right after six o�clock. Leaves about three or four in the morning. Natalya goes to school, usual hours. Katia picks her up before going to work. Natalya likes to go places alone. New York Public Library. Washington Square. Make sure nothing happens to either of them.�
�What makes you think Control is going to sanction this extra-curricular activity?�
�Because Borislav Kirov owns the Dolls nightclub where Katia works. And Kirov is associated with Alexei Berezovsky.�
That name registered with Granger big time. He sat up straighter.
�In what way associated?�
�I don�t know yet. I intend to find out.�
�So you�re back?�
�I told you. Personal business.�
�But what does Kirov and Berezovsky have to do with your trip out of New York?�
�Need to know, Chase. Three little words you�ll come to hate. You don�t have to keep Katia and Natalya under surveillance twenty-four seven. Just keep an eye on them.�
�My shadowing skills suck. As you found out.�
�I�ll call Katia. Let her know who you are. You can approach her. Just do it discreetly.�
�Is Kirov likely to hurt either of them?�
�Kirov won�t. But he�s got an enforcer named Bakar Daudov. A sadistic bastard and a loose cannon.�
�How do I find him?�
�Go to Dolls nightclub. Dance with Melody. Mention my name, but make it Bobby Maclain. Melody will point Daudov out to you.�
Granger nodded. Kept his eyes on McCall�s face.
�How long did it take you to make me as a Company agent?�
�First time you talked to me at the bar in Bentleys. You put on the I�m-new-in-this-area-isn�t-real-estate-a-great-life persona a little too thick.�
Granger looked crestfallen. Like a big kid who had just found out that A-Rod took performance-enhancing drugs.
�But you found me,� McCall said. �That�s more than any other Company agent did.�
Except for Mickey Kostmayer, but McCall didn�t want to spoil the moment.
That cheered Granger up. He held McCall�s gaze.
�This mother and daughter mean a lot to you, right?�
�They do.�
�Don�t worry. I won�t let anything happen to them.�
�Good enough.�
McCall dropped the ammo clip onto the bedside table.
�Start tomorrow.�
McCall walked to the bedroom door. Granger threw back the covers on the bed and stood, slamming the ammo clip into the Glock .22 and pointing it at McCall�s back.
�Of course, I could just keep you here, make a phone call, and you can tell Control about your connection to Alexei Berezovsky.�
�Oh, I took the bullets out of the clip.� McCall turned back. �Not that I think you�d really have shot me in the back. You�re not that kind of man. Keep this family safe. That�s all I ask.�
He took the bullets for the Glock out of his pocket and dropped them on top of a bureau. Chase Granger lowered the Glock and dropped it onto the bedside table.
�You can count on me, McCall.�
He was so earnest it scared McCall, but he nodded.
�I will be.�
* * *
Granny was sitting alone at one of the chess tables in Central Park. The white and black pieces on this one were all dragons of varying descriptions. The early morning light glowed in the trees and across the grass in soft haloes. The baseball diamond looked new and fresh as if it had just been created. There were quite a few joggers out. Some homeless folks were sitting on a couple of benches, getting ready for their day. McCall handed one of them, an older guy with a gray beard and sparkling eyes, a McDonald�s plastic coffee cup. He nodded his gratitude. McCall walked over to the chess table.
�Do you really find a player at six-thirty in the morning?� McCall asked.
�Usually at six,� Granny said. �NYU professor. I haven�t seen him in about ten days. Must be exams. What do you need?�
�A pilot.�
�Going where?�
�To Prague.�
�For how long?�
�I don�t know. The pilot just has to get me there. I walk away from the plane, he refuels and flies back. No questions asked.�
�Doesn�t Bobby Maclain have a passport?�
�Sure, he does. I have lots of passports. But I need to bring armaments with me.�
�When?�
�I have to be in place by tomorrow afternoon.�
�I�ll make a call. Be at the Danbury Municipal Airport in Fairfield County, Connecticut, by four o�clock. You can get a chopper from the heliport at East Thirty-fourth Street.�
�How will I know the pilot?�
�He�ll know you.�
McCall nodded. Granny set up a mini-iPad on the edge of the chess table. McCall saw there was a Grand Master logo on it and the graphic of a chessboard. Granny started a game and moved a white pawn on the iPad. The Chess Master Wizard moved a black pawn up to meet his white pawn.
�You ever beat him?�
�I let him win sometimes.�
�Pick your pilot carefully. Control can�t know about it.�
�Control and I don�t have breakfast together. He doesn�t play chess. At least not civilized games in the park. Just the ones with agents� lives. I don�t report to him on a daily basis. If he needs me, he knows where to find me. Just like you.�
He made some more moves against the Computer Wizard.
�Do you want to know why I�m going to Prague?� McCall asked.
�I figure it�s something personal.� Granny glanced up. �I look at you, McCall, and I see myself with a conscience. Emotions. Regrets. That�s the difference between us. You�ll go and do what you have to do in Prague. Whatever it takes. If you live, that would be good. If you die, I won�t mourn. That�s the way you should be. But you can�t be that way.�
�No, I can�t.�
Granny went back to his chess game against the computer.
�Going to wish me good luck?� McCall asked.
Granny didn�t answer.
McCall walked away through the trees.
* * *
McCall sat at the bar in the Old World Tavern on Celetn� Street in Prague opposite the Ventana Hotel. It was crowded even at 6:00 P.M., smoke hazing through the small tables and around the long bar. Lots of tourists, but the majority of patrons were young locals, boisterous and vibrant; this was a great city to live in. There were several televisions, most of them showing soccer games. The one above McCall�s head had on the local news. McCall was sipping a Glenfiddich, watching the front of the Ventana Hotel. He thought back over the past twenty-four hours. He�d taken a helicopter to the Danbury Municipal Airport. There�d been a Gulfstream 450 waiting on the tarmac. The pilot�s name was Hayden Vallance. He was tall, mid-forties, a hard face, the demeanor of a man with few friends and fewer enemies. He was quiet and soft-spoken and without any emotion that McCall could detect. He figured him for a mercenary. He�d shaken McCall�s hand, told him his name, asked for ID, which McCall had given him. His real ID. Then they�d boarded the Gulfstream. It had taken off twenty minutes later, bound for Prague. They�d flown over the Atlantic and refueled in a small airport outside Manchester, England. During the refueling Vallance had said nothing to McCall. They�d landed at Vodochody Airport outside Prague that afternoon. McCall had picked up his one small suitcase and waited for the steps to unfold from the Gulfstream to the tarmac. Vallance had stepped out of the cockpit. He�d offered his hand. McCall had taken it.
�Granny says good luck,� he�d said, and that was it.
McCall had checked into the Hotel Leonardo in the center of Prague Old Town. He�d registered under the name of Christian Hyvonen, mainly because he�d kept that passport and it hadn�t expired yet. He�d rented a colbalt blue Pontiac Grand Prix and driven to Celetn� Street. He�d found a parking spot on the side street bordering the Old World Tavern. He was dressed mainly in black, slacks and poloneck, with his dark gray tweed jacket and Nike V2 black and blue running shoes. He had the Beretta in the sleek, customized holster Kostmayer had left for him on his right hip. He had a small Ruger SP101 .357 Magnum with a 2.5-inch barrel in the waistband of his black jeans in the small of his back. He had a Circus Faka slim throwing knife taped to the back of his right calf. It weighed ten ounces, was 12.1 inches long, and its throwing distance for accuracy was ten meters. He�d decided he was well armed enough to step into the Old World Tavern and order a Scotch.
Up on the TV screen above his head the picture behind the female news anchor switched to a chateau about forty miles outside of Prague. This was where the big Trade Summit Conference was going to be held. None of the heads of state had arrived as yet, but it wouldn�t be long, and the security preparations were underway. McCall knew enough Czech to understand that the security for this conference had been stepped up, adding tracker dogs and U.S. intelligence to the Czech troops and Policie �esk� Republiky. McCall didn�t expect to see Control or Kostmayer or any other Company agents up on the screen, but he had a picture of the activity that was going on in his mind. He�d been part of those security blitzes before. He didn�t know if there�d been any terrorist chatter about the conference, but even if there hadn�t been any meaningful threats, the United States government was not taking any chances. And calling in Control and the agents at his disposal was bringing in the best.
McCall had flirted with the idea of getting in touch with Kostmayer to let him know that he was in Prague. That his presence there could very well have to do with their Summit Conference. The Company had tried to infiltrate Borislav Kirov�s Dolls nightclub in New York with an undercover agent because Kirov might be linked to terrorists. They probably didn�t know his boss was Alexei Berezovsky. Berezovsky was running an elitist assassination business. The leaders of the Western world, along with China and India, were going to be at this Summit meeting. And Borislav Kirov had arrived in Prague less than twelve hours before the conference began.
A little too much coincidence for McCall�s liking.
But he had no proof that Kirov was here to facilitate an assassination. For all he knew, Kirov was in Prague for talks to open a Dolls nightclub in Old Town. Besides, for selfish reasons, McCall didn�t want Control to believe he�d come in from the cold and was running a Company mission, albeit on his own. Even if McCall could get in touch with Control, what would he be able to do? McCall had no intel to give him. He would just be on a more heightened alert, and McCall was certain he was already operating on a very high level. No unauthorized person was going to get onto the grounds of that chateau.
But if the assassin was Diablo, he wasn�t the kind of killer who mingled with the crowd with a silenced gun in his coat pocket that he somehow smuggled past security. He wouldn�t be wearing some kind of disguise. Diablo was a sniper. He killed his victims from a remote spot, high up, removed from the emotion and terror of the kill. He could view it dispassionately. He was not really a part of it.
McCall felt completely cut off. He had never entered into a mission with no intel whatsoever. He had no backup. No one even knew he was there, except Granny and Hayden Vallance, and they didn�t know where he was. If he was killed it would be as if he had simply disappeared off the radar.
Again.
And no one would come looking for him.
�Does anyone really care?�
The soft, ironic voice came from behind McCall. He turned on the bar stool. A very beautiful young woman had sat down next to him, her eyes on the television screen. She had black hair and gray eyes, angular cheekbones, full lips, and a figure with very nice curves. She probably had long legs, too, as she was almost as tall as McCall on the bar stool. She appraised him with laughter in her eyes, as if daring him not to respond.
�Care about me?� he asked.
�I don�t know if there�s anyone to care about you. I was talking about the Summit Conference. All those heads of state meeting and shaking hands and talking earnestly about trade, or improving relations between countries, or whatever it is they talk about for three days, that nothing good ever comes from. I think they just chose our city to meet because it is the most beautiful in the world.�
�It is very beautiful,� McCall said.
He looked in the mirror over the bar. Reflected in it was the street outside the tavern window. It was quiet in front of the Ventana Hotel. No sign of Kirov yet. The Czech girl caught his look and turned.
�Are you staying at the Ventana?�
�No, that�s a little rich for my blood.�
�Where are you staying?�
McCall thought about his answer. Either she was very free-thinking and had no qualms about her candor, or she had been instructed to find out where he�d checked in.
�Hotel Leonardo,� he said. �In Old Town.�
�I know it. I�ve had drinks there. Very cool place. You�re not a tourist. We can tell them from across a crowded street. But you�re not European.�
�I�m from Finland,� McCall said. �Helsinki.� He offered his hand. �Christian Hyvonen.�
�You don�t look Finnish.�
�We�re not all blond with blue eyes.�
�Thank God.� She shook his hand. �I�m Andel.�
�That�s a pretty name. European names all have special meanings.�
�I�m an angel, or a messenger.�
�Which is it?�
She smiled and there was a lot of laughter in it. �It depends on who I meet. Are you waiting for someone?�
�No.�
�That�s good. What do you do?�
�I�m a writer.�
�Like for the movies?�
�No. I�m working on a book. I�m in Prague for some research.�
�I could show you around our beautiful city.�
�Why would you want to do that?�
�Are you going to be very old-fashioned with me? I know what I like and I am attracted to good people. Except for boyfriends, who have been complete disasters in my life.�
�I probably wouldn�t be one of those anyway.�
�Why? Because you�re a lot older than me? I�m almost thirty.�
�Wow,� McCall said. �Getting up there.�
�No one cares about age differences these days. Just like they don�t care what color you are, or where you�re from, or if you�re a transvestite or gay or straight, you�re just the person you are. I think you�re a little lonely, to be sitting here at this bar watching the street. You need some company.�
�How much will it cost me?�
�You�re very cynical. I�m not a prostitute.�
�Why are you here?�
�Maybe I�m lonely, too. I was drawn to you. I don�t know why. Does it matter? But you think it�s shameful for me to be�� what�s the American phrase for this?�
�Coming on to me?�
�Yes, that�s it. You�re supposed to be picking me up. Maybe you would have tried. I just wanted to be first. I don�t know what kind of book you�re writing, but can I be in it? I�d like to be a heroine in a book. That would be exciting.�
�Life must be very exciting for someone with such a�� McCall searched for the right phrase. �Free spirit.�
�It�s what you make of it. This night could be boring, or spectacular. We could share it together.�
McCall shook his head.
�That�s not going to happen.�
�You have other plans.�
�I do.�
�That do not include a Czech girl with an amazing personality?�
�Not tonight.�
�That�s sad. I�d like to get to know you.�
McCall shook his head. �No, you wouldn�t,� he said quietly.
His eyes flicked up to the mirror behind the bar.
Across the street, Borislav Kirov walked out of the Ventana Hotel. With him was the bodyguard replacement for Gershon that McCall had seen at Dolls nightclub. Both of them were dressed in dark clothes with Windbreakers and dark Nike shoes. They waited at the curb. McCall threw back the last of the Glenfiddich and put some Czech koruna on the bar.
�I have to leave. It�s been very nice talking to you, Andel.�
�I�m sorry you have to go.�
�So am I.�
�Can I give you a kiss before you leave?�
She didn�t wait for an answer, leaned over, and kissed him on the lips, then smiled and shrugged. Out of words.
McCall walked out of a side entrance to the tavern on the corner. He unlocked the Pontiac Grand Prix and looked through the glass panel on the side door to the tavern. He fully expected to see Andel on her cell phone, calling Kirov across the street, saying she�d made contact and that Robert McCall was in Prague and was across the street from him.
The young Czech girl was not on her cell phone. She had ordered a glass of white wine and now sipped it. She did look a little lonely up at that bar.
Some things were just not meant to be, McCall thought.
He slid behind the wheel of the Grand Prix and adjusted the rearview mirror. He only had to wait three minutes. A valet parking kid pulled up in a Ford Escape four-wheel-drive. Kirov and the bodyguard climbed in. The bodyguard was driving. He pulled away from the hotel.
McCall did a U-turn and followed. He looked in the rearview mirror at the tavern window on the corner. Andel sat alone, drinking her wine, looking up at the TV news coverage of the most important people in the free world about to meet outside her beautiful city.

CHAPTER 40

The Ford Escape drove through Old Town Square, heading toward Prague Districts Six and Seven. McCall kept well back. He didn�t have to see the Escape. He had attached his iPhone to the dashboard of the Grand Prix. On the LED screen was the GPS streets of Prague. There was the usual blip, showing the position of his Grand Prix moving along the spider-threads of glowing roads, but down in the right-hand corner was a tiny window in which a red blip pulsated. That was the tracker signal from the lighter that Kirov was carrying in his coat pocket.
They headed down the Pa��sk�, came to the river, and drove over the �hech�v Bridge. Twilight was gathering fast around them. The traffic was heavy, but as they got into the countryside, it started to thin out. McCall settled back. He had no idea how long the drive would be. They traveled through small villages and hamlets as the sky darkened. It was night when the Ford Escape entered the quaint village of Kutn� Hora. McCall was about a mile behind it. He was so used to glancing at the intermittent blip in the right-hand corner of the GPS that when it suddenly flared it startled him. For a moment he thought it might be malfunctioning. Then he realized the Ford Escape must�ve stopped and that Kirov had climbed out and lit a cigarette. Somehow that interfered momentarily with the signal. But then it started to blip again.
McCall slowed the Grand Prix. Up ahead he saw the imposing structure of a church with three towers looming up against the moonlit sky, crosses above them. The street ahead of him had only a couple of cars traveling down it. One of them turned off onto a side street and the other turned into a driveway. The road ahead was now deserted.
The Ford Escape was not on it.
McCall looked at the blip in the bottom right-hand corner of his LED screen. It was still pulsing, but it was not moving along the road.
Kirov had pulled up to the church.
McCall took the next left turn, then a right, then another right, and came up on the church from the side. There was a small courtyard there, not really meant for parked cars, although two were parked there. He pulled into the courtyard and killed the engine. He unclipped the iPhone from the dash. On the LED screen the pulsing blip was stationary. He dropped the iPhone into the pocket of his jacket.
McCall got out of the Grand Prix, ran across the courtyard, stopped and looked cautiously around the side. The front of the church was deserted.
Which meant Kirov and his bodyguard were inside.
McCall ran back to where he�d spotted a side door under an ornate eave. It had a heavy iron loop for a door handle. McCall silently turned it and pushed. The door opened without the usual squealing hinges he�d heard in every horror movie he�d ever seen.
He stepped inside the church.
And into a horror movie.
In front of his face a white skull leered at him.
McCall leaped back and caught his breath.
The skull had a white bone in its mouth.
McCall looked up.
More skulls were piled on top of the first one, ascending up one of the eaves. They glistened in the pale light splintered through the stained-glass windows. The skulls all had white bones in their mouths with ivory candle holders beneath them. McCall took a few more steps into the sepulchral chamber and looked higher up. Way above him was a chandelier, swinging slightly, as if a warm breeze from Hell was stirring it. Skulls were hidden in the chandelier, amid cherubs and fraying fringe. He looked over to his left. An alcove had large glowing skulls going up one side and smaller skulls � obviously belonging to children � going down the other side. All had vertical bones wedged in between them, as if the whole alcove was some kind of gruesome bone organ waiting for a macabre demon to play it.
McCall froze where he was.
He�d heard a scuff of sound.
In this creepy place of death it caused him to shiver. There were shadows moving on the other side of the church. McCall took a deep breath, surprised that his breathing was fast and his pulse no doubt erratic.
He passed a brass plaque and stopped long enough to get the gist of the copperplate writing. The Kostnice�Bone Church�had been so named because a monk named Jindrich had returned from Palestine and sprinkled a pocketful of holy soil on the cemetery surrounding the Chapel of All Saints. The graveyard had become sought after among the aristocracy of Central Europe as the place to bury their dear departed loved ones. Soon the burials outgrew the cemetery and older remains were dug up and elaborately arranged in the chapel. The last count had the skulls and bones inside the church accounting for forty thousand people.
Whose sick idea had that been?
McCall looked to his right in the heavy gloom and one of the skulls grew flesh.
Its eyes flared with reflected light.
It moved.
McCall jumped back into a patch of dark shadow beside a coat of arms. He noted it was of the Schwartzenberg Family and showed a raven picking out the eye from an invading soldier. Ahead of McCall a shape took form and walked quickly past without seeing him. The figure was dressed in black, flowing through other shadows, watched by the empty eye sockets of the skulls. One of the men Kirov was meeting had also come in through the side entrance to the church.
McCall remained completely still. The figure did not turn back. He walked on to the front of the church. McCall let out his breath, angry with himself that he�d almost walked right into him. The grinning skulls mocked him. Their specters in the unearthly shafts of radiance had taken the edge off his awareness.
Or his spying skills were just a little rusty these days.
McCall moved forward again. He could hear a low murmur of voices from the front of the church. He took out the Beretta. He turned a corner, pausing beneath a particularly grisly set of skulls and bones where a green ceramic snake had slithered through a hole in the cheekbone of one skull with its head sticking out of its left eye socket.
Light was refracted through the stained-glass windows at the front of the church. McCall could see Kirov with the bodyguard talking to a man he hadn�t seen before, dressed in black. The second man, whom McCall had almost run into, had just walked up to them. They were conferring softly. McCall got it. That�s why Kirov needed a Ford Escape, besides perhaps the four-wheel drive capacity. He was picking up passengers. This Church of Bones was not their final destination. It was a rendezvous point. So not all of the local thugs knew the final destination at the same time. Kirov shook hands with the two new men, then they all turned and walked out the front door of the church.
McCall ran back through the overlapping shadows to the side door, wrenched it open, spraying moonlight across the canopy of skulls and bones, then closed out the horrors behind him.
He was glad to get out of there.
He ran to the Pontiac Grand Prix, slid behind the wheel, fired it up, and pulled out of the small courtyard. He clipped his iPhone back onto the dashboard. On the LED screen, the small red blip in the lower right-hand corner began to pulsate again.
McCall followed the Ford Escape out of the village of Kunt� Hora, going north-northwest into more rural areas. The two-lane highway ran through the fields and forests. The Ford Escape took a left turn. McCall was a mile behind them, using the GPS, but keeping his eye on the red pulsating blip down in the right-hand corner. He almost missed the side road in the darkness, turning into it at the last minute. It was badly paved and twisted and turned through a heavily wooded area. McCall passed four farmhouses, set back in the woods on either side of the road. But as soon as they dropped behind him, there were no further signs of habitation. The forest stretched out on both sides, dark and impenetrable.
McCall wondered if they knew he was behind them.
If they were leading him into a trap.
The Ford Escape drove on for another six miles, the road deteriorating to almost a track, barely large enough for an oncoming car to pass � except there were no oncoming cars. McCall killed his headlights. He was still pretty far behind the Escape, but he didn�t want them to pull up and see his lights, even for a few seconds, in their rearview mirror. There might be another car on this road, going in the same direction, but McCall thought that would be unlikely. They were pretty deep into this forest. He still didn�t have the Escape in sight. He looked down at the red blip.
It had stopped moving. Flared again. Another lit cigarette.
McCall slowed. The moon came out of some streaming clouds like ragged dark banners across its face. He noted there was a stone wall on the left side of the road. He came to a small building, just a shell of bricks, no door or windows. He had no idea what it had once been. Ahead the road made a sharp right. He took the turn cautiously.
There was no sign of the Ford Escape.
McCall slowed again. The trees marched right down to the thin ribbon of road on both sides. There was nowhere McCall could see for the big four-wheel-drive vehicle to have pulled into. No clearing large enough for it to turn around. Then he noted a dirt road meandering into the forest on the right. He would have missed it if he�d been driving even at a slow speed. But he was at a walking crawl. He went past it, stopped, reversed back, and turned into it.
The forest closed in around him like the trees wanted to envelope the vehicle. Moonlight shafted through the branches. He saw no shape of the Ford Escape through them. He had no choice but to continue down the thin, winding track. There was no way to turn around. He could reverse back to the other road, but then what? The red blip was in a dark mass on the GPS map, where there were no roads or distinguishing features.
Ahead of him some vague buildings started to take shape. At first they were just dark smudges against the translucent sky. Then they came into sharper focus and McCall could see they were farm buildings. A house, another narrower building, a large barn and two smaller barns in front of it. He noted the stone wall had returned, now on both sides of the dirt track. Some of the stones had been dislodged and lay in the ditches on either side. McCall had to swerve to miss one of them lying in the center of the road. Branches scraped along the driver�s side of the Grand Prix as he avoided having one of his tires blow out.
He saw the shape of the Ford Escape up ahead, parked near the large barn. Figures were standing beside it. Cigarette ends glowed like angry fireflies in the darkness. McCall saw a sign that said LITVINOV FARM in faded red letters, almost gray now with age. There was a narrow niche carved in the trees on his right. He pulled the Grand Prix into it, branches scraping on both sides of the vehicle. He stopped and killed the engine. The trees were too thick on his left side for him to see anything. He got out and discovered they were too thick with foliage for him to make his way through without a machete like he was in the Amazon jungle. He had no choice but to run back to the dirt road.
He turned right on the road, bent low, running along the crumbling stone wall. As he got nearer to the farm buildings, he saw there were no lights anywhere. Windows in the big farmhouse were boarded up. A wooden porch was disintegrating. There were no lights on in the long, narrow building. Now that he was closer, he could see that a portion of the big old barn had fallen in on itself. Some kind of heavy windstorm. Maybe even a tornado. The smaller barns were intact, but their doors were buckled and they seemed to be sagging, ready to collapse at any moment. No one had worked this farm for a very long time.
Another rendezvous point.
McCall moved to a place where the stone wall turned at a sharp right angle and meandered along the front of the property. He crouched down, waiting. He regulated his breathing. Slow and easy. He had no idea what he was waiting for, but it must have been the same thing as the others, who made no move to any of the derelict farm buildings.
Seven minutes later McCall heard it.
The thump, thump, thump of helicopter blades.
The chopper came over the farm buildings like some monstrous insect that had been freed from its lair. It was a black PZL W-3A helicopter, which once would have belonged to the Czech Air Force. It had been commandeered, or stolen, or decommissioned and put on the black market. The wash of the rotor blades swept across the small knot of men waiting for it. It landed in front of the partially collapsed main barn.
The door to the chopper opened. Just for a moment there was the silhouette of a man in the doorway, not the pilot. McCall could see the shape of his face, long hair framing it.
McCall had no way of knowing for sure, but his gut told him this was Diablo.
The figure motioned, as if impatiently, to the knot of waiting men. They jogged forward from the parked Ford Escape.
Unless McCall was going to hang on to one of the struts when the PZL W-3A ascended, he realized he�d better get the hell out of there.
He ran along the stone wall, still bent low, back down the road. Looking to his left now, he saw there was an opening in the trees, barely room enough for a man to get through. He had an instant sense memory of the corridor of pipes he�d squeezed through in the subterranean tunnels below the streets of Manhattan. How claustrophobic and scary that experience had been. But he plunged into the woods, because it was a shortcut back to the Grand Prix, and he was out of time.
Behind him he heard the helicopter lift off the ground.
He scratched and bullied his way through the spaces between the trees, branches tearing at him, sharp needles of blood trickling down his face. He came out into the narrow cut where he�d left the vehicle. He jumped inside, fired it up, and reversed out at speed. He had no choice but to drive right onto the farm property in order to turn around. If the occupants of the chopper looked down, they might see him, but luck was on his side. The flags of dark clouds spread across the moon again and darkness descended on the farmland. McCall was still not using his headlights. He turned around in front of the derelict farmhouse and drove out of the farm, down the dirt track until he reached the smaller road. He took it back to the main road, turned north again and accelerated. There was no traffic on the road whatsoever. He could still hear the helicopter in the sky, but the thump thump of the rotors was getting more distant. He looked at the forest to his left and could just make out the shape of the chopper peeling off and disappearing as if being swallowed up in the trees.
In another thirty seconds the sound of it had echoed off to silence.
McCall turned on his headlights. They bathed the empty road ahead in such glaring contrast to the prior darkness that it was like someone had switched on beacons in a stadium. He looked at his iPhone still clipped to the dashboard. It showed the Grand Prix moving slowly down the glowing strip of road with blackness on both sides. The red blip in the lower right-hand corner was pulsating and moving again.
McCall drove fast down the two-lane highway. He needed to find a turnoff on the left that did not dead-end in the forest. On the GPS it showed there was a slim thread of road about a hundred yards ahead. He turned into it.
The red blip from Kirov�s lighter was growing fainter.
It was almost out of range.
McCall glanced at the speedometer. He was doing a hundred kilometers. The patchwork moonlight kept coming and going as the fingers of clouds grasped the moon and let it go. There could be rocks or other obstructions on the road that McCall would not see in time. If he broke down out here he�d be stranded. So he pushed it: 110 kilometers, 120. He glanced down at the right-hand corner of the LED screen.
The blip was fading in and out now.
McCall came to a crossroads, the forest a barrier in front of him, stretching away to the right and left.
Which way?
It was a toss-up.
McCall turned left, following his gut, but that didn�t mean it was the way to go. But after five minutes, the pulsating red signal got a little brighter. It didn�t feather in and out as much. He was closer to the helicopter.
There were no signs on the road. It just threaded its way through the dense forest on either side. McCall came to another turn on the right and took it. After ten minutes the red blip wavered in and out and got fainter. He stopped in the middle of the road, turned around, the back wheels driving into a ditch, and went back the way he�d come. He hit the road he�d been on and turned right and carried on down it. Three minutes later the red blip had gained in strength and kept pulsating.
There was a sign up ahead in Czech that McCall could not read. It was rusted and grimy. Ahead of it a smaller road, unevenly paved, turned off at right angles. There was another sign, like the first one, just as cryptic.
McCall took the turnoff.
He drove for two miles with darkness crowding him on both sides, the moon buried under more cloud. Only the headlights washed brightly what was ahead.
Which was nothing.
Then he slammed his foot on the brake.
The Grand Prix rolled right up to an immense tree that had fallen across the road, making it impassable. McCall got out of the car. In the headlights he saw that there was charring along the trunk. It had been hit by lightning, but not recently. No one had bothered to move it. Obviously this road was not used by anyone and led nowhere.
Or led to somewhere completely remote that no one visited.
McCall got into the Grand Prix, pulled it off the road on the edge of the trees, and turned around. It took five turns, but then he was facing back the way he�d come. He took a small flashlight out of the glove compartment that he�d put in there earlier. Checked the Beretta in the holster on his hip and the small Ruger .357 Magnum in the small of his back. He leaned down and touched the Circus Faka knife that was taped on his calf, the hilt facing up. Then he unclipped the iPhone from the dash and got out of the Grand Prix.
The moon came out from under the cloud cover. It was like McCall had been hit by a spotlight. He felt completely vulnerable, out in the open. Nothing moved or stirred. There was only the sigh of the wind through the trees. He looked at the LED screen on the iPhone. The red blip pulsated. The signal was fairly strong again.
And it was not moving.
McCall climbed over the huge trunk of the dead tree. He ran down the road until it just petered out four hundred yards ahead. Forest converged and the road was gone. McCall plunged into the trees, keeping the iPhone in front of him, like a compass.
The way ahead was almost impassable. McCall climbed over fallen tree trunks and slid through narrow gaps in the trees with the branches once again clawing at his face and body. He kept looking at the LED screen, but the red blip did not waver or lose its intensity of signal.
He was close.
Finally, a hundred yards farther on, the trees began to thin out a little. In two more minutes he was out of them. Ahead he could see some kind of installation through a high wire fence. There was coiled barbed wire running along the top of it, but it sagged in several places. It had been installed a long time ago. Beyond the fence was a series of pipes and buildings like a kind of alien landscape. McCall moved right up to the fence. There was a large building to his left in the center of several white interlocking pipes. More one-story buildings emanated from it. There were several blue pipes, twenty feet vertical, with a steering wheel device around them in rusting red, with spokes to turn them. Three huge silver canisters, looking like upended coffee cups, stood in front of the main building. Away in a haze of moonlight he saw what looked like three metal cigar holders, six feet high and twenty feet long, separated by wire. To his right were what looked like three big gray generators.
He ran along the fence. Inside the facility there was a fat white pipe, also heading toward one of the low concrete buildings, but it lay in large pieces, rusting on the ground. There were several ditches dug in the ground, how deep he couldn�t tell, but he could see pipes in the one closest to the fence. One big fat pipe and a narrower one, running side by side. The ground itself was rocky with areas of weeds between the series of pipes and the low buildings. Behind the buildings were three gray concrete storage mounds, each one about thirty feet high.
McCall ran farther on, looking for a break in the fence.
There wasn�t one.
He came across a rusted sign that said DRUZHBA PIPELINE and a map showing the myriad pipelines traveling down from Russia, snaking and crisscrossing their way into Europe. The pipeline started in Almetyevsk in Tartarsan, in the heartland of Russia, then to Mozyr in southern Belarus, where it split into a northern and a southern branch. McCall traced the spiderweb of oil pipes down to Uzhhorod where it split into lines to Slovakia and Hungary and then divided again at Bratislava, one branch going northwest into the Czech Republic.
But this pumping station had been abandoned long ago. McCall was sure there was no oil gushing through any of the pipes. Something must have gone wrong with the equipment, or the company had run out of money, or else they had rerouted the oil coming in from Germany. This pumping station was a ghost station, rusting and eroding in the elements, nothing of value left there � no need for guards or a security system or a high fence, although no one had bothered to tear it down.
McCall ran on another thirty feet and stopped.
The PZL W-3A Czech helicopter was on the ground near the three huge fenced-off cigar-holders. A pilot was sitting in the doorway, smoking. There was no sign of anyone else.
McCall took hold of the fence and climbed toward the top.
It swayed alarmingly, like this section was just going to fall over with his weight.
He stopped climbing, looking over at the helicopter. The pilot had his back to the fence. McCall climbed higher. The fence swayed some more, but held. McCall reached the top, climbed carefully over the coiled barbed wire and down the other side. He jumped lightly to the ground and turned.
The helicopter pilot still had his back to McCall, smoking, staring out at the forlorn, eerily deserted oil pumping station.
Except McCall knew it was no longer deserted.
This was Kirov and his assassin�s final destination.

CHAPTER 41

McCall didn�t want to kill the helicopter pilot. He might be part of the assassination mission, or he might have just been hired to fly a helicopter to this location, no questions asked.
Besides, McCall might need a ride later.
He headed toward the main pumping building, the one that the big white pipe � if it hadn�t been lying in pieces � fed into, also the maze of smaller white and yellow pipes and the three silver coffee-mug containers that reached up twenty feet. At least, McCall guessed that this was the main pumping building.
The first black-suited guard was walking past where the three huge cigar holder-type pipes were fenced off. He was carrying a Skorpion vz 61 submachine gun. McCall recognized him as the man Kirov and his bodyguard had been talking to in the front of the Bone Church, before the bigger man whom McCall had nearly run into had joined them. The guard in front of him was just under six feet, dark curly black hair, his body language a little jumpy. Maybe it had been some time since he�d taken on a job like this.
McCall came up behind him like a wraith, grabbing him, one arm going around his throat, the other twisting the submachine gun from his right hand. The Skorpion vz 61 hit the ground at their feet. McCall twisted and broke the guard�s neck. He slumped down into McCall�s arms. McCall lowered him to the broken concrete and dragged him behind one of the three squat gray generators. He debated whether to take the submachine gun, decided against it. Too bulky to carry, too constricting. He needed to move more freely. And he was carrying two handguns.
McCall stepped out in the intermittent moonlight and looked toward the parked helicopter. The pilot had climbed back inside. McCall could see the shape of his figure moving briefly and then it was gone. Not a concern. Not yet.
McCall turned back toward the main pumping building. The other guard would be somewhere near it. Maybe on the other side, patrolling the back part of the abandoned facility. McCall moved to where the forest of white and yellow oil pipes snaked up into the building and crouched.
He didn�t have long to wait.
The bigger guard, the one who had passed so close to him in the Bone Church, came around the corner, also carrying a Skorpion vz 61 submachine gun. He was more relaxed, therefore more alert. He slowed his pace, turning in a half circle, as if feeling McCall�s presence. McCall edged out of the forest of oil pipes before realizing there was a reflection of his body on the shiny gray surface of one of the generators where the guard was standing. He whirled and McCall threw himself across the space, hitting the man at the knees. He went down and the Skorpion sub flew out of his hands. He grabbed McCall�s arm and heaved, sending McCall over his shoulder. McCall hit the concrete hard. He scrambled to his feet, fast drawing the Beretta from the holster on his hip.
The Czech guard was faster.
He launched a karate kick at McCall�s wrist that was so fast McCall barely saw it. The Beretta was knocked from his hand. It flew ten feet to where two of the trenches had been dug. McCall didn�t see it land on the ground. There was no time for more than a split-second look, because a moment later the Czech guard hit him with all he had. McCall fell to the hard cement. Then the Czech guard was on top of him. His right arm went around McCall�s throat. He heaved back, strangling McCall, but he was off-balance. McCall used three vicious elbow strikes against the femoral artery at the top of the guard�s left leg that weakened his grip. Using his same right elbow, McCall slammed it back into the guard�s solar plexus, causing his diaphragm to spasm. His hold on McCall�s throat loosened more. McCall jerked free. He head-butted the guard with the back of his head, grabbed the lapels of his jacket, and hurled him up over his body. He hit the ground, but dived over to where the fallen Skorpion sub lay. He grabbed it and threw it up and there wouldn�t have been anything McCall could have done to get out of the line of fire.
The Skorpion jammed.
McCall kicked it out of the man�s hands.
The guard tried to get back to his feet. McCall sent a second kick to the side of his head. He slumped down. McCall was on top of him in an instant. He put his arm around the guard�s neck, just as he�d done to McCall, and wrenched it suddenly, snapping the man�s neck.
McCall dragged the dead guard behind the generators. He took the small flashlight from his coat and played it over the ground as he ran toward one of the trenches. There was broken shale and glass and some old cigarette butts, but no sign of the Beretta. He stopped at the first trench and shone the flashlight down into it. One big fat white pipe, one narrow gray pipe, running together, disappearing into the earth, some six feet below.
No sign of the Beretta.
McCall ran on to the next trench.
This one was fifteen feet deep.
There was the big fat white pipe, and a narrow gray one beside it, but the gray one was in rusting pieces. McCall ran the small flashlight beam up and down. Even if the Beretta had fallen into the trench, and he jumped down to retrieve it, there was no way he could climb out again.
He didn�t see it.
McCall unclipped the bianchi holster from his hip and stuffed it into his jacket pocket. He reached under his jacket to the small of his back. He still had the compact Ruger .357 Magnum.
He moved through the broken shadows to the front of the main pumping building.
A padlock had been smashed off the doors and lay on the ground. The doors were ajar. McCall pushed inside. He was in darkness. He switched the flashlight back on. It illuminated a narrow corridor that led only to the left. He took out the Ruger .357 Magnum, holding it in his right hand, the flashlight in his left.
He stood very still.
There was no hum of machinery from inside the building. But there were vague movements, a dull clang, followed by another, somewhere below him. He moved down the corridor. There was a steel door at the end of it. Not locked. He pushed it open and entered a huge space. Right in front of him was a big gray pipe that came out of the wall beside panels of intricate wiring and switches, but the end of the pipe was fractured. The room had a low ceiling with a central steel platform and steel steps that led down to lower levels. There was another narrow steel staircase at the far end of the room. There was a work light on in a corner, casting a harsh radiance over some large green pipes that crisscrossed the area.
No shadows jumped in it.
McCall ran to the first set of steel stairs and went down them. There was a clock ticking in his head. He had no idea what was going on in this abandoned pumping station, but there�d been urgency to the whispered conference between Kirov and the killers in the Bone Church, and the drive to the abandoned farm had been taken as fast as the country roads would allow. There was a deadline looming.
McCall was running out of time.
At the bottom was a second level of machinery and more big green pipes. A work light at the back cast the usual harsh shadows. McCall took two steps into the room and instinct kicked in. He dived to the ground as bullets exploded and pinged off the pipes around him. He took aim with the Ruger .357 and blew out the work light. The room was plunged into darkness, but it wasn�t total. Light filtered down from the first level. In it, McCall saw Kirov�s bodyguard, holding a Skorpion vz 61 submachine gun, running to one of the big pieces of machinery, firing another staccato burst.
McCall rolled behind the green pipe behind him, on his back on the concrete floor and fired twice. Both bullets hit the bodyguard, one in the chest, one in the head. He sprawled into darkness and lay still. McCall got to his feet and more bullets ricocheted off the pipes around him. Very poor shooting. Had to be Kirov, who was not accustomed to using firearms. If it had been Diablo, McCall would have been dead.
McCall twisted around, looking out into the patchwork darkness. A spear of light caught his face, and he stepped out of it. A shadow moved. He didn�t fire at it. He needed to go back the way he had come. He needed higher ground.
Kirov�s voice boomed across the cavernous room.
�I didn�t believe I�d ever see you again, Mr. McCall.�
The echoes seemed to come from all around McCall. He turned toward the second set of steel steps leading back up to the first level. A heavy piece of machinery obscured them from where Kirov�s voice had reached him.
McCall moved toward the steps.
�And yet here we are,� he said.
There was another short burst of gunfire. Kirov didn�t know how to aim a handgun and fire it with any accuracy. Bullets whined and pinged off the machinery, ricocheting dangerously around the big room. McCall reached the stairs and crouched there, motionless, listening. He heard Kirov moving closer.
�The man you killed was more than a bodyguard. He was a friend.�
McCall didn�t respond, moving slowly, crouched low, toward the bottom of the steel steps.
�I�d be interested to know how you found me here.� Kirov�s voice echoed and re-echoed. �Perhaps you�re a lover of Broadway musicals? Les Mis�rables is your favorite? I wondered who had so graciously returned my cell phone to me. Personally I find musicals trite and devoid of real drama and emotion, but my wife loves them. She�s a wonderful woman. Did you see her in the theater lobby?�
He was moving. His voice was closer to the stairs.
McCall didn�t answer. Slowly he climbed up the stairs, crouched over and silent, like some huge obscene black spider.
�I have two teenage sons. Think about that, Mr. McCall. Perhaps we can negotiate?�
McCall climbed silently higher.
�How many more of your agents are in the facility?� Kirov asked.
Closer still.
Almost to where McCall had hidden behind the machinery.
�I can�t believe your Control would have allowed you to take on this mission alone. Or are you a rogue agent? Operating on your own? I�m not alone. You know that. I have men outside. They�ll be coming in here.�
McCall reached the top of the steps and crawled out onto the catwalk there. He looked down on the second equipment room and saw Kirov moving up to the machinery. That�s when the Chechen saw the second set of steps. He froze and swung up a Glock 33 .357 pistol.
Too late.
McCall shot him twice. Once in the right arm, to get rid of the Glock 33. It fell to the floor. The second bullet hit Kirov�s right shoulder, sending him after it. McCall didn�t have time to go back to the stairs and descend them. He leaped over the low iron railing and hit the bottom floor hard. He staggered, but managed to stay on his feet. Kirov lay back against the squat piece of rusting machinery. The Glock 33 lay just a few inches from his right hand.
McCall left it there.
�No one�s coming to rescue you, Boris,� he said.
He knelt down beside Kirov.
The Chechen pulled the large ornate penknife from his coat pocket, snapping up the blade. He stabbed it at McCall�s face. McCall blocked his arm, twisting the knife from his hand and tossing it into the shadows.
He straightened and aimed the Ruger .357 at Kirov�s chest.
�Where�s Diablo?�
Kirov�s eyes blazed with hatred. �In this building. But you�ll never find him. You should have stayed anonymous, Mr. McCall. You�ll die here tonight.�
There was a footfall.
Or perhaps just a piece of machinery clicking.
McCall half turned toward it.
Nothing there.
On the periphery of his vision he saw Kirov make his final decision. He let him go with it. Better to think you had one last chance.
Kirov�s trembling fingers grabbed the Glock 33.
McCall turned back and shot him through the heart.
Kirov looked surprised, as if that was the last thing he thought would happen. Then the light fled his eyes and his body went slack.
McCall picked up the Glock 33. Kirov had emptied the clip. McCall went through his pockets. He had no more clips of ammo on him. McCall tossed the Glock away and looked for an ID or a wallet, but Kirov had nothing at all on him. Staying anonymous.
McCall ran over to where the bodyguard lay twisted on the ground. He picked up the Skorpion submachine gun, but it was empty. The bodyguard had no more clips. McCall tossed the sub to one side and stood motionless, letting the silence wrap around him, the echoes of the gunshots still ringing in his ears. He looked into the shapes that the pipes and machinery made on the second level.
Diablo could be anywhere in the building. On any level. McCall�s instincts were to continue down into the guts of the building. How many levels could there be? Maybe a couple more. But what was he looking for? How could an old, disused oil pumping station be Diablo�s final destination?
McCall ran down the next set of steel stairs leading to a third level. The room was much like the first two, rows of gray machinery, interlocking green and gray pipes, control panels on the walls. All of them were covered with a good layer of dust. No one had been down here in years. Not even a maintenance crew.
McCall moved through the overlapping shadows, the Ruger in his hand. He stopped beside a faded poster on one of the walls. It was a diagram between two Czech pumping stations. Lines denoting oil pipes crisscrossed between them. Directions McCall didn�t understand: TEMPORARY PIG-TRAP � NONCONFORMING PIPES, GROUP 1, GROUP 2. In the lower right-hand side it read: DECONTAMINATED � EMPTIED AT THE BEGINNING OF SHUTDOWN. Below the diagram it read: FLOW OF CRUDE OIL and DIRECTION OF EMPTYING with arrows pointing left � DIRECTION OF CONTAMINATION with an arrow pointing right. There were Section Valve squares and pipes with DN 400 and DN 850 written along them. Below the diagram was a blueprint of myriad fat lines, crisscrossing one another. None of it helped McCall in the slightest.
He walked on two steps, then turned and walked back to the chart again.
He stared at the blueprint of lines.
Oil pipes.
Leading out of this pumping station, but none of them carrying oil any longer.
McCall unclipped the iPhone from his belt and took a picture of the blueprint. Then he punched the small silver buttons until he found the program he wanted and accessed it. The blueprint of what Elena Petrov had stolen from Alexei Berezovsky � that he�d put into his cell phone from the flash drive Control had given him � flashed up onto the screen.
A series of what looked like tunnels.
Only they weren�t tunnels.
They were oil pipes.
McCall punched more buttons, the way Brahms had taught him, and slid Elena�s blueprint over the blueprint he had just taken on the pump station wall.
The stolen blueprint matched up exactly with some of the pipes on the pumping house blueprint. The highlighted pipes led from the pump house, and a couple of long pipes, also highlighted, stretched to the edge of the frame.
McCall jogged down a long concrete tunnel. There was an elevator at the end of it. It was running. It was not up at this floor. Diablo had used it to descend. There were more steel stairs beside it. McCall took them. He didn�t want to take the elevator and alert the assassin that he was coming. Although he suspected the killer was long gone from the building.
McCall descended silently down another level until he came to where the elevator cage stood open. There were work lights that illuminated all of the levels, probably from a backup generator. McCall ran down another echoing corridor and came out into a big room, concrete walls with more panels of switches on them. There were three large horizontal pipes in the room, fourteen feet high, each of them with a door. McCall looked at the blueprint on the LED screen of his iPhone. The right-hand tunnel was illuminated from Elena�s blueprint.
McCall opened the rusted door. He stepped into a round pipe down which he could have driven, if not a truck, certainly a golf cart. In fact, there was a golf cart left discarded by the door. McCall walked past it. Only the light from the room filtered in through the open door. The pipe stretched ahead of him into darkness. McCall put the Ruger back into the waistband of his jeans in the small of his back. He took out the flashlight, holding it in one hand and his iPhone in the other.
He ran down the large pipe.
Stagnant water pooled in places beneath his feet. The pipe stank of oil. McCall didn�t think it had been used for oil. He thought it was probably a connecting tunnel. But he still had the terrible feeling that oil would suddenly come gushing down the pipe and overwhelm him. He kept running, glancing continuously at the LED screen in his hand. He couldn�t tell how long the pipe was from the blueprint Elena had stolen. He wasn�t sure he was even in the right pipe, but he was following the highlighted snakes on the blueprint.
In ten minutes he came out of the pipe. It just ended, as if it had been cut off with a huge circular saw. He ran out into a vast workroom with more charts on the walls, with smaller pipes and equipment. Another bare-bulb work light illuminated it. There was access to another tunnel like the one he had just come out of, but it was not highlighted on Elena�s blueprint. McCall moved past it. The blueprint had a thinner, therefore narrower, pipe highlighted, leading out of the room.
He almost didn�t see it. It was blocked by more fat gray pipes, leading up and into the ceiling. There was a door into the pipe. It was hermetically sealed. There was a keypad beside the door. So oil must have once gushed through this pipe � or it was meant to, if the pumping station had ever got up and running. McCall had the feeling the station had been abandoned before any oil had come flowing down the Druzhba pipeline. They had probably tested the pipes, sending oil through some of them, but for whatever reason the facility had been abandoned. The main lines must have been rerouted, leaving this station as a derelict reminder of waste and over-spending.
McCall checked the LED screen on the iPhone to make certain this was the pipe that was highlighted. It didn�t seem to go very far, but it was almost at the end of the blueprint.
McCall had no idea what code to use on the keypad.
So he just yanked on the door.
It opened, which meant it had already been opened by someone who had the code to the keypad beside it. McCall stepped into the pipe and switched back on the flashlight. This one was tall enough for him to walk if he stooped down, but very narrow. His shoulders almost scraped the sides. It also stank of oil.
McCall ran down the pipe, his footfalls echoing in the confined space.
He had no idea how far he had traveled from the pumping station. But he�d been below ground for almost forty minutes. In the wavering beam of the flashlight he noted the pipe was fractured in many places, especially overhead. It would have to have been repaired before any oil could have flowed through it.
He kept his pace as fast as he could, half crouched down. His ears strained for sound. He knew Diablo was somewhere ahead of him. He could be waiting for him in this pipe. He could have his sniper rifle trained right down the pipe, with an infrared magnified sight lighting it up like it was day. Even a green scope would have picked out McCall�s milky figure coming at him.
One bullet in the head and it would all be over.
McCall�s breathing filled his enclosed world. The claustrophobia of the pipe pressed in on him from both sides. It was like a long, narrow tomb that had no ending.
He would just run and run and run.
Then McCall saw a trickle of light ahead of him. He slowed down as he approached it. Finally the shape of a door took place in the metallic gloom. He clipped the iPhone to his belt and took out the Ruger again, switched hands, so that the gun was in his right and the flashlight in his left.
The door came up fast.
It was slightly ajar.
McCall stepped out into a shadowy area with concrete walls on four sides. He turned in four directions, the gun held out and steady. The area was deserted. In front of him three new pipes had been laid. One was boarded up. McCall flashed his light into the mouth of the second pipe. It ended in a rock wall after about fifty feet.
He moved on to the third pipe.
This one was even narrower than the one he�d just traveled down. It was about four feet high. A pipe from the ceiling led down into it, but part of it had been cleaved away. McCall looked at Elena�s blueprint on the LED screen, superimposed over the blueprint of pipes on this level. This was the last one highlighted. It snaked along the bottom of the blueprint and then simply disappeared.
McCall shut off the iPhone and clipped it to his belt. He got down on his hands and knees and crawled into the pipe. The ceiling was just above his head. His shoulders scraped along the pipe on both sides. He switched on the little flashlight. All the beam showed ahead was darkness and the floor of the pipe.
McCall took a deep breath and started to crawl.
If the claustrophobia had got to him before, now it completely engulfed him. He felt like a rat that had been coaxed and tricked into a long dank tunnel from which there was no escape. He had no idea how long the pipe might run, as it had disappeared off the bottom of Elena�s blueprint. It could be miles. In which case McCall would be trapped. The thought of having to back out the way he�d come was terrifying. There had to be a cutoff point. If he saw no light at the end of the pipe in twenty minutes, he would have to start crawling backward.
But he knew he couldn�t do that.
He was sure Diablo was somewhere ahead of him. That he had taken this same elaborate route, using the same blueprint that Berezovsky had provided him with. He would not be expecting anyone to come along behind him � certainly no one crawling through this barely accessible piece of stinking, rusting pipe. But he would know how far he had to crawl to reach whatever his destination was.
McCall had no idea.
The minutes became meaningless in darkness only alleviated by the small white arc of the flashlight.
Which began to flicker.
McCall had not checked the batteries. He�d grabbed the flashlight from a drawer in the kitchen of his apartment. Stupid. He should have bought fresh batteries for the trip, but he�d had no idea if he�d even be using the flashlight.
McCall stopped as the voices in his head began to scream at him.
Get out of this metal coffin! Get out!
He snapped off the flashlight to save the batteries. He closed his eyes in the utter darkness. Slowly he regulated his breathing. He opened his eyes again, switched back on the flashlight, and crawled forward. His breathing was the only sound in his world, and his hot breath came back at him, stale and rancid. There was little air in the pipe, and he was using it up fast.
Time had stopped, the way it had stopped for Serena Johanssen in the isolation of her solitary prison cell.
No light.
No human contact.
No sound.
And McCall was buried deep in the ground.
Then his world began to vibrate. There was a far-off rumbling sound. At first McCall couldn�t imagine what was causing it. Then he got it.
A train.
Thirty seconds later the train thundered very close to the buried pipe. Pieces of it collapsed and rained down onto McCall�s figure, along with rock and dirt and cement.
He was buried in an avalanche of choking filth.
McCall coughed and retched. The cave-in lasted only a few seconds, then the vibration ceased and the sound of the train became distant until there was utter silence again.
The silence of a tomb.
McCall tried inching forward. More debris rained down on him. He squirmed his body to either side, crawling out of the debris on his elbows and knees. He shook the dirt out of his eyes. It was caked through his hair. He stopped again, coughing rackingly as the dust cloud settled over him.
He remained absolutely still and waited.
Slowly the choking cloud dissipated.
McCall lay in the pipe, his shoulders up against both sides of it, his heart hammering in his chest. He had to bring his heart rate down or he�d hyperventilate. It took him a full three minutes, but he calmed his screaming nerves until they were just a murmur. He breathed in and out very slowly for another full minute. He inched forward again and came out of the last of the debris.
Which was when he realized he�d lost the Ruger .357 Magnum in the cave-in.
He felt around for it behind him, but his fingers didn�t close over the cold metal. He started to inch back, but more debris rained down.
Not going to happen.
He couldn�t turn around.
He crawled forward.
It might have been a few minutes later � it might have been an hour � but the darkness ahead of McCall seemed lighter. Grayer. The flashlight beam was very pale now, a sliver of wan radiance.
Then it went out.
McCall dropped the flashlight beside him and crawled forward faster. The grayness became more apparent. Just up ahead there was a thin swathe of light. It reflected off the pipe. The air was not as close and musty. It smelled fresher.
McCall crawled the last few feet to the pale radiance.
The pipe ended in a chunk of rock. The jagged opening was slightly smaller than the pipe itself. McCall wedged his shoulders through it. It would have been better to put his legs out first, but that was impossible.
He got stuck.
He took another couple of steadying breaths and heaved. First one shoulder, then the other moved through the pipe.
Then his shoulders jammed again.
Wait. Breathe. Center.
He scraped one shoulder forward.
The other shoulder.
Squirmed on his stomach and fell out of the pipe onto the ground.
He rolled over, breathing in the night air, but didn�t dare just lay there. Diablo could be standing over him with a gun pointed at his head.
McCall pushed up onto his knees. That�s as far as he could go before his head started pounding. He waited another couple of seconds for the nausea to clear, then got to his feet and looked around.
Trees marched right up to the rocky shelf of rock. Moonlight flared through them. There were moving shapes and lights far below him.
McCall knew exactly where he was.

CHAPTER 42

The grounds of the chateau covered twenty acres. From where McCall stood he could see the imposing mansion far below, probably over a mile away and down in the valley, emblazoned with spotlights. There were people on the front lawns, vehicles moving up a long driveway, security everywhere. To the east and north of the chateau were heavily wooded areas. A hill rose up on the east. Here, on the west side of the estate, the hill was almost a mountain, climbing up through more thick woods, winding gravel and dirt paths laced through them. There would be no way to get onto the chateau grounds from either mountainside � theoretically. McCall was sure that Control had done a sweep on the east and west grounds anyway. They would have been pronounced clear on both sides.
The Company might even have had intel about an abandoned oil pumping station a few miles from the chateau. There were probably other landmarks in the area, either operating or abandoned, none of which would have been of any interest to Control. He could not have known that a series of fractured and empty oil pipes led from that disused pumping station, burrowed in the ground, toward the chateau � and that one of them came out on the property�s west side, providing a potential assassin access to a fortified area without tripping any alarms or having to move past any security. But Alexei Berezovsky had known. No wonder he�d had Elena killed to get back that flash drive with the pumping station pipes highlighted on it � although without the map on the pumping station wall, the intel on that flash drive was virtually useless to Control.
Far below, McCall could see limos heading up to the magnificent old chateau. Troops and Policie �esk� Republiky lined the entire driveway route. He looked up onto the roofs of the mansion. He couldn�t see them, but he knew Company snipers were on those roofs with high-powered rifles with nightscopes on them. Constantly surveying the scene around the arriving dignitaries.
But not looking west up to the side of a mountain.
McCall looked above him. He could not see Diablo in the trees, but he didn�t expect to. He only could calculate what sniper position he would use if he was going to assassinate a target at the front of the chateau. He found one � a copse of thick trees where a stone wall meandered in and out. The angle would be right.
McCall started to climb up the hill directly above him, through the trees, his breathing labored from the journey through the pipes. He had started out the night with two guns, a Beretta 9 mm and a Ruger .357 Magnum. Now he had no guns.
Shit happens.
So he had to get right behind the assassin, very close.
* * *
Control watched the arrivals from a small parlor off the main hallway of the chateau, on six different monitors from cameras set up around the mansion. The Secret Service were in charge of the security for the Summit Conference; Control and his Company agents were there for added manpower, experience, and to appease Congress in the wake of recent terrorist attacks. Control had already sent ten agents out on four sweeps of the extensive grounds. The east and west sides of the chateau grounds were impassable, but he�d sent agents up those hills anyway. All clear. The north side of the chateau was very heavily wooded with no way in from behind a ten-foot stone fence that had more surveillance cameras on it than the Pentagon. The only egress into the chateau was from the south, where the big iron gates stood announcing Letensk� Chateau. The driveway wound through the extensive grounds from a narrow country road. There were video cameras on the ornate gates and Control had fitted six more of them along the driveway up to the chateau. He�d scanned tapes on the traffic in and out of the chateau for the last sixteen hours. Sixty percent of it had been the press and media. All of their IDs had been run and verified. No unauthorized personnel had been allowed onto the grounds. His men were patrolling behind the perimeter set up by the Secret Service. There were practically more Czech troops and Policie �esk� Republiky here than press and dignitaries.
There had been no intel about any terrorist attack on the Summit Conference. The usual chatter and saber rattling, but nothing that had sent up any red flags at The Company. But because of the eleventh-hour amendment to the guest list, security had been ratcheted up even higher. The vice president had come down with a tummy bug. He�d been throwing up for twelve hours and did not make the trip to Prague, with regrets.
So the President of the United States had changed his schedule and decided to attend the summit.
It had been a very last minute decision, the president barely expected to arrive in time for the start of the conference. Intel that he was coming had been restricted to very few people. It had not been reported on any of the major worldwide news outlets or local news broadcasts. He could not be a target of any assassination attempt that had been months in the planning. But Control could feel his stomach muscles tied in knots. His instinct told him something was wrong. It was based on no intel whatsoever. It was just a vague feeling of apprehension.
But staring at the various monitor screens, there was nothing at all to warrant the foreboding. Everything was going like clockwork. The secretary of state was about to arrive. Five minutes after him the President of the United States would be stepping out of a limo in front of the chateau and Control would be in the background, watching as he shook hands with their chateau hosts and was escorted inside, with a phalanx of Secret Service agents around him. No one in the crowd outside the chateau could get to the president or any of the other world leaders. Control�s gut feeling was a sniper�s shot. But from where? The grounds of the chateau were protected and had been searched four times. This was the safest place in the Czech Republic.
Control wondered if the ulcer in his stomach had started to bleed again.
* * *
The stone wall was four feet high. Jovan Durkovi� knelt at it, trees crowding in on both sides. Below the wall was a precipitous drop twenty feet down the steep slope to a flat plateau in the trees. There were landscaped gardens there around a white gazebo, but the gazebo was falling into disrepair. Many of the slats were missing and a section of the gazebo itself had fallen in at the back. There was a rusting black wrought-iron table in the wooden shell and four wrought-iron chairs. The gardens around it were choked with weeds. No one had lounged here for a pleasant afternoon of tea or lemonade in a long time. There was a much gentler incline two hundred yards to Durkovi�s left, even a path, although that was also overgrown with weeds. He figured you would need an army of gardeners to keep the grounds of this chateau flowering and blooming. Obviously the owners were only interested in what was a few hundred yards around their magnificent house. Which suited Durkovi� just fine. They would not be sending Secret Service agents up here to look for potential assassins. Perhaps there had been a sweep of the entire grounds, but that would have been hours ago, as soon as the Secret Service and the Policie �esk� Republiky had arrived.
Durkovi� had put together the AWC M91 breakdown rifle. It was a new one he had bought in Berlin, having had to leave his prior weapon in the back of the Volga at the Disaster Park outside Moscow. It was the same model and year. He liked the feel of it. It was like an old friend in his hands. He knelt at the stone wall, noting that it was crumbling in places. No maintenance was being carried out on this mountainside. Whatever was there was being left to rust and rot. He�d been careful to find a position on top of the wall that was solid. His right leg was folded beneath him. His left foot was flat on the hard ground. His left elbow was propped on his left knee. He made a minor adjustment to the MARS6-WPT night-vision scope and looked through it.
He had it sighted on the top of the chateau. There were three roofs, the main one and the two roofs over the east and west wings. He saw black-suited snipers on all three of the roofs. There were six men to a roof, two of them facing north, south, east, and west. Durkovi� knew the ones on the east and west sides would be the least diligent. The likelihood of a threat coming from either side was minimal. The Secret Service snipers, or Special Forces soldiers, or whoever were on those roofs, would be concentrating their attention on the approaches from the north and south. But even through the nightscopes of the snipers looking west, there was no way Durkovi� could be seen in his position in the dense copse of trees shrouding the crumbling stone wall.
He was invisible.
They would not know where the shot had come from. And by the time they figured it out, impossibly on the west slope of the grounds, he�d be inside the pipe and headed back to the oil pumping station.
He moved the scope down to the front of the chateau. There must have been a hundred people along the driveway and on the immaculate front lawns, most of them media and press, lots of Secret Service and some other personnel he didn�t recognize. They were searching the crowd for potential threats. He had nothing to worry about from them.
Limos were pulling in. The President of China, Xi Jinping, had just disembarked from the back of his limo. Some delegate from the White House was greeting him. Durkovi� loved the leader�s titles. Xi Jinping was the general secretary of the Communist Party of China and president of the People�s Republic of China. A dictator and a president � also head of the military, Durkovi� was certain.
Behind the Chinese leader�s limo another one was pulling up. A Secret Service agent opened the back door.
The United States Secretary of State climbed out.
He was a little stooped over and stiff from riding in the car. He�d probably just got off a plane from Washington, D.C., several hours in the air. He stretched and shook hands with a young man in a dark suit waiting by the side of the driveway. Durkovi� knew it would be there, but he rode the scope up the young man�s face to his left ear to a close-up of the listening aid, just for the hell of it.
Durkovi� could afford to take his time. He would kill the secretary of state just before he walked through the main doors of the chateau. If it looked as if people were going to be in his line of fire, he would shoot him down earlier. But he liked to savor the knowledge of the kill until the last possible moment. The sniper�s true omnipotence. He was above the crowd, above the importance of individual lives. He was over a mile away, and yet, through the scope, as close and personal as a man could get. The targets never saw it coming. Never had a split second of realization their meaningless lives were about to end.
But when he wounded them first, then they knew. Then the awful truth clawed at their throats and churned in their stomachs. Then they screamed in their heads for mercy, for more life, so many things they still had to accomplish, so many loved ones they wanted to see again, even if it was only for a few seconds.
Too late.
Durkovi� noticed there was some excitement in the crowd.
It would not be over the American secretary of state. Yes, an important world figure, vital to American relationships abroad, but hardly a man to rouse the press out of their ennui. Although he was very important to Durkovi�, as he represented a twenty-million-dollar payday.
A limo was pulling up behind the one that had just disgorged the secretary of state. Secret Service men, and one woman, Durkovi� noted with interest, were trotting along with the limo on both sides. The vehicle came to a halt. The back door was opened. The crowd of media reporters surged forward, held back by the Policie �esk� Republiky and a perimeter line of more Secret Service agents along both sides.
The unmistakable figure of the President of the United States stepped out of the back of the limo.
Durkovi� was astounded. His intel from Berezovsky had not included the most powerful human being in the free world. Yet there he was, larger than life in the nightscope of his MARS sight. Durkovi� would carry out his assignment. He would kill the United States Secretary of State.
But right in front of him was a fifty-million-dollar bonus.
That was the price some terrorists had put on the world leader�s head.
Durkovi� kept his scope on the President of the United States.
* * *
It had taken McCall twenty precious minutes to climb up the steep slope of the hill. Some of it had paved stairs that had helped him, but they petered out and he was climbing up a path overgrown with foliage. He was east of the dense copse of trees where the stone wall meandered in and out. It was the best place for a sniper to set up. It was protected by trees, the stone wall would steady the barrel of a sniper�s rifle, and if any eyes were on this side of the hill from the roofs of the chateau � which McCall thought unlikely � they would never see the assassin.
McCall circled on around until he was directly behind the copse of trees. He watched where he walked. The ground was strewn with small, loose rocks and tripping over them, or even kicking one of them, could be fatal.
He moved into the trees.
He stopped and looked directly ahead, then scanned to the left and right. He didn�t see Diablo. But he knew he was there. McCall walked forward, quickening his pace, the clock in his head counting down to zero. Far below he saw movement in front of the chateau. Limos arriving and people moving back and forth and the media with their cameras and video teams and the Secret Service and Control�s agents trying to cover everyone at once. It was a madhouse, one McCall didn�t have to be close to to see in his mind.
He had no idea who Diablo�s target was. It could be the President of the People�s Republic of China, or the Prime Minister of India, or someone in the American contingent, the secretary of state or the vice president. It didn�t matter who it was.
McCall wasn�t going to let the assassin carry out his mission.
And then he saw him.
The man was compact, dressed in black. His hair was dark and long. He was virtually invisible in the darkness. He knelt at the stone wall with a sniper�s rifle resting on it. It looked to McCall like an AWC M91. He could see the shape of the MARS nightscope at the top of it.
McCall knelt and untaped the Circus Faka throwing knife from his calf. He threw off the taped ends and held the knife tightly in his right hand.
He straightened and moved silently through the trees toward Diablo�s motionless figure.
* * *
Durkovi� was torn. Which of them to kill first? The secretary of state was his assignment and he would take care of business, of course. He saw the secretary had stopped to exchange a greeting with Xi Jinping. Secret Service agents hovered, but there was a spirit of camaraderie and the secretary of state was in no mood to be hustled inside. Diablo had a clear shot at him and would have for another five seconds at least. That was all the time he would need. No wounding or maiming with this target. A clean kill shot. The assassination would cause instant pandemonium and Durkovi� wanted to be moving back to the empty oil pipe as soon as he�d packed up his breakdown rifle, which would be another seven seconds.
He moved the MARS nightscope back to the President of the United States.
A fifty-million-dollar bonus on the night.
He lined up the crosshairs on the president�s head.
His finger tightened on the trigger.
* * *
McCall was two steps away from the assassin in the darkness. The moonlight through the branches of the trees created thin spars of light across Diablo�s back. McCall had not made a sound, but the assassin suddenly stiffened and swung around.
McCall lunged at him with the knife.
A split-second too late.
Durkovi� smashed the M91 rifle barrel across McCall�s head, then slammed the rifle stock into his solar plexus, doubling him over. McCall blindly lashed out with the knife, stabbing it into Durkovi�s right shoulder. The sharpened and honed blade cut through the fabric of his jacket and deeply into his flesh.
The wound appeared to have no effect on him whatsoever.
But he dropped the high-powered rifle onto the ground.
Durkovi� caught McCall�s wrist in a viselike grip and twisted. The knife went flying, hitting the ground beside the stone wall. McCall, still bent over, kicked the assassin in the balls, which only seemed to stagger him for a moment. McCall threw himself backward. He fell to the rock-strewn ground, pivoted on one leg, and was up on his feet before Durkovi� could come at him.
McCall saw his face for the first time. It was angular, a stubble of beard on it. His eyes were wild with rage. He was breathing in heavy pants, as if the kick to the nuts had taken a lot of oxygen from his lungs.
He came at McCall like a bull, his arms swinging, throwing punches. No martial arts moves, no finesse, no sizing up his opponent. Just raining blows, like an old-fashioned street fight. He got in some punishing shots to McCall�s body. McCall blocked the next punches. He got in two fast Choku-zuki strikes with his left fist to Durkovi�s ribs, snapping his wrist at the last second, like a key turning in a lock. Then a Mawashi-zuki roundhouse punch with his right fist to the side of the assassin�s head. Durkovi� took a step back, shaking his head as if a fly had buzzed in his ear. He showed no pain at all. He just refocused on McCall and came back at him.
McCall�s right heel hit a rock on the ground and he stumbled.
Durkovi� took advantage of the loss of concentration and smashed a fist into McCall�s face. It sent him reeling. Two more vicious punches brought blood gushing from McCall�s nose and split the skin above his left eye. The fourth punch was aimed at his cheekbone. If it had connected it would have shattered it. McCall barely sidestepped the blow, barreling into Durkovi�, trying to throw him off-balance.
The assassin lifted McCall right off his feet and threw him back like he was a rag doll. McCall hit the ground hard. A rock split open the skin above his right eye. Blood dripped down into both his eyes now. He saw Durkovi�s distorted figure looming over him, blocking out the splintered moonlight. McCall tried to turn, but the assassin kicked him hard in the ribs. McCall felt at least one rib crack.
Another kick.
Another rib fractured.
McCall grabbed the assassin�s leg and wrenched it up, hurling him to the ground. It gave McCall enough time to dive to where the blade of the Circus Faka knife glistened. Durkovi� took a moment to get back to his feet. He saw McCall grab the knife and lunged at him.
On the ground, McCall stabbed the knife into Durkovi�s leg and out again. It was as if it hadn�t happened. McCall didn�t think the assassin even knew it had happened. He was just filled with rage and frustration. With a bellow he dragged McCall to his feet by the turtleneck. He lashed out, gripped the Faka knife in McCall�s hand by the blade, and wrenched it free. The blade cut deeply into Durkovi�s right hand, but it was as if that hadn�t happened, either. He ignored the blood running hot through his fingers.
Instead of using the knife on his adversary, Durkovi� contemptuously threw it over the stone wall. It skittered down the steep incline and came to a rest inside the broken gazebo at the bottom. The assassin dragged McCall closer to him, his breath stinking of cigarettes. He squeezed his hand into McCall�s throat. The agony was devastating. McCall felt his knees buckle. Durkovi� swung him around and dragged him toward the edge of the precipice where there was a gap in the stone wall.
McCall came alive in the assassin�s grasp. He fell to the ground, swinging his foot up into Durkovi�s solar plexus with both hands gripping the lapels of his coat. The assassin�s own momentum threw him over McCall�s head. He crashed down, right on the edge of the rock face.
McCall crawled forward, trying to drag himself back from a black abyss. His face was bleeding badly and his head was swimming. He threw blood out of his eyes. His throat throbbed painfully. He didn�t understand. He�d stabbed the assassin twice. He was weakened, but otherwise the pain appeared to have no effect on him.
McCall turned, on his knees, to see Durkovi� getting back to his feet on the edge of the steep incline at the break in the stone wall. McCall couldn�t let this bull come back at him again with fists flying. He was on the point of passing out, his ribs were fractured, and he could barely see or stand. His legs were like lead.
McCall barreled into the assassin before he could completely straighten up.
He took them both over the precipice.
They tumbled down the incline, turning over and over, hitting the gazebo directly below. Part of the fragile wooden structure splintered apart, raining wooden spars around the two fighters. They fell about six feet apart from each other. McCall turned painfully in the wreckage and saw the glint of the Faka knife. He lunged for it, but Durkovi� leaped onto McCall�s back, like a panting, sweating, stinking dog, throwing an arm around McCall�s throat that already felt like it was on fire.
The assassin�s feet found the ground. He reared back and thrust his knee into McCall�s back, almost breaking it.
McCall gagged as he was being strangled.
Darkness rushed in. His head pounded. Nausea welled up in his throat.
McCall threw his right hand up to the assassin�s throat, his thumb jabbing the hichu point where Durkovi�s bull neck and chest met, just below the Adam�s apple. The assassin�s trachea passed right below this point. He grunted, gasping. McCall flailed back at the same time with his left hand, finding the dokko point under the outer ledge of the earlobe at the base of Durkovi�s left ear. He gouged his thumb into it. The assassin�s grip around McCall�s throat loosened.
Just enough.
McCall jabbed both thumbs back into Durkovi�s eyes. He fell back and McCall squirmed out from under his crushing weight. He rolled over and climbed painfully to his feet. Durkovi� climbed to his and the two fighters circled each other in the wreckage of the gazebo. The assassin was bleeding, unable to put much weight on his right leg. He picked up a spar of the gazebo that had two large two-inch nails sticking out of it.
He swung it at McCall�s head.
McCall ducked under the blow and grabbed Durkovi�s right wrist. He found the gaishoho pressure point, two and a half inches above the wrist, between the radius and ulna bones. He pressed his fingers hard into it. The assassin�s arm went numb immediately. McCall ripped the piece of wood from Durkovi�s nerveless fingers and thrust him back. Then he swung the spar at Durkovi� with everything he had.
The two-inch nails drove into the flesh above the assassin�s left cheekbone, embedding the wood right into his face.
Durkovi� staggered, staring at McCall, as if he didn�t believe what he had just done. Then the assassin simply pulled the nails out of his face and tossed the spar aside. His breathing was labored, and he limped more heavily on his right leg, but otherwise he showed no sign of the agony he must be feeling.
McCall got it.
This man felt no pain. McCall couldn�t remember the name of his condition, sensory neuropathy, something like that. A very rare condition. That�s why he wanted his victims to suffer and didn�t execute kill shots. He wanted to watch their agony, an agony he himself could never feel.
Blood poured down the left side of Durkovi�s face where the two-inch nails had gone in. He grabbed a large piece of splintered wood and swung it at McCall. McCall kicked out and broke the spar in half. Durkovi� stood motionless for a moment, staring at him.
And grinned.
Like a vision from Hell.
McCall was nauseous and fighting to stay conscious.
He had murdered Serena.
He had murdered Elena.
When Durkovi� lunged forward to finish McCall off, he did it slowly. Even if he didn�t feel the pain, his body did, and it was slowing him down. McCall executed a Mawashi-zuki roundhouse kick to the assassin�s chest, which was the equivalent of being hit full force with a baseball bat. Durkovi� staggered back and hit one wall of the gazebo, smashing it. It caved in more of the wooden ceiling that rained down onto both of them. The assassin looked disoriented in the plunging debris.
McCall glanced down.
The Faka knife had caught the periphery of his vision, gleaming in the moonlight.
McCall fell to the ground. It might have looked to Durkovi� as if he�d stumbled and passed out. McCall grabbed the Faka knife and crawled forward as Durkovi� threw off more of the wooden ceiling that still crashed over him. McCall was just behind the assassin, on his right side. He took the Faka knife, raised it high, and stabbed it down with all of the force he had left into the assassin�s right shoe. The blade stabbed through the leather, through Durkovi�s foot, between the big toe and the next digit, pinning the assassin�s foot right to the wooden floor of the gazebo.
McCall rolled away and grabbed the edge of one of the wrought-iron chairs to pull himself up. His ribs were aching, his throat and head were throbbing, and he could barely see through the blood in his eyes. Nausea was coming over him in waves.
He turned back to see Durkovi� throwing the last of the splintered wood from his body. McCall came back at him and hit him twice in the ribs on either side, short vicious blows. He heard the assassin�s ribs break. McCall got in two more brutal punches now that the vital organs weren�t protected by the ribcage.
Durkovi� staggered.
He still didn�t know he was pinned to the wooden floor of the gazebo.
The assassin grabbed at McCall�s jacket. It was as if he was moving in slow motion. McCall rained blows into his stomach and lungs. The assassin reared back. McCall swung a right fist at Durkovi�s face and dislocated his jaw. With a bellow, Durkovi� grabbed McCall�s lapels, catching them and hurling him back.
McCall hit the wrought-iron table. A searing pain exploded through his body that was overwhelming.
He wondered if he�d broken his back.
The world before him was blurred and receding fast on all sides.
The assassin tried to move forward, only then realizing that his right foot was pinned to the wooden floor of the gazebo.
He looked down, surprised.
McCall hit him with an Empi-uchi elbow strike in the face.
It shattered his cheekbone.
He followed it with a Shuto-uchi knife hand strike to the assassin�s throat.
He fell back.
McCall stumbled, in great pain, looking down.
Durkovi� tried to regain his balance.
McCall dived to the gazebo floor and pulled the knife out of Durkovi�s shoe. He jumped up and ducked under a clumsy right cross and sliced the knife blade across Diablo�s forehead. Blood spurted over the assassin�s eyes, blinding him.
He stagged, disoriented.
McCall stabbed the knife through Durkovi�s forehead, driving the blade up into his brain.
The assassin, his foot freed from the wooden floor, toppled back, smashing through the last wall of the gazebo. His body went into a series of spasms on the ground. McCall staggered back, barely able to breathe, fighting to come back from the darkness that threatened to engulf him.
Slowly the world in front of him came back into focus.
Durkovi� stared up at him, his eyes no longer wild, just confused, as if he was trying to work out a difficult math problem. He focused on McCall�s face for one second more. Then he slumped dead with the knife sticking obscenely out of his forehead.
McCall stepped out of the shattered gazebo, carefully, so the darkness did not rush back in on him. He looked down the hill. Far below, through more trees, he saw the Secret Service ushering the President of the United States, the secretary of state, and the President of China to the doors of the chateau. No one was looking up. No one had seen the fight. The gazebo was hidden by trees from anyone�s view below.
McCall knelt down and went through the dead assassin�s pockets. He came up with ID papers and a passport. Jovan Durkovi�. His home address was listed as Stepanovicevo in the Novi Sad municipality of Serbia. McCall thought the passport and ID papers were probably genuine. Durkovi� had no need to hide behind a forged passport. He was a phantom who came and went as he pleased. He was never seen or caught.
Until tonight.
McCall left the passport and ID papers for Control to find. He�d leave the AWC M91 breakdown rifle for him, too. He�d also leave the Circus Faka knife in Durkovi�s head.
McCall straightened and looked down at the assassin�s lifeless body for a long moment.
Then he turned away and wiped the blood from his face. Some of it had already congealed. He wondered if he�d have the strength to crawl back through the oil pipe to the abandoned pipeline station. He could, of course, just make his way carefully down the hill right to the chateau driveway, with his hands held high, no weapons, no threat, and wait for Control to come out of the mansion for him.
To be debriefed.
To admit he had come in from the cold.
To acknowledge that he was back in the game.
McCall walked to the other end of the smashed gazebo and down the concrete steps that led to the next level where the rusting oil pipe was hidden in the rocks.

CHAPTER 43

McCall�s crawl back through the oil pipe was slow because of his fractured ribs. The claustrophobia closed in on him again in the darkness. When he got to the cave-in he climbed painfully over it. He searched for the fallen Ruger .357 Magnum in the black tomb, but couldn�t locate it.
Then the pipe began to vibrate around him.
Gently at first, then more violently.
McCall crawled as quickly as he could over the debris and down the pipe. He stopped as the vibration magnified, and waited.
The train thundered by very close.
The vibration diminished and was gone, without another cave-in.
McCall crawled on for what seemed forever in the darkness, and then it began to lighten ahead. It got brighter and suddenly he was at the end of the pipe.
McCall squirmed through the opening and fell down onto the concrete floor. He rolled into a crouch. He had no weapon with which to defend himself. Nothing moved in the shadows cast by the work light. It was just as he�d left it.
He ran down the two larger pipes, into the other concrete rooms, and then retraced his steps back up to the second level.
Kirov�s body was gone.
McCall walked into the shadow of one of the large pieces of machinery.
The bodyguard was also gone.
McCall climbed up to the first level.
Only shadows.
He walked past the fat gray pipe and the wall of electrical panels and down the small corridor that led to the front doors of the main pumping station. They were as he�d left them, with the padlock hanging open. He stepped outside.
The first thing McCall saw was that the helicopter was gone. He ran through the patchy moonlight to where the bodies of the Czech thugs had lain. They were also gone. McCall guessed there�d been a prearranged time when the helicopter pilot should have heard from his guys, and hadn�t. He�d investigated, seen all of the bodies, carried them to the chopper, and taken off. Complete cleanup; no evidence left behind.
McCall ran down to the fence that surrounded the property. He doubted there was anyone coming for him. Berezovsky would not yet know his mission had failed. A local contact might start to miss the Czech thugs; probably not yet. The helicopter pilot would alert that contact, if he had that intel. He might not. But McCall wasn�t taking any chances. He wanted to get out of there as quickly as he could.
He found two big gates at the front, heavily padlocked. He climbed up the fence beside them, hurt and bleeding and still fighting nausea. He jumped down to the other side, half falling to the ground. He stood and waited and listened.
He heard nothing.
McCall jogged down the road until he came to the immense tree that completely blocked it. He climbed over it, ran into the trees, and found the Grand Prix parked right where he�d left it. He fired it up and pulled out of the woods and turned left down the road, back toward Prague.
He walked into the lobby of the Hotel Leonardo just before midnight.
She was sitting in one of the red chairs beside the grand piano in one corner. She was dressed exactly as she�d been at the tavern across from the Ventana Hotel. She looked as if she�d had more than that one glass of white wine. There was a glow to her face, but she wasn�t drunk. Maybe just needed enough courage to go there. McCall stopped in the center of the lobby, staring at her. She jumped up and came over to him. Her eyes were filled with concern.
�You�ve been in a fight. What happened?�
McCall just shook his head.
�You must tell me.�
�You have to leave.�
�I told them at the desk I was your sister. They said I could wait up in your room, but I didn�t want to do that. But I do want to go up to your room with you.�
�No.�
�Something terrible has happened to you tonight, and you shouldn�t be alone. I�ll leave the moment you tell me to. You can throw me out or call hotel security. But you�re not going to your room alone.�
�Andel��
�If you do, I�ll just come up and knock on your door.�
McCall was too hurt and exhausted to argue. He walked across the lobby. She fell into step beside him. They didn�t speak in the elevator to the second floor or along the muted corridor to room 214. McCall put the modern key in the lock, the panel turned green, and he pushed the door open. Andel followed him inside. It was a small room with a queen bed, a dresser, and a stand on which stood his one small carry-on suitcase. Opposite the bed was a flatscreen TV on a stand, a small round table with two chairs, a vase of fresh flowers on the table, a bureau, and a minibar. McCall took off his coat and threw it onto one of the chairs. Then he just sat down on the bed and took a deep breath.
Andel stood in the semidarkness, moonlight streaming in from a window behind the bed.
�Do you want me to turn on some lights?�
McCall shook his head. It hurt him to speak, his throat was so raw from where Durkovi� had grabbed him. Andel kicked off her shoes and disappeared into a small bathroom and came back with a wet washcloth and a small hand towel. She sat on the bed beside him and gently washed the dried blood off the cuts on his face.
�Some of these may open up again. You need stitches.�
�I�m fine.�
�No, you�re not. What happened to you?�
He didn�t want to lie to her, but he wasn�t sure why.
�Someone tried to kill me. Actually, more than one person.�
�And you�re alive.�
�Just about.�
�Are they dead?�
�Yes.�
Silence followed that. Andel took the hand towel and dabbed his face dry, gingerly on the cuts. She returned the towel and washcloth to the bathroom, then came back into the pale moonlight and stood looking at him.
�You�re not a writer named Christian Hynoven.�
�No.�
�Who are you?�
�I told you. No one you would want to know.�
She looked at him some more.
Then she unbuttoned her shirt and took it off and folded it neatly and dropped it onto the chair over his jacket. She unzipped her short black skirt and stepped out of it. All the time her eyes never left his face. She reached back and undid her bra and dropped it on top of the skirt. Her breasts were magnificent. She slid out of her panties and dropped them onto the bra. She was a natural brunette. McCall was transfixed, but not with lust. He was just amazed.
She stood naked in the pale light from the window, still looking at his face. Then she walked slowly forward and took his face in her hands and knelt down and kissed him as gently as she could.
He kissed her back.
Gingerly she took off his clothes, noting all of the cuts and bruises and the dark discoloration on his rib cage on both sides.
�I can�t move without breaking something,� McCall murmured.
�I�ll be very gentle,� she said. �I�ll do all the work. You just enjoy it.�
It didn�t quite work out that way, and it was a little painful at times, but he did enjoy it.
Later, as they lay in bed, with that same moonlight cradled across them, McCall leaned up on an elbow and looked at her. Her black hair lay across her face. He pushed it back. Her eyes were moist and she was smiling at him.
�So was I an angel or a messenger?�
�Maybe both. For me.�
�I think, after what we just did, you should break down and tell me your first name.�
�It�s Robert.�
�I like it.�
She leaned up and kissed him. The sheet fell away from her body. He reached over to cover her up.
�Don�t,� she said. �I want you to look at me. You haven�t been with someone for a long time.�
�Was it that noticeable?�
�Of course not. Just a feeling I got. I don�t want to know who you really are or what you did tonight. We probably won�t ever see each other again. But I�m a very good judge of character. You�re a good person.�
�You don�t know that.�
�I do. You help people.�
�No, I kill people.�
�Your enemies. But you help the rest. You take care of the people you love.�
�There aren�t any of them left.�
�There�s me now.�
He smiled at her in the muted darkness. �And you�re someone very special.�
�Not really. But you are. When I�m gone, who�s going to take care of you?�
McCall didn�t have an answer to that.
He pulled the sheet up over her and she snuggled into him. He groaned when her shoulder hit his fractured ribs.
�Sorry,� she murmured.
�That�s okay.�
�You need to sleep, Robert,� she whispered.
She closed her eyes. She was the one who fell right to sleep. McCall held her close.
�Maybe a messenger,� he said softly.
She didn�t hear him.
McCall slept fitfully for about two hours. When he woke up and turned over he found himself alone in the bed. The clock radio on the bedside table glowed 3:14 A.M. Moonlight still sifted in through the window behind the bed. He looked over at the chair and only his coat lay there, folded now. He got up and found a note on the small round table. It said: �Please take care of yourself. Your angel � Andel.�
It struck him that no one had ever said that to him before. Because everyone assumed he could do that.
He�d found closure for Serena and for Elena.
But not for himself.
But he had an idea now of what the solution might be.
* * *
McCall took a cab to the Fakultn� Nemocnice Motol Hospital in Prague District Five. The ER was virtually deserted at that time. The ER doctor bound up McCall�s fractured ribs. None of them had actually been broken. McCall told him he�d been in a fight outside a bar; three assailants. He was going to say four, but that felt like overkill. The doctor, a lanky Czech who looked like he�d just graduated from med school, stitched and cleaned up all the cuts and advised McCall to stick to the bars around his hotel. Probably good advice.
McCall got back to the Hotel Leonardo at 4:30 A.M. He allowed himself to hope, just for a moment, that Andel was waiting for him, but the lobby was completely deserted. So was his room. He didn�t bother to try to get any more sleep. He showered and changed clothes and packed up his carry-on bag. He took a cab to the Prague V�clav Havel Airport. He booked an early flight to JFK on his Christian Hyvonen passport. He passed through customs with no trouble and made his way to the gate. He had an hour to wait.
He dialed Kostmayer�s cell phone. It was 5:40 in the morning, but he figured that Kostmayer was already up. If he wasn�t, he should be.
Kostmayer said, �Where are you, McCall?�
Either caller ID or he just knew.
�Need to know,� McCall said into his iPhone. �How many sweeps of the grounds of the chateau have you made?�
�Four within forty-eight hours. All clear.�
�Make another one. West side, halfway up the mountain. You�ll see an old gazebo, pretty smashed up.�
�What else will we find?�
�The body of the man who killed Elena Petrov. You�ll also find an AWC M91 breakdown rifle in a copse of trees above the gazebo along with a MARS scope.�
�You�re something else, McCall. Who was the target?�
�No idea. But seeing as you�re babysitting the president and the secretary of state, I�d say they might have been high on Berezovsky�s list.�
�How do you know that? How did you get this intel?�
�We never had this conversation.�
McCall hung up. His iPhone vibrated almost immediately. Kostmayer had questions. Who could blame him? But McCall didn�t answer his cell. He sank down onto a leather couch, aching all over, closed his eyes, and waited for the announcement for boarding to commence.
McCall changed planes in Frankfurt. Then he had to change planes again in Washington, D.C. He had a six-hour layover until the flight to New York�s JFK. McCall found a Firkin & Fox pub and ordered a Glenfiddich and sipped at it. The aching in his ribs was a little diminished, but his head pounded.
The local D.C. news was playing on a TV set over the bar. The place was packed and no one was paying any attention to the female news anchor. The lead story was that of a rapist who was stalking female joggers in Rock Creek Park. Two young students, both from American University, had been attacked on jogging paths late at night on consecutive nights. They�d both been raped at knife point. They�d described their attacker as a white man in his twenties, with curly brown hair and a nice smile. The knife had been a big Japanese Ginsu steak knife. Behind the anchor an identikit picture flashed onto the screen that a police sketch artist had made from the corroborating descriptions of both victims. Neither of them had been slashed by the razor-sharp Japanese knife, but one of them had received small cuts to her hands as she fought off her attacker. The two attacks had occurred in different areas in Rock Creek Park, both near midnight. The police were asking for tips from the public, if anyone might recognize this man. Obviously they did not know the identity of the rapist.
But McCall did.
* * *
McCall left the airport and checked into the St. Regis Hotel on Sixteenth and K Streets. Then he took the metro to Friendship Heights and met her at Clyde�s Restaurant near American University. Racing cars hung from the ceiling and raced along the walls. The lower restaurant was jammed with AU students. It was a fun place. McCall liked it.
She was sitting up at the end of the bar. He slid onto the stool beside her. He always thought she looked like that British actress Melissa George, if Melissa George had wanted to look like a 1940s movie librarian. She wore a man�s white shirt, a long skirt, a single half-moon silver necklace at her throat. Her glasses reminded McCall of Mary�s from Brahms�s store, except they were not as expensive and tinted amber. Her blond hair was swept back into a ponytail. On the bar was a padded envelope that she kept one hand on while she drank a frosted glass of Samuel Adams with the other.
McCall said, �Hello, Moneypenny.�
�Don�t call me that,� Emma Marshall said. �It gets my knickers in a twist. You look like shit.�
�Nice to see you again, too.�
�I brought what you requested,� Control�s executive assistant said. She lowered her voice, although the ambience inside the restaurant was noisy. �Right out of the great man�s safe. If he finds out I�ve done this, I�ll be on the next plane home to Hackney East.�
�Would that be a bad thing?�
�Have you ever been to Hackney East in London?�
�No.�
�It would not be a good thing.�
She slid the envelope over to him.
�Who are you going to kill?� she asked, conversationally.
�No one.�
�You could go to a safe house here in D.C. and get all the firepower you need.�
�Then I�d be back. And I�m not coming back.�
�He wants you to. He misses you. He�d never admit it, but he does.� McCall didn�t respond. �He�ll be back from Prague in four days.� Emma tapped the envelope. �This has to be back in his safe before then.�
McCall nodded. �I also need your iPad.�
�Now you�re going too far.�
But she fished into a copious green Kipling tote festival bag and came out with her iPad, which she also slid across the bar to him. The bartender came over.
�Glenfiddich,� Emma said automatically.
The bartender went away.
�I was very sorry to hear about Elena Petrov,� she said. �I know you two were close.�
�She�s at rest now.�
�Is she? Why�s that?�
McCall didn�t elaborate. Emma regarded him with frank appraisal.
�There was an incident at the Summit Conference in Prague. You won�t hear about it on the news. A sniper was apprehended on the grounds of the chateau before he could fire a shot. Maybe the president was his target, maybe someone else. When I say �apprehended,� I mean he was found with a knife sticking out of his forehead. Where did you just fly in from?�
�Vacation,� McCall said. �I�ll call you.�
The bartender came back with the Scotch. McCall got off the bar stool. Emma took the Glenfiddich.
�I�ll drink it,� she said. �It�ll wash down the anaemic taste of your American beer. You could always give me a hug good-bye.�
�My ribs hurt.�
�I�ll be gentle.�
McCall gave her a hug.
Both of them were gentle.
�If you�re hurt, you�d better shoot straight,� Emma murmured.
�Thanks for this,� McCall said.
He walked away from her carrying the envelope and the iPad.
To find Jeff Carlson.

CHAPTER 44

McCall sat in a corner of the St. Regis Hotel bar with Emma�s iPad and illegally tapped into the records of all of the Washington, D.C., car rental companies. It took him forty minutes to find out that Jeff Carlson had rented a blue Hyundai Accent a week before. He had given a local address as the Georgetown Inn on Wisconsin Avenue, NW.
McCall rented a black Kia Rio from Hertz through the hotel. They delivered it by 8:00 P.M. McCall put the rental car on Christian Hyvonen�s credit card, just like he had the flight from Prague and the hotel. The credit card account was good for another year before The Company would cancel it. They might need the bogus identity for another agent.
McCall drove to the Georgetown Inn. He cruised through the parking lot until he found Carlson�s blue Hyundai parked in one of the back slots. He pulled into an empty space a dozen slots away and waited.
Carlson walked out of the Georgetown Inn at 9:00 P.M. He didn�t walk to his rental car. He strolled down Wisconsin Avenue. McCall followed him on foot. Carlson didn�t once look back. He arrived at the Blues Alley jazz supper club on Wisconsin and was shown to a table. The place was cramped and boisterous, with small tables, but the ambiance was terrific. There was a traditional jazz group up on the raised stage called The Midnight Follies, whom McCall had never heard of, but they were good. The bearded pianist, whose name, he saw from the program on each table, was Keith Nichols, was the best jazz piano player McCall had ever heard. His hands flew over the piano keys like a blur.
McCall took a seat at the back. Carlson ordered the Nancy Wilson Barbecue Chicken Creole. McCall ordered the Tony Bennett Shrimp and Artichoke Hearts. Both of them listened to great traditional jazz and never once made eye contact. McCall followed Carlson back to the Georgetown Inn and settled into the driver�s seat of the Kia and waited to see if he would come out again.
He didn�t.
McCall waited another two nights. Both times Carlson went to the Blues Alley for supper. The first night McCall did also. The second night he let Carlson eat on his own, and just waited for him to return to the Georgetown Inn from behind the wheel of his rented Kia. Carlson strolled back and went into the hotel. But tonight he came back out again at about 11:00 P.M. He had changed clothes and was dressed in black. He had on a backpack. He got into the Hyundai Accent and pulled out of the slot.
McCall followed him in the Kia.
Carlson drove through Georgetown and into Rock Creek Park. McCall stayed six car lengths behind him. A rust-red sign greeted them with: WELCOME TO ROCK CREEK PARK � NATIONAL PARK SERVICE � U.S. DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR. Carlson drove onto Rock Creek Parkway. McCall had to drop back even farther as the traffic in the park was light. They drove past the National Zoological Park. Then Carlson took a route that wound down to Grant Road NW. He pulled over into a small parking lot for six cars. McCall pulled up on the side of the road and waited. Carlson got out, locked the Hyundai, and hiked into the woods. McCall pulled the Kia into the spot next to the Hyundai. He took the envelope that Emma had given him out of the glove compartment and opened it. He took out a Glock 17 9 mm pistol with fixed sights, a 4.49-inch barrel, weighing twenty-two ounces. It had a full magazine, 17 + 1. McCall took an AAC Evolution 9 mm Suppressor from the envelope and twisted the silencer onto the end of the Glock. He put the gun with its silencer into the pocket of his coat, then got out of the Kia fast.
Carlson jogged through the trees. McCall caught up and stayed a hundred yards behind him. Tonight Carlson was jumpier. He looked over his shoulder several times, but he never saw McCall. The moon was out and bathed the park with pale radiance. Carlson was on the lookout for police cars. McCall was certain that a police presence in the park had been very much stepped up, but neither of them saw any police vehicles on the roads they transversed.
Carlson was taking a circuitous route that he had obviously memorized by heart. He ran across the bridge spanning a small rushing river that swept over myriad large stones and boulders. McCall waited until he�d reached the other side, then ran over the bridge after him. At the end of it McCall paused. For a moment he�d lost his quarry. Then he saw Carlson�s figure running through the dark trees to his right.
McCall again kept at least a hundred yards behind him. The young man came to a stop in a heavily wooded area on the edge of a ribbon of moonlit road. He shrugged off his backpack and took something from it. Moonlight flared along a knife blade. He waited. McCall knelt beside a tree and brought out the Glock with its silencer. He held it in his right hand, resting the hand on his knee.
He waited.
Six minutes later a young woman came jogging down the road. She had long brunette hair piled up on her head, held together with a large plastic clasp. She was in her early twenties, wearing an American University sweatshirt and gray running shorts. She had on Nike Women Air Pegasus running shoes in gray with green laces and a maroon Nike swoosh. She was keeping up a good pace, regulating her breathing, looking straight ahead.
Carlson came out of the darkness of the trees so suddenly the girl barely had time to react. He grabbed her shoulder with his left hand and kneed her in the stomach. She gasped and fell to the ground. In his right hand Carlson had a Japanese Ginsu Hanaita Damascus steak knife. He pulled off the jogger�s plastic clasp. Her hair tumbled around her shoulders. He dragged her into the bushes by her hair.
McCall ran forward to get into a better position. He saw Carlson throw the student to the ground. She tried to get up. He punched her in the mouth. Blood spit out between her teeth. She fell back. He put a knee onto her chest and the point of the Ginsu knife against her throat. He said something to her that McCall couldn�t hear.
She stopped struggling, not that she had much choice with his knee crushing the air out of her lungs. She looked from the knife blade at her throat up into Carlson�s face. Carlson was smiling. He undid the belt of his jeans, then unzipped them. She tried to heave him off her, but he was too strong. He pressed the knife point harder against her throat. A trickle of blood ran down from it. She stayed still.
She was terrified.
Carlson said something more to her. She stared up at him, still gasping breath into her constricted lungs. She shook her head. He moved the knife point from her throat to just below her left eye. He spoke softly to her. The smile was gone. McCall didn�t need to hear the words to know what he said: Do what I tell you or I�ll cut your eye out.
He took his knee off her chest and knelt at her side, the knife still below her left eye.
She pulled down her running shorts and her panties.
Carlson climbed on top of her, maneuvering himself to enter her.
McCall took careful aim with the Glock and shot him in the right thigh. The phht of the gunshot couldn�t have been heard ten feet away. Blood spurted from Carlson�s leg. He grabbed at it, losing his balance and rolling off the girl. The knife fell to the ground as he grabbed his leg with both hands.
The jogger rolled away, pulling up her panties and running shorts as she got to her feet. It looked like she was going to bolt. Then she turned back and looked down at Carlson who was writhing in agony on the ground, clutching his right thigh. The steak knife was inches away from his right hand.
Kick the knife out of his reach! McCall thought.
The girl stayed motionless, still gasping air into her lungs, staring down at her attacker.
Take out your cell phone! McCall shouted at her in his head. Call 911!
But she didn�t do that.
The student reached down and picked up the Ginsu Hanaita Damascus steak knife from the ground.
Carlson looked up at her.
She fell to her knees and stabbed her would-be rapist eight times in the stomach and chest.
McCall was stunned.
Carlson�s body went into convulsions, then it stopped moving.
The jogger straightened and dropped the bloodied steak knife beside her attacker�s body. She regulated her breathing. Then she took her cell phone out of the back pocket of her running shorts and calmly dialed 911.
McCall knew there must be at least four patrol cars in Rock Creek Park, all waiting for a call like this. He was pretty sure Carlson was dead, but he didn�t want to take the chance that she�d missed his heart.
He waited.
A white cop car with the red stripes on it, flashing lights, no siren, drove fast down the road behind the girl. Another radio car came from the other direction, red lights turning. Both cars converged on the student and uniformed cops jumped out of them.
Time for McCall to leave.
He untwisted the silencer and dropped it into his pocket along with the Glock 17.
Then he disappeared through the trees, ran across the bridge over the fast-flowing river, and made his way back to the small parking area where he�d left the rented Kia. He slid into the driver�s side, returned the Glock 17 and the suppressor to the padded envelope, and put the envelope back into the glove compartment.
A third police car passed him, lights turning, siren on.
McCall drove back to the St. Regis Hotel. He could not get the picture out of his mind of the student kneeling beside Carlson and stabbing him. Once or twice, okay, but eight times seemed a little excessive to McCall.
But if you want a job done right��
All she had needed to do was step away from him and call 911. There was no way Carlson could have got to his feet and attacked her again. If McCall had wanted the rapist dead, he�d have shot him in the head. As it was, the police would be looking for an accomplice. Who else could have shot him in the leg? Maybe an accomplice who had got cold feet or a sudden attack of conscience.
McCall had made a mistake with Carlson. He should have killed him when he�d had the chance, not allowed him to go on and rape other young women. McCall hadn�t thought it was up to him to make that judgment call. He had only been protecting Karen Armstrong, someone he knew, and not even that well. But he should have taken care of business. Now this AU student would have to live with the fact that she�d killed a man for the rest of her life.
McCall brought back the image of her stabbing the sadistic rapist.
Maybe it wouldn�t bother her that much.
* * *
Emma Marshall picked McCall up at the St. Regis the next morning. He�d left the Kia Rio in the parking lot for the Hertz guy. Emma drove a 2007 Cadillac XLR Convertible in metallic silver. On their way to Dulles, McCall handed her the padded envelope with the Glock 17 and the silencer in it.
�Don�t forget the most important item.�
McCall handed her her iPad. She put the iPad and the Glock 17 and silencer into the glove compartment.
�How many bullets out of the magazine?� she asked him.
�One.�
�I�ll replace it with a full mag. Control will count.�
She didn�t ask him who he had used the bullet on.
�Things are quiet in Prague,� she said.
�Good.�
�So you�re not going to be Chatty Cathy on the way to the airport. Fair enough. I guess I can talk enough for both of us. Just ask my friends. Did you hear about our serial rapist? They got him last night.�
�I heard something about it on the news in my hotel room this morning.�
�Yeah, he attacked another AU student on one of those jogging paths in Rock Creek Park. Why do young girls jog at fucking midnight in a dark park? It�s like when they run back into a creepy old house in the movies where they know there�s a maniac in a scream mask wielding a big knife. Or Sigourney Weaver going back into the spaceship to get her fucking cat when there�s a monster in there ready to eat her.�
�No one thinks it�s ever going to happen to them.�
�Yeah, well our rapist picked the wrong jogger. She turned the tables on him somehow. Stabbed him to death.�
�That�s what I heard on the news.�
�Good for her. I presume I�m not to tell Control that you were in contact? I mean, not that you borrowed the spare Glock he keeps in his safe, but you were passing through D.C. and met me for a drink?�
�He�d know there was something more to it than that.�
�Why? You could fancy me. I always thought you did.�
�You could be right.�
�And that�s where you�re going to leave that little bit of sexual innuendo?�
McCall didn�t answer. She smiled and shook her head.
�Control says you�re a bartender now in New York City. How�s that working out for you?�
�Hard on the legs.�
�You have highly trained skills. You should be using them.�
�I�ve been thinking the same thing.�
He didn�t elaborate and she knew better not to push. She stopped talking, which for Emma was a feat of self-control. Fifteen minutes later they pulled up to the terminal at Dulles.
�Thanks,� McCall said.
Emma looked at him.
�When was the last time you got laid?�
�Four nights ago.�
A grin spread over her face. �That puts me in my place. Lucky girl.�
She gave McCall a chaste kiss on the cheek.
�Aren�t you going to tell me to take care of myself?� McCall asked.
�You always do.�
McCall got out of the Cadillac, picked up his carry-on bag from the backseat, and walked into the terminal to catch a 12:40 P.M. flight to New York City.
* * *
McCall took a cab from JFK to Crosby Street and asked the driver to wait. He went up to his apartment, dropped his carry-on bag in the bedroom, and made sure the apartment was exactly as he�d left it. It was. He took the cab to Seventieth and Ninth Avenue. He waited across from the high school on the corner. Katia was not in the crowd waiting to pick up their teenagers from school. That probably wasn�t unusual. McCall had not got the impression that she picked her daughter up every day. She was seventeen.
But most days.
A bell rang shrilly and the front doors to the school were thrown open as if a hundred students had been waiting breathlessly just inside for that bell to ring. McCall watched them all stream out, some of them going up to parents, others walking down the street, others hanging in groups, some of them lighting up cigarettes, most of them on their smartphones.
The last ones came out. The whole process took about twenty-five minutes.
Natalya was not among them. That, in itself, was also not startling. She was a fragile girl. There were any number of reasons she might not have gone to school today. When no more students came out of the double doors into the Manhattan sunshine, McCall hailed another cab and took it to Chase Granger�s apartment building.
McCall had no trouble breaking into Chase�s apartment. It was in shadows. McCall didn�t have a gun with him. He�d given away his Sig Sauer 227 to Danil Gershon in the subway tunnels below the city and he�d lost the Beretta Storm 9 mm and the Ruger .357 Magnum in Prague. He could�ve taken the Smith & Wesson 500 revolver out of the microwave in his kitchen, but he liked leaving it there. He hadn�t been expecting to find anything wrong.
He�d need to get another firearm.
He walked into Granger�s bedroom. The bed was neatly made and had not been slept in. McCall opened the closet door. Not many suits or coats hanging in there. He opened a few drawers. Bereft of underwear and socks. McCall nodded. Granger had moved in with Katia and Natalya for the time he was gone. Their new apartment at the Dakota had four bedrooms, two main ones and two guest rooms, so that wouldn�t have been a problem. He�d told Chase to observe them, not move in with them. A little overkill, but that was Chase, and it did keep him close to them.
McCall glanced at his watch. Just before 6:00 P.M.
He took another cab to the Dolls nightclub.
There was the usual crowd outside being held back by the bouncer. McCall moved to the front. The chunky Brooklyn kid didn�t even make eye contact this time. He just stepped aside and McCall walked in.
The nightclub was jammed with clones of the young people waiting outside. There was the usual crowd of good-looking movers and shakers at the cocktail tables, at the bar, a few of them dancing with the girls. Abuse was playing his music at levels only dogs should be able to hear.
McCall saw Melody at the brass railing separating the cocktail tables from the area in front of the bar. He walked toward her, sweeping the big room. He did not see Kuzbec, or Salam or Rachid, any of the usual suspects. He glanced into the big alcove as he passed it.
Bakar Daudov was in there with three men McCall had not seen before. They looked Chechen. No one was saying anything except Samuel Clemens, who was talking animatedly, with his usual energy, but without the forced camaraderie. He wasn�t telling a crackle-barrel homespun story for the amusement of the Chechens. He was earnest and demanding. Probably wanted to take over the Manhattan nightclub. Add it to his new nightclub in Fort Worth. Start an empire. The atmosphere in the alcove seemed deadly.
McCall was sure this postmortem was over the demise of the boss, Borislav Kirov. They must know by now he had been shot to death outside Prague.
Bakar Daudov glanced up as McCall passed. His eyes were sunk in his head. His complexion was sallow. Their eyes locked, but there was no expression on Daudov�s face. He didn�t move.
Then McCall was past him. He walked up to Melody at the railing.
�Is Katia here?�
�No, her shift doesn�t start until eight o�clock. Is something wrong?�
�Everything�s fine,� McCall said. �When you see her, ask her to call me.�
�Bobby Maclain, right?�
�That�s right. She has my cell number.�
McCall started to turn away. Melody caught his arm, turning him back.
�I was very ashamed that you saw me with that man,� she whispered.
�I�m not here to judge you.�
�I only want to dance, like Katia, but Daudov says if I don�t do what he tells me I�ll be kicked out to the street.�
�Mr. Daudov might be worried about his own job right now.�
McCall gave her arm a reassuring squeeze and walked out of Dolls and caught a cab to the Dakota.
He took the elevator up to the fourth floor and walked down the corridor to the corner apartment. The door was very slightly ajar.
McCall slowly pushed it open. He was greeted with silence, except for the ponderous soft ticking of the grandfather clock in the hallway. The kind of silence that said no one was home. He walked through the hallway into the big living room. He had never actually been to Katia�s new apartment. He looked around at her furniture and paintings on the walls. There was a trace of her distinct perfume in the air.
McCall walked into the master bedroom. The bed was made. Everything was spotless and tidy. But it did look lived-in. There was a pile of books on the bedside table to be read, bottles of perfume on the bureau, and her midnight-blue dancing dress for Dolls lying at the foot of the bed.
He was about to leave the room when a framed picture on the other bedside table caught his eye. He walked to it, his pace slowing as he recognized the people in the photograph. He picked it up. There was Katia, looking virtually the same, standing outside the Vienna Opera House. Beside her was Natalya at eight years old. Holding her hand was Alexei Berezovsky. Across the bottom of Katia�s figure she had written, �I love you, Alexei.� Across the bottom of Natalya�s figure, in a child�s scrawl, was written, �Love you, Daddy.�
Now McCall understood why Berezovsky had instructed Kirov to send his enforcers to kill him. Not just because Berezovsky thought he was back in the game and threatening his imminent assassination mission. Because he had stepped over the line and had been with his wife, or ex-wife; McCall couldn�t know if they�d ever divorced. Probably not. He had rescued Berezovsky�s daughter from Bakar Daudov, an irony McCall was certain Berezovsky could not live with. McCall was an old enemy. Interference with his family, even if they were estranged from him, was an insult that the Chechen could not tolerate. Katia had never mentioned him to McCall, but why would she? He was a well-meaning bartender who had come to her aid. Even when she realized he was something more than that, she would never have associated him with her vicious husband.
McCall set the photo back in its place on the bedside table and walked into Natalya�s bedroom. Not so neat and tidy. Video games and DVDs were strewn around a PlayStation and a TV set, clothes scattered on a bed, not made up yet, and piled up on an old antique chair.
McCall moved down the corridor to the first guest bedroom. Empty. He walked into the second guest bedroom. This one had been lived in. The bed was not made, the sheet rumpled and splattered with flecks of blood. Bottles from a bureau were smashed on the floor. There was the overpowering scent of Granger�s cologne.
Chase Granger lay on the floor with two bullet holes in his chest.
McCall had an instant memory of him wolfing down his cheeseburger at Bentleys, when his mandate from Control had been to work his cover as a real estate broker and get into conversation with whoever matched Robert McCall�s description. He remembered Granger�s frightened eyes looking up at him from his bed when he�d awakened him. He remembered the ingenuous determination in his voice when he�d said, �You can count on me, McCall.�
They�d probably used a silencer; no one would have heard the gunshots. He knelt down and gently closed the young agent�s eyes. He walked back through the apartment, careful not to touch anything. He picked up the DO NOT DISTURB sign from the top of the bureau in the hallway, closed the apartment door, and hung the sign on the door handle. When he got to the lobby of the Dakota, he found it empty. He dialed Emma Marshall. She picked up on the second ring.
�Now you�ve seen me again, you just can�t get me off your mind?�
�Chase Granger is dead,� McCall said into his iPhone. �He�s in an apartment at the Dakota. You know where that is?�
�Where John Lennon was killed.�
�Seventy-second Street and Central Park West.�
He gave her the apartment number.
All playfulness had left her voice. She was clipped and formal and businesslike.
�What happened?�
�I don�t know. He was shot twice. Control won�t want the cops to find the body of one of his agents here. Too many questions will be asked. You need to send a cleanup crew.�
�Got it. Does his death have to do with The Company?�
�It has to do with me. Get this done in the next half hour. I closed the apartment door and put a DO NOT DISTURB sign on it, but housekeeping has to go in there sometime.�
�I�m on it. Are you in danger?�
�Probably.�
McCall hung up.
He walked out of the Dakota onto Central Park West and his iPhone rang. He looked at the caller ID.
It was his ex-wife.
�Yes, Cassie,� he said into the phone.
Cassie�s voice was calm, but he could hear the ragged emotion in it.
�You need to meet me at the 21 Club as soon as you can get there. How far away are you?�
�Ten minutes by cab. What�s happened?�
�They�ve taken Scott.�

CHAPTER 45

The lounge of the 21 Club was jammed as usual. The ma�tre d� greeted McCall as warmly as if he came in there every night, not just a few times in ten years. McCall saw Cassie sitting at the same table they�d sat at before, in front of the fireplace, which had a fire roaring in it. It was cold outside and rain threatened. McCall walked across the lounge. The last time he�d been there, Chase Granger had been up at the bar in the Bar Room. McCall looked through the archway, the Goodyear Blimp catching his eye, hanging from the ceiling along with the other toys and sports memorabilia. The small tables and the bar were packed. He didn�t see any of Kirov�s enforcers.
McCall slid into a chair beside Cassie. She was pale and her eyes glittered with anger. This was a Cassie he had not seen in a long time. Her voice was barely above a whisper.
�You promised me you were out of your old life. You lied to me.�
�Tell me what happened.�
In answer she slid her iPhone across the table. There was a text message on the LED screen. It said:
WE HAVE YOUR SON. BE WITH MCCALL AT 7:20 TONIGHT. I WILL CALL YOU THEN.

McCall glanced down at his watch.
7:16 P.M.
�Where was Scott?� he asked. �At school?�
�He stayed after classes for orchestra practice, then went to his violin lesson. Every Wednesday evening at five o�clock. He had his lesson, but he never made it home. I got this text message in my office. What do they want?�
�Me.�
�Do you know who�s kidnapped our son?�
�I have a pretty good idea. A Chechen entrepreneur named Alexei Berezovsky. He used to be an FTB agent. Our paths crossed a few times when I was working for The Company. He�s running a new assassination business. There would have been one in Prague a few nights ago.�
�At the Summit Conference?�
�Yes.�
�But there wasn�t. It would have been all over the news.�
�I stopped it.�
�So you are back with The Company.�
�No. It came out of a personal connection with Berezovsky�s wife.�
�So you�re fucking the wife of an old Company enemy and now he wants to take revenge on your family?�
McCall thought she was going to slap his face.
She was fighting back her tears.
�I was helping her,� McCall said. �Nothing more. But Berezovsky won�t believe that.�
�Neither do I.�
She looked away at the big lounge windows. Fat raindrops were streaming down it now. Yellow cabs pulled up outside and disgorged diners for the restaurant. McCall reached over and gripped her hand.
�I had no idea when I met Katia that she was married, or had been married, to Alexei Berezovsky. She comes into Bentleys, the restaurant where I was working as a bartender. She was in trouble. I didn�t know about Berezovsky�s assassination mission and I wasn�t supposed to stop it.�
She looked back at him. The tears fell now.
�But you did.�
�Yes.�
�And this Chechen gangster knows that?�
�He may suspect it, but he doesn�t know for sure. This isn�t about that. He�s also taken his wife and their teenage daughter.�
She had not pulled his hand from hers. Now she squeezed it tighter.
�I didn�t call the police or the FBI.�
�Leave them out of it.�
�So you�ll contact The Company? Someone must be in charge when Control is away. Another Control. Jason Mazer.�
�Oh, yeah, he�d love to hear from me. I can�t bring The Company into this. I don�t work for them any longer.�
�They owe you.�
�Maybe, but this is something I have to do alone.�
�Berezovsky will have armed men with him.�
�They won�t be enough.�
Cassie�s iPhone vibrated on the table. McCall nodded at her. She let go of his hand and picked it up.
�This is Cassandra Blake,� she said into the phone.
McCall could hear Alexei Berezovsky�s voice clearly, even within the noisy clamor of the 21 lounge.
�Is your ex-husband with you?�
�Yes.�
�Please put him on.�
Cassie handed the iPhone to McCall.
�Let me speak to my son,� McCall said immediately.
�He is with me and unharmed, but not able to come to the phone right now. You killed a colleague of mine in Prague.�
�I don�t know what you�re talking about.�
�No one else could have done it. It doesn�t matter. I have several others in my employ. I will be brief, although I don�t believe you have FBI agents sitting with you tracing this call. Put two hundred fifty thousand dollars into a sports bag. I will contact you on your cell phone with more instructions.�
McCall gave Berezovsky his cell phone number. �It�ll take me time to get that amount of cash.�
�I understand. You will deliver it to my location at midnight. I will call you in two hours. No police, no FBI, no Company agents. This is between the two of us. Or I will cut your son�s throat like he was a pig for slaughter.�
�You have Katia and Natalya.��
�Oh, yes. I haven�t decided what to do with them yet. Perhaps we can discuss it when you�re here, since you�ve taken it upon yourself to be their white knight.�
Berezovsky disconnected. McCall handed Cassie back her iPhone.
�Did you hear all of that?�
�Yes. Where are you going to get a quarter of a million dollars?�
�Not a problem, but that�s just a smokescreen. A bonus for Berezovsky. Scott isn�t for ransom. Nor are his wife and daughter. They�re pawns being used to get me to him.�
�And then he�ll kill you?�
�Yes.�
�He�ll kill all of them.�
It was not a question.
�That would be his plan. Not going to happen.�
�You have to take backup. What about Mickey Kostmayer? I know this man said no Company agents, but��
�Mickey is in Prague with Control at the Summit Conference.�
�What about that agent who always scared the shit out of me? The one with the funny name?�
�Granny.�
�Yes, him.�
�Too risky.�
�You have to have some kind of a plan. You can�t just walk alone into the lion�s den. I remember you talking about this man a long time ago. You said he was ruthless and one notch above an animal.�
�Not even a notch. I�m sorry, Cassie. I�m so sorry. You�re right. I should never have come back into your lives. I�ll take care of this.�
He got up from the table. She reached up and caught his hand.
�What will you do?�
�Get Scott,� McCall said simply.
�And Katia and her daughter?�
�No one gets left behind.�
Cassie�s attitude toward him had undergone a significant change. She stood up and moved into his arms. He held her close.
�If anyone can do this, it�s you,� she whispered. �Bring our son home alive.�
�I will.�
McCall left her standing there and walked through the lounge and out past the painted jockeys into the rain. He looked back through one of the lounge windows. Cassie was already talking on her cell phone. Probably to her husband, Tom Blake.
McCall hailed a cab and gave the cabbie an address.
* * *
William Littman shook McCall�s hand as he stepped into the deserted Chase Bank building on Madison Avenue just below Central Park. Littman was tall and athletic, probably in his mid-fifties, not a shred of gray in his brown hair, tanned and fit and looking like he spent all of his non-banking hours in the Hamptons. Which he did. McCall was carrying an empty black Adidas sports bag. He and Littman walked across the echoing marble main floor.
�It�s good to see you again, Mr. McCall,� Littman said. �How many years has it been?�
�Probably too many. But I�m living again in Manhattan, so you�ll be seeing more of me.�
�Are you still married to that gorgeous assistant district attorney?�
�No, but she�s still as gorgeous.�
�And how old is your son now?�
�Fifteen. I appreciate your opening up for me after hours, Bill.�
�No problem at all. I was here working late anyway. Do you still work for the government?�
�Retired.�
�Took it early, eh?�
�It seemed like the thing to do.�
They rode an elevator down to the vault and safe-deposit box room. Littman had McCall sign an index card, do a retina scan, which came up positive, then used a master key to turn the lock in one of the big safe-deposit boxes. McCall had the matching key on his key ring. Littman pulled out the box and he and McCall carried it to an oak table in the center of the room.
�Heavy,� Littman commented.
McCall didn�t respond.
�I�ll leave you alone.�
�Do you have security here tonight?�
�Two security officers. Every night. I�ll make sure you�re not disturbed.�
�Thanks, Bill.�
Littman left him alone.
McCall set the empty Adidas sports bag on the table. He opened the safe-deposit box. Inside were envelopes with bank notes in them in series of hundred-dollar bills, ten thousand to a wrapped bundle. He took out $250,000 and put the envelopes into the sports bag. Inside the box were several handguns, wrapped in cloth, with ammo clips. He unwrapped a Sig Sauer P238 Rosewood handgun with a Rosewood custom grip and a stainless-steel slide with a tribal pattern. He slid an ammo magazine into it and put it into the pocket of his jacket. He took three more ammo mags and dropped them into the sports bag. He unwrapped a Beretta Px4 Storm 9 mm sub-compact with ammo magazines and dropped them into the sports bag. He picked up an M16A4 rifle with a Picatinny rail system and Knight�s Armament Company M5 RAS hand guard. He slipped a three-position telescopic sight onto the rail. He put the rifle into the sports bag along with six thirty-round magazines of 5.56 cartridges. He unwrapped a Korean SJ-600 Revolver tear gas shell launcher and six 38 mm tear gas shells and dropped them all into the sports bag. There was a German HK69 40 mm grenade launcher with a retractable shoulder stock, short-range rear sight and various kinds of low-velocity ammo, but he left that in the box. Overkill. Too big a risk of collateral damage.
McCall zipped up the sports bag. He closed the lid on the safe-deposit box and rang the bell on the side of the steel door leading to the room. Three minutes later William Littman appeared. They returned the large box to its slot and McCall put his key in the lock and then Littman did the same. McCall picked up the Adidas sports bag. It was heavy. He shook Littman�s hand.
The banker smiled an enigmatic smile.
�Good hunting,� Littman said.
McCall was never sure whether the banker was just guessing at the kind of work he did � or used to do � or if he knew and found it all very exciting.
McCall just nodded.
He walked out of the bank and got the call on his iPhone as he walked down Madison Avenue, heading toward the Plaza Hotel. There was no caller ID.
McCall said, �Yes.�
Berezovsky�s voice echoed over the iPhone. �City Hall train station. Not in use for a decade. The number six Lexington Avenue local subway train goes to Brooklyn Bridge, which is the last stop, then uses a loop through the old City Hall station to go back. The train doesn�t stop. Sometimes the driver will open the doors so passengers can look out at the old station. Rather magnificent architecture. A few steps from City Hall on the street is an old entrance to the station, no longer in use, except for maintenance. There�s a gate across it. Tonight it is not locked. You can enter there. Go down the stairs and you�ll be in the old station. At midnight. Come alone, McCall.�
�I�ll be there.�
McCall broke the connection.
He would be there, but he wouldn�t be using the old City Hall entrance.
* * *
She was in some kind of a storage room. There was a strong smell of disinfectant. She�d seen a mop in a metal bucket against a corner and metal shelves stocked with cleaning items and paint cans and paper towels. There was no light. The darkness pressed in on her from all sides and made her want to scream. She suppressed the urge, but she couldn�t control her anxiety attacks. They shuddered through her; she was acutely aware of her breathing. The isolation didn�t bother her; she was used to being alone. It was the thought that no one would ever come back for her. That she would die alone in this black hole. Pretty soon she would start to scream, she knew that.
She heard a key turn in a lock and a blast of colder air reached her as the door to the storage room was opened. A swathe of light fell across her. She was sitting cross-legged with her back up against one of the sets of shelves. She had on a sweatshirt with Lea Michele and the late Cory Monteith on it, singing a duet. She wore pale blue jeans ripped in several places and a pair of Nike pink and gray Dual Fusion shoes. One of the men who�d grabbed her outside of school, far enough away from the other students and their parents for no one to see, came in with a plastic Starbucks venti cup. He was the man who�d sat in her attic prison room after they�d abducted her from Washington Park. He was about five-eight, kind of cute, with curly black hair. He was wearing a dark suit with a gold watch chain protruding from a pocket. She�d seen him at the Dolls club a few times. She thought his name was Kuzbec. She remembered a man calling to him from an alcove just beside the dance floor. A man she despised, because she knew he was the one who had wanted her mother to become a prostitute. She wasn�t certain of his name, but he was arrogant and his eyes hooded like a snake�s and she had always stayed away from him at the club.
Kuzbec came over and crouched down in front of her. She almost recoiled from the stench of his body odor. He had never been this close to her before. Even when he�d been her watcher in the attic room he had always kept his distance. At least when she�d been awake. But now he was up close and she nearly gagged.
It triggered a sense memory buried deep in her mind.
Cold air, her breath pluming in the night. Walking along a deserted New York street. Someone grabbing her, throwing her to the ground, pinning her to the cement with one hand across her breasts. The assailant had unbuckled her jeans and pulled them down, pulled down her panties, dragged her over onto her stomach, and entered her from behind. She could feel the thrust of him inside her, the nausea it had caused, one hand on her back holding her down, the other over her mouth to stop her screaming. He�d raped her, then turned her over and hit her in the face. She�d rolled onto her side and vomited and heard running footsteps and people shouting. She�d gulped in air and then arms were lifting her up. She had pulled up her panties and jeans and buckled her belt with shaking fingers.
She didn�t know who had come along to rescue her. Some good Samaritans who�d seen the assault from far off. A couple, in their thirties, the man white, the girl black. One of them had called 911 on their cell phone. They�d told her she was in the wrong neighborhood. She should not have been walking on her own. The police said the same thing when they arrived. She had been inviting an assault. It was her fault.
She couldn�t give them a description. She hadn�t seen her attacker�s face. He hadn�t been heavyset or tall. But he�d been very strong.
And he�d smelled.
She hadn�t told the police that, because she hadn�t remembered. It had all happened so fast. But now that memory flooded over her in disgusting waves as she breathed in the air around Kuzbec�s body. Her eyes opened wide as she looked into his kind face. She had not been mugged by some gang member in a New York street.
It had been him, from the club, one of the enforcers.
He offered her the plastic cup again, as if she didn�t quite understand that he was bringing her coffee.
�Cold in here,� Kuzbec said, his voice concerned. �Sorry I can�t give you any light. This will warm you up. Okay?�
She took the cup from him. He sat back on his haunches and waited, as if wanting to make sure she drank her coffee and appreciated his good deed for the night.
Natalya struggled a little, trying to remove the lid.
�You can drink it through the little hole there,� Kuzbec said with a patient smile, as if she were four years old, and pointed out the place on the lid where she could sip.
Natalya managed to remove the lid of the plastic cup, took a swallow of the hot coffee, then threw the rest of it in his face.
Kuzbec screamed and fell back.
Natalya jumped to her feet to bolt past him.
Kuzbec had the presence of mind to stick out his leg. She tripped over it and fell headlong onto the floor. He kicked her in the ribs. Pain rocketed through her body. Then she heard the sound of someone else coming into the storage room. There was a scuffle of violent movement. She rolled over and looked up. In a haze, she saw one of the other enforcers � she thought his name was Salam � pulling Kuzbec away to the open door. She heard the words �Leave her!� but they were echoing and faint and sounded like they were coming from down a long tunnel. She gasped to get her breath back after the kick to her ribs. She saw the second enforcer push Kuzbec through the open doorway. Subway tracks gleamed in the light beyond them. Then Salam closed the door to the storage room and she heard the key turn again in the lock.
Natalya crawled to the shelves, avoiding the spilled coffee. She sat up and put her back against the shelves and drew her knees up and hugged them.
She was going to die in this darkness.
* * *
She hadn�t seen him when the men had come for her at the apartment. She hadn�t even known they were there. She�d been late leaving to pick up Natalya from school and was in the kitchen, stuffing a tuna sandwich into a plastic container with a juice box to bring to her. She�d forgotten to give her her lunch that morning. She might be hungry on the walk back to the Dakota. She had heard some muffled sounds coming from somewhere � one of the guest bedrooms. She hadn�t thought anything about it. The nice young man McCall had sent to look after them was in there. She�d started to turn around, and then someone had grabbed her from behind and pinned her arms to her sides. Someone else had grabbed her hair. A third man had thrust a chloroformed rag over her nose and mouth. The sickly stench of it had been overpowering. The man holding her by the hair had dragged her away, even as the sweet aroma had brought oblivion.
She�d swum up from dark depths to consciousness to find herself on a concrete staircase. Her wrists were bound behind her back with duct tape. Her ankles were also tightly bound. There was a piece of tape across her mouth. Above her head was an iron railing going down the staircase. There was a mosaic on the tiled wall in brilliant colors. Below the staircase was a platform. She could just see the edge of it. She could hear vague footfalls that echoed hollowly in what had to be a subway station.
Then one set of footsteps grew louder.
Katia watched as the shape of the man climbing the stairs came into focus. She shook off the last effects of the chloroform. She recognized the figure immediately. Someone she knew as well as she knew herself or her own daughter.
Alexei Berezovsky stopped a foot away and smiled down at her. He was wearing all black and had a pistol in a holster on his right hip. He looked like he�d just stepped out of some Western movie, the bad guy, all in black, all he needed was the black hat. His smile chilled her blood. She wondered how she could ever have loved this man. But he had been charismatic in the beginning. She had seen no vicious side of him. She had seen the persona others saw at the art exhibitions and the Dolls nightclubs and the charity fund-raisers where he used his charm as a weapon and a disguise. She had seen the ugly side of him for the first time right after she�d become pregnant with Natalya, when she hadn�t wanted to wear a ruby bracelet he had given to her to a ballet opening night. She had said she preferred to wear an emerald bracelet her mother had given her for her eighteenth birthday. He had knocked the emerald bracelet out of her hand, thrown her onto the bed, slapped her face until she thought she would pass out, then told her she would wear what he told her to wear when he told her to wear it.
From that night on she had been terrified of him.
And yet, when she�d told him she was leaving him, fully expecting to be beaten, he had smiled sadly and nodded and said it would be a good thing for her and Natalya to come to the United States. He had opened a Dolls nightclub in Manhattan and she would have a job there. Natalya could go to an American high school. It would do them both good to be out of Moscow. Two days later they had flown to New York.
There had never been any talk about divorce. But she knew it was not a trial separation. It was forever. She understood the reason behind the magnanimous gesture. Berezovsky had simply tired of her. Tired of her company, tired of making love to her, if you could call their violent fucking anything so tender, tired of parading his wife out at charity functions. He�d had numerous affairs that he had never tried to hide from her or anyone else.
She had never been so relieved in her life when that airplane took off from Sheremetyevo International Airport and she had clutched her daughter�s hand tightly and thought of the new life they would have away from their abusive husband and father.
She stared up at him.
He leaned down and ripped off the gray duct tape from across her mouth. She gasped in breath.
All he said to her was: �We are waiting for your guardian angel,� and then hit her in the face.
He beat her the way he had always beaten her during their marriage, careful not to break her cheekbones or scar her. Blood spilled out of her mouth. Her left eye closed almost completely. He used his open palm to slap her face, again and again, like he was going to smack her head right off her shoulders. His signet ring gouged out little bits of flesh. When he stopped her face was bright red in the pale light drifting up from the platform below.
She tried to say: �Natalya�� but he slapped the word out of her mouth.
Then he punched her in the stomach. The pain was agony and she thought she would throw up on the stairs. He slapped her head back and it hit the iron railing. She shut her eyes, waiting for more blows, but none came.
She opened her eyes to see Berezovsky walking back down the stairs to the subway platform below. He disappeared from sight. One of the young men from Dolls passed through her line of vision, not looking up at her, carrying a submachine gun over his shoulder. There were occasional shuffling movements and the murmur of men talking softly.
They were waiting for her �guardian angel.�
For Robert McCall.
With submachine guns and handguns.
He didn�t have a chance.
* * *
Scott McCall was handcuffed to a railing beside the boarded-up ticket booth in the main station of the old City Hall subway station. They�d grabbed him as he�d walked down the street from his violin lesson. Bundled him into the backseat of a black Lincoln town car. A black sack had been pulled down over his head and he�d been handcuffed right there. He�d had no idea where they�d driven to, but it hadn�t been that far. He thought they were still in the city. When they�d handcuffed him to the railing and taken the sack off his head, he�d known where he was. City Hall was right beside the Brooklyn Bridge. Obviously the subway station was no longer an operating part of the system, although he could faintly hear trains occasionally down below. They came and went very quickly. Maybe the trains went through the station and then looped around to return to the city. Certainly there were no passengers getting off and ascending the marble staircases up to the station building. This main area was derelict and badly in need of repairs.
Scott was scared. Watching movies he�d always fantasized what he would do in a situation like this. He would figure out a way to escape. He would be a hero. But it wasn�t like that in real life. He felt alone and afraid and angry that he�d been taken. What did they want with him? He�d heard them talking about other prisoners. Were they somewhere in the deserted station?
His mother and stepfather were well off, but not rich. They could scrape together a decent ransom, but why him? There were really rich kids who would bring in a lot more money for the kidnappers.
But he knew.
This was about his real father.
His mom had let something slip about his dad being back in New York City. They�d met for a drink somewhere. But she swore he was not coming back into their lives. Scott would not be seeing him, which was a good thing. He had no desire to talk to the man who had abandoned him when he was five years old. He�d broken his mother�s heart. Even though Scott knew she loved his stepdad Tom Blake � and he was a great guy � Scott had always known his mom still carried a torch for Robert McCall. He couldn�t fathom why. The guy was basically a criminal working for some shadowy splinter unit of the government that no one would even admit existed. Doing their dirty work. Killing people.
Scott hated him.
And now this killer was back in their lives and his son had been kidnapped. Was this some kind of retribution? Some old enemy of his dad�s? Scott didn�t know and didn�t care. He just wanted to get out of there.
He wrenched uselessly on the handcuffs that held him to the iron railing. He looked around the deserted station room. There was nothing at all that could help him escape. He didn�t want to hope that his real father was on his way there right now to rescue him. He didn�t want to owe him anything.
He also didn�t want to die.
Scott laid his head back against the boarded-up ticket booth and shivered in the cold.
And realized that he was hoping against hope that his father would come for him.

CHAPTER 46

McCall walked down a long subterranean tunnel, carrying the heavy Adidas sports bag. He couldn�t find Candy Annie�s half-tunnel home. He thought he knew the way from the manhole entrance on Fifty-fourth Street and Seventh Avenue, but he�d become hopelessly lost in the labyrinth of subway and steam tunnels. They all looked the same without a Subterranean escort. When he�d first started walking the underground passageways, he�d marked them with an orange Sharpie so he could find his way back to his egress point. He came across some of those orange X�s at the beginnings and endings of tunnels, but now they were meaningless.
Finally he walked down an abandoned tunnel and felt it vibrate. A train was thundering past in an adjacent tunnel. He realized he was in the same tunnel he�d walked down with Danil Gershon. He found the iron door with the unlit red light above it and hauled it open. He stepped into the vault that had once been a subway station with its rusting steel girders holding up a low ceiling. Light spilled through the ajar iron door from the subway tunnel. It glowed on the mural of the child holding her mother�s hand in the field of daisies. The Williamsburg Bridge still reached out on the wall, as if beckoning McCall to step onto it. Then a memory assailed him.
McCall dropped the sports bag at his feet and felt into the back pocket of his black jeans. He came up with the folded Filofax page on which Fooz had scrawled a crude map. The route to Candy Annie�s crib. McCall picked up the sports bag and ran with it, following the route he had taken before. He passed some of the familiar dwellings in the various tunnels and the big open spaces of concrete hemmed in by pipes. He looked for the woman in her sixties in her rocking chair surrounded by good-looking furniture, but her tunnel niche was empty. He did see the young man in army fatigues with wild, curly hair sitting in the same broken armchair smoking a cigarette. It was like time had stopped for him. As if he hadn�t moved from that chair in the intervening days and was just smoking another cigarette. Maybe that was true. He stared out into space and took no notice of McCall as he ran past the niche.
McCall looked for one more human landmark and found it: the metal sheeting of a dwelling in which the fifty-year-old man was doing really well on his LEGO town. In addition to the police and the fire station, he�d finished the mom-and-pop grocery store and had added to his High Street a post office, greengrocers, dry cleaners, hair salon, and even a McDonalds� on the corner with yellow arches. Right now he was working on the roof of a red-bricked bank. He set a tiny American flag in the top and glanced up. He smiled at McCall, as if recognizing him, and made a gesture at the LEGO High Street.
�Coming along nicely,� McCall said.
The man nodded and went back to work.
McCall ran faster, time eating away at him. He had just over an hour to get to City Hall subway station.
He transversed the bigger spaces, like metal parks, but all of them were deserted now. He climbed up onto the next half level and knew where he was. He ran down the dimly lit tunnel and turned into Candy Annie�s dwelling.
She was sitting on her bed watching a Dr. Who episode where a young Doctor and his companion Clara were fleeing from monsters down a series of tunnels not unlike the ones McCall had just run down. When she saw him, Candy Annie grabbed her remote, froze the picture on the TV screen, and jumped up.
�Mr. McCall! You came back!�
She threw herself into his arms and hugged him.
McCall dropped the sports bag to the cement floor and put his arms around her.
�You want to watch my Dr. Who episode with me?� she asked him. �Matt Smith, he�s the best one, so much energy, such great acting.�
McCall pulled her from him. She was dressed in her usual white blouse and long diaphanous skirt. The amber light shone through them. Full set of underwear. Her hair was freshly washed and smelled of lavender. The light haloed her hair and face. Her eyes were shining. McCall held her at arm�s length.
�Annie, I need to find Fooz. It�s very important. People�s lives are at stake.�
Now her eyes grew troubled. �I haven�t seen him since we came back from the cemetery. When was that? A week ago? Time gets a little fuzzy down here. I think he�s been sick.�
�I need him, Annie. Do you know where he lives?�
�I�ve never actually been there. Fooz discourages socializing. Unless you�re a Sherlockian.�
�Can you take me to his place?�
�Sure. I know my way around the tunnels. It�s my home,� she said simply. �Come with me.�
She threw a multicolored wool shawl around her shoulders, one McCall thought she probably had made herself, grabbed a handful of Hershey�s Kisses and a couple of Snickers bars, and moved quickly out of the narrow space. He picked up the sports bag. She led him down the long tunnel and then through a heavy iron door McCall had not noticed in the tunnel wall. She ran down some steps and along an abandoned subway tunnel filled with fallen bricks where part of it had caved in. She skirted around them, McCall right behind her, and climbed up some metal stairs to another door, this one made of warped wood. She heaved it open and McCall followed her into one of the big open spaces.
There were several people sitting in deck chairs on a steel shelf as if they were at the beach. Pale light sifted down from above. Some of them were reading, others were stretched out on blankets, a young couple in torn jeans and T-shirts were throwing a Frisbee around. The young woman waved to Candy Annie. She waved back, but didn�t pause in her headlong rush through the echoing space. McCall felt eyes burning into his back. Upworlder. He gave the surrealistic scene barely a glance as he followed Candy Annie.
She ran down several more subway tunnels, looking up at the gray and green pipes that snaked through them along the ceilings, some of them very low. She was counting softly to herself. Finally they came to a set of concrete stairs that led up to another iron door. McCall found his breathing was constricted. Partially due to the fractured ribs he had taped up on both sides of his lungs. But mainly because of the air down in the tunnels: putrid, humid, and stifling. Although it didn�t seem to affect Candy Annie in the slightest.
Once through the iron doorway, McCall found they were in a tunnel with brick walls on both sides. It was larger than most of them and had bright graffiti painted on the tunnel walls in a language McCall didn�t recognize. It was like some kind of pigeon English. None of the words made any sense. But he wasn�t reading them; they were just a blur of vision as he ran through the echoing tunnel after the girl.
She stopped halfway down where another tunnel was blocked off by large sheets of plywood.
�This should be Fooz�s place,� she panted, finally stopping to catch her breath.
McCall set down the sports bag and helped her move aside the plywood, which was not nailed down, but just leaned against the opening. Fooz had to have easy access, but he obviously didn�t want Subs wandering in for a cup of coffee or to shoot the breeze.
Candy Annie went in first. McCall picked up the sports bag and entered the gloomy, narrow space, lit only by the work lights from the big tunnel behind them.
It was like he�d stepped into a Victorian parlor.
There was a Victorian curio cabinet in one corner filled with porcelain bells of all kinds, at least a hundred of them. There was a Hammond Accent Chair, a Victorian chaise longue, a Coaster Victorian seven-drawer jewellery armoire in antique white, the drawers open, filled with junk. There was a Queen Anne Cheval six-foot mirror, a Pulaski Victorian cherry cabinet, an antique wooden trunk, and a Victorian rolltop desk with little cubbyholes stuffed with papers and maps and faded photographs. There was a Lucinda sleigh bed along one wall with a Victorian oak wine cooler beside it. Along one wall was a kitchen stove, a sink, and an old-fashioned refrigerator from the fifties when they called them iceboxes. Incongruously there was a large TV set, circa 1995, in the Victorian cherry cabinet, its glass doors open. On top of the antique trunk was a remote along with discarded editions of the New York Times from that month. There were several DVDs, all about Sherlock Holmes: the old Basil Rathbone series of movies, the Elementary TV series, three seasons of the British Sherlock series, and a half-dozen DVDs starring actors McCall never knew had played Holmes: Jeremy Brett, Peter Cushing, and Ronald Howard. There were floor-to-ceiling shelves along three sides of the room with a mixture of leather-bound volumes and stacks of paperbacks. The walls themselves looked like dark oak, but McCall knew they were laminated onto the concrete. There was a small passage that led to the back. McCall caught a glimpse of a tiled bathroom and a shower stall.
Jackson T. Foozelman was lying on the chaise longue, in his signature black jeans, black NYU torn T-shirt, and heavy brown workmen�s boots. There was a bottle of Jim Beam Devil�s Cut bourbon on top of the Victorian trunk, almost empty. A few cartons of takeout Chinese were littered on the floor, what was left in them rotting and even more rancid than the air inside Fooz�s place. Candy Annie made a face and started to pick them up.
�Look at this! I ask him over to dinner all the time! I�m a good cook. Simple dishes, you know, I can�t get fancy down here, but you�d be surprised what I can whip up.�
McCall wasn�t listening. He moved to a kerosene lamp on a small Victorian side table. A box of matches lay beside it. He lit the lamp and turned up the wick. The yellow light cast a warm glow over the furniture in the makeshift Victorian room. Then he walked to the chaise longue where Fooz was lying and leaned down and shook him. He stirred, his eyes half opening. McCall shook him harder.
�Wake up, old man!�
Candy Annie dumped the Chinese takeout cartons into a plastic trash bin under the sink. She looked over at McCall, as if shocked.
�I told you, he�s sick!�
�He�s not sick, he�s drunk himself into a stupor.�
McCall shook him one last time and Fooz groaned and half sat up. His skeletal face seemed more taut, as if the skin had been stretched even tighter across his cheekbones. He put a shaking hand to his head, his eyes closed in pain. McCall was familiar with the feeling, but at this moment he didn�t care.
�I need you awake and sober, Fooz.�
Fooz opened his eyes, still groggy, looking up at him in his carefully appointed Victorian room right out of a Strand picture in a Sherlock Holmes volume. He tried to focus on McCall�s face. He stuck out a trembling, gnarled hand.
�Dr. John Watson,� he mumbled. �We�� we don�t know a thing about each other.�
�Afghanistan or Iraq?� McCall asked, stopping the old man from tumbling back down into a prone position again.
�Afghanistan, how did you��
Fooz broke off as pain obviously pounded through his head.
McCall turned to Candy Annie.
�Make him some coffee.�
�Sure.�
Fooz had a very modern Tassimo coffeemaker on the counter beside the sink, the kind that makes one cup at a time. Candy Annie opened the shelves above the sink, found some scattered Tassimo coffee disks, chose a Maxwell House and put it into the top slot in the coffeemaker and shut the lid. She took a Yankees mug from the small counter beside the sink and washed it and put it into the slot at the bottom of the coffeemaker.
By this time McCall had Fooz sitting up again.
�We don�t know a thing about each other,� Fooz said again, his voice raspy and dreamy. It had taken on a distinctly London accent.
He wasn�t quoting from the classic Sherlock Holmes story A Study in Scarlet where Holmes, upon meeting Dr. Watson for the first time, says, �How are you? You have been in Afghanistan, I perceive.� Fooz was quoting from the first episode of the brilliant Sherlock series �A Study in Pink,� where Dr. Watson, played by Martin Freeman, first meets Sherlock Holmes, played by Benedict Cumberbatch.
McCall said, �I know you�re an army doctor and you�ve been invalided home from Afghanistan, I know you�ve got a brother who�s worried about you but you won�t go to him for help because you don�t approve of him, possibly because he�s an alcoholic, more likely because he recently walked out on his first wife.�
McCall didn�t attempt Benedict Cumberbatch�s brilliant Holmes�s ironic throwaway monotone, but he knew the opening scene as well as Fooz did.
Fooz nodded. His breath stank of bourbon. His eyes were still half closed. McCall slapped his face.
�Wake up! You know who I am?�
�Mr. McCall,� Fooz said. �Of course I do.�
The coffee was ready. Candy Annie removed the Yankees mug, filled now with Maxwell House.
�Pour some salt into it,� McCall said.
Candy Annie looked at him, then found a package of salt in one of the shelves above the sink and poured a little into the mug.
�More than that,� McCall said. �Fill it up.�
Candy Annie made a face and poured more salt into the mug. She brought it over to the chaise longue. McCall thrust it into Fooz�s trembling hands. He took one swallow and spit out the coffee.
�That�s terrible. I�m taking that machine back to Sears.�
�Drink it.�
McCall took Fooz�s trembling hands and held them steady. He forced him to drink the coffee. He gagged and spluttered, but got it all down. McCall took the Yankees mug from him and set it onto the trunk. Fooz�s breathing had calmed. His eyes were clearer. He stared up at McCall, looked over at an anxious Candy Annie, then back to McCall.
�What can I do for a fellow Sherlockian?�
McCall and Jackson T. Foozelman had walked the subterranean tunnels many times, both of them discussing Sherlock Holmes and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and the merits and quirks of the particular Holmes�s stories.
But not tonight.
�I need to get below City Hall station,� McCall said. �Right now.�
Fooz shook his head.
�Can�t take you there.�
�Another cup,� McCall said to Candy Annie. Fooz looked at him. �No salt this time.�
Candy Annie found another Tassimo coffee disk on the shelf, Gevalia Morning Roast. She grabbed a chipped white china mug and put it in the slot, then popped the Gevalia Morning Roast disk into the top of the coffeemaker.
�You mean there are no tunnels that go that far?� McCall asked.
�Oh, sure,� the old man said. �We got tunnels going way beyond the Brooklyn Bridge. There are tunnels right beneath City Hall station. It ain�t in use no more. Damn shame. Most beautiful subway station in Manhattan. Like it was a metro in Paris or somewhere. But some damned bureaucrat decided it would be cheaper just to shut �er down.�
�Why can�t you take me there?�
Jackson T. Foozelman didn�t respond. The coffee was ready � twenty seconds. Candy Annie lifted the china mug off the coffeemaker and came back and put it into Fooz�s still trembling hands. He sipped at it.
�Fooz, I don�t have much time,� McCall said with soft urgency.
�That�s Brakers� territory over there,� Fooz said, and he averted his eyes from McCall�s face and took a swallow of the coffee.
�What does that mean?�
�Brakers. Not exactly a tribe, but there�s a whole gang of �em. Been living in the tunnels and passageways around that area since the 1980s. They�re very territorial. They don�t let any of the other Subs into their domain. You wander in there, like you�re lost, and you don�t come out again.�
�How many of them are there?�
�Don�t know. Fifty, maybe. We leave them alone, they leave us alone.�
�Then draw me a map,� McCall said. �How to get there. Exactly where I can find a way up into City Hall station.�
The old man shook his head again. �You wouldn�t be able to find it. The tunnels go every which way. Damned confusing, unless you�re someone who really knows how to walk �em, and you don�t.�
�So you have been there?�
�When I was younger. Got into a hassle with some of the Brakers. They�re all young, wild. Criminals, I�d say, forced underground.�
�Not an entire society.�
Fooz shrugged. �Probably some good ones, too. I don�t know. I never went back.�
McCall stood up. He paced for a moment, his hands clenching and unclenching in frustration. Then he turned back.
�What if one of them gets sick?�
�They�ll let Doc Bennett in.�
�Go get him. I need to talk to him.�
�To ask him to go into Brakers� territory? Not unless one of �em�s real sick.�
McCall took hold of the old man by his bony shoulders and hauled him up off the chaise longue.
�Those men who were in the tunnels before, when I was here with my friend?�
�I remember,� Fooz whispered.
McCall did not let him go.
�They killed him. Now they�ve got three hostages in the old City Hall subway station and one of them is my teenage son. I need your help, Fooz. If you can�t help me, I�ll go alone. Just draw me that map.�
He let go of the old man�s shoulders.
Fooz finished the coffee and handed it back to Candy Annie, who stood silently, awkwardly, not knowing what to do.
�I�ll get the Doc, bring him here,� Fooz said, not looking at either of them. �He�ll help ya. He ain�t afraid of anything. We�ll go together.�
Fooz pushed past McCall to the sink and threw some water on his face. He dried it off with a dish towel, then moved through his Victorian parlor to where the plywood at the front of the tunnel had been moved away.
�Ten minutes,� Fooz said, and was gone.
McCall took Candy Annie�s hand.
�You go home, Annie.�
�I�m frightened for you.�
�I�m frightened for myself, but there�s nothing more you can do for me.�
�Will you come back again? Let me know you�re�� all right?�
McCall knew she was going to say �alive,� but the word died in her throat.
�I came back this time, didn�t I?� McCall said gently.
She kissed him on the cheek.
Then she ran through Fooz�s home and disappeared.
Fooz came back with Dr. Bennett. He was dressed in the same rumpled gray suit McCall had met him in. He carried his old-fashioned doctor�s bag. His manner was as abrupt as ever.
�What�s this all about? Fooz was barely coherent.�
�I need a diversion. To get into Brakers� territory around the tunnels below the old City Hall subway.�
�Why?�
�There are hostages being held inside the station.�
�Call the police.�
�That�d be a sure way to get them all killed. I�m not asking you to go in there.�
�Sounds like you might need a doctor to be handy.�
�That may be so, but I�m going up into the station alone. You got a message to go into Brakers� territory. Someone is sick or took a bad fall. That�s all you know. You and Fooz just keep a reception committee busy.�
�And what will you do?�
�Go down the tunnels that Fooz is going to draw for me.�
Fooz picked up a pen from the antique trunk, took out his crumpled Filofax package from his back pocket, and drew a series of crisscrossing tunnels onto one of the Filofax pages. He tore it off and gave it to McCall.
�These are the last ones you need to go down. We�ll get ya pretty close. Doc?�
Dr. Bennett was looking around Fooz�s crib.
�I like what you�ve done with the place.�
�Doc?� McCall said.
�You should be calling the police or the FBI,� Dr. Bennett said. �But I can tell you�re a stubborn man. And one to be reckoned with.�
�His son is one of the hostages,� Fooz offered.
Dr. Bennett gave McCall a curt nod.
McCall looked at his watch: 11:28 P.M.
�We have to go now,� he said.
McCall heaved up the Adidas sports bag. The three of them walked out of Fooz�s home. Fooz pulled across the plywood sheets boarding it off. He staggered a little and McCall caught his arm.
�You don�t need to nursemaid me, son,� Fooz said softly. �Let�s do this.�
The three of them moved quickly down the dark tunnel.

CHAPTER 47

Fooz moved slower than McCall was used to, no doubt fighting the hangover, but he was still agile in going up and down the concrete and metal stairs to the various levels of the subterranean tunnels. Dr. Bennett had to hustle to keep up with the old man. McCall was carrying the heavy sports bag. As they came out into yet another dank, dripping tunnel, this one stinking of sewage, Fooz glanced back at him.
�What�s in the sports bag?�
�Firepower.�
�I�d sure like to see that,� Fooz said, his eyes shining.
He scampered down the reeking tunnel, found an iron door in a niche, and tried it. It was locked. He took a ring of old keys out of his pocket, tried one in the lock, turned it. Didn�t work.
He tried another.
Locked.
The third key did the trick.
Fooz pushed the door open.
They came out into a vault like the one with the murals. There were paintings on the walls here, too, but they depicted violent scenes, apocalyptic devastation, crumbled charcoal buildings with the bodies of human beings, some with limbs severed, some headless, all of them writhing together in a kind of Dante�s Inferno coupling. The visions were disturbing and ominous. Some of them looked freshly painted to McCall.
�Brakers� territory,� Fooz whispered.
There was almost no light in the vault. What there was came up from somewhere ahead and below them, pale illumination just touching the debris strewn around the space, outlining the hellish murals.
A young man appeared out of the gloom, shouting something unintelligible, wielding an old rusty wrench. He took a swing at Fooz. The old man�s instincts had kicked in and he was already turning. He warded off the blow, but there was another shout and a wild-eyed young woman, dressed in jeans and a black T-shirt with a skull-and-crossbones on it, lunged at Fooz. She didn�t need a weapon. She had three-inch-long bloodred nails that gouged at his face, going for his eyes.
At the same moment another young man, bearded and wearing army fatigues, came at McCall out of the murk, swinging a length of chain.
McCall didn�t want to hurt these people. He wasn�t going to pull one of the guns and shoot any of them. He avoided the length of chain, grabbed the young man at the throat, ripped the chain out of his hand, wrapped it around his throat, and pulled on it. He fell to the concrete floor, gasping. At the same time McCall reached out, grabbed the girl by her long hair, and yanked her away from Fooz and down to the ground.
Fooz threw himself into the kid with the wrench, both of them hitting the concrete hard. The wrench flew from the assailant�s hand. Fooz got in a couple of good punches before the young man hurled him off. Fooz flew across the cement floor. McCall thought his matchstick limbs were going to shatter on the concrete.
Two Brakers had grabbed Dr. Bennett on either side. McCall picked up one of the attackers and tossed him into a pile of concrete debris. The second one had a length of steel pipe that he swung at McCall. McCall dodged under the blow, grabbed the man�s arm, but he would not release the pipe.
McCall broke his arm and released it.
He fell to the ground, crying out.
Dr. Bennett knelt down beside him.
A gunshot echoed through the big chamber.
McCall looked across it. A tall woman was striding through the overlapping shadows. She was probably in her sixties, but held the years with grace. She looked like she�d worked on a farm all her life. Her face was tanned and leathery and very lined, but her cornflower blue eyes blazed even in the low light. Her back was ramrod straight. She wore faded blue jeans and a blue denim shirt. She had blond hair, curled like she worked on it for hours, going down her back well below her ass. She wore Nike Free Flyknit blue running shoes with a white swoosh that looked pretty new. So did her clothes. She went into the upworld. Maybe she did the shopping for her gang.
She carried a Walther PPK 9 mm handgun in a black finish. She held it up, pointing at the ceiling. Around her were the shapes of other Brakers, who melted back into the shadows as she walked forward.
The man at McCall�s feet reached for the fallen length of lead pipe. McCall kicked the pipe out of his reach. Dr. Bennett was saying something softly to the young man with the broken arm, probably telling him to stay still. Fooz had scrambled to his feet. There were bloodred scratches down one side of his face.
The older woman walked into one of the oblique pools of light coming from the area below. McCall thought she was quite beautiful, in spite of the deeply cut lines in her face. It was her eyes. They were mesmerizing.
When she spoke her voice had a kind of husky Madonna-esque quality to it.
�You know better than to venture into Brakers� territory without an invitation, Mr. Foozelman.�
Fooz decided to tell the truth.
�Alicia, I have a friend who needs to get up into the old City Hall station. It�s a matter of life and death.�
Fooz nodded at McCall. Alicia�s gorgeous eyes flicked to him, then looked over at the doctor still kneeling beside the young man who clutched his arm.
�And you brought Dr. Bennett along because you knew your friend would start breaking arms?�
�We were going to try to distract you so�s he could sneak out of here. I figured that wasn�t a good idea.�
�But it�s a good thing I�m here,� Dr. Bennett said. �This man�s arm is broken in two places. It needs to be set, and not down here. My son works in the ER three nights a week at the New York-Presbyterian in Washington Heights. Let me take him there.�
Alicia walked forward until she was only a few feet from McCall.
�Did you have to break his arm?�
�It was that or break his neck. The arm will heal. I don�t have time for an apology.�
Alicia�s blue eyes bore into his face. Then she nodded and turned.
�Jeb!� she called.
One of the Brakers came out of the shadows. He was a young man, probably early twenties, in jeans and a sport coat and a tie. He looked like he had just started law school.
�Yes, ma�am,� he said, with reverence.
�Show Mr. Foozelman�s guest the way to get to the City Hall station.�
�I have a map,� McCall said.
The stately older woman looked back at him. �Did Mr. Foozelman draw it for you?�
�I did,� Fooz piped up.
�One of the tunnels you would have outlined has collapsed,� Alicia said. �You have to divert around it.� Her eyes had not left McCall�s face. �Jeb will show you the quickest way.�
�Come with me,� Jeb said.
McCall looked at Fooz. He nodded. McCall followed Jeb to the edge of the vault where it dropped down like a cliff face. Six feet below them was a subway tunnel, lit up by lights along both sides.
�It�s not used anymore,� Jeb said, and motioned to a black maintenance ladder a few feet from them.
Jeb went down the ladder first.
�I need help with this young man,� Dr. Bennett�s voice echoed.
McCall turned and saw two more of the Brakers come out of the shadows. They hoisted their comrade up, supporting him under both arms. Dr. Bennett looked at Alicia.
�May I take him to a hospital?�
�Yes, of course.�
�Does he have ID? A driver�s license? Credit card?�
�Most of us have them. We choose not to use them.� She turned toward the edge of the vault where it fell away to the tunnel below. Her eyes locked with McCall�s. She smiled. McCall couldn�t read it. Either good luck or you�re a dead man. He wondered if she knew all about the killers waiting for him in City Hall subway station.
McCall saw Fooz move to Dr. Bennett�s side. They walked back down the vault, carrying the injured Braker between them, shadows streaming across their figures. Finally there was only Alicia�s regal figure left. Then she turned and was gone.
McCall climbed down the metal ladder to the subway tunnel below.
Jeb was already halfway down it. McCall took out the folded Filofax page that Fooz had given him, but now the shakily drawn lines on it made no sense. Jeb found a narrow door in one of the niches and unlocked it with his own set of keys. They had to squeeze through it. He led McCall through six narrower tunnels with pipes running along the ceilings and the walls. It was very humid. McCall lost all sense of direction. He could not even have retraced his steps. All of the tunnels looked more or less the same. He did pass one tunnel that had caved in. It was impassable. Jeb didn�t even pause. He led McCall down three more tunnels that interconnected. As they came to yet another one, McCall heard the sound of a train coming, faintly at first, then getting louder. The tunnel began to vibrate. Jeb reached up and caught hold of one of the pipes. McCall grabbed a pipe on the wall. They held on as the subway train thundered past in the next tunnel. It was very loud. Then the sound and the shaking diminished and it was gone.
�That should be the last number six train to Brooklyn Bridge,� Jeb said. �It�s going on to City Hall station now to loop around and go back into the city.�
They ran on down the tunnel.
Jeb suddenly stopped and looked around, as if unsure where he was.
McCall looked down at his luminous watch dial.
11:57 P.M.
He wasn�t going to make it in time.
Jeb headed down a very narrow tunnel that intersected the main one. He came to an iron door hidden in a niche that McCall might never have seen. Jeb shook the ring of keys out of his jacket pocket and tried one of them. It turned the lock. He stepped back and looked at McCall.
�Far as I go,� he said. �Those stairs lead up to City Hall station. Where they come out in the station, I have no idea.�
�Give me the key to that door.�
Jeb hesitated, then pried the key off his ring and handed it to McCall, who put it into his jacket pocket. Jeb held out a pale hand. McCall shook it. Then he walked back down the narrow tunnel, turned the corner, and was gone.
McCall took out the Rosewood Sig Sauer 238 from the holster on his right hip. He carried the sports bag in his left hand. He ran halfway up a marble staircase and stopped and listened.
He heard the faintest murmur of a voice echoing from above. There was static, then the words ceased. Someone reporting in on a walkie.
McCall walked up the marble steps to the City Hall subway station.
The stairs ended in another iron door, also locked. McCall cursed softly. He fished the silver key out of his jacket pocket and put it into the lock. It was stiff and the lock was coated with rust, but eventually he got it to turn. He dropped the key back into his pocket and hauled the door open.
McCall was in the subway tunnel, in a niche about twenty yards from the City Hall platform. There were other niches on both sides of the tunnel, but the closest two to him had no doors that he could see. Low-wattage bulbs glowered on either side of the tunnel in small recesses. They barely provided any light at all. McCall looked to his left. The station platform glowed like a golden jewel. There were three blue skylights in the ceiling, city lights shafting down through them. They had wrought-iron designs like huge ornate iron butterflies hovering above. McCall noted the Roman brick wainscoting and leaded glass in the skylights. The terra-cotta tiles on the station platform were black and gold and followed the curve of the roof. McCall remembered reading about City Hall subway station in some New York magazine about the hidden architecture of the city. The architect was Rafael Guastavino, a Valencian Spaniard. The station platform had been designed with Guastavino ceiling tile and decorative tile and was held up by timbrel Guastavino vaulting. There were plaques on the tunnel wall opposite the platform commemorating the construction of the subway. Eleven chandeliers hung over the platform at intervals. There wasn�t an unlit bulb.
McCall could just make out a set of stairs in the center of the platform, probably another staircase on the far side. On his side of the platform was a small, narrow wooden booth with window panels on both sides. McCall wasn�t sure what it had been used for.
On the platform itself were four armed men, all in black, carrying AK-47 assault rifles with 378 mm front sights and curved magazines. They looked to McCall like mercenaries. Three of them were at the far end. The fourth man stood beside the wooden booth, smoking a cigarette. Belomorkanal. McCall would recognize the sweet odor anywhere after having smoked at least a package of them playing the role of Vladimir Gredenko.
There was a low but high-pitched sound growing in volume. One more train. The noise of it hummed and intensified. The three men at the far end of the platform climbed up the marble stairs there until they were out of sight. The mercenary on McCall�s side of the platform threw his cigarette onto the tracks and stepped inside the wooden booth where he wouldn�t be seen. Not that the driver of the last train from Brooklyn Bridge would be looking for anyone on the platform.
The station began to vibrate with the sound of the oncoming train. McCall could see its light growing brighter in the tunnel mouth. He dropped the sports bag onto the ground in the niche behind him and unzipped it.
He had only seconds.
He picked up the M16 and slammed in the magazine and flipped up the MP night-vision goggles.
The subway train thundered into City Hall station.
McCall stepped right back into the shadow of the niche, flattening himself against the concrete wall. If the driver wasn�t looking for anyone on the platform, he certainly wasn�t going to be scouring the tunnel niches for figures. But McCall didn�t want a flash of reflection to catch the driver�s eye.
The train raced through the station without slowing. As the first carriage went past the niche, McCall stepped out and aimed the M16 at the platform. He centered the sight on the side window of the wooden booth. He could clearly see the figure of the mercenary in it.
With the loud clattering of the subway train still coming through the station to mask the noise, McCall fired a burst with the M16.
The window shattered.
Part of the mercenary�s head was blown away.
Then the train was past the niche and rumbling on down the tunnel, making the turn to head back into the city.
McCall lowered the M16, leaned down, picked up the sports bag in his left hand, and edged along the tunnel wall, keeping his back straight against it, taking small steps, careful not to get close to the live rail.
Now he only had seconds again.
He felt like he was creeping along in agonizing slow motion, but he reached the edge of the platform and hauled himself up onto it. He ran the few feet to the wooden structure, threw open the door, and went inside. The body of the mercenary lay at his feet. He closed the door and looked through the grimy glass of the window facing the platform.
The three other mercenaries had walked back down the stairs at the other end. They glanced down the platform, but didn�t think it particularly strange their comrade had not come out of the wooden structure. There was a stool in there, and a shelf for a desk, with a paperback book on it and a can of Diet Coke. Obviously the guard didn�t want to spend all of his time prowling up and down the platform looking for � what? McCall could not be coming at them from down here. He could only have reached the platform if he had been on the last train and had bribed the driver to stop it in the station. That hadn�t happened. But the mercenaries were down there just in case.
They couldn�t see the bullet-smashed window from their end of the platform. The glass had exploded inside the narrow wooden structure. McCall stepped back so he was not silhouetted in the window facing the platform, although the glass was so dirty he doubted they could have seen him. He dropped the sports bag beside the guard�s body and leaned the M16 against the wall of the structure.
He had to locate the position of the hostages.
And he had to do something about the lights.
He looked at his watch.
12:07 A.M.
As far as Berezovsky was concerned, he was late.
* * *
Natalya groped her way in utter darkness across the storeroom. The picture of it was imprinted in her mind. She�d always been good at that. Seeing a place, or a photograph, and being able to remember it in almost perfect detail. Kuzbec had not bothered to tie her up.
Big mistake.
She had no weapons, but she was going to improvise. She had seen what she wanted in her mind. Now she just had to find it.
She bumped up against the shelving on the opposite wall. She felt along the top shelf, but it contained paper products. She wanted the second shelf. She reached down and ran her hands along it until she found the shape of a thin plastic bottle.
Windex.
She remembered there was a discarded red nozzle beside it. She groped around on the shelf and found it. She shook the Windex bottle. It had maybe a tablespoon of liquid left in the bottom. She poured it out, set it carefully back on the second shelf, then got down on her hands and knees.
What she was looking for had been on the bottom shelf toward the back of the storeroom.
She groped along the bottom shelf: heavy plastic bottles. The first one was empty. She tossed it aside. The second one was about a quarter full. She twisted off the cap and sniffed. It smelled like vinegar � not the right one. She replaced the cap and moved along on her knees to the last bottle on the shelf. She lifted it. It was half full, the liquid sloshing inside. She twisted off the cap and almost gagged on the smell of the industrial-strength liquid detergent. She lifted the bottle off the bottom shelf and put it on the storeroom floor. She reached up and ran her hands along the middle shelf until she found the Windex bottle. She grabbed it, along with the nozzle. Carefully, in total blackness, she picked up the industrial cleaner by the handle while she held the Windex bottle in her left hand. She poured the industrial cleaner into the Windex bottle, most of it cascading onto the floor. She edged away from the spill and poured enough so that the Windex bottle was half full. Then she set the heavy container of industrial strength cleaner down, twisted the cap back on, and put the bottle back in its place on the bottom shelf. She groped along the floor until she found the Windex bottle. She almost tipped it over, but caught it in time. She felt around for the Windex spray nozzle, found it, and twisted it onto the top of the Windex bottle.
Natalya got to her feet and tightened the nozzle and gave it a trial run.
The cleanser sprayed out into the storeroom with a soft whooshing sound.
Her tormentor would smell it when he returned, but the whole storage room stank of the stuff, so he wouldn�t think anything of it.
She stuffed the Windex bottle into a back pocket of her jeans. It was slim and slid right in. She pulled her Glee sweatshirt down over it, hiding the bottle. Then she got back down on her hands and knees and crawled back to where she�d been sitting against the shelving on the opposite wall. She turned and sat down again, bringing her knees up, her arms around them. The Windex bottle felt both uncomfortable and reassuring in her back pocket.
So come back for me, you creep, she thought.
* * *
In the main station room, almost at street level, Alexei Berezovsky stood at the doors to the once-grand station. A short flight of concrete stairs led up to the street. They were enclosed in an elaborate wooden structure that had a glass roof and sides, even a glass porchlike extension at the front to protect New Yorkers from the rain. It had an elaborate studded domed ceiling. There was an iron gate across the front doors of the station, but the padlock on it was gone and the gate was partially ajar. No one had descended these stairs into the City Hall subway in a long time.
And no one was descending them now.
Berezovsky was dressed, like his men, in black, jeans, a turtleneck, Windbreaker, black Nike Flyknit Lunar1 shoes. He carried an AK-47 slung over his left shoulder and a Makarov pistol in a holster on his right hip. Kuzbec, Salam, Rachid, and three more mercenaries stood in the gloom of the ticket office, which was lit by two work lights in the corners. Scott stood in front of the ticket booth, handcuffed to the railing, his attention fixed on the entrance to the station. His breathing was shallow and rapid. It was cold in the room, but perspiration streamed down his face.
Berezovsky pulled back a black glove and glanced at the watch on his wrist. He looked over at Scott.
�Your father is late for his rendezvous. How long ago was it that he abandoned his family? Ten years? Twelve? How old were you when he left?�
Scott bit his lip and didn�t answer.
Berezovsky reached him in three steps and backhanded him. His voice was a coarse whisper.
�When you are asked a question by a grown-up in a position of authority, you snide little American brat, it is only good manners to respond. Or does your mother allow rudeness along with all of the other compromised Western morals?�
�I was five,� Scott muttered.
There was a trickle of blood out of his nose.
Berezovsky motioned to Salam. The enforcer produced a handkerchief from his pocket. Gently Berezovsky wiped the blood from below Scott�s nose and handed the handkerchief back. Salam risked a disgusted glance at Rachid, but put the handkerchief back into his pocket without comment.
Berezovsky scared the hell out of all of them.
The Chechen boss moved away from Scott, through the violet shadows. He nodded. �Five years old. A cold-blooded thing for a father to do. And I imagine there has been no contact with him in the intervening years. What a pity he did not see his only son grow up. But what you don�t see, you can�t feel. Your loved ones become so distant they are no longer your family. They are memories, perhaps fond, perhaps not. There is a real possibility your father will not come for you at all.�
�He�ll be here,� Scott said tersely, and was as surprised by the utterance as Berezovsky.
He turned to look at him.
�You really believe that?�
�I do,� Scott said, his voice a little stronger.
�Why?�
�He�s my father.�
It was a simple statement, and not one Scott thought he would ever have made.
Berezovsky nodded again. �You could be right. But if he does come, it won�t be for you. It will be for the two women. Natalya � I believe she is like a surrogate daughter to him.�
Scott didn�t answer.
�Won�t rise to that emotional bait? Good for you. Maybe there�s a little of your father�s mettle in you. He will respond to Natalya�s voice.� Berezovsky looked at Kuzbec. �I will have to force her to speak. She does not utter a word anymore. Post-traumatic stress. She was brutally attacked on a New York street one month after she arrived here. Welcome to the promised land.�
Berezovsky had not taken his eyes off Kuzbec. The young enforcer squirmed inside. Did the great man know he had been Natalya�s attacker? That he had raped the man�s daughter? Perspiration streamed down his face and arms.
He stank even more.
But Berezovsky�s voice was calm and modulated.
�Kuzbec, go to the storeroom. Bring Natalya up here.�
Kuzbec turned toward one of the two staircases leading to the next level, the fare control area. From there the staircases led down to the platform.
�Don�t hurt her,� Berezovsky warned, and now Kuzbec felt the chill in his voice. �If you touch her in any inappropriate way, I will cut your balls off and have your colleague Mr. Salam stuff them into your mouth as you bleed to death.�
Kuzbec moved to the stairs and disappeared down them. Berezovsky looked over at Salam.
�Do you have a comment, Mr. Salam?�
�None at all,� Salam said.
�That�s good.�
Berezovsky moved back to the doors leading out to the staircase up into the street.
�Don�t make me wait too long, McCall,� he said softly.

CHAPTER 48

McCall knelt in the elongated hut on the platform and took out the revolver tear gas shell launcher and loaded six 38 mm tear gas shells into it. He didn�t put on the stabilizing stock; it made the weapon 720 mm in length and that was too long. It only weighed 3.5 kg in weight. He knew the effects would be temporary. CS gas caused dizziness, nausea, restricted breathing, burning in the eyes, and disorientation. But that would be enough. He put the tear gas revolver into his belt.
He hadn�t come to the station with any kind of elaborate plan. He had no idea of the location of the hostages. Were they being held together, or separately? If he had been their captor, he would have incarcerated them separately. Why give a rescue squad just one location to find? Except there was no elite Special Forces team coming for them.
Just one man.
McCall only had surprise and stealth on his side. No one would be expecting him to come at them from the platform-end of the station. He had to find the location of the three hostages. He had to attack as swiftly and as silently as he could. Once the gunfire started, he would be virtually out of time to save anyone.
The tear gas might give him a few added seconds.
McCall straightened, being careful not to stand in front of the dirt-streaked window. He heard echoing footfalls and edged to the window and looked out.
Kuzbec was coming down the last of the marble stairs nearest the hut, shaking a ring of keys out of his coat pocket. His AK-47 was slung over his left shoulder. McCall noted his hands were shaking. It wouldn�t be with fear. None of these men were afraid of some older, out-in-the-cold ex-spy riding to the rescue with his heart on his sleeve. It was rage of some kind.
Kuzbec unlocked the door of what must be some kind of a storage room on the platform. He took a Smith & Wesson SD9 9 mm pistol out of the waistband of his suit pants and entered the room.
McCall nodded.
Location of one prisoner found.
* * *
Kuzbec didn�t turn on the light, but illumination from the chandeliers over the platform washed into the storage room. Natalya was already on her feet. Kuzbec had the Smith & Wesson pistol trained on her. She shook her head violently, as if that wasn�t necessary. She opened her arms wide, to show him she had no weapon, not a box cutter she might have found, or a piece of broken glass or even a cup of hot coffee. She approached him, as if tentatively, still shaking her head. I�m not a threat. She shrugged. I�m frightened. You can understand that, right? She reached up and gently touched his face where she�d scalded it. She shook her head again. Sorry. He didn�t move. Just stared at her.
She took his left hand in hers, the one not holding the gun.
His lip curled.
�So now you�re coming on to me, you little whore?� He threw off her hand and smiled at her. �Too late. Your father wants to see you. You would be safer in here with me.�
He looked around the storage room. Everything was as he�d left it. He grabbed Natalya�s left arm and pushed her away from him, toward the ajar doorway. She didn�t struggle. She appeared dejected. But he put the barrel of the Smith & Wesson against her left temple as she walked out of the room.
* * *
McCall had moved from the window of the hut to the door. He had it open just a crack. He knelt beside it, holding the M16, looking out. It was an oblique view down the platform, but he could see the edge of the storage room door. Natalya came out first, a beaten, shuffling walk, Kuzbec behind her. He closed the storage room door. He had the barrel of the gun pressed against the side of Natalya�s head. Beyond them, down the platform, the three mercenaries were looking their way. One of them had already started forward. He was speaking into a walkie, the words indistinct.
A walkie crackled on the body of the mercenary behind McCall.
Trying to call his comrade.
Get the hell out of that hut where I can see you.
Suddenly Natalya jerked her head away from the gun barrel. She reached down and grabbed Kuzbec by the balls and squeezed. From the expression on his face, she squeezed very hard. Two of the mercenaries at the other end of the platform smirked. The third on his walkie laughed.
Kuzbec doubled over in pain.
Natalya pulled up her sweatshirt at the back, grabbed the Windex bottle from her back pocket, and hit the nozzle, spraying the cleaning fluid directly into Kuzbec�s eyes.
He screamed and threw his hands up to his face, but kept hold of the Smith & Wesson.
Natalya ran.
She stumbled on shaky legs and fell heavily to the platform.
Kuzbec straightened up, his face contorted with pain, and leveled the gun at her back.
In the doorway of the hut, McCall fired a burst from the M16.
The bullets hit Kuzbec�s body. He jerked around like a puppet and was thrown against the storage room door, sliding down it. The sound of the staccato fire was deafening on the platform.
McCall stepped out of the hut and pulled the tear gas revolver from his belt. He fired two tear gas shells down the platform as the mercenaries unhooked the AK-47s from their shoulders. Tear gas exploded around them. Bullets erupted out of the streaming red smoke, slamming into the wooden hut. McCall heard the coughing and choking immediately. He saw the silhouetted figures staggering as the toxic CS gas enveloped them. They couldn�t see him or Natalya.
McCall motioned Natalya to him. She got to her feet, stumbled again, then ran the ten feet to the elongated hut. McCall grabbed her and threw her inside. More bullets hit the hut, but they were wild. McCall fired the M16 at the silhouetted figures in the streaming tear gas smoke. Two of them convulsed and collapsed onto the platform.
The last man, the one with the walkie, retreated back into the enveloping red cloud.
Four hostiles down.
McCall moved back inside the hut and gripped Natalya�s shoulders. He forced her to look at him.
She nodded. She knew who he was.
An instant later the window on the platform side of the hut blew out in a burst of gunfire. McCall shoved Natalya down. The spiraling glass slivers tore into McCall�s face, lacerating it, blood spitting up from half a dozen deep cuts. Blood spilled from a jagged cut over his right eye, almost blinding him.
He fired the M16 through the jagged window opening.
The last mercenary on the platform was thrown back into the drifting tear gas and lay still.
Five hostiles down.
* * *
In the main ticket room, Berezovsky whirled to Salam.
�That can�t be McCall. There�s no way he could get into this station except through the front entrance. Go down and see who the hell they�re firing at. Probably some maintenance workers who came down the track. Find out how many are dead.�
Salam and three of Berezovsky�s mercenaries ran for the first staircase.
That left Rachid with Berezovsky and McCall�s son.
* * *
In the hut, McCall ran a hand through his hair, combing the glass debris out of it, gripping a terrified Natalya�s shoulder.
�Run to the end of the platform right here. Jump down and edge along the wall, careful not to step onto the rail. There�s a niche one hundred feet from the platform. You can�t see it from here. There are stairs down to an iron door. It�s unlocked.�
She touched his face with a trembling hand.
�You�re hurt,� Natalya said.
It was so strange to hear her actually speak that it took McCall by surprise.
�I�m fine. Go through the doorway and lock the door from the other side. Wait there. Don�t go into the tunnels. Just wait. If anyone else comes down those stairs, then run. If you�re approached in the tunnels, tell whoever it is you want to see Alicia. You�ve come from City Hall station, sent by a friend. You understand?�
It was clear that she didn�t, but she nodded. She understood enough to get off the platform and into the niche and down the stairs. McCall gave her Jeb�s key to the iron door. He took the Beretta Px4 Storm 9 mm subcompact from the small of his back and pressed it into her hands.
�Thirteen rounds. Just point it and fire if you have to. I�ll get your mother.�
He straightened and opened the door of the hut. Tear gas smoke hazed down the platform, turning it eerily bloodred. Nothing moved in it, but McCall heard footfalls echoing on the stairs. He pushed Natalya out the hut door.
�Go!�
Natalya ran to the end of the platform and scrambled down onto the tracks. She pushed her back into the wall and moved along it until she came to the niche. She didn�t look back. She disappeared into it.
McCall took the mini-pad off the clip on his belt. There were four heat images on the LED screen, unmoving. The bodies on the platform. McCall moved out of the hut and aimed the mini-pad at the first set of marble stairs. There were moving heat forms in the upper left-hand corner.
There was one heat form isolated in the center of the screen.
A figure slumped on the staircase.
Katia or Scott.
McCall ran to the marble staircase, throwing blood out of his eyes. The bleeding wouldn�t stop. Hot trickles of it ran down his face. He looked up the stairs and saw a huddled woman�s figure in the center of the staircase. The lights from the platform didn�t reach as far as her figure, but he had no doubt it was Katia. She looked up, but he couldn�t see her face in the semidarkness.
On the left-hand side of the staircase, near Katia�s figure, was the door McCall was looking for. He�d only had a chance to briefly look at the blueprints of the City Hall subway station on the Internet, but this had to be the right one.
If he was wrong, they were dead.
He ran up the stairs to just below Katia�s figure and pulled on the door.
Locked.
McCall heard the echoing footsteps reach the top of the staircase above him. He knelt down, aiming up the M16. He squinted through the sight, but the blood obscured his vision. He took the sight from his right eye, wiped away the blood, put it back, and saw two men moving down the stairs. McCall fired at them, but his aim was off and they jumped back around the corner. McCall, still crouched, turned and fired at the door on his left, lacerating the lock.
Then he straightened and kicked it in.
One of the mercenaries edged back around the top of the staircase and fired down at where McCall�s figure had been.
It was gone.
McCall was in a narrow room filled with equipment. There were electric boxes along one wall and panels of switches. McCall just opened up on the boxes and panels with the M16, disintegrating them.
Immediately all of the lights on the station platform went out.
* * *
In the main ticket room Berezovsky, Scott, and Rachid were thrown into darkness. Only the wan illumination from the city lights filtering down the staircase from the street above touched them. Berezovsky whirled to Rachid.
�Get down there!� he ordered.
Rachid took the AK-47 off his shoulder and ran to the staircase on the left-hand side of the big empty room.
Berezovsky took a small silver key out of his pocket, at the same time pulling the Makarov pistol from its holster. He unsnapped the cuff holding Scott�s wrist to the iron railing by the ticket booth. He grabbed the kid and thrust him forward, the gun at his head.
�You were right,� Berezovsky whispered. �Your daddy did come for you. Now you can die together.�
* * *
McCall ran back out onto the staircase. The only illumination was the pale radiance coming through the skylights on the platform, which didn�t carry far up the stairs. He ran up to Katia, firing bursts with the M16. No one came down the stairs above him. He pulled Katia to her feet. That�s when he saw what Berezovsky had done to her. Her lip was split and swollen. Her left eye was completely closed and the skin around it was turning purple. There was dried blood around her nose and lips. She tried to take a step down, but staggered, and McCall had to grab her before she fell down the staircase.
�Can you reach the platform?�
�Men there,� Katia mumbled, barely able to speak.
�All dead. Natalya�s safe.�
McCall pushed her down toward the bottom. She held on to the iron railing with both hands and climbed down as fast as she could.
McCall leaped up the rest of the stairs.
At the top was the entrance to the fare control area.
Two of the mercenaries were running through it.
McCall fired, sending them back under a hail of bullets. Salam and another mercenary were taking cover behind some stacked ladders. Architecturally the room was a continuation of the Guastavino vaulting and black-and-gold tiling. Like entering some kind of gorgeous Faberg� Easter egg.
The men fired at the entranceway to the stairs.
McCall fell back, pulled the tear gas revolver from his belt, and fired. Two shells exploded into the room. Red smoke streamed across the space with frightening alacrity, like an out-of-control fire. The coughing and cries started immediately as the men�s throats burned, their eyes streamed, mucus gushed from their noses and nausea set in.
McCall fired at two of the fiery silhouetted outlines. The mercenaries convulsed and fell to the tiled floor.
Seven hostiles down.
McCall retreated back down the stairs, bullets erupting around him, chipping the beautiful tiles adorning the staircase, spitting slivers at McCall�s already lacerated face.
When he got to the bottom Katia was waiting for him on the platform. She was staring at the dead men lying prone in the last remnants of drifting smoke.
McCall caught her arm and turned her toward the other end of the platform.
�Climb down. Walk a few steps with your back against the wall. Be careful not to touch the live rail. You�ll find a niche set back in the tunnel. There are stairs at the end of it. At the bottom is an iron door. It�ll be locked. Call Natalya�s name. She�s on the other side waiting for you. She�ll unlock the door. Lock it again behind you and wait for me. If I don�t come down those stairs, run into the tunnels. It�s a maze, but someone will find you and Natalya knows what to say to them.�
�Robert��
�Where�s my son? Where�s Scott?�
�In the ticket office on the street level.�
There was no time for more. Bullets exploded around them from the staircase. McCall shoved Katia down the platform toward the wooden hut and turned.
Salam and the other mercenary were halfway down the staircase, Salam firing his AK-47.
McCall took two bullets.
One passed through his right shoulder, searing pain through his body. His legs buckled. The second bullet hit the thigh of his right leg. He fell backward onto the platform.
On his back, McCall fired the M16 up the stairs at the shadowy figures running down them. He heard a cry and the mercenary fell to the bottom. McCall rolled away.
His M16 clip was empty.
He had two seconds.
Salam came through the entranceway onto the platform.
No sign of McCall.
Salam looked at the wooden hut end of the platform.
Katia was climbing down onto the tracks.
Salam raised his AK-47.
McCall came out of the drifting smoke behind him. His eyes were streaming and his throat felt like it had been sliced open. He drew and fired the Sig Sauer P238, putting four slugs into Salam�s back. The AK-47 fired as the enforcer�s finger jerked on the trigger. The bullets flew up into one of the glowing blue skylights, smashing the heavy glass, raining it down onto the tracks.
Salam pitched forward onto the platform.
Nine hostiles down.
McCall looked beyond Salam�s body.
Katia was gone.
McCall grabbed his fallen M16, took another mag from his pocket, and slammed it in. Then he limped back toward the second set of stairs at the other end.
Rachid came down them onto the platform. He fired on McCall�s eerie figure emerging from the streaming red tear gas smoke, face bleeding, body bleeding, limping, eyes wild, like some vision from Hell.
McCall was hit in the upper left arm. He stumbled to his knees and the M16 went flying out of his hands, over the edge of the platform and onto the tracks.
Rachid raised his AK-47 for the kill shots.
McCall still had the Sig Sauer in his right hand. Without having to aim he shot Rachid three times, two in the chest, one to the head.
Rachid fell back in a fountain of spurting blood.
Ten.
McCall dragged himself to his feet. He was in a great deal of pain. Everything echoed, the sound of the gunshots ringing in his ears constantly. He kept throwing the blood out of his right eye. His right leg was almost useless when it came to walking. He dragged it behind him, his left leg having to compensate. At first his body had been on fire; now it was getting numb, cold waves emanating from the shoulder and arm wounds.
He was out of bullets.
McCall reached the staircase and slammed another magazine into the Sig Sauer with trembling fingers. He started to climb the staircase, gun held out in front of him in his right hand, clutching the iron railing with his left, his right leg dragging behind him.
He made it up to the fare control area.
Drifting tear gas smoke and dead bodies.
McCall continued to climb in agony. It felt like he was climbing to the top of the Eiffel Tower, but he was close, so close, just a few more steps, Scott would be there.
McCall made it to the top of the staircase and entered the main ticket room.
It was deserted.
He noted a broken handcuff on a railing beside the closed ticket booth.
McCall stood still, putting his weight on his left leg, listening. He could hear a kind of muffled shuffling down the other staircase. He turned and went back down his staircase, faster this time, working through the pain, putting it in a place where it could not reach him.
He had staggered through the fare control area and was halfway down the stairs to the platform when he heard Berezovsky�s mocking raised voice.
�I have your son, Mr. McCall. We�re on the platform. Do join us.�
McCall half jumped, half staggered down the rest of the marble stairs and out onto the station platform.
Berezovsky was standing in the center of the platform, the red smoke dissipating around him. The platform was littered with bodies. Berezovsky had hold of Scott�s shoulder and the barrel of the Makarov pistol was pressed against the side of his head. Scott stood absolutely motionless. The light filtering down through the blue skylights, one of them shattered now, barely reached the platform. The two of them were backlit, like ghostly images on a battlefield.
�I know my wife and daughter are not upstairs.� Berezovsky�s voice echoed on the platform. �Katia�s your lover. You set her up in a beautiful apartment at the Dakota. She betrayed me. My daughter is a stranger. No doubt you have them hidden in a room somewhere on the platform. I will find them and kill them. But what to do about your son?�
�Let him go,� McCall said, dragging himself closer, the Sig Sauer pointed down at the platform floor.
�Men like us cannot have families. It is too dangerous. Both of us should have known better.�
�Let my son go and you can walk out of here,� McCall said.
�You would never allow me to do that. I was told you�d resigned from The Company. That you�d come to finally understand your real enemies were your own people. I was proud of you. A shame that wasn�t true. Throw down your gun.�
McCall remained unmoving.
Berezovsky prodded Scott in the head with the barrel of the Makarov.
His voice was suddenly raging.
�Do it now!�
McCall opened his shaking fingers and tossed the Sig Sauer onto the platform floor.
He tossed it in a particular place, calculating the distance it would take him to reach it when he threw himself to the ground.
�I did resign,� McCall said, stalling for time.
�And yet you murdered an employee of mine outside of Prague. To save the life of an American government official.�
�That was a bonus.�
�I see. No doubt you felt some closure about Elena Petrov in ending Durkovi�s life. He did indeed kill her. But he was acting on my orders. So you see, there will be no escape from your pain, Mr. McCall. Not that it matters now. After I kill your son, who doesn�t even know you, you will die. I will open another nightclub. I will find a new assassin. Life goes on.�
�Not for you,� McCall said.
His eyes had flicked beyond Berezovsky�s figure.
Out of the ghostly darkness behind him Katia had appeared. She was holding the Beretta Storm 9 mm that McCall had given to Natalya in both hands, pointed at her husband�s back. She halted and her hands stopped shaking.
Berezovsky could not have heard anything, but he started to turn, never taking the gun barrel from Scott�s head.
Katia shot him twice in the back.
Berezovsky staggered.
Scott twisted out of his grasp and fell to his knees.
Berezovsky brought the Makarov pistol back around to the boy�s head.
McCall dived to the ground, grabbed the Sig Sauer, and fired three times. All three bullets hit Berezovsky�s forehead. The force of them spun him to the edge of the platform. He toppled over it onto the tracks.
Eleven hostiles dead.
McCall tried to get up, but couldn�t put any weight on his right leg. Scott scrambled to his feet and ran to his father�s side. He gripped him under his left arm and hauled him up to his feet. McCall transferred all of the weight onto his left leg and hung on to his son.
It was as close to a hug as they�d probably ever get.
McCall looked past him. Natalya had walked up behind Katia. She took her mother�s trembling hand as she looked at Berezovsky spread-eagled on the subway tracks. Neither of them spoke.
�There�s an Adidas sports bag in that hut at the other end of the platform,� McCall said to Scott. �Can you get it?�
Scott nodded and ran down the platform, jumping over the bodies there. He ducked inside the hut and came out carrying the sports bag. He ran back to where McCall stood.
�How about that M16 rifle? Can you reach it?�
Scott looked at the tracks.
�Sure.�
He ran to the edge, knelt down, reached far out, and picked up the fallen M16 by the barrel.
�Got it.�
He jogged back to McCall, knelt, and slid the M16 into the sports bag. McCall took the tear gas revolver out of his belt. Scott took it from his father�s shaking hands, dropped it into the sports bag, and picked the bag up. Katia and Natalya walked to where McCall and Scott stood. Katia took off the belt of her dress, knelt down and tied it tightly at the top of McCall�s leg wound as a tourniquet. The bullet had gone through his right shoulder, but there was a lot of blood. McCall pulled up his turtleneck and jammed a handkerchief over the wound. Rachid�s bullet that had hit his left arm had also gone through the skin at the top and the bleeding there was minimal. Katia finished tying the tourniquet. McCall nodded and pulled her to her feet. He motioned to the stairs behind him. There were no bodies on those stairs. Scott supported McCall on one side, still carrying the Adidas bag, Natalya on the other. Katia led the way.
No one spoke.
In the echoing tomb of the City Hall subway station they walked up the marble stairs to the dark main ticket room, up the stairs to the street, emerging from the enclosure that had ENTRANCE still stamped on it and out into the New York night.

CHAPTER 49

McCall waited until they were four blocks away from the old station before he stopped. The blood had congealed over his right eye. The tourniquet on his leg had stopped the bleeding there. But his right shoulder and left arm were leaking blood. He wouldn�t be able to walk another ten feet. He took out his iPhone and dialed.
Twenty minutes later Jimmy pulled up in a 2009 silver Lexus. He got out, tugging a Yankees jacket tighter around him. There was no one else on the street. Traffic was light. Katia and Natalya stood together, shivering a little in the cold, but mostly with shock. Scott stood with a hand on McCall�s arm, steadying him.
�Sorry to get you out of bed, Jimmy,� McCall said. �I�m sure Sarah didn�t appreciate a call from me after midnight.�
�To be honest, McCall, she doesn�t appreciate a call from you at any hour.�
�This is Katia Rossovkaya and her daughter, Natalya. They�re living at the Dakota. They need a ride home. I need to know no one�s waiting for them at their apartment. Are you armed?�
�If I�d taken a gun to meet with you I�d be divorced.�
McCall took the Sig Sauer P238 out of his pocket and handed it to him.
He kept losing guns.
�Does she need to go to the hospital?� Jimmy asked, looking at Katia�s face.
Katia spoke directly to McCall. �Natalya will look after me. She always has. Alexei was my husband.�
�I know,� McCall said.
�He used to beat me regularly.�
�Not anymore.�
�No,� she said softly. �Not anymore.�
�Who�s this?� Jimmy asked, indicating Scott, but McCall was pretty sure he knew.
�My son, Scott. He needs to go home, too.�
�No problem.�
Jimmy looked at the Adidas sports bag that Scott was still carrying. He knew what was in it. He popped the trunk, took the sports bag from Scott, dropped it into the trunk, and slammed it.
�Get in.�
Katia and Natalya climbed into the back of the Lexus, then Scott. McCall slid painfully into the front passenger seat. Jimmy got behind the wheel. He didn�t ask any questions. He didn�t comment on McCall�s face, his injured right leg, or the fact there was blood soaking through his clothes. He just pulled away from the curb.
Jimmy dropped Katia and Natalya at the Dakota. There were no good-byes. They walked quickly into the lobby, Natalya supporting her mother. Jimmy walked with them, disappeared for five minutes, then came out, got back into the Lexus, and drove away.
�All clear.�
McCall made his second call when Jimmy turned onto Park Avenue. The Blakes lived at 1000 Park Avenue and Eighty-sixth Street. Five minutes later Jimmy made a U-turn and pulled up to the green-shaded entrance. Cassie was waiting in the doorway.
Scott leaned forward from the back.
�I knew you�d come for me, Dad,� was all he said.
Then he got out of the Lexus.
But the words meant everything to McCall.
Cassie ran out of the apartment building and hugged Scott fiercely. Tom Blake came out behind her. Scott squirmed out of his mother�s embrace and Blake hugged him.
�Not going to get out?� Jimmy asked.
McCall shook his head.
Cassie looked at the car. Jimmy hit a button and the window on McCall�s side purred down. Cassie started to move forward. McCall just raised a hand in acknowledgment. She stopped and locked eyes with him. Her eyes were filled with tears.
She mouthed the words: Thank you.
�Let�s go,� McCall said.
Jimmy sighed and hit the button for the window to ascend and pulled away.
* * *
It was Granny, of all people, who came to see McCall in the ER at the New York-Presbyterian Hospital on 168th Street. It was just after dawn and McCall was in a cubicle putting on his shirt. He was doing everything in slow motion to avoid pulling out stitches or sending pain rocketing through his head and body. Dr. Bennett�s son Brian, who looked like a younger edition of his dad, had patched McCall up without asking any questions. They�d talked a little bit about his father, Doc Adams of the subterranean tunnels. His son wanted him to come back to the upworld and stay there. He worried about his dad�s own health, down in those sewers. McCall promised to see what he could do. The bleary, dedicated night staff were giving way to the day shift. The ER was quiet. Granny and McCall kept their voices low, but there was no one close enough to hear them.
�I thought I�d be fighting my way through a phalanx of cops,� Granny said. �You walk into the ER just after midnight with your face all cut up and how many gunshot wounds?�
�Three,� McCall said. �The one on my left arm was really a deep graze, cut a groove along the bicipital aponeurosis. The one in the right shoulder went through. Not much damage. They dug the bullet out of my right leg. I got out of the OR about an hour ago. They wanted to move me upstairs to a room, but I checked myself out. I left my jacket down here and I wanted to thank Dr. Benneit�s son.�
�So the ER doc who treated you is so used to seeing victims of multiple gunshot wounds in this area, he didn�t feel the need to call the police?�
�He�s the son of an acquaintance of mine. Also a doctor. Treats patients in the subterranean tunnels below the city. He�d already alerted his son I might be coming in for treatment. If I was still alive.�
Granny shook his head. �You can always surprise me, McCall. I hear the body count in City Hall station was eleven. Same ones we faced at Grand Central?�
�Some of them.�
�The cops think it was a rival Chechen gang or maybe even the Russian Mafia who took them out. I understand one of the dead bad guys lying on the tracks was Alexei Berezovsky. Control will probably take the credit for that. He�ll say he turned you around and you came back in from the cold and took Berezovsky out for The Company.�
�He can say whatever he wants.�
McCall picked up his jacket and shrugged it on. Granny knew better than to offer to help.
�Did he bring you in for one last mission?� Granny asked.
�No.�
�That�s good. I like thinking of you roaming the city looking for windmills to tilt at. Where are you going now?�
�Home.�
�Any more Chechens waiting for you there?�
�They don�t know where I live.�
�But you can�t be sure of that.�
�No, I can�t.�
�I�ll drive you.�
Granny put an arm around McCall�s shoulders and they walked together through the somnambulant ER.
�I heard a murmur about hostages in the City Hall station,� Granny said. �One of them was your son.�
�All safe.�
�Maybe your ex-wife will forgive you now for past sins.�
�I doubt it,� McCall said.
Granny had a 1966 black Ford Mustang convertible at the curb. It was in mint condition. It had a police sign on the windshield as it was illegally parked beside a fire hydrant. McCall slid gingerly into the passenger seat. Granny jumped behind the wheel, tossed the POLICE ACTIVITY sign into the back, and pulled away.
He drove straight to Crosby Street. McCall didn�t ask how he knew his address. They went up to the third floor together.
�Wait here,� Granny said.
McCall didn�t argue and handed him the apartment key.
Granny went in and came back out again within twenty seconds.
�Clear.�
He put an arm around McCall�s shoulders to support him into the apartment. The living room was exactly as McCall had left it. He glanced through the archway into the kitchen. Everything was in its place, what there was of it. Granny helped him into the bedroom. McCall sat down on the bed. Granny looked around the austere room, no pictures on the walls, no books on the bedside tables, no ornaments of any kind.
�Cosy.�
He walked over to the dresser where the two photos still sat against the wall of Serena Johanssen and Elena Petrov. He nodded and smiled a little sadly and glanced at his watch.
�I gotta go.�
�Thanks for coming to get me, Granny.�
�Not a problem. You need me, McCall, you know where to find me.�
Granny moved to the doorway to the living room.
�The girl you sent to keep an eye on me in Prague?� McCall said. �Did you know her name, Andel, means �angel� in Czech?�
Granny turned back. He took off his square-cut glasses and polished them on a handkerchief. His bright blue eyes regarded McCall frankly.
�I don�t know what you�re talking about.�
Granny put the glasses back on and left.
McCall thought he was telling the truth.
He hoped so.
* * *
McCall slept for two hours, then Jimmy picked him up. He dropped him outside the Chase Bank on Madison Avenue, popped the trunk, and handed him the Adidas sports bag. McCall walked into the bank. Bill Littman personally showed him down to the vault room, then left him alone. McCall transferred the M16, the tear gas gun, and more tear gas cartridges from the Adidas bag back into the safe-deposit box. He put the $250,000 back into their envelopes and rang the bell. Littman came back down and they both used keys to return the safe-deposit box to its slot.
Littman smiled at McCall with secret knowledge.
When McCall walked out of the bank Jimmy was still waiting for him, double-parked with the engine running.
�Want a lift somewhere?�
�No, I�m going to take a stroll through the park.�
�How�s the right leg?�
�I can walk on it.�
�Sarah says come to dinner one night. You�re alone here in New York. She makes an awesome lasagne.�
�I�ll have to pass, but thank her.�
�You can�t isolate yourself forever, McCall. You reached out to me. To Mickey. You have friends, whether you like it or not.�
Jimmy got into the Lexus and drove away.
McCall walked up Seventy-seventh Street, over Fifth Avenue and up to Central Park. His right leg hurt, but not too badly. He walked across the park to Strawberry Fields just beyond the Seventy-second Street entrance. He sat on a bench to wait for her near the Imagine Mosaic built in honor of John Lennon, adorned with flowers donated from a hundred and twenty countries. He could see the imposing Dakota building from where he sat.
Katia entered the park and spotted him immediately. She was wearing a dark blue trench coat over jeans and a black pullover. As she got closer McCall could see her left eye had opened and the swelling around it had gone down a little. She�d put on makeup to cover the bruises on her face. Her lip was still split, but not bleeding.
She sat down on the bench beside McCall and looked over at the John Lennon Memorial.
�I didn�t know there was a tribute to him here.�
�I guess this was his favorite area in the park, he and his wife.�
There was silence between them for long moments.
�I keep expecting the police to come knocking on my door,� she said.
�They won�t. They don�t know what happened at City Hall station except there was a firefight and eleven men were killed. They don�t know about the hostages and they�re not going to find out. My ex-wife works for the district attorney�s office, but I guarantee you she won�t be having a heart-to-heart talk with her boss. Berezovsky made it personal. She�ll keep it that way. The police will investigate, but they�ll hit a dead end.�
�Your friend Jimmy asked me to give this back to you.�
She opened her purse and started to take out the Sig Sauer P238 with the Rosewood motif. McCall stopped her.
�You keep it. Home protection. I�ll get you a permit. Where�d you learn how to shoot?�
�My father taught me at our farm in Shali. I was six years old. He said you cannot pick up a gun unless you know how to aim and hit what you�re firing at. Of course, then it was pieces of wood balanced on the top of our fence in the backyard.�
�He was right,� McCall said, his mind momentarily going somewhere else. �Rossovkaya is your family name?�
�Yes.�
Katia closed her purse over the Sig Sauer pistol. She had still not looked at him. But now she reached out a hand and he took it tightly.
�I shot the father of my only child in the back,� she said softly.
�I wouldn�t be sitting here if you hadn�t.�
�I loved him once. I was very young and impressionable. A country girl. I got pregnant with Natalya right away. He was very caring at first. But I knew. Even then, I could sense the darkness in him. He kept the business side of things away from me. But I watched that darkness overtake him.�
�No,� McCall said. �It was always there. You just realized it more as time went on. When did he start beating you?�
�When Natalya was two. He was careful not to mark me too badly. He wanted to show me off at his art exhibitions and charity functions. He was always sorry for hitting me. Asked me to forgive him. I told him I did, but it wasn�t the truth. I grew to hate him the more I feared him.�
McCall had nothing to say to that.
Katia got to her feet.
�May we walk?�
�Of course.�
McCall stood and they walked toward Cherry Hill. He looked off to where the chess tables were located near the baseball diamond. He imagined Granny sitting at one of them, playing chess with strangers, winning game after game with little effort and no satisfaction. Killing time before Control sent him out on another mission. Or someone else did. Seemed like a lonely life.
But Granny had found what worked for him.
Maybe McCall had, too.
Katia took his hand again.
�Your son is fine?�
�I�m not sure. I�m going to find out. He�ll deal with what happened in his own way. I don�t know what that is. I don�t know him well enough.�
�Will you see him again?�
�He doesn�t want to see me.�
�But you came to rescue him.�
�A little late.�
�And your ex-wife? How does she feel about you?�
�She wants me to stay as far away from her and my son as possible. Your husband said men like us can�t have families. That it�s too dangerous. He was right.�
Katia stopped and finally smiled at him.
�You seem to have adopted a new family. Natalya adores you. And not just because you saved her life. Twice.�
�She�s a very special girl.�
�She�s talking a little more now. Not just to me. To other people.�
�That�s good.�
�You did that for her. You changed our lives.�
McCall said nothing.
Katia let go of his hand and moved closer to him, not quite into his arms.
�You really want nothing from me?� she asked him.
�I want you to be safe and happy.�
�Could that be with you?�
�Probably not.�
She nodded and kissed him gently on the lips.
�Don�t be a stranger,� she said.
�If you need me, you have my number to call.�
Katia turned and walked back toward the Seventy-second Street entrance to the park. McCall watched her go. Automatically he looked on either side of her. No enforcers from Dolls. No enemies that he could see.
Maybe she was going to be all right now.
He watched her until she disappeared out onto Seventy-second Street.
* * *
But he wasn�t the only person watching.

CHAPTER 50

McCall waited in the outdoor pavilion of the glass monoliths. Office workers were streaming outside to take their lunch hour, some of them making a beeline right to the Earl of Sandwich shop on the corner. McCall was looking at the glass doors to the 221 building. Karen Armstrong came through them, carrying her faux Louis Vuitton handbag with the intricately embroidered sequins on it filled with everything a young woman needs to travel a hundred yards.
Including a Smith & Wesson SP9 VE handgun with a 10 + 1 capacity.
When she saw McCall her face lit up. She jogged over to him.
�Hey, Bobby! Where have you been? I haven�t seen you at Bentleys in days!�
�I had to go out of town.�
He fell into step beside her.
�I need to talk to you before you grab your lunch.�
The white tables were already getting full, so she veered off to one of the ledges of flowers and sat down on it. McCall stood. She put her Louis Vuitton bag beside her.
�What�s up?�
�Are you still carrying that old Smith and Wesson pistol?�
She was startled. �How did you know about that?�
�I saw it in your bag at Bentleys.�
�You bet I�m still carrying it. If that creep Carlson comes near me again, I�m going to blow his head off.�
�He won�t be stalking you anymore. He went to Washington, D.C., and raped two young women in a remote parkland spot. Students from AU. He had the city terrorized before his next victim stabbed him to death.�
Karen was shaken by the news, but put on a brave front.
�Wow. Good for her! Self-defense.�
�Kind of,� McCall said; she was unaware of the irony. �But there are more Jeff Carlsons out there. If you pull a gun on an assailant and don�t know how to use it, he�ll take it away from you and kill you.�
�I know what I�m doing!� she said defensively.
�No, you don�t. But I can take you to a firing range and teach you how to shoot.�
�And what�s in it for you?�
He could see she regretted the words as soon as they were out of her mouth. �I know you�re not just coming on to me. You could have done that a hundred times in Bentleys.� She jumped down off the low ledge. �I can take care of myself, Bobby.�
She picked up her Louis Vuitton bag and started to move past him.
McCall said, �When you have that gun in your bedroom, don�t leave it lying out on the bedside table. Where a stalker can pick it up, take out the clip, shake out the bullets, put it back in, and you�re none the wiser.�
She stopped dead in her tracks. Slowly she turned to face him.
�You were in my apartment?�
�He was. You were in the shower. He emptied your gun. If you haven�t checked the clip since then, which you probably haven�t, you�ll find it�s empty. He could have used it on you, but he liked his own MO. He was carrying a Japanese kitchen knife. He stood in your bathroom doorway and watched you. You were defenseless.�
�But you were there, too?�
�I persuaded him to leave.�
�What night did this happen?�
�Wednesday of last week.�
�I didn�t hear a thing. I don�t believe you!�
But she was pale and her hands were trembling.
�There�s a nice Picasso over your bed, a girl in blue bathing in a kiddie pool,� McCall said. �Your bathroom is tiled in dark and light blue tiles. You keep the shower door open. You�ve got a mole just below your right breast. You�ve got the tattoo of a lacy blue butterfly with black edges on the wings on your right buttock. It�s pretty, but no one can see it there. You should have had it tattooed on your shoulder.�
She was staring at him. It was as if she was talking just to be saying something.
�I got drunk with some of my girlfriends one night. It was a dare. We went to a tattoo parlor in the Village. Oh, my God.� She looked at the growing mass of humanity on the concourse. There was already a line forming outside the Earl of Sandwich shop. �Who are you?�
�Someone who wants to help you. If you insist on being armed, you need to know how to use that gun. Give me your card.�
She fished one out of her bag, self-conscious now of the Smith & Wesson in it. McCall wrote on the back of the card and handed it to her.
�That�s my cell number. When you�re ready to go to a firing range, call me, or talk to Laddie at Bentleys, I�ll make sure he can find me.�
�You won�t be there anymore?�
�Probably not.�
Karen hugged him, then broke the embrace, a little embarrassed, and looked over at the Earl of Sandwich shop. �I�d better get in there before all of the house-smoked ham and grated Parmesan are gone. What�s your real name?�
�Robert.�
�You mind if I still call you Bobby? You�re Bobby to me.�
�Sure.�
�Maybe I�ll see you at Bentleys some time. I promised to bring my new boyfriend there.� Her eyes danced with sudden amusement. �He�d enjoy meeting you. You�ve seen more of me than he has.�
McCall smiled.
�If you want to come back to my apartment for a drink one night, you know where it is. And obviously you know how to get in,� she added ironically.
She walked quickly toward the sandwich shop.
McCall wondered if he should take her up on that offer, but his mind was still back in Prague with his Angel.
* * *
Two days later McCall walked to Dolls nightclub. He noted a sign in one of the bright windows that said UNDER NEW MANAGEMENT IN gilt letters. It was 5:00 P.M. and the place had just opened. There was the usual line of hopefuls outside and a new bouncer at the doors. He was African American and looked like he should be a linebacker for the Jets. McCall estimated his weight at 320 pounds and all of it looked like hard muscle. With four fractured ribs and three healing bullet wounds, one of them causing a distinct limp in his right leg, McCall was not crazy about the thought of tangling with him. But he walked to the head of the line. The linebacker looked at him, but it was with a completely different attitude than that of his predecessor. He took McCall in with one glance, nodded, and stepped aside.
�You�re good to go in,� he said in a gentle voice.
McCall nodded and moved inside.
Dolls already had the music pounding � Maroon 5 moving like Jagger. The revolving ball was spinning its kaleidoscopic colors over the dancers. There were couples at the silver cocktail tables, several men up at the bar with others pushing to get their drinks. Abuse was spinning his records. McCall walked to the area just above the sunken cocktail level, looking around. He saw that Natalya was sitting at an end table, working on an iPad, doing her homework. She had not seen him, intent on the iPad screen.
McCall saw none of the Chechen enforcers in the big room. Three of them he knew were dead, because he�d killed them � Kuzbec, Salam, and Rachid. But he�d expected to see other faces he recognized and didn�t.
There was no sign of Bakar Daudov.
McCall�s gaze shifted to the dance floor. Katia was dancing with a young man who was doing everything he could to impress her short of Michael Jackson moves on the dance floor. Katia�s face had almost healed. Her left eye was completely open. There was probably still some purple discoloration around it, but she�d expertly hidden it with makeup. The bruises were also hidden. Her split lip had healed. She was wearing a burgundy dress and matching shoes and looked stunning. She hadn�t seen McCall yet.
His gaze shifted over to where Melody was dancing with a slick Wall Street type whose hands kept moving down her back to grip her ass. She pulled them back up, still smiling at him, now, now, be a good boy, but it was clear that the reputation of the club had reached him. He was building up to the suggestion that they go upstairs after their last dance.
Melody turned and saw McCall. Her expression changed in an instant. He thought it was almost shame.
McCall gently shook his head.
Don�t worry. Not going to happen.
McCall looked over into the alcove.
Samuel Clemens was sitting in the middle of the table where Borislav Kirov had always sat. There were eight men around him, including the thin, ratty-faced accountant McCall had noted during his first visit to the alcove. Next to him was Borislav Kirov�s attorney whom McCall had seen at the Les Mis�rables opening night. McCall thought he looked a little lost without his Kate Upton wannabe Sports Illustrated swimsuit model. There was no muscle at the table or standing guard around it. The atmosphere inside the alcove was tense, but not threatening.
Until McCall walked in.
Samuel Clemens was dressed in dark jeans, a dark blue cowboy shirt the Duke had worn in The Searchers, and a lightweight suede fringed jacket. McCall could see his alligator boots under the table. His eyes were alight with excitement and concentration. He barely glanced up as McCall entered, but when he recognized him, he straightened up fast. His face crumpled for just a moment into something resembling an old cowboy who�d been left out to die of thirst in Death Valley. Then he slapped on his best grin and waved an expansive arm.
�Mr. Maclain! Come on in! You�re here at a very auspicious moment! Dolls has just officially changed hands. You�re lookin� at the new owner, Samuel T. Clemens. You�ll see there�s a whole new staff on duty at the club tonight. Livelier ambiance! No more watered down drinks! Better music, �cept I�m gonna keep that young Chechen DJ, Abuse, love that name! He�s a pistol.�
�Clear the room,� McCall said.
Clemens got slowly to his feet, his eyes locked on McCall�s face. The smile never left his lips, but his breathing became a little more labored.
�Sure thing. Gentlemen, I need a few moments alone with this fellah. We�ll get all the paperwork signed tonight. Just a little wranglin� I gotta do right now.�
The men packed up their briefcases and headed past McCall through the entranceway out into the noisy club. In the confusion of people leaving, McCall casually reached under the table to where he�d planted the small silver bug. It was still in place. He pulled it away from its adhesive and dropped it into his jacket pocket. Clemens never saw him do it because his eyes had not strayed from McCall�s face. Once the last attorney had left the alcove his eyes took on a feral look. He licked his lips. McCall couldn�t tell whether he was deciding to come around the table at him or bolt.
�What did they tell you happened to Borislav Kirov?� McCall asked.
�Retired. Wanted to get out of the nightclub rat race, go somewhere there�s a white sandy beach and those cocktails with little umbrellas in them. Can�t hardly blame him. But that wouldn�t do for me. I need to be where the action is.�
�He�s dead,� McCall said. �It�s his widow and sons who have gone to Maui.�
Clemens opened his mouth to speak, closed it again.
�You must be dealing with his lawyers,� McCall said. �Who would be anxious to sell. It�s a good thing. You�re going to turn this place around, Samuel. You�re going to make it a class act.�
Clemens relaxed a little. �Well, that�s exactly what I aim to do. Still gonna open a Dolls nightclub in Fort Worth, once we get this filly up on its legs. I got a bunch of folks comin� down who are gonna run this Manhattan hoedown for me.�
�You can also ease up on the Davy Crockett homespun dialogue,� McCall said. �It�s cute, but I�m not sure New Yorkers will buy it.�
�I don�t know what you�re��
�The first thing you�re going to do at your new Manhattan nightclub is to spread the word that the girls here only dance. No one goes upstairs with a customer.�
�I don�t know what you mean.�
McCall walked around the table and got in Clemens�s face.
�You�re a lying sack of shit. You know exactly what was happening in this club. But it stops tonight. No customers are allowed up to the second floor. You�re going to get a wrecking crew in here tomorrow. You can probably keep the club open during the renovations.�
�What renovations?�
�You�re going to tear down those bedrooms upstairs. I�d suggest putting in an elite bar, very exclusive.�
�And what if I don�t believe these renovations are necessary?�
�They are.�
�What if I pick up a phone right now and call the police and tell them I�m being threatened?�
�You and I are having a friendly chat. I�m welcoming you to the neighborhood. Your word against mine. But you won�t call the cops. You�re going to do exactly as I say.�
�Why should I?�
McCall gripped the lapels of his fringe jacket and slammed him up against the back wall.
�Because if you don�t, I�m going to come back for you,� McCall said softly. �The same way I came back for Borislav Kirov.�
Clemens�s eyes opened wide. He swallowed hard. McCall�s face was an inch from his.
�Are we clear on this?� McCall asked.
�Yes, sir. We surely are. Yes, we are.�
McCall let him go and took a step back.
�You�ve got some men with you from Fort Worth here tonight?�
�Yes, sir.�
�Make sure one of them spreads the word about the rooms upstairs. Closed for renovations. Get all of the girls together in the next twenty minutes and let them know there�s been a major policy change now that you�re the new owner. The girls dance and flirt and hug and some of them can make other arrangements if they so desire. But they�re under no pressure to do anything more. Make it clear to them. Make it clear to the clientele.�
�Gonna take care of that, sir. Tonight. Yes, sir.�
McCall moved around the table to the entrance to the alcove. Clemens stared at him. He looked like he was against a wall at the Alamo.
McCall smiled. �You know how some business deals are, Mr. Clemens. You don�t get lard lessen ya boil the hog.�
Clemens breathed out at last and nodded.
McCall left him. Almost immediately Kirov�s attorney and the ratty accountant and the other lawyers and the real estate broker and the local city councilmen filed back in. They�d been hovering, but they hadn�t heard a word over the deafening music. Clemens put the used-car-salesman smile back on his face and waved them in with an expansive hand.
�Gentlemen, let�s conclude our business!�
McCall walked through the cocktail area to where the young man with Melody was saying something to her she didn�t like. She shook her head and he gripped her wrist tightly. McCall grabbed his wrist, pulled his hand from her, and spun him around.
�Time to leave.�
�Who the hell are you?� He looked at Melody. �This your boyfriend?�
�I�m her dad,� McCall said. �Get out.�
He let go of the man�s wrist.
�I�m not going anywhere.�
McCall had seen something in his peripheral vision and half turned. The linebacker from the front doors was standing just above the cocktail area watching them. McCall nodded at the young man. The linebacker nodded, moved with surprising speed for someone his size, gripped the man�s arm, and hustled him out of the cocktail area and up the two silver steps toward the front of the club. He didn�t say a word.
McCall took Melody�s hand.
�Things are going to be different now.�
�Thank you. I don�t understand what�s happened. Mr. Kirov is gone and the club has been sold. To that Texan. He looks pretty oily.�
�He�ll be a better boss than Kirov.�
�Katia knows what�s going on, but she won�t tell us.�
�She�s protecting you. All you need to know is that a construction crew is going to rip apart the upstairs. In a few weeks there�ll be an elite club up there. I have the feeling it might be a country and western bar,� he added wryly. �This is a new beginning. For all of you. Starting tonight.�
Melody hugged him.
He was getting a lot of hugs these days.
�I could kiss you.�
�That might cause a scene.�
McCall eased out of her embrace and turned away. Melody caught his wrist, looking at the dance floor where Katia was still dancing with her energetic young man.
�Don�t you want to see Katia?�
�She doesn�t need to know I was here tonight. I�ll see her again.�
McCall walked through the tables and up the silver steps, turning once at the entrance to the club. Natalya was watching him. She didn�t move. She didn�t say anything. She just smiled at him.
McCall smiled back and left the nightclub.
* * *
The next morning when McCall entered Manhattan Electronics Mary was serving two customers at once and two more were browsing. She was dressed in a black miniskirt, a black silk shirt, black stockings and black high heels, her dark hair on her shoulders, running up and down the cluttered shelves with intimate knowledge. Brahms was not playing. It was the Beatles from their White Album, one of McCall�s favorites. George Harrison was singing �While My Guitar Gently Weeps.� Mary put some electronic components into one customer�s hands, handed another a Mac notebook, and rushed over to the front of the store to McCall.
�Hey, there! Wow, you look awful. What happened to your face?�
�Window blew out beside me.�
�That�s a bummer. But you�re okay?� McCall nodded. �Brahms isn�t here.�
�I could tell that. No Brahms concerto playing. Even the Beatles would curl his toes.�
�Hilda was transferred from Sloan-Kettering to the Cancer Care Center at Boston Medical four days ago. An experimental course of treatment. Brahms is with her. It�s all been paid for. Thousands of dollars. Someone named W. Mays wrote the check. Who is that?�
�You�ve never heard of Willie Mays?� McCall asked, as if shocked. �The best baseball player of all time.�
�I doubt very much he�s a friend of Brahms or is intimately aware of his wife�s cancer diagnosis.�
McCall shrugged. �Must be another W. Mays.�
�I know who it was,� Mary whispered. �Brahms does, too, but he�s too proud to say anything. Did you need him?�
�I�m returning a delicate piece of equipment. I�ll drop it on his desk.�
McCall moved to the back of the store. Mary rushed back to her customers, taking money from one of them, ringing up a sale and fielding a question from the other.
McCall walked into Brahms�s office and set the little bug down on his desk beside his laptop. He picked up a picture of Brahms and Hilda, twenty years younger, on New Year�s Eve, both of them holding glasses of champagne and grinning foolishly for the camera in a big ballroom somewhere. McCall set the picture back on Brahms�s desk. �Experimental treatment� always gave him pause, but sometimes it was the only way to go.
And miracles did happen.
When he came out of Brahms�s office he saw that Mary had disposed of three customers and was showing the last one a package of ethernet micro-connectors. She ran over to McCall.
�When he calls, should I tell him you were in?�
�No need. But let me know how the treatment is going.� He took one of Brahms�s Manhattan Electronics cards from a pile on a counter and wrote on the back of it. �That�s the number you can reach me on, day or night.�
She took it and slipped it down the front of her plunging neckline. She grinned. �I�ve run out of pockets. I�d say the boss still owes you big time.�
�He doesn�t owe me a thing.�
�Well, I owe you this,� Mary said, and hugged him.
McCall was on a roll.
�And don�t tell him about the Beatles,� she whispered, and then she was running back to the counter to take the customer�s money for the micro-connectors.
Paul McCartney was singing �Blackbird� when McCall walked out of the store.

CHAPTER 51

McCall got to the Starbucks on West Sixty-second Street a little after twelve noon. The playground of the high school across the way was jammed with students. He had promised Cassie he wouldn�t go back there and �spy� on his son, but he wanted to make sure Scott was okay. Dana came out of the Starbucks with a venti Sumatra Asia/Pacific extra-bold coffee in a white china mug and set it down in front of him. She looked across at the high school playground and the cross-currents of good-natured high spirits.
�Why don�t you ever walk over there?�
�I�m fine right here,� McCall said, with an edge.
�Sure. Enjoy your coffee,� Dana said, a little embarrassed that she might have crossed the line of server/customer relations.
McCall touched her arm as she turned away.
�Sorry. I�ve had a tough few days.�
She smiled at him. �That�s okay. We all have those. I�m breaking up with my boyfriend.�
�Sorry to hear that.�
�His loss.�
�I�d say so.�
She smiled at him again.
McCall was expecting a hug, but it didn�t happen.
Dana walked back inside. McCall drank some coffee, searched the playground for Scott and found him. He was playing a pickup basketball game with his black friend against two other African American students, both of them in the Magic Johnson height category. Tough to dribble the ball past giants. Scott ducked under a block and took a shot. The basketball circled the rim and dropped through the net. His pal gave him a low five.
Then Scott did something that he hadn�t done in all the months that McCall had been coming to watch him.
He turned and looked through the high mesh fence across the street at the Starbucks. Obviously he was looking for him. Scott tossed the basketball back to his friend, putting up a hand � five minutes. He ran over to a break in the fence, dodged traffic as he jaywalked across Sixty-second Street and jogged up to McCall�s table.
�Mom told me you�d been watching me from time to time,� he said as he sat down at the table. �But you never let me know you were here.�
�I didn�t think it was appropriate. I promised your mom I wouldn�t do this again, but I wanted to make sure you were okay and back at school.�
�You mean after my ordeal?� Scott sounded caustic. �It was scary, yeah. But what was Mom going to do? Send a note to the principal? �Sorry, Scott can�t come to school because he was a hostage in that mob shootout at the City Hall subway station and he needs some time to recover.� I don�t think so. Anyway, I wasn�t hurt and I�m not having nightmares about it.�
�That�s good.�
Now there was silence between them. Dana came back out, looked at Scott, and smiled.
�If Muhammad won�t come to the mountain. What can I get for you?�
�I�m fine,� Scott said.
McCall finished his coffee in a couple of swallows. Dana took his mug.
�One more venti Sumatra Asia/Pacific coming up.�
And disappeared inside.
Scott looked over at the noisy school playground, as if unable to meet McCall�s eyes.
�I guess Mom gave you the stay-away-from-us speech.�
�She did.�
�Tom wouldn�t want you coming around.�
�How do you get on with your stepfather?�
�He�s cool. He�s a tough guy, too, in a different way. He doesn�t kill people, but he intimidates the shit out of them. You know, criminals he�s prosecuting.�
�I�ve only killed people I had to. People who threatened the security of this country.�
McCall knew he sounded defensive and Scott looked at him.
�Then why did you resign?�
Now it was McCall�s turn to glance away.
�Sometimes the lines get blurred.�
�Between good and evil?�
�Between right and wrong. Those lines are thinner, harder to see.�
Scott nodded. �But Mom says you�re not working for the government anymore?�
�No.�
�So what are you going to do now?�
�The same kind of work, but not for the government.�
�Then for who?�
Dana came out with McCall�s venti and set it down in front of him. She was in a hurry, more tables needing attention inside, and left.
�Maybe for her.�
�Do you know her?�
�Just to be served coffee.�
�Is she in some kind of trouble?�
�She might be one day.�
�And you would help her out?�
�Maybe.�
�I don�t understand.�
�I�m not sure I do yet.�
Scott looked back across the street. His friend was weaving in and out of the bigger guys� blocks and shot for a basket, but it hit the rim and bounced off.
�I�d better get back and help Kyle out. He�s getting his butt kicked.�
Scott got up from the table, still looking at the playground.
�I play violin in the school orchestra. There�s a concert at the Alice Tully Hall in Lincoln Center tonight. It�s kind of a big deal.� He shrugged. �Maybe you�d like to come? I mean, if you can make it. If not, it�s cool.�
He wanted to leave, but somehow he couldn�t.
McCall reached up and put a hand on his shoulder.
�I�ll be there,� he said quietly.
Scott nodded. McCall let go of his shoulder. There was a break in the traffic on Sixty-second Street and his son jogged back across and reentered the playground and stole the basketball away from one of his tall opponents and passed it to the black kid, as if he hadn�t stepped out of the game at all.
McCall picked up his new venti. He�d drink it down and watch the end of the pickup basketball game. Then he�d leave the Starbucks and wouldn�t return.
But he would be at that concert recital.
Now all he needed was a date.
* * *
McCall walked back toward his neighborhood. He noted a yellow cab waiting outside the Setai Hotel on Fifth Avenue at Thirty-sixth Street. A well-dressed couple in their forties were arguing loudly on the curb, the back door of the cab open. The cabbie waited patiently. The couple looked fairly intoxicated. McCall figured they�d just finished lunch at the Ai Fiori restaurant on the second floor. They both wore wedding rings. The wife�s eyes were swollen and red-rimmed and she was trying to get a word in, but her husband wouldn�t listen. He was shouting at her. Pedestrians avoided them on the sidewalk, but otherwise no one took much notice. This was New York.
The husband said something that sounded like: �You�re getting hysterical� and slapped her face. Then he shook her.
McCall was on the other side of Fifth Avenue. There was a break in the traffic. He took two fast steps to the curb, then stopped.
Kostmayer�s words came back to him.
You can�t save everyone, McCall.
He didn�t step off the curb.
The husband pushed his wife into the back of the cab and climbed in beside her. He gave an address to the driver and the yellow cab pulled out into the stream of traffic.
McCall took in a deep breath and let it out and walked on.
When he got to the antiques and collectibles store on Broadway he saw Moses through the window. The old man was gingerly lifting down a beautiful antique clock from a shelf. Beside him was a very attractive woman in her mid-thirties, McCall judged, wearing an expensive Soïa and Kyo double-breasted white belted coat with large black buttons. McCall entered the store and Moses gave him a nod.
The woman hovered anxiously.
�My dad�s an astronomer at the Fuertes Observatory in Ithaca and my mom collects antique clocks. I think this would be perfect, Moses, don�t you? It�s their fortieth wedding anniversary. What is that?�
Moses furrowed his brow.
�Ruby,� McCall said.
The woman looked over at him and smiled. �That�s it!�
Moses carried the clock to a counter.
�A lovely piece,� he said. �French Ormolu nineteenth century. The bronze statue is Urania, one of the nine muses in Greek mythology and the patron of astronomy.� He set the clock down on the counter and smiled at it like it was an old friend. �Urania the Heavenly, foretelling the future by the position of the stars.�
McCall took a closer look at the clock as he walked toward the glass cabinets of guns. Urania stood on one side of the golden gilt clock, a blue globe on the other. There were decorative embellishments of golden urns, rosettes, torches, laurel wreaths, and garlands. It was a beautiful piece.
�The hour and half hour are struck on a brass silvered bell,� Moses said. �Look it up on the Internet, it would cost you almost four thousand. On eBay, closer to three. I have it priced at twenty-eight hundred, but for a Ruby Anniversary?� He shrugged. �Twenty-five hundred.�
�Make it two thousand and you�ve got a deal,� she said.
Old Moses shrugged his acquiescence, like how could he argue with that?
She wrote him a check. �I�ll come back in an hour and pick it up, okay? You�re a lifesaver, Moses!�
She handed the old man her check, kissed him on the cheek, and rushed out the door.
McCall looked down at the various pre-1900 Remingtons and Colt revolvers. His Model P Peacemaker, Single-Action Cavalry Standard was in its place with the sign below it written in Moses�s copperplate writing: �Frontier Six-Shooter.� McCall glanced up. In one of the large gilt mirrors he could see Moses setting the astronomy clock down on his desk.
�What did you really have it priced at?�
�Two thousand, but people like to think they�re getting a deal. You�ve come to visit your Peacemaker Colt Revolver?�
�Today I�m in a buying mood. You said it was a tad over two thousand? I need to feel like I�ve got a deal out of you.�
�We�ll call it fifteen hundred.�
�I�ll take it,� McCall said.
Old Moses looked very pleased. He shook out a ring of keys, unlocked the back, and lifted out the Colt revolver.
�The case is in the back. I�ll get it.�
He set the Colt down beside the antique clock on his desk and disappeared into his storeroom at the back. A few moments later he reappeared with a redwood box that smelled as if the tree had just been cut down in the forest. He opened it. The outline for the revolver was lined with velvet. The old man set the Peacemaker into it. There were empty slots for bullets.
�You want the 44�40 Winchester cartridges? I have them. No extra charge.�
�I don�t intend to fire it, but sure, go ahead.�
Moses shuffled into the back and came out with a box of cartridges. He took twelve of them out and fitted the cartridges into the empty ammo spaces.
�I see that you�re limping, Mr. McCall.�
�Stubbed my toe.�
�And your face is marked up.�
�I got into a fight.�
�The young hoodlums you saw here in my shop have not been in for their weekly cut. None of the merchants in the neighborhood have seen them.�
�They won�t be back,� McCall said.
Moses looked up.
�You are responsible for that.�
�I had something to do with it.�
Moses closed the redwood lid and snapped it shut. McCall glanced at the Rolex Yacht-Master II in blue on his wrist. The one souvenir he�d kept from being Vladimir Gredenko. He had one more errand to run. Then he�d go home and change clothes.
�I�ll need to pick this up later.�
�I�m here till ten o�clock.� The old Jewish man�s eyes twinkled. �Hot date tonight?�
�I�m not sure,� McCall said. �I�m going to have to ask her.�
�Be fearless.�
Moses picked up a small shopping bag with ANTIQUES & COLLECTIBLES written across it, again in Moses�s copperplate hand. He eased the Colt box into the shopping bag. McCall paid him fifteen hundred in cash.
�There will be others demanding a piece of my life,� the old man said. �They will move into the neighborhood. They will come and see me. They will take their pound of flesh.� He shrugged. �That�s the way it is.�
�If that happens, call me.�
McCall picked up one of Moses�s cards from the desk and wrote his phone number on the back. He gave it to the old man. Moses held it in his slightly palsied hands.
�May I share this with the other merchants in the neighborhood?�
�You may.�
Moses put the card into a drawer in the desk.
�Enjoy your purchase. It has been yours for a long time.�
�What do you mean?�
Moses smiled. �You will see.�
He held out his hand. McCall shook it and walked out of the antiques store.
* * *
They walked into Alice Tully Hall at Lincoln Center arm in arm. McCall had met her and Fooz just outside Dante Park on Broadway at West Sixty-third Street. He knew there was a manhole cover on Columbus Avenue just below the Leon Lowenstein Center at West Sixy-first. Candy Annie looked beautiful in a pink sleeveless maxi dress that went down to her ankles with a high collar at her throat. McCall had got it for her at the H&M store on Fifth Avenue in midtown. She wore customized sparkling glitter and leatherette pale pink shoes with buckles that he�d bought at Prada on Fifth Avenue. He�d brought the clothes and shoes down to her in the subterranean tunnels and had asked if she was busy tonight. She�d laughed and said she might be able to fit him into her social calendar. Her hair fell down her back in a flowing auburn wave. She had on just a little makeup, a touch of eyeliner and rouge. She didn�t need much. She looked radiant. Jackson T. Foozelman had watched them walk down Broadway with tears in his eyes.
They were a few minutes late, so McCall chose a row near the back. Up on the stage was the Glee Club of Scott�s high school, at least forty of them, a full orchestra. All of them were dressed formally, the boys in tuxes, the girls in long elegant gowns. Scott was one of six violinists in the second row. The auditorium was packed with parents and friends and teachers. McCall noted Cassie and Tom Blake in the third row. Candy Annie settled into the seat next to McCall and grabbed his hand. Hers were trembling.
�So many people,� she whispered.
�None of them are here to hurt you, Annie,� McCall said softly.
�I know that. It�s just�� I don�t see anyone for days, unless it�s Fooz dropping by to check up on me.� She looked at McCall with shining eyes. �You�re my only visitor from the upworld. I can�t tell you how much I look forward to seeing you.�
�You know what would be better?� McCall�s tone was gentle. �You living here in the upworld. You�ve got a job. We meet for a coffee at Starbucks and you tell me all about your week.�
�Too scary.�
�You�re here. No hyperventilation. No panic attacks.�
�I�m loving it,� she whispered.
�All it takes is time, Annie.�
She nodded, as if this was a revelation.
The lights went down and the audience quieted and the performance began.
The high school orchestra played Broadway show tunes. They started off with old favorites, from Damn Yankees, Guys and Dolls, Oklahoma! Fiddler on the Roof, Annie, and went on to A Chorus Line, Cats, Phantom of the Opera, Les Mis�rables, Rent, and The Lion King. Scott and the six violinists did their thing. McCall felt a sense of pride he hadn�t experienced in a very long time. His son did not stand out from the others in the orchestra, but he didn�t need to.
McCall thought he played a hell of a fiddle.
The performance lasted seventy minutes without an intermission and at the end the orchestra was given a standing ovation by the audience. McCall and Candy Annie were on their feet applauding with everyone else. The high school students bowed and curtseyed. McCall noted that Scott was looking around the auditorium. Finally he spotted McCall at the back and his face broke into a smile. He made eye contact and nodded. McCall nodded back.
In the third row, Cassie turned and saw McCall standing in the second-to-last row. She looked a little startled to see Candy Annie beside him, probably because she was so young. Cassie regarded him coolly, but it was clear she was glad he had made the effort to be there. Beside her, Tom Blake looked back to see what had caught her attention. She turned him back and shook her head and they both continued to applaud their son. The audience sat down and the student orchestra did an encore of numbers from Wicked. Then there was another standing ovation and the performance was over.
McCall wanted to get out of there quickly. He didn�t want a confrontation with Cassie and her husband that would make Candy Annie uncomfortable. He�d have liked to congratulate Scott, but it was enough that his son knew he had been there.
McCall and Candy Annie walked back up Broadway to Dante Park. Fooz was waiting for them on Broadway in front of the Dante Alighieri statue. Candy Annie grabbed his hands.
�Fooz! Wait till I tell you about it! It was fantastic! I have to change. You guys make a screen around me.�
She took a Puma bag from Fooz and darted back behind the big DANTE PARK sign. McCall stood on one side of her and Fooz on the other. Candy Annie grabbed clothes out of the Puma bag, stepped out of her dress, and slipped off her Prada shoes. She pulled on her jeans, dropped a sweatshirt over her head, stepped into her pink Reeboks, and laced them up. She put the folded dress and the shoes carefully into the Puma bag and handed it to Fooz.
�We need to go,� he said.
He walked away and waited for her.
�I have your envelope of money,� Candy Annie said to McCall. �I want to give it back to you.�
�Keep it. You�ll need it when you come back to the upworld. We�ll find you a nice apartment. Walk through Central Park. Go to the Metropolitan Museum of Art.�
�I will consider it,� she whispered.
She kissed him on the lips and took Fooz�s hand. They walked quickly up West Sixty-third Street toward Columbus Avenue, Candy Annie talking nonstop about the music and the performance. McCall thought of her descending back down into the subterranean passageways and returning to her half-tunnel home. He felt a pang of despair. But there was hope for her. He believed he could coax her back up into the real world.
But am I doing the right thing for her?
The real world had claimed the lives of the two women McCall had truly loved.
* * *
He watched McCall walk away from the old black man and the young bitch and followed him.

CHAPTER 52

McCall sat down for dinner at his usual table in Luigi�s. He�d picked up his Frontier Peacemaker at Moses�s place and had the shopping bag on the floor beside him at the table. Jenny came over. She seemed very happy to see him again. She told him it made all the servers anxious when he stayed away for several nights in a row.
�We like it when we see you come in,� she said in her thick Brooklyn accent. �The world hasn�t stopped turning. So, fusilli with zuccini and herbs and a glass of Schiopetto Rivarossa?�
�I wouldn�t want to disappoint you,� McCall said.
�Just give yourself the chance one night,� she said, and winked and glanced over to make sure Luigi, who was at the hostess station, hadn�t seen her being so saucy and moved off.
McCall ate his fusilli with zuccini and herbs and drank two glasses of the Schiopetto Rivarossa. He thought about his future. He knew what he was going to do. He turned over various scenarios in his mind as to the best way to accomplish his goal. He paid for his meal with cash, adding a generous tip, picked up the Antiques & Collectibles shopping bag, and walked to the front. He glanced into the big alcove on his right. There was another boisterous group at the long table, all young men, most of them in suits, eating pasta and laughing and telling stories and drinking Pinot Grigio.
But they weren�t, McCall thought ironically, the guys from Dolls.
Luigi handed him his coat.
�Mr. McCall! The fusilli was good?�
McCall shrugged on the coat.
�Superb, as always.�
�Excellent. Cold out. They�re forecasting more rain. There are dangers in the streets. So��
�I�ll be careful out there.�
�Yes! We will see you tomorrow night? Molto bene. Be well.�
He shook McCall�s hand and McCall walked out into the night.
He stopped at the Vietnamese mom-and-pop grocery store on the corner and bought milk, eggs, a loaf of whole-wheat bread, a jar of Maxwell House coffee, and a 12-pack of Diet Pepsi. He bagged them himself. The old Asian woman shook her head.
�You not let me work.�
�You deserve to rest,� McCall said.
Another ritual. He was glad it didn�t change.
The old Asian man sat watching a Canadian hockey game on a small TV on a shelf above the main counter. Montreal Canadiens against the Vancouver Canucks. The sound was low. The Habs were up four to three in the second period.
�You honor us with your business, Mr. McCall,� he said.
�The honor is mine.�
The old man did not take his eyes from the screen.
�The young hoodlums who come by for their protection money every week. We don�t see them anymore. I was wrong. We did need your help.�
That was all he said. The Habs just missed making it five to three. The Canucks goalie had made a spectacular save. The old Vietnamese man gave him a round of applause.
McCall walked the three blocks down Grand and turned onto Crosby Street. He looked up at the windows of his third-floor apartment. Nothing moved in them.
He climbed the stairs to the third floor, turned his key in the lock, and nudged the door open. The apartment was dark and silent. He kicked the front door shut, moved into the kitchen, and dropped the grocery bag on the counter. Moonlight hazed in through the small window. He didn�t bother to turn on the kitchen light.
He walked through the archway into the darkened living room. He clicked on the Tiffany lamp in the bookshelves. It cast a soft glow across the couch and low coffee table.
McCall sat down on the couch, took the redwood case out of the Antiques & Collectibles shopping bag, and set it on the coffee table. He lifted the lid and removed the Colt Model P Peacemaker Single-Action Cavalry Standard revolver from the case. He tilted it in the rosy light. Acid-etched on the barrel on the left side was: COLT FRONTIER SIX-SHOOTER.
He turned the Colt over.
Read what was etched along the other side of the barrel.
Daudov was like a shadow detaching itself from the other shadows behind him.
He attacked from out of the darkness.
McCall hadn�t heard a thing.
Daudov looped a cheese cutter around McCall�s throat and yanked back on it. The wire bit into McCall�s flesh, blood running hot down his throat.
He was taken completely by surprise.
It would be over in two seconds.
There are forty-four forbidden cavity strikes in White Crane karate. One of them was the Hichu point, in the center in the hollow of the neck, at the jugular arch and the branch of the inferior thyroid artery. The human body was never designed to take a traumatic strike and the neck was the most vulnerable part of it. McCall struck upward with the fingers of his right hand bunched together in a single blow of strong chi force. It suppressed Daudov�s windpipe and momentarily stopped his breath. He gagged, stunned. The strangling hold on McCall�s throat loosened.
McCall thrust both his thumbs back up into Daudov�s eyes.
The strangling hold relaxed a little more.
McCall grabbed the killer�s lapels and hurled him forward over the couch. He hit the coffee table, sending it and everything on it to the floor. The bowl of M&M�s didn�t smash, but the candies went flying in all directions.
Daudov jumped to his feet, pulling a Taurus 740 G2 Slim pistol from his black leather coat pocket. McCall kicked it out of his hand. It flew through the air, scattering the Alamo defenders and Mexican soldiers on the chess table and fell behind it.
Daudov didn�t see where it went.
McCall was gasping, his hand at his raw throat, trying to force breath back down into his lungs. He was still in a somewhat weakened state after taking the bullets in the fight in the City Hall subway station. He half rose, but he�d given Daudov the seconds he needed. He hit McCall twice in the ribs on both sides, doubling him over.
Pain pounded through his body.
Reflexively he brought up his hands to protect his face. Daudov grabbed his arms and threw him into the bookshelf. Some of the books toppled to the floor. Daudov looked around, but couldn�t see his gun.
McCall�s vision cleared enough to see his assailant fully for the first time. Daudov was all in black, his face oily, his eyes burning with the thrill of a predator who has at last found his prey.
�I hated Kirov,� he panted. �If anyone was going to kill him, it was going to be me.�
�Sorry if I rained on your parade,� McCall said.
His right hand felt along the shelf directly at his shoulders.
The bookmark dagger was not in its place.
Daudov took the small dagger out of his coat pocket. It caught the glow from the Tiffany lamp.
�Looking for this?� he hissed.
He lunged at McCall with the dagger, right for his throat. McCall twisted to one side and executed a knee strike to Daudov�s left leg, causing him to stumble. McCall caught Daudov�s right wrist, twisting it, yanking his right arm up and down, trying to break it.
Daudov�s left hand swept the heavy glass ashtray from the bookshelf and slammed it against the side of McCall�s head. He staggered, but caught Daudov�s left hand and smashed it against the edge of the bookshelf. His fingers opened in a spasm and the ashtray dropped to the floor. McCall found the ulna nerve in Daudov�s right wrist and pressed in toward the bone and up toward the wrist. He twisted the man�s hand viciously at the same time.
The bookmark dagger dropped to the littered floor.
Daudov reached for McCall�s throat.
McCall head-butted him.
Daudov staggered back, dazed.
But that was just for appearances.
McCall lunged forward, but Daudov picked up the sculpture of the eel walker and swung it at the side of McCall�s head. It connected with a shuddering force. The blow sent McCall to his knees. Pain wrapped around him like a suffocating blanket, his head throbbing fiercely.
He collapsed onto the floor.
He was too far from the chess table to retrieve Daudov�s fallen gun.
One thought burned in his mind.
Get into the kitchen!
Daudov brought the heavy sculpture down at the back of McCall�s head.
McCall rolled away at the last instant. The naked girl�s figure struck the hardwood floor, making a dent in it. Daudov raised the sculpture again. He was tremendously strong. McCall jumped to his feet, aimed a karate kick at Daudov�s head. He missed, but his foot connected solidly with the Chechen�s arm. He dropped the sculpture. McCall expected the eel to be severed from the girl�s grasp, but she held on to it. Daudov slipped on a floor rolling with M&M�s and had to grab the side of the couch to stop from falling.
McCall staggered into the kitchen. His ribs felt like they were on fire. He had to force breath down into his lungs. When he�d entered the kitchen earlier he hadn�t really looked at the counter. Bad mistake. He always swept a room when he walked into it. Too complacent. All the bad guys taken care of.
Except one.
McCall looked at the knife block beside the toaster.
All of the knives were gone.
He was sure Daudov had also taken the knives out of the kitchen drawers, along with a pair of kitchen scissors and the carving knife set McCall had bought even though there was never a holiday occasion for him to use it.
But McCall was betting Daudov hadn�t looked in the microwave.
He hadn�t.
McCall pulled open the microwave door and grabbed the Smith & Wesson 500 revolver. It was fully loaded with five .500 S&W cartridges.
He had only half turned with the gun in his hand when Daudov seized him from behind in a bear hug. McCall�s arms were pinned at his sides as if they were being held there by steel ties. He tried to maneuver himself so that even though the gun barrel was pointing at the kitchen floor, he could fire a bullet into Daudov�s foot.
It was inches too far away.
�You think you�re a hero, McCall?� Daudov rasped. �Rescuing Katia and that little cunt of a daughter? They spit on you. They know what you are. You know what you are.�
Daudov sent McCall pitching forward into the kitchen cabinet, which had oval sunflower knobs that opened them. The blow reopened the wound above McCall�s right eye. Blood spilled down and obscured his eye so he couldn�t see out of it.
He didn�t have the strength to break Daudov�s grip.
Sense-memory: McCall in the playground of his school when he was fourteen. The football jocks attacking him. Jerry Stiles, the quarterback, standing behind the young McCall, his hands trying to crush his windpipe. McCall had rushed backward with him, slamming him into the steel spar holding up one of the basketball hoops.
McCall ran backward now, propelling Daudov with him, through the kitchen archway into the living room. Daudov�s back slammed against the wooden top of the couch. Daudov twisted McCall�s hand with a violent jerk and the Smith & Wesson revolver went spinning to the floor, landing a few feet from the ajar bedroom door.
McCall slammed the back of his head into Daudov�s forehead. His hold on McCall�s arms loosened, but he wouldn�t let go. Still half blinded by the blood pooled in his right eye, McCall went down on one knee, at the same time grabbing the lapels of Daudov�s leather coat and hurling him forward. Daudov pitched over McCall�s body and hit the floor hard.
But he was nearer the Smith & Wesson revolver now than McCall.
McCall lunged toward the floor, wiping the blood out of his right eye.
Daudov kicked McCall�s legs out from under him. He grabbed on to the top of the couch to stop from falling.
Daudov lunged for the S&W revolver on the floor.
McCall didn�t try to stop him. But he did something Daudov didn�t expect. He threw himself over the couch, tumbling down onto the floor beside the overturned coffee table and the debris around it.
Daudov picked up the Smith & Wesson 500 and got to his feet. He took in a shuddering breath and let it out. Plenty of time now. McCall was on his hands and knees in front of the couch with nowhere to go. Daudov�s Taurus 740 pistol was not on the floor anywhere near him. He couldn�t reach it in time, even if he knew where it was. Daudov checked that the Smith & Wesson revolver was loaded and walked forward.
�In the microwave. Very good.�
McCall grabbed the Peacemaker Cavalry Colt vintage gun. He found one of the 44�40 Winchester cartridges on the floor, snapped open the chamber of the revolver, inserted the cartridge, and snapped the chamber shut. Dauvdov didn�t see this. McCall�s hands were below his line of sight.
It occurred to McCall in that moment that Moses might have leaded up the barrel. A lot of antique dealers did that with vintage firearms.
Daudov reached the back of the couch, holding the Smith & Wesson aimed directly at McCall. He was breathing heavily, wheezing badly. Emphysema. Too many of those Sobranie Black Russian cigarettes. He stared down at McCall�s beaten figure, his face bloodied, and smiled.
�There is no redemption for men like us,� he whispered. �We are killers.�
He raised the Smith & Wesson level with McCall�s head.
McCall threw up the Peacemaker Cavalry Colt and fired.
The bullet blew a hole in Daudov�s forehead.
He toppled back from the force of it.
McCall stayed sitting on the floor, trying to calm his breathing. He could take a few moments. Daudov wasn�t going anywhere. He looked down at the Colt Peacemaker in his hand. Very little kick. Pinpoint accuracy. The firearm still worked like he�d been standing on a Deadwood street in 1880 facing a gunfighter.
McCall pulled himself to his feet. He limped around the couch, holding the Peacemaker Colt out in front of him, but Daudov stared up at the ceiling with sightless eyes. McCall leaned down and took the Smith & Wesson revolver out of Daudov�s hand. He walked through the alcove into the kitchen. He returned the revolver to the microwave. He walked into his bedroom and found all of the kitchen knives dumped on his bed along with the kitchen scissors and his carving set. He replaced them in their spots in the kitchen. He walked back into the living room, around the couch, and picked up the coffee table. He picked up the big book of Venice and the yellow lined notepad and put them back in their places. He picked up his laptop, which didn�t appear to be damaged and put it back on the low table. He picked up the fallen DVDs. He�d forgotten what he�d been watching. Some Westerns. Tombstone was on the top. Kurt Russell and Val Kilmer for McCall, the quintessential Wyatt Earp and Doc Holliday. The glass bowl hadn�t shattered, but the M&M�s were everywhere. He�d pick them up later. He heaved up the heavy Mark Newman Eel Walker sculpture, miraculously still in one piece, and put it gingerly back onto the table where it had rested. He knelt down beside the chess table, felt behind it, and retrieved Daudov�s fallen Taurus 740 pistol. He�d get rid of it later. For now he dropped it onto one of the bookshelves. He�d pick up the defenders of the Alamo and their Mexican opponents when he scooped up the M&M�s.
He knelt down and picked up the Peacemaker redwood case and set it onto the coffee table. He put all of the bullets � except for one � back in their slots and the Peacemaker Colt in its place in the velvet and closed the lid.
Then he called his cleaning crew.
* * *
McCall met Kostmayer in the upstairs bar of the Dead Rabbit Grocery & Grog in the Financial District, named after the group in Scorsese�s Gangs of New York. Kostmayer was seated at the end of the bar where the big fearsome eagle was perched. The bar had the feel of an Irish American immigrant�s saloon, sawdust on the floor and warm wood everywhere. It was packed. McCall slid onto the bar stool beside Kostmayer. The young Company agent was drinking a Gladstone, a mix of rye, aquavit, parfait amour, absinthe, bitters, and mace tincture. McCall ordered a Glenfiddich 21. There was a flatscreen TV above the bar. The news was playing, low volume.
�You okay?� Kostmayer asked.
�I saw my son play violin tonight. I�m great.�
�Cleanup�s done.�
�I took a long walk here. Thanks, Mickey.�
The bartender brought McCall his Scotch and he took a swallow of it. He winced a little and his hand went instinctively to his throat. Kostmayer reached over a tentative hand and pulled back the collar of his shirt, exposing the vivid red line across his throat.
�What was it?�
�Cheese cutter.�
�Nice. Who was he?�
�You remember when we broke into that house on Sutton Place and rescued Natalya.�
�You did the breaking-and-entering. I was just driving the getaway car.�
�Bakar Daudov�s house. He was the handler for the girls at Dolls nightclub.�
�Why did he come after you?�
�He was angry that I killed his boss.�
�I can see that.�
�Because he wanted that honor for himself.�
�How did he know where you lived?�
�He must�ve followed me after I paid a visit to Dolls. And kept following me. He was biding his time. Waiting until my guard was down.�
�How did he get in?�
�Jimmied the lock on the apartment door.�
�And you missed that?� Kostmayer clucked his tongue. �Must�ve been a hell of a fight. I noticed a big dent in the floor.�
�He tried to drop that eel walking sculpture on my head.�
�And it didn�t break when he did that?�
�No.�
�Too bad.�
McCall gave him a sour look. �What�s your next assignment?�
Kostmayer sipped his exotic drink.
�I�m going to North Korea.�
�What�s there, or is that need to know?�
�A prison camp. Did you see the 60 Minutes report last year on one of their prison camps? Camp Fourteen? Brutal. This one is smaller, a �reeducation� camp, outside Sinuiji, just over the Chinese border from Dandong. There are twelve thousand prisoners, men, women, and children, entire families. They�re slaves, being whipped and tortured, fathers being hanged in front of their sons and daughters for crimes ranging from talking to trying to escape. Mothers, too. The prisoners are also dying of starvation, illness, work accidents, and torture. Most of these people don�t know any other kind of life. The kids believe this is what life is. None of them have ever been outside the prison walls.�
�What�s the mission objective?�
Kostmayer shrugged. �Get them out.�
�All twelve thousand?�
�Once the gates are open�� He shrugged again. �We�ll take as many families in two choppers as we can. Give the others covering fire. The border is two miles from the camp. The Chinese will help us there. Unoffiically. You know the drill, McCall. Leave no one behind.�
�Not even The Company could get a mission like that sanctioned by the joint chiefs.�
�It�s not being sanctioned. Control doesn�t know anything about it. Private enterprise.�
�You�re quitting The Company?�
�No, unlike you, McCall, I don�t have demons invading my dreams. I�m just taking a sabbatical.�
�This isn�t your idea.�
Kostmayer finished his drink and motioned to the bartender for another round. McCall had just about finished his Glenfiddich 21.
�Granny.�
McCall raised his eyebrows. �He called you?�
�I guess he thinks if I�m good enough to have your back, I�m good enough to have his.�
�How many mercenaries do you have, including yourself and Granny?�
�Six.�
�How many North Korean prison guards?�
�Forty or fifty.�
The bartender came with their drinks and went away again.
�Tough odds,� McCall said.
Kostmayer looked at him and smiled.
�Want to make it seven?�
�I�m going in a different direction.�
Something on the TV screen had caught McCall�s attention. Above a female news anchor a legend said breaking news and, behind her, a photograph of a woman in her mid-forties. McCall recognized her immediately as the wife who had been arguing with her husband on Fifth Avenue outside the Setai Hotel that afternoon.
�Police answering a 911 call for domestic violence tonight are now investigating a homicide,� the female anchor said. �Susan Forrester was found beaten to death in her Upper West Side apartment.�
The anchor disappeared off the TV screen, replaced by video footage of a man in his forties being taken into police custody. McCall recognized him as the husband who had slapped his wife and thrown her into the back of the cab while McCall had stood on the other side of Fifth Avenue and watched.
The anchor�s voice continued, �John Forrester, the victim�s husband, a prominent attorney here in the city, has been arrested for her murder.�
Kostmayer followed his gaze.
�People you know?�
McCall shook his head.
�No.�
Kostmayer finished his second Gladstone cocktail and stood up. He took out some twenties and McCall started to protest. Kostmayer held up a hand to stop him.
�There�s a great story about Rodgers and Hammerstein in London in rehearsals for South Pacific, or one of their musicals,� he said. �They walked through Berkeley Square on their way to lunch in some swank restaurant in Mayfair. They passed this Rolls-Royce dealer and there were two identical white Rolls-Royces in the window. A couple of hours later, as they strolled back through the square, they went into the showroom for a better took. They decided to buy the two Rolls. Hammerstein reached into his pocket for his checkbook, but Rodgers said, �No, no, let me get these. You got lunch.� I�ll get the drinks, McCall. You got Kirov and Berezovsky.�
McCall just smiled and acquiesced.
So Kostmayer suspected the truth.
�Let me know how your vacation trip turns out,� McCall said.
�Too bad you can�t come along.�
�Granny will have a plan.�
Kostmayer held out his hand. �Well, if you ever need a whacko to stick his fingers in a fan��
McCall shook Kostmayer�s hand.
�I�ll call you.�
Kostmayer disappeared down the stairs to the street. McCall looked back at the television screen.
The news anchor had moved on to another story, about local corruption, Susan Forrester�s violent death old news now.
McCall sat alone and finished his Glenfiddich 21.

CHAPTER 53

McCall unlocked the door to his apartment and stepped into darkness and waited and listened this time. No sound of intruders. He turned on the Tiffany lamp in the living room. Daudov�s body was gone. There was no sign of a struggle except for the dent in the hardwood floor. No blood anywhere. He walked into the kitchen. The knives were back in the cutting board on the counter and in the drawers, as were the big scissors and the carving set.
He walked back into the living room and poured himself a generous measure of the Louis Royer Force 53 VSOP cognac. He noted Daudov�s Taurus 740 pistol was no longer on the bookshelf. He sat down on the couch, took a swallow of the cognac, then lifted the Peacemaker Colt out of its redwood box on the coffee table. He turned it over in his hands. The etching along one side of the barrel was reflected in the Tiffany light.
Be not afraid of any man, no matter what his size; when danger threatens, call on me, and I will equalize.
He dragged over the yellow notepad and thought about what the ad should say. Something simple. People who were frightened, who had nowhere to turn, didn�t want to read a disclaimer. If they wanted that, they could call the cops.
Well, Ms. Armstrong, there�s nothing we can do. If this young man rapes you, let us know.
Your employer is not compelling you into prostitution, Ms. Rossovkaya. If you choose to go upstairs with a dance partner, it�s consensual.
I�m sorry, Mr. Rabinovich, but do you have any proof that these young men are extorting money from you?
I�m sorry, Mrs. Forrester, you can file a domestic complaint, but we have no evidence your husband is dangerous.
McCall wrote on the page of yellow notepaper:
Got a problem?
Odds against you?
Call the Equalizer.

He put his cell phone number after it. He opened up his laptop and got onto the Internet. He put the ad onto Craigslist and into the classified section of the New York Times.
Then he put on a CD of the Beatles Sgt. Pepper�s Lonely Hearts Club Band, listened to Lennon and McCartney sing �With a Little Help from My Friends,� and drank the Louis Royer Force 53 cognac down.
* * *
It was early afternoon of the next day when McCall walked into the lobby of the Liberty Belle Hotel. This time it was bustling. McCall had never been there during the day. Maybe the old girl was starting to get the overflow from the Plaza again. There were two very attractive young women behind the reception counter, both in gray slacks and blue blazers with silver rectangular badges that said their names below the words LIBERTY BELLE HOTEL. One of them, Chloe, McCall remembered from the night of the shootings. Sam Kinney was also behind the counter, handing a printout to a couple who looked like they�d just come off the tennis courts at the U.S. Open. Although, age wise, they�d have been watching McEnroe and Connors. Sam�s right eye had a patch over it. Otherwise he didn�t look too bad for the ordeal he�d been through. He shuffled over to the cubblyholes, grabbed some mail, and handed it to a gorgeous young woman who passed by the reception counter in a running outfit on her way to the street. The cubbyholes also looked the same. McCall knew some of them had to have been replaced. Also the reception counter had been patched up. Bullet holes made guests a little queasy. He glanced at the Indian carpet as he crossed the lobby. All of the blood had been steam-cleaned out of it. All evidence of the gunfight had been removed. There was a faint smell of fresh paint.
McCall reached the counter as Sam turned back to welcome a new guest, a woman in her fifties, well-groomed and a little impatient.
�Take this for me, will you, Chloe?� Sam asked.
Chloe moved over to take Sam�s place. �Sure, Sam. Glad to see you back. You look wonderful.�
She smiled at the woman and looked up her reservation while Sam motioned to McCall to go to the end of the counter.
�They love me,� Sam said. �What do you want, McCall?�
�Must be your sunny personality,� McCall said. �You are looking pretty good for an old spook who got shot up.�
�I got moved to a private hospital. Control took care of everything. I guess he didn�t forget about me.�
�I�m glad to hear that.�
�Any more dead-eyed Chechens going to come into my lobby looking for you?�
�Not that I�m aware of.�
�You�ll piss somebody off soon. I saw your ad on the Internet last night. �The Equalizer.� I recognized the phone number.�
�What do you think?�
�I like it.�
The edge had gone from Sam�s voice. McCall knew it had only been there for show � for old time�s sake.
�You got a new girlfriend you need to stash away somewhere discreet?�
�The only girl worth stashing somewhere is in Prague.�
�She get out okay? You know, your hooker?�
�Her name is Margaret. Kostmayer put her on a Greyhound bus back home.�
�Where�s that?�
�Norman Rockwell Mid-America.�
�You don�t make social calls, McCall. Why are you here?�
�My apartment has been compromised. I need to move out.�
�I�ve got a nice suite on the seventeenth floor. Great view of the city. No charge.�
�I�ll pay for the suite, Sam.�
�All right. Fifty bucks a night and that doesn�t include room service.�
McCall smiled. �Fair enough.�
Sam leaned in a little closer, his voice dropping to a hoarse whisper.
�That intel I gave you in the hospital room? From that lowlife Chechen killer. Did it come to anything?�
�I�d say it saved the life of the secretary of state. Maybe even the President of the United States.�
Sam whistled. �So maybe we make a good team?�
�I get by with a little help from my friends.�
�I�ve got a cousin with a moving business in Queens. Him and his two sons. Give me your address and the keys to your building and your apartment. What number is it?�
�Three.�
McCall took the keys off a ring and handed them to Sam. He wrote the address down on the back of one of Sam�s Liberty Belle Hotel cards.
�Tell them to be careful with the sculpture. It�s Kostmayer�s favorite.�
Sam put the card into his breast pocket and looked behind McCall.
�It�ll happen today. You already got your first visitor.�
McCall turned from the reception counter.
Control stood in the lobby. He was impeccably dressed, as always, wearing his camel-hair overcoat. McCall could swear he could smell his pungent lime cologne from the reception counter. Control nodded at him. McCall turned back to Sam.
�No one has to know I�m coming to live with you.�
�You think I�d tell anyone? There goes the neighborhood.� Sam leaned in again. �Don�t let him talk you into coming back. Remember your ad.�
McCall moved over to Control and the two of them walked out of the lobby.
There was a black Lincoln town car waiting outside the Liberty Belle Hotel with the engine running. A young Company agent McCall had never seen before stood at the vehicle, holding the back door open.
�Get in,� Control said to McCall. �There�s something I want to show you.�
McCall slid into the back of the Lincoln. Control sat in beside him and the agent eased the town car into the traffic. Control didn�t say another word as they drove north out of New York, through Yonkers and White Plains. McCall thought about how Control knew where to find him. He probably had agents staking out Bentleys, Dolls nightclub, and the Liberty Belle Hotel. It didn�t matter. McCall was back on the grid now, whether he liked it or not.
They drove about thirty miles through some beautiful countryside and turned onto Albany Post Road. McCall saw a church up on the right. They passed a sign that said OLD DUTCH CHURCH OF SLEEPY HOLLOW�1685�GO IN PEACE � SERVE THE LORD. They pulled onto the church grounds. McCall and Control got out of the car. The village of Sleepy Hollow was a few miles away, immortalized in Washington Irving�s �The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.� McCall looked up at the beautiful old church. It had two-foot-thick fieldstone brick walls, a Flemish-style gambrel roof, the lower segments flaring outward like a bell. There was an octagonal wooden open belfry. Control looked up at it.
�The belfry contains the original bell. On it is an engraved verse: �Si Deus Nobis, Quis Contras Pas.�� McCall looked at him. ��If God be for us, who can be against us?��
�It�s a beautiful church,� McCall said. �Long drive to appreciate it.�
�It�s not the church we�ve come to see.�
They walked into the Old Dutch Church burying grounds. McCall glanced at the dates on the tombstones.
�Going back to the sixteen hundreds.�
�There are a lot of Revolutionary soldiers buried here.�
�What about Washington Irving?�
�He�s buried in the Sleepy Hollow Cemetery just over there. It�s separate from the Old Dutch Church. Don�t worry. The headless horseman only rides through here at night.�
�That�s a relief.�
Control stopped at one of the headstones. It was a small plot beside a beautiful oak tree. It read ELENA PETROV, 1981�2014. Nothing more. McCall stared down at it.
�Why here?� he asked.
�It was in her will. When she was a very little girl, her mother used to read her Washington Irving�s short story �The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.� It was her favorite. She once told me she used it to help her learn English. She visited the Old Dutch Church many times. She said she found peace here.�
�I never knew that.�
�I guess there�s always things about the people we love we never find out. I thought you might want to know where she was buried. Come and visit her from time to time.� He took a photo from an inside pocket of his coat and handed it to McCall. �Elena carried this picture with her. It was in her hotel room in Moscow.�
McCall looked down at himself and Elena on the deck of the sailboat, wineglasses in hand, the sun sinking into the water behind them in a blaze of bloodred glory. He put the picture into his pocket.
�Take a walk with me,� Control said.
They got back into the car. The young agent drove them through the small village of Sleepy Hollow, into Kingsland Point Park to the edge of the Hudson River. McCall and Control got out and walked along the river�s bank. McCall looked ahead at the impressive Tarrytown Lighthouse in the distance, just below the Tappan Zee Bridge. Control�s hands were thrust deep into the pockets of his camel-hair coat.
�It was too bad about Chase Granger,� he said. �He was a little green, a little eager, but I liked him.�
�That�s on me,� McCall said.
Control nodded.
More silence between them.
�There was an assassination attempt at the Summit Meeting in Prague. Somehow the shooter got inside our perimeter. He had a sniper�s rifle assembled with a nightscope on it. On his cell phone was a picture of the secretary of state. The president put in an eleventh-hour appearance at the Summit. He might have been a target of opportunity. The assassin�s name was Jovan Durkovi�. A Serbian. He also was known by the code name Diablo. He was considered the best assassin in Europe. He was a phantom. No one had ever got close enough to ID him. We found him beaten and stabbed to death on a hillside a mile above the main chateau building. You wouldn�t know anything about that?�
�No.�
�There was also a picture of Elena Petrov on his phone. He killed her in that Disaster Park outside Moscow. I take full responsibility for her death.�
�You were her Control. The mission went badly. It happens.�
�Not to me.�
�It will if you go out into the field more often. You couldn�t have stopped a man like Durkovi�.�
�You would have,� Control said quietly.
�No. Kostmayer told me how it went down. I�ve never known you to take things personally.�
�Maybe you don�t know me as well as you think you do. There was another picture on Durkovi�s cell phone. Serena Johanssen. I believe he was the shooter up in the bell tower at the Spaso-Preobrazhensky Monastery. But you already know that.�
�How could I?�
�It�s in Serena�s file.�
�That�s restricted for Control�s Eyes Only.�
�How is Brahms these days? Still the computer genius we all knew and loved?�
�He�s retired.�
�Like you?�
Control stopped on the river�s edge, McCall beside him. The wind gusted around them. They watched the beautiful Hudson flow past. Far away in the north were some boats against the brilliant horizon.
�Alexei Berezovsky,� Control said. �He was running an elite assassination bureau. An equal opportunity entrepreneur. All countries were on his speed dial. Terrorists welcome. Global targets. We believe he ordered the assassination of the secretary of state. We know he ordered Durkovi� to kill Elena Petrov.� McCall nodded. And waited. �There was a fatal shootout in an abandoned New York City subway station a few nights ago. Two rival Mafia gangs, Russian and Chechen. At least, that�s the police and the FBI�s official position. One of the men killed was Alexei Berezovsky. What would he have been doing in the middle of a firefight like that?�
�Good question.�
�And you had nothing to do with that, either.�
�Not a thing,� McCall said.
Control looked at the lighthouse in the distance.
�Tarrytown Lighthouse. Seventy-seven years in operation, twelve light keepers. It was automated in the fifties, then navigation lights on the Tappan Zee Bridge rendered it obsolete. Now they run tourists through it. Maybe it�s time I took a page out of your book. And retired.�
�You�ll know when it�s that time. If you have to ask the question, it�s not yet.�
�There�s a small faction at The Company that wants you dead.�
�Led by Jason Mazer, no doubt.�
�I can keep the wolves at bay. No one�s going to come after you. No surveillance, no tails. You can live whatever life you choose to.�
�And the catch is?�
�I might come and find you from time to time. Ask you to do something for The Company.�
�You can ask.�
�That�s good enough. I have to get back to D.C.�
They walked back along the riverbank.
�You want to tell me how you got onto the grounds of the chateau?� Control asked.
McCall didn�t admit or deny the allegation.
He said, �This is just hypothetical. That blueprint on Elena�s flash drive? They�re not tunnels. They�re empty oil pipes. Running from an abandoned oil pumping station outside Prague near the chateau. One pipe going right through the rock and cut off, on the hillside, above the main house. That�s how Durkovi� got past your immaculate security.�
Control nodded.
They reached the trees where the government agent waited by the Lincoln.
�I saw your ad,� Control said. �Just make sure the odds you�re equalizing aren�t too high. Will you do that for me, Robert?�
�Sure.� McCall stopped. �You go on. I want to spend a little time here.�
Control offered his hand. �Good luck.�
McCall shook his onetime boss�s hand and walked away. Control watched him for a moment, as if a little envious, then climbed into the Lincoln. The young agent drove down the road through the trees.
McCall walked to the village of Sleepy Hollow and bought some bright yellow sunflowers. Elena�s favorite. He walked to the Old Dutch Church, into the burying grounds and knelt beside Elena�s grave. He placed the flowers at the base of her headstone and propped the picture of the two of them on the sailboat up against it. Then he walked into the Old Dutch Church. It was deserted. He sat in one of the pews for about an hour, before he asked a pleasant young woman, who inquired if he was all right, for the number of a cab company that would drive him back to New York City.

CHAPTER 54

McCall stopped at the Chase Bank on Madison and accessed his safe-deposit box. He unwrapped a black Glock 19 Gen 4 pistol with a fifteen magazine capacity. He lifted out two mags and a box of ammo. He put the safe-deposit box back and took a cab to the Liberty Belle Hotel.
The girls behind the reception counter were dealing with new check-ins and Sam Kinney was standing by one of the ornate couches patiently listening to a tale of outrage from Mrs. Gilmore, who sat in her slippers and fur coat, holding her white poodle on a short leash. The poodle looked as if it wanted to sink its teeth into every leg that passed it. Sam glanced over as McCall entered, rolled his eyes, gave McCall a thumbs-up sign, and motioned to Chloe behind the counter. Then he went back to appeasing Mrs. Gilmore. McCall caught the words: �Pounding away at all hours of the night, and I know the old boy�s on Viagra because I saw him get the package in his mail yesterday morning�� as he moved to the reception counter. Chloe came around it and handed McCall a computer key.
�Room seventeen twenty-eight,� she said. �It�s all ready for you, Mr. McCall. Are you going to be staying with us long?�
�For a while.�
�You�ll like it here. Have a good night.�
She bounded back behind the counter. McCall took the elevator to the seventeenth floor. He unlocked the door to suite 1728 and walked into his apartment. Sam�s cousins had put the furniture in all of the right places. The bookshelves were against the wall in a spacious living room beside a window that looked out on the Manhattan skyline and Central Park. The TV was near the window, the couch, low coffee table, and easy chairs in their places. The Eel Walker sculpture was in one piece and graced the wall on the other side of the window. All of McCall�s books had been unpacked and stacked on the bookshelves along with the flea market ornaments and the large glass ashtray. The Tiffany lamp was there. The dagger bookmark sparkled on a lower shelf. The orange Frisbee was beside it. His Mac laptop, Venice coffee table book, earphones, and a bowl of M&M�s were on the coffee table. The chess table was in a corner, the defenders of the Alamo facing the Mexican Army. There was a small kitchenette off the living-room area. The counter was set up the way he�d had it in his apartment. There was a different refrigerator and stove, belonging to the Liberty Belle Hotel. Sam must�ve put his in storage. These were newer. McCall opened the refrigerator. It had been restocked with milk, eggs, butter, a loaf of whole wheat bread, cans of Diet Coke, bottles of light beer, cheese, a carton of OJ, and a jar of honey. Also a bottle of 2005 Domaine Ramonet Chardonnay. He opened the freezer door. Frozen dinners and frozen steaks.
McCall walked into the bedroom. The bed was made. The bedside tables were on either side of it. The misty Turner painting of London in the rain had been hung over the bed. His clothes were in the dresser and the closet. His toiletries were all in the bathroom.
He walked back into the living room and knelt by one of the cabinets. His sound system was there, the sensurround speakers discreetly placed in the corners of the room. He put on some Thelonious Monk��Round Midnight��and poured himself a Glenfiddich from the wet bar, which was better stocked than when he�d left it. He did note the Glenfiddich bottle was about three-fifth�s down, but that was all right. Collateral damage.
He set his iphone on the coffee table, sat on the couch, and looked out the far window at the canyons and glittering stalactites of Manhattan.
He accessed his phone messages and hit the speaker.
The impersonal female voice said, �You have fourteen new messages.�
Thirteen of them were crank calls.
Yo, Equalizer, where you been, man? We gotta city to clean up here! Pimps, hookers, street vermin. Meet me at��
McCall hit the button. Next message.
A sultry voice: Hey, Mr. Equalizer, come over to my place, I�ll show you some odds that you won�t be able to��
He hit the button. Next message.
A teenage girl: Uh, hi there, Mr. Equalizer, my boyfriend is really giving me shit, and�� There were girls giggling in the background.
McCall hit the button. Next message.
So do you wear a superhero costume? Is there a big E on your chest? You got a cape?
McCall hit the button. Next message.
Hi�� are you there? Look, I�m desperate.� I�m standing on a ledge in midtown�� twelve stories�� seriously, if you don�t call me back, I�m going to fucking jump�� so don�t be an asshole and call me back�� my number is��
McCall hit the button. Next message.
Hey, Equalizer, I�m DM � Demolition Man. I protect the streets of Manhattan. I patrol the area between��
The next seven messages were variations on the same theme. McCall moved onto the last message. He heard a woman�s hushed voice, filled with emotion.
�Hi, I don�t know who you are, or if you�re for real, but I don�t know who else to call. My name is Laura Masden. I�m a stranger in the city and I can�t find my daughter and there are men following me. I know I must sound paranoid and I�m sure you get a lot of crank calls, but please, if you are for real, please call me back.�
She left her number and the connection was severed.
McCall called the number immediately.
The same woman�s voice answered: �Hello?�
�Hi, Laura, you called me an hour ago,� McCall said.
�Are you the Equalizer?�
Hearing the name spoken out loud by a real client gave McCall pause, but he said, �Yes. You have a problem.�
�Yes, I do. I don�t know where else to turn.�
�Are you in the city?�
�Yes.�
�I�ll meet you at the River Caf� on Water Street in Brooklyn. Any cabdriver will know it. Twenty minutes.�
�All right,� she said, and hung up.
McCall finished his Glenfiddich, put a full clip into the Glock 19, put the gun into his coat pocket, and left his new digs.
* * *
The River Caf� is located on Water Street in the Brooklyn docks offering a spectacular view of Manhattan lit up across the East River. It was crowded when McCall walked in, but he spotted Laura Masden immediately. She was sitting alone at a table by the window, nursing an apple martini. She was an attractive redhead, early forties, dressed in a suit and a black Dior coat. McCall slid into the seat opposite her.
�Hello, Laura. My name is Robert McCall. What�s your problem?�
She seemed a little disconcerted by the less-than-effusive greeting.
�I feel very awkward, opening my life up to a complete stranger.�
�Sometimes they�re the best people to talk to. They�re not sitting in judgment. I have experience in difficult situations. Just start at the beginning and tell me what�s happened to you.�
She took a deep breath. �It�s my daughter Emily. She�s twenty-two. She�s always been a difficult child, but she�s not into drugs or alcohol. She�s a dreamer. She wants to make a difference in the world.�
�Why did she come to New York?�
�She was accepted at the Art Institute of New York City. Media arts. After being at the college one month she dropped out. And disappeared.�
�When did this happen?�
�Three weeks ago. I came to Manhattan and talked to her teachers and the head of the college. They all liked her. They were very surprised when she just left, but it happens. I filed a missing persons report with the police. They investigated, but they just believe she�s a runaway.�
�Has she run away before?�
Laura looked out the window, across the river, as if thinking her daughter was somewhere in that jeweled array of Manhattan spires.
�Twice when she was a teenager. But she always came back. I�m supposed to fly home tomorrow, but I can�t leave without knowing Em�s safe.�
�Do you have a picture of her?�
Laura took a small snapshot from her purse and handed it to McCall. Emily Masden was a young blonde with the kind of face that didn�t need makeup to be beautiful. She had pale blue eyes and a great smile. McCall put the picture into his pocket.
�Does she have a boyfriend here?�
Laura tried to stem the tears brimming in her eyes. �Yes. Very slick, seemingly very nice, a stockbroker. He says Em broke up with him right after she dropped out of college. He has no idea why and he was pissed off.�
�When did you talk to him?�
�Two weeks ago and then tonight. At his office near Rockefeller Center. He�s with Morgan Stanley. He practically threw me out. He said he knew about the postcard.�
�What postcard?�
�I got a postcard at our home in San Francisco right before I left for New York. It was from Emily. Saying she was fine and she loved me and to let her go. I had to show the police here the postcard. That was the final nail in the coffin. They stopped looking for her after that.�
�The postcard didn�t reassure you?�
Laura leaned across the table. Now the tears had nowhere to go and spilled down her cheeks.
�It wasn�t from Emily. It looked like her handwriting, but it didn�t sound like her. The phrasing was all wrong. And she wouldn�t have sent a postcard. She�d have called me.�
�How did her boyfriend know about it?�
�I have no idea. He threatened to call security if I didn�t leave.�
�You said you thought you�ve been followed here in New York?�
�I�ve seen the same two men in four different places in the last two weeks. And there were others. Looking at me on the street. In the caf�s. Oh, God, I sound really paranoid, don�t I?�
�Not to me,� McCall said. �Are they in this restaurant? Just look around casually, as if you�re a little restless while I talk.� Laura glanced around the busy room. �What else did Emily�s ex-boyfriend say at Morgan Stanley tonight? Anything you can remember, no matter how insignificant it might have seemed.�
�Well, Blake, that�s his name, Blake Cunningham, sounds like he should be in a soap, doesn�t it? He was on his cell phone when he walked out of his office. I was waiting for him in the reception area. He was repeating an address. He was startled to see me and got off the phone.� She looked back at McCall. �They�re not here.�
�What does Blake look like?�
�Maybe six-two, dirty blond hair, an athlete�s body.�
�What was the address he repeated?�
�Eighty-nine Whitehall Street.�
�That�s near the docks, outside Battery Park. He was going there tonight?�
�He said, �When does it start?� I heard the person on the phone say, �Midnight.� Then Blake saw me and hung up.�
�We�ll go there,� McCall said.
�Then you believe me?�
McCall reached across the table and took her hand to stop it from trembling.
�I�m going to find your daughter. If she�s in danger��
�You�ll equalize those odds?� she asked, smiling through her tears.
�Yes,� McCall said. �I will.�
When they walked out, McCall looked into one of the mirrors along the top of the opposite booths. He saw the two young men he�d noted when he first walked in, who�d been watching Laura, get up from their table and follow them.
* * *
Eighty-nine Whitehall Street turned out to be a deserted office building under construction. Faint music pounded from the shell. McCall paid off a cab and he and Laura walked around to an alleyway at the back. That�s where the action was. There were four entrances to the building, all of them being monitored by young men in burn masks, giving their faces a hideous, macabre look. Young people were pouring inside, but there were enough older partygoers that McCall and Laura weren�t completely out of place.
The first three floors of the building were open � no ceilings. Stairs crawled up from four or five places. The music reverberated up to the rafters. There were six bars set up. The floors were so jammed with people dancing or standing drinking it was hard to move. McCall and Laura were jostled as they pushed their way deeper inside.
�Rave party,� Laura said, keeping her voice low, not that anyone could have heard her.
McCall nodded. He was watching the drugs being handed out freely, little packets of pills. Molly�s. Joints were being passed around. The drinks consisted of wine and beer. The music was loud enough for eardrums to bleed.
Suddenly Laura gripped McCall�s arm.
�Oh, my God,� she said. �There�s Emily!�
She pointed to a part of the dance floor where it was hard to locate just one person. But McCall saw her. She was dancing apparently on her own, in a black goth outfit, torn in revealing places, ripped stockings, her face with black Alice Cooper tears on it, pale makeup. Her hair was jet black.
�She�s changed her hair color,� Laura said. �She�s lost so much weight. It doesn�t even look like Em, but that�s her.�
�You�re sure?�
�I know my daughter. Even if I�ve never seen her like this before. She�s high.�
�Stay here,� McCall said. �Put your back against this pillar. Don�t move from this spot. I�ll bring her to you.�
Laura put her back against one of the big steel columns. She watched her daughter gyrating in the center of the ground floor. Her eyes filled again with tears.
McCall pushed his way through the dancers toward the girl. He picked up the two young men who�d been at the River Caf� behind him in the crowd. He noted three other young men on his right, coming down stairs from the next level, heading for his client�s daughter. On his left two more men were edging their way toward her.
Going to create a barrier right around her.
McCall looked up. Two more men leaned on the iron railing on the next level, watching Emily be surrounded. They�d spotted McCall and both of them had their coats open, revealing Heckler & Koch 9 mm pistols in their belts.
A young man with dirty blond hair in a dark business suit pushed aggressively through the crowd right up to Emily. This had to be Blake Cunningham. He grabbed the girl�s arm and swung her around to face him.
Then he backhanded her.
McCall heard Control�s voice in his mind.
Just make sure the odds you�re equalizing aren�t too high. Will you do that for me, Robert?
McCall counted his adversaries, two behind him, five on either side, closing in on the girl, her ex-boyfriend holding on to her wrist, two more above on the next level with weapons.
Ten to one.
McCall smiled.
He�d take those odds.
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